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      Defeat supervillains, develop a harem, and save the universe. 

      

      It’s all in a day’s work for Quincy Fletcher, a down-on-his luck security guard whose life is turned upside down after he accidentally kills one of the galaxy’s worst bad guys. 

      Confronted by a mysterious woman named Aurora, Quincy learns that he’s now a marked man.  Going on the run to escape the associates of the villain he killed, he accompanies Aurora to Fiasco Heights, a sexy-dangerous city on a parallel world dominated by the good, the bad, and the pleasure-seeking.

      Once there, Quincy’s recruited into an underground team called “The Shadow Catchers,” a group of superheroes who’ve dedicated their lives to saving the city. Quincy soon discovers that he possesses superhuman abilities which he’ll need as he battles supervillains, dragons, synthetic warriors, and the Harbinger, Fiasco Height’s most dangerous bad guy, who’s hellbent on destroying the universe. 

      Warning: This is a cinematic harem book that shares much in common with a comic book or graphic novel. Do not buy this book if the idea of reading a thrilling story bulging with frenetic high-action, heroes, villains, boobs, explosions, and a harem of lovely ladies turns you off. For everyone else—yes this means you—what are you waiting for? Buy the book and enjoy!

       

       OTHER HAREM BOOKS BY ZACK ARCHER:

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 1

      THE SWORDSMAN – BOOK 2

      POX AMERICANA – BOOK 1

      LIMINAL – BOOK 1
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      The sky over Fiasco Heights was streaked with psychedelic colors the afternoon that I killed my third supervillain.

      I was strapped in the passenger seat of an acoustic transport machine, a “wave sled,” cruising a hundred miles an hour over a strip of bitumen that bisected a plain of pumice dotted with rocky outcroppings.

      My eyes were everywhere, scanning left and right, peering forward and back, searching for the man who was hunting us, a thick-necked brute nicknamed the Barrister, who wielded a powerful, oversized gavel made from a mysterious, intergalactic alloy.

      “Do you see him?” a female voice asked.

      I turned to my left and swapped looks with the woman piloting the sled, an achingly beautiful shit-kicker in a skintight singlet who called herself Aurora. I shook my head and smiled, watching Aurora’s ample breasts strain against the black-green nanomesh garb, her long, coffee-colored hair whipping in the wind. “I think we’re in the clear,” I said.

      “What makes you think that?” she replied.

      “I’ve got a sixth sense about these things,” I answered, tapping a finger to my head. “We are gonna be platinum.”

      BOOM!

      A rocky outcropping, down and to our right, vanished in a blast that fragmented the rock, sending shards of it in every direction.

      Turning, I watched the gavel snap back into the mallet-sized hand of the Barrister, who was running across the ash faster than a cheetah. He was clad in a silver singlet that was partially hidden under a short, oil duster that came down to his waist and featured a full shoulder cape and brass buttons that glimmered in the half-light. His long, blond hair was bound behind his head, and the sharp angles of his face were screwed up in a look of agony or ecstasy (I couldn’t tell which).

      The Barrister waved his gavel at our sled, and we vroomed forward. If you’ve ever seen the old movie “Star Wars” you probably remember what an X-34 Landspeeder looks like. Our sled resembled Skywalker’s ride, although it was thinner, more compact, and instead of the air-cooled thrust turbines that powered the Landspeeder, our machine was juiced by twelve tiny machines that produced the acoustic vortices that propelled us eight feet off the ground.

      The big villain mounted another hillock of gravel and grabbed his sex while making an obscene gesture at us.

      “Did he just do what I think he did?” I asked.

      Aurora didn’t answer, she was too busy firing up the wave sled, throttling the accelerator, increasing the intensity of the ultrasonic waves that rocketed us forward. My head snapped back as Aurora deftly maneuvered the sled up and over the outcroppings and a monstrous knot of bleached bones.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      The stone formations all around us vanished in percussive blasts, obliterated by the Barrister’s gavel. Looking over the rear seat, I saw the bastard ducking under a stone arch then hurdling a ribbon of boulders, arms and legs chopping the air.

      “That sonofabitch is incredibly persistent!” I shouted. “And he’s got serious anger issues!”

      “Do your thing!” Aurora screamed back.

      “You want me to bust some moves?!”

      She smiled as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “No, Quincy, I want you to use your powers to defeat him!”

      I sucked in a breath and heaved myself up at the same moment that the Barrister flung his gavel directly at us.

      The gavel spun forward as time and sound seemed to slow.

      This happened all the time when I was “summoning” by the way, when I was reaching way down deep inside myself to call upon whatever strange and powerful forces I’d been blessed with (or cursed with, depending on your POV).

      Sounds muted, but the colors all around me suddenly became brighter. The air shimmered with iridescent color and then assumed a glassy, almost liquid-like quality. My line of sight was fringed with chromatic aberrations, and then I held up my arms as the air caught fire and—

      Wait!

      Hold on a second.

      At this point, you likely have a shitload of questions, starting with who I am,

      how did I come to find myself next to a smoking-hot chick like Aurora, and did I just set the friggin’ air on fire? I mean … seriously?

      In the interest of clarity, it’s probably best if I take a step back and explain how it all started. I realize almost all of what I’m going to tell you is hard to believe, but if I were you, I’d follow along anyway.

      For starters, it’s a pretty righteous story, but more importantly, as crazy as it sounds, your life might depend on it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Life is a helluva lot easier to live when your eyes are closed. Okay, I’m paraphrasing a line from the old classic rock song “Strawberry Fields,” but that doesn’t make it any less true. In my experience, the vast majority of people stumble around, consumed with their crappy everyday lives, never realizing that most of the world is beyond their perception.

      What I mean is, there’s a whole other world of sights and sounds and smells that most living things, particularly humans, simply can’t sense. For instance, animals can see ultraviolet light that people can’t, plants and insects can smell complex odors that they use to communicate, and powerful electromagnetic fields exist that only a handful of creatures know about and use for energy and guidance. The inability to perceive the wonders of the real world means most of us are figuratively deaf and blind, feeling an occasional rumble or a gust of wind and that’s about it.

      I say ‘most’ because there are certain people who are aware of these unseen things.

      Some of these people are good.

      Some of them are very bad.

      I should know because I’m one of them.

      One of the good ones that is.

      Now is probably the right time to introduce myself.  My name is Quincy Xavier Fletcher and until three days ago, I was a few years shy of my twenty-sixth birthday, a mild, unassuming security guard—which I know is a little disconcerting, because it sounds like the thing you hear after they catch a serial killer and they interview the killer’s neighbor on the news (“he was such a mild, unassuming young man!”)

      I might occasionally be a little off, but I’m totally not a serial killer, and I used to be mild and unassuming (I swear!) until the day Aurora showed up.

      It’s a cliché, but the day she entered my life had started off like any other…
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      I woke a little after two in the afternoon, roused by the sounds of my two roommates, Harker and Renfro, hooting and hollering as they prepared to throw their usual mid-day bash in the crappy little den of inequity we called home.

      I rolled off the cot in my room and stared at my four metal walls. I suppose you could’ve called the place an “apartment,” but that would be seriously misleading, because the four-room flophouse we shared was actually two metal boxes grafted together, a pair of cargo containers plopped down between hundreds of others in the middle of a new kind of urban housing development called a “CHU Farm.”

      A CHU Farm is a cluster of climate-controlled containerized housing units, hundreds, sometimes thousands of them yoked together horizontally and vertically, that became popular ten years back, around the late 2030s, when an urban housing shortage coincided with the introduction of the UBI, universal basic income.

      The quick and dirty on UBI is that the rise in automation (machines, artificial intelligence, etc.) meant that shitloads of workers, blue-collar, white-collar, upturned collar, whatever fucking collar you had, were out on their asses. We’re talking upwards of ninety-percent of the working-age population was without work. When faced with this crisis, what did the government do? Did it roll up its ginormous sleeves and try and discover new sources of employment?

      Hells no.

      Not even close.

      It simply conjured up a new way to pay people off.

      A monthly payment (“net-value stipend” was the preferred euphemism), that ranged between $1300 and $2089, depending on a number of factors.

      Here’s the kicker though.

      You were still required to submit responses to a government employment test. If you scored high enough, you had a shot at securing a plum job stacking boxes at an Amazon fulfillment center or greasing down the friggin’ ‘bots that took all the jobs in the first place.

      My roomies, Harker and Renfro, intentionally flunked the test because they, like most folks, preferred UBI over real work.

      Wouldn’t you know that my dumb ass took the test after sniffing some glue and shotgunning several beers. I ended up getting such a high score (no pun intended) that I was given a job on the early night shift at a tech company called Pythia.

      Guess what my pay was?

      About five hundred bucks a month less than what Harker and Renfro were getting for sitting on their asses.

      A fist pounded on my bedroom door. “You still alive in there, Quincy?” Harker shouted.

      “I’m up,” I yelled back.

      “Good,” Harker replied. “Cause the ladies want you to do your thang.”

      I groaned and grabbed my Pythia security guard uniform off a nearby chair, blue slacks and a blue, short-sleeved shirt with a nameplate (which read “Quincy X. Fletch”) pinned to the front, along with my security card, and a pair of earbuds.

      My reflection greeted me from a mirror pinned to the back of the door. Yawning, I ran a hand through my dark, unruly locks, and massaged a face that hadn’t had a good shave in several days. I did a “most muscular” pose which only served to accentuate how perfectly ordinary I was. Sighing, I eased my five-foot ten-inch, hundred and eighty-pound body into the slacks and shirt, and exited the room.

      Harker and Renfro were waiting for me in what passed for our living room. A TV was on in the background showing a live-feed from a top-rated reality show called “Snuffed,” a program that involved people hunting other people in real time.

      The guys were seated on the floor in front of a glass table, their girlfriends Jen and Molly flanking them. There were four shots of booze lined up on the table, along with a huge battery that was connected to the wall by a long, white cord.

      Jen, the long-limbed, prettier of the two ladies, clapped her hands as I strode forward. “It’s the energizer!” she shouted.

      “Battery Man!” Harker bellowed, pumping a fist. “Battery Man is in the house!”

      Renfro grinned hugely and flipped a switch on the battery.

      A red light flashed green and the battery hummed.

      My gaze hopped from the battery to Renfro. “Seriously?”

      “C’mon, Quincy. One quickie. The girls dig it and besides, this is what you do,” he said.

      I shook my head. “There is no way in hell I’m doing this.”

      “Pretty please, Q-man,” Jen said, leaning up so that I could snatch a peek at her beautifully augmented breasts which were visible inside her tight, low-necked shirt.

      I peered into Jen’s unnervingly blue eyes and studied her bright, passionate mouth. Her eyelids batted like the wings on a moth, and for a moment, at least in my mind’s eye, we were whisked away from the shitty little cargo container.

      We were at another place, at another time, alone at the edge of a beach with bone-white sand. Jen was running up into one of those resort huts with the thatched roofs, and I was chasing after her. I made it through the front door of the hut to find some old-school R&B music thumping, Jen ready to greet me in nothing more than a black G-string.

      Before I knew what was happening, our tanned, toned bodies were joined. Jen’s tangled hair swept across my chest and we kissed hungrily as the music throbbed and she slid her hand down my thigh.

      Moving to the sound of the music, I felt ecstatic and free, really free for the first time in my life. There was no time or concerns or fears, there was just the two of us, my hands exploring the contours of her body, tasting the hint of salt water around her swollen nipples. She moaned and pulled my shorts down and took me in her mouth.

      I smacked her round ass as I pulled her back to her feet, and she rocked back and forth against me before we retreated to a nearby couch. She bit my ear and told me she needed me inside of her. I leaned back and she straddled me and then and I went to work, thrusting rhythmically into her, listening to the slap of flesh against flesh, fucking at a furious pace, nearly reaching a climax before—

      My vision, my dream, my delusion, whatever the hell you want to call it, ended.

      Just like that.

      Only I was still caught up in the moment which meant, yep, I was thrusting at the air.

      “Holy–what the fuck is that, Quincy?” Harker asked.

      I shook off my shock and tried to hide my erection as the girls sniggered, and I tried to play it off. “Sorry, guys, I zoned there for a sec.”

      “You’re losing it, bro,” Renfro said, tapping a finger to his head. “Pretty soon you’re gonna be in a rubber room putting puzzles together.”

      Jen swatted at Renfro, and I realized I needed to do something to change the vibe in the room. Quick as a reflex, I stuck my finger into an opening on the battery. This got everyone’s attention.

      My body jolted.

      A warm current snaked through my finger and up my arm, causing the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to stand at attention.

      It was enough electricity to kill the average guy.

      The others gasped.

      I yawned again.

      I probably forgot to mention this before, but I’m not entirely an average guy (and not only because of my periodic, vivid sexual daydreams). Besides a name, the one thing my old man apparently gifted me was a genetic disorder (thanks, pops!) the ability to be a “conductor,” a “heater,” an accumulator of electricity.

      You know how I knew I had the “gift?”

      I was struck by lightning.

      I was ten years old, playing right field for my baseball team when I spotted the first spoke of lightning in the distance. The team scattered and me being a certified dumbass, took shelter under a tree. Suffice to say, things got hot really quickly. I’m talking fifty-thousand degrees hot, which is five times hotter than the surface of the sun. That’s the temperature of the surrounding air after it’s been heated by a lightning strike.

      Anyway, a bolt crashed down, tracing the trunk of the tree like water coursing down a gutter. I looked up and I was kissed by a cone of white light. Ninety-percent of people struck by lightning survive, but they’re physically fucked up. Some lose limbs, others get badly burned, and still more are forever tattooed with a pattern of tree branch-like scars that trace the path the electricity took as it traveled over their bodies.

      I didn’t suffer physically at all.

      Nope, my shoes didn’t even get blown off because somehow, some way, I was able to harness the energy and expel it out of my hands like some kind of twisted magician.

      I did piss my pants as a result of the whole thing, but otherwise, I was no worse for wear.

      There are others out there like me, and you’ve probably seen some of them performing all kinds of crazy tricks on the internet. There’s the dude in India who can power up light bulbs and blenders by grabbing live wires, and another whack-job in Serbia who cooks food by redirecting energy from an electrical box into his stove-top. What would cause the organs and hearts of most people to fail, doesn’t faze me. Basically, I’ve got the ability to store electricity in my body and then release it.

      But here’s the thing. I can’t really control the electricity which just seems to get sucked down into my body and then vomited back out.

      I squinted and swung my hand down and ran it over the top of the four shots of booze, little wisps of electricity shooting from my fingertips as—

      The shots caught fire!

      The girls squealed with delight, and then the four of them smothered the flames and downed the shots. Jen shot to her feet again and kissed me on the cheek, which was a tad surprising since I’d been fucking the air moments earlier. “You’re so awesome, Quincy,” she whispered. “You’re so…super cute.”

      

      My guts seized at the word “cute.”

      Argh!

      I would’ve preferred a kick to the nuts or an ice pick to the neck.

      “Cute,” a word that I’d heard far too many times in my short life, was a puppy dog, or your kid brother, or the little old man with the high-waisted pants that you see waving at you from the bus stop. Cute was absolutely, positively, not the thing you wanted to hear from a woman who possessed many of the qualities prized by the superficial male of the species.

      I summoned up a smile for Jen. “Thanks.”

      Harker rose and threw a hand around me, mussing my hair. “Our boy Quincy here sure has some serious, mystical powers, don’t he?”

      “Too bad they haven’t done him any good!” Renfro said, barking a nasty laugh.

      I wanted to respond.

      If truth be told, I wanted to go Drew Barrymore on Renfro and set him on fire, but I didn’t.

      I just grabbed my shit and waved goodbye to the slackers and headed outside.
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      Our “apartment” was on the fifth story of a ten-story CHU Farm on the eastern edge of Baltimore that appeared to have been constructed from a madman’s blueprint. All of the ladders and walkways were fixed unevenly to the right side of the construct, causing the whole thing to sag toward the ground. It was only a matter of time until the entire development crashed to the ground.

      I trekked down one of the unlevel and spongy-feeling walkways, then threaded down the long metal staircase that led to the ground. I looked up into the hazy sky and sighed, depressed at leaving the apartment because it forced me to stare reality right in its ugly, fucking face.

      The truth is, I’d lived most of my life within ten blocks of the place and had ventured outside the city only sparingly. My old man took off on us when I was seven, and only twice was I permitted to visit him in Philadelphia before he died in an industrial accident. Could I have felt sorry for myself? Yeah, sure I could have, but in my experience that doesn’t do you any good. The only thing that pissed me off was that I hadn’t yet lived up to my potential, but I was working on that. I mean, it might’ve been delusional, but what other reason did I have to wake up in the morning, other than if I believed the next day would be better than the one before it?

      At the bottom of the staircase, I thumbed in my earbuds, which were absolutely vital if I had any hope of reaching work on time. Ever since I was a kid I had issues, not only with the whole being able to conduct electricity thing but also not being able to block out extraneous sounds. Going back to the time I was six years old, I remember hearing a kind of intermittent white noise, mostly when I was outdoors, a humming that kept me up at night and disoriented me during the day.

      My mom (God bless her heart) did two things to alleviate my issues: she made me wear mittens when I turned eleven (even during the summer) and slapped a set of bulky, thrift store-quality headphones over my ears.

      I was forced to wear the mittens and the broke-ass headphones during the day, even when

      I went to school.

      Guess how that was received by the other kids?

      The only thing that saved me from being constantly pummeled by bullies, was the day I

      accidentally ignited a collection of oily rags at the back of the gym which was the preferred location for beat-downs. Little wisps of blue flame shot from my fingers, sending the rags up in flames, and my tormentors scurrying for cover.

      As I grew older, the noise became something I just learned to live with, although earbuds were really the only thing that allowed me to function most of the time.

      Earbuds securely in place, I flipped on a pair of older model neural glasses, specs developed a few decades before that contained an internal heads-up display, a HUD. Solar panels, especially the PV cells made with gallium arsenide, had grown incredibly tiny, just one micrometer thick, so everything was coated with them, including glasses, which was cool because you could power up your stuff just by walking outside.

      I waited for a stream of driverless cars to streak past, and then I walked through an alley and down the city streets where I was able, either by blinking or the use of a mini-trackball, to control the information on the HUD.

      I blinked repeatedly, scrolling through the day’s news, hitting up all of my tagged sites. I scanned several sports stories, some celebrity gossip bullshit, a few porn sites, and lastly some trending news on yet another industrial accident. This one had happened only a few hours earlier in Wilmington, Delaware, a titanic blast that nearly leveled another tech company.

      I was unnerved, not only because the other company was in the same business as Pythia, but because it was one more in a series of comparable explosions in labs and refineries from Raleigh, North Carolina, all the way up to Hartford, Connecticut. I scrolled through a comments section where readers were convinced that a shadowy group of industrial terrorists was at work.

      Powering down the glasses, I double-timed it, sliding down streets which were deserted because hardly anyone worked anymore and most of those who did flew “hoversurfs,” which were just glorified motorcycles with wings.

      Reaching the Pythia plant five minutes before my shift began, I badged my way past security into the massive building made entirely of red bricks.

      The building buzzed with air handlers and other machines that blocked out most of the noise I normally heard, so I was able to remove my earbuds. Moving briskly, I headed toward my locker, threw it open, and grabbed the tools of my trade: a can of “perp spray” (pepper spray), a little yellow penlight, a security protocol card, and my “psych totem.”

      It’s a little-known fact that everybody in the security biz carries with them some item that’s either been blessed or is just plain lucky. It’s the kind of trinket you keep close to your body to ensure you’ll see the end of your shift. It just so happened that my totem was a tiny stuffed rabbit with oversized teeth whose go-by was “Mister Chops.”

      I pocketed Mister Chops and the rest of my crap, and strolled down a hall toward Leon Banks, the linebacker-sized African-American guard I was relieving.

      Leon stood watch before a metal gate with a retina scanner that protected the building’s inner keep, the R&D lab and various secure locations where unnamed items were labored on by men and women in smocks and goggles.

      Leon arched an eyebrow in my direction. “What it is, small fry?”

      “What it will be,” I replied.

      We slapped palms, and Leon squinted in the direction of the back of my head. He waved a hand over the tiny hairs on the back of my neck which were still ridged because of the electricity. “Shit, those roomies of yours made you do it again, didn’t they, Quincy?”

      I nodded. “They made me play fire starter.”

      “Was it Harker’s lady-friend? That fine ass one with the long pins and the big jugs?”

      I smiled and nodded. “How come she’s the only one you ever remember?” I asked.

      “Cause she’s memorable for two very specific reasons.”

      “What is it with guys and boobs anyway?” I asked.

      “It’s evolutionary, ace,” Leon answered.

      “It doesn’t bother you that they’re fake?”

      Leon grinned. “Easter Bunny ain’t real, but it doesn’t mean I don’t still love getting my hands on his eggs.”

      Shrugging on his backpack, Leon winked and then turned to leave, when I called after him. “There was another one today.”

      He turned and peered back. “Another explosion. This time up in Wilmington,” I added.

      Leon took this in, nodding. “And?”

      “And…does it ever make you nervous that somebody’s targeting places like this?”

      He shook his head. “Ain’t nothing I can do about it. What’s meant to be, will be. Nothing ever happens around here, and besides, you got Mister Chops keeping watch.”

      I pulled my rabbit out and held it up, waving its tiny hand.

      Leon smiled.

      And then the building blew up.
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      If you’ve ever been trapped in an undertow, that’s kind of what it feels like to be caught in the middle of an explosion.

      Only magnify that a thousand times.

      And then set yourself on fire.

      Time slowed to a crawl as the blast-wave hit and lifted me literally out of my shoes, sending me spiraling through the air where I—

      WHAM!

      Slammed into a faraway wall, leaving an imprint in the drywall before sliding slowly to the ground.

      Fucccckkkkkkkkk!

      The impact hurt like a sonofabitch and I couldn’t breathe for several seconds.

      My breath slowly returned, but my ears continued to ring (the howling alarms and smoke detectors didn’t help), stars were still in my eyes, and the cuffs of my pants were covered in tiny fires.

      I peeled myself off the floor and smothered the fires, choking on banners of smoke and debris that veiled the hallway.

      Looking over, I spotted Mister Chops lying on the ground, fire-blackened, and smoking.

      I grabbed the stuffed rabbit and heard a groan.

      It was coming from Leon who was alive and lying under a small pile of rubble.

      Levering myself up, I gimp-dashed over to Leon and grabbed his arm. The big man weighed an easy two-fifty, so it took some effort to dislodge him from the pile of debris. I was relieved to see he was breathing and didn’t seem to be missing any pieces.

      I pulled him to safety and that’s when I heard it.

      A note.

      A vibration in the air.

      As if a thousand tuning forks had just been struck at the same time.

      The sound changed, becoming more like the notes that occur when two knives are rubbed together, metal on metal. I covered my ears and winced.

      I blinked, and when I opened my eyes, the quality of the air seemed to change.

      The vibrations stopped and the air roiled, shimmering like it does on a hazy summer day.

      I waved my hand, and the air rippled as if it had turned to water.

      What the fuck was going on?

      The vibrations began again, and this time I was able to spot their source.

      They were coming from a figure approaching from the other end of the hallway.

      A man.

      A large man in a black and orange singlet with red whiskers and beard, bald except for a tuft of crimson hair that sprouted from the middle of his enormous dome like the crown on a small tree.

      My first thought was that he looked like the dude who played a snowman in that ancient kid’s stop-motion cartoon about Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.

      Burl Ives.

      Yep, the guy in the middle of the hall looked like Burl-Fucking-Ives…on acid.

      I stepped toward him, and he turned his attention to me.

      He neither walked nor flew.

      He just…hovered a few inches off the ground.

      The air around him sparkled with vivid colors.

      He drew closer, and I noticed his eyes.

      Black and lifeless.

      Like the eyes on a doll.

      “D-did you do t-this?” I stammered.

      The red-whiskered man nodded. “And if I did?”

      “I’m kinda pissed,” I replied. Then, holding up Mister Chops: “You hurt my friend.”

      “He should consider himself lucky.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because whatever was done to him pales in comparison to what I’m going to do to you,” the man said. “What’s your name fuckface?”

      I shook my head and pointed at Leon. “He’s fuckface. I’m asshole.”

      The man grinned, but there was no levity in his face. “Well, today is your lucky day, asshole, because most people don’t get to know the exact date of their death. But you do.”

      “Wait!” I shouted.

      The man hesitated.

      My shaking hand reached into my right pocket and pulled out my security protocol card. It was laminated and contained all of the principles I was supposed to abide by to de-escalate conflicts. I scanned the card, which read:

      Rule Number 1: Act As A Mediator.

      Rule Number 2: Use Reason.

      Rule Number 3: Do Not Overreact.

      My eyes fixed on Rule Number 1, including the suggestion to ask: “What seems to have caused you consternation, sir/ma’am?”

      I looked at the red-whiskered man and repeated the line. He just stared at me. “What did you just say?”

      I waved the card. “I’m trying to de-escalate the situation.”

      “I’m going to de-escalate your fucking head!”

      The red-whiskered man threw his hands up, and something that looked like a cloud of pure, white light appeared between his palms. He made a motion with his hands, the same kind of movement you make when you’re shaping a snowball.

      The wave of light compressed into a ball of energy that the man hurled at me.

      Reflexively, I adopted a defensive stance as the energy zoomed at me like a rocket.

      I dropped the protocol card as my hands came up in front of my face, angling out like they did when I was sticking my finger in a battery, or a wall-socket, or any of the countless other things that I inserted my fingers in to get a rise out of my roommates.

      The ball of energy impacted against my face and body and then broke apart.

      A thousand tiny shards of energy rolled over me like a wave.

      The energy, the electricity, whatever the hell it was, coalesced into a stream. A section of the stream hit the metal gate with the retina scanner and blew it apart. The other part of the energy stream roller-coastered down my throat.

      The effect was instantaneous.

      My balls sucked up into my stomach, and the taste of metal was on my tongue. I imagine what I was feeling then was similar to what people experience when they’re struck by lightning.

      But the strangest thing was that I wasn’t afraid.

      Even though I’d ingested a stream of plasma, an overwhelming sense of tranquility came over me. The kind of thing you feel when you realize you’re somehow in the right place at the right time.

      I looked left to right and saw blue flames on the tips of my fingers.

      My gaze ratcheted back to the red-whiskered man.

      There was a look stamped on his face.

      The “why the fuck isn’t the guy I just blasted with a plasma ball dead?” kinda look.

      He opened his mouth, and my arms drew back. I couldn’t control whatever force had taken over my body. My arms whipped forward like I was a giant bird flapping its wings, fighting to take flight.

      I struggled to control my body and the energy that was coursing through it, but I couldn’t.

      All of the electricity, all of the energy that I’d absorbed, exploded uncontrollably from my fingertips and scythed into the red-whiskered man’s chest.

      I’d expected him to get knocked backward, but instead, he became engulfed in a pillar of flame that turned his body to ash.

      The ash hit the floor along with a single object, what appeared to be a ring that he’d been wearing. The ring rolled in a circle before coming to a stop.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered to myself. “Holy…shit.”

      “Quincy,” somebody croaked.

      My gaze swung to the right. Leon had elbowed himself up and was staring at me, his eyes as wide as saucers. “What the fuck did you just do?”

      Before I could respond, another, female voice said: “He might’ve just saved the galaxy.”

      Something moved peripherally.

      I turned, and that’s the first time I saw her.

      The woman I’d come to know as Aurora.

      She seemed less like an actual person and more like a shadow, a dark cutout, that had come to life. She moved menacingly toward me, and I knew, deep down in my marrow, that nothing from that moment forward would ever be the same again.
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      Of course, at the time I didn’t know Aurora’s name.

      All I knew was that she had a look that could stop a clock and a body that would, as a famous writer once said, make a bishop kick a hole in a stained-glass window.

      What precisely does that mean?

      It means she had a face and frame that would be equally at home on a catwalk or a battlefield. Tall and lithe, yet strong of thigh, with a well-proportioned physique that, defying the laws of physics, had somehow been snugged into a black compression outfit crisscrossed with orange slash-marks that looked painted on. Yeah, I realize the aforementioned description might be perceived as a little juvenile or sexist by some, but it’s entirely accurate so there.

      A black armband wrapped snugly around her right wrist, just above what looked like a silver cube that she carried in her right hand. In her left hand was what appeared to be a fob, the kind of thing that people used to use to “chirp” automobiles back in the days when my old man was a kid.

      Leon passed out from shock.

      Aurora stooped and picked up the ring, the only thing that remained of the red-whiskered man. She blew his ashes away and tossed the ring to me. “Do you know what that ring is made of?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, drawing a finger back and forth across the ring.

      “Akash. The crust from a neutron star. Billions of times stronger than graphene or steel, it’s the hardest material in the universe.” She pointed at the mound of ash. “He had a protective suit made out of it that he wasn’t wearing today. Count your blessings.”

      “Who was he?” I asked.

      “His name was Damnation Man, Quincy.’”

      “You know my name?

      She nodded. “My name’s Aurora, and we know all about you. We’ve been watching you for a long time.”

      “Why?”

      She grinned. “Because you’re special.”

      I was in a daze as Aurora moved past me, through the obliterated gate toward the section of the building that held the R&D labs.

      “Hey! Wait!” I shouted, waving my arm. “You can’t go back there!”

      She looked at me over her shoulder. “We both have to go right now.”

      “‘We’?”

      She nodded and pointed to the ash, what was left of Damnation Man. “He had two brothers. Madcap and The Showstopper. They’ll be coming soon for the trap bottle, and I imagine they’ll be angry that you murdered him.”

      “M-mur-murder?! It was self-defense!”

      “There is no self-defense where I come from. As for villains, it’s kill or be killed.”

      “Where do you come from?”

      Her gaze smoked into mine. “A place called Fiasco Heights.”
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        * * *

      

      Against the shriek of the smoke detectors and alarms, I made sure that Leon was safe, and then followed Aurora as she galloped down the hallway into the inner sanctum of Pythia. Along the way, we took in the awed stares of the scientist-types in their smocks, who stood at the outer edges of the hallway, gaping at us. I mustered up a smile and waved at them, including one particularly attractive engineer who’d never given me the time of day. I angled a thumb at Aurora as if to say I was with her and the engineer blushed.

      We hustled down the corridor as I struggled to keep pace with Aurora. “He was the one who was doing it, wasn’t he? All the explosions at the other tech buildings. The guy with the red beard, right?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Him and his gang.”

      “What are they?”

      “Villains of course.”

      “What does that make you?”

      “Take a wild guess.”

      “You mean, you’re…a hero? A…superhero?”

      She shot a sly smile in my direction. “On my good days, I like to think I am.”

      We moved left to right, angling down the corridors. My eyes were on Aurora’s back, moving down from her rear delts to the outline of her ass. I’m more of a breast guy, but her posterior was a thing of unparalleled beauty, carved from granite, the kind of high and tight, muscular backside that only comes after you’ve had a close, personal relationship with a stair-stepper. That said, Aurora wasn’t your typical lollipop-headed gym bunny. Nope, she was downright thick, weighing an easy one-fifty or more…with about four percent body fat.

      She suddenly stopped dead in her tracks.

      My eyes were still glued to her ass, so I rammed into her back and it was like hitting a brick wall.

      I fell to the ground and looked up to see her pry a metal security door from its hinges.

      More alarms sounded, but she was unfazed.

      I bolted upright and stared into the room where Aurora stood before a glass case. In the middle of the case was a black metal object in the shape of a water bottle that was the size of a suitcase. “This is what Damnation Man was coming for.”

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “A device the company you work for makes. A trap bottle.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” I replied, which was true. I had no clue what Pythia actually did, other than knowing the company was involved in research and technology.

      Aurora punched the case, shattering the glass. She reached in and grabbed the black trap bottle.

      “A magnetic bottle that can hold billions of antiprotons,” Aurora replied.

      “Is that a sports drink or something?”

      “No, Quincy. It’s the antiparticle of the proton. Antiprotons are antimatter particles. This containment vessel suspends them in a magnetic and electrical field, a vacuum that’s like the vacuum of space.”

      I had a vague recollection of what antimatter was, and it wasn’t good.

      Aurora tossed the trap bottle to me.

      “Don’t let it break,” she said. “If it does, it’ll destroy the world.”

      I cursed, juggling the bottle, dropping to my knees, managing to secure it before it hit the ground. She looked down at me. “I was just joking by the way. There’s nothing in it…yet.”

      Clutching the bottle tight to my chest like a football, I rose, and that’s when I noticed it.

      The disturbance in the air, a nearly imperceptible thrumming sound that overwhelmed the noise of the building’s air handlers. The kind of metallic vibration you might hear when you stand under electrical wires. It was similar to the sounds I’d heard ever since I was a child, the ones that caused me to wear the earbuds.

      I was shocked to see that Aurora could hear it too.

      “THEY’RE COMING!” she screamed.

      She windmilled her arm and signaled for me to follow her.

      I did and we dashed past anterooms and across inner corridors. We neared a dead end and Aurora held up a trembling hand. Her eyes rolled back until just the whites were showing as she summoned a ball of blue light out of thin air and flung it like a baseball—

      BAROOM!

      The light struck a wall and gouged a hole through it.

      We ducked through the hole and out onto the streets.

      Sirens and screams echoed from all around, and I knew it was only a matter of time before the cops arrived. And not the kindly “protect and serve” ones in cars or on foot, by the way. Oh no, I’m talking about the airborne police, the hive-kickers who buzzed around on their militarized hoversurfs.

      I looked up into the sky and spotted several forms angling toward us.

      Shit!

      The cops were definitely on the way!
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      I blinked and looked up again and sure enough, overhead there appeared the unmistakable outline of several law enforcement hoversurfs.

      I waved my arms and screamed at Aurora, but she was already slingshotting across the road.

      “Where the hell are you going?!” I shouted.

      “I’m heading to the sled!” she replied without looking back.

      “There’s no snow!”

      “It’s not that kind of sled!” she screamed.

      “But the cops are right behind us!”

      “They’ll never be able to catch us!”

      We ran headlong down through a darkened alley that spooled between two sagging tenement buildings.

      Keeping to the shadows, we made ourselves small. Aurora was following a path only she could see, and I struggled to keep up.

      She moved briskly and with the practiced grace of a dancer, bobbing to her right, then sliding to her left, entering through a hole in one of the tenement buildings as a voice boomed from somewhere outside the building: “STAY WHERE YOU ARE!”

      We skidded to a stop.

      I looked at Aurora.

      “What happened to them not being able to catch us?”

      She shrugged. “They’re faster than I thought.”

      I winced. Some great superhero she was.

      Aurora combat-ran toward a cluster of rusted industrial equipment. I followed and we crept behind it, searching for any sign of the law enforcement hoversurfs.

      “We’re busted,” I said. “We are totally going to jail.”

      “Relax. People like us don’t go to jail,” she replied.

      “Yeah, well, speak for yourself,” I said. “I’m not a superhero.”

      Her gaze swung to mine. “You don’t know what you are yet, Quincy. That’s why I came to meet you.”

      Before I could ask one of the thousands of questions that were on the tip of my tongue, Aurora pulled out the silver cube and began unfolding it like a piece of origami, before rolling it up like a joint.

      In seconds, the cube looked like a roll of tinfoil.

      Only it wasn’t tinfoil at all.

      It was a paper-thin, flexible screen that she held out like one of those old-time pirate maps.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “A metascreen,” she replied.

      I leaned over her shoulder to see that the screen was full of information, data, and what looked like real-time images, including shots of the police hoversurfs circling our hiding spot.

      She drew her finger on the screen, able to sift through windows and sub-windows of information until she’d pulled up an incredibly detailed, three-dimensional map of the city. Tapping her finger, she was able to zoom down into the map and trace an orange route that led from our position to another spot in the city that was circled and blinking red.

      “That’s it,” she whispered. “That’s the portal. For security purposes, it changes locations, but there it is.”

      “What is it?”

      “The only way back.”

      She rolled up the metascreen and raced toward a warped door at the back of the tenement building. Realizing it was either follow her or give myself up to the cops and take the rap for blowing up the Pythia building, I followed her.

      We blasted through the door, out into the daylight.

      One of the cop hoversurfs spotted us and vroomed into action.

      Aurora held up the fob I’d seen her carrying and clicked it.

      An object rose up out of the shell of a rowhouse two blocks down the street, what looked a toboggan with wings which was being kept aloft by a series of engines mounted on its underside.

      “That’s the wave sled!” she screamed.

      I looked back and spotted one of the cops aiming a non-lethal stun gun at us.

      There was a burst of light from the gun, and two electrodes exploded from its barrel.

      I held up my hand as the electrodes slammed into my right palm and—

      BOOM!

      They exploded, vaporized in a shower of what looked like friction sparks.

      The cop’s jaw dropped, and his hoversurf broke off its pursuit for a moment, buying us enough time to zigzag across an open lot.

      The wave sled was flying toward us, seemingly on autopilot.

      It touched down in the lot, and Aurora grabbed me and hauled me onto the sled.

      She extended the metascreen and jammed it down onto a glittering metal cube anchored to the floor near the nose of the sled. I was shocked to see that the screen could function as a kind of dashboard for the vessel.

      The sled vibrated and lifted up, swinging hard to the left before shooting down over the deserted city streets.

      The whole thing seemed like a dream, and then I peered back to see the police hoversurf tailing us.

      The cop was holding something else this time.

      An enormous electromagnetic pulse weapon, an EMP pistol, that I’d seen the cops use on TV to short-circuit electrical devices, including machines driven by suspects.

      The officer in the hoversurf was getting ready to blow us out of the sky.

      “WE’VE GOT COMPANY!” I yelled.

      “HOLD ON!” Aurora replied.

      I gripped the edge of the wave sled as Aurora pushed a red button that instantly accelerated the wave sled.

      The force of the acceleration peeled my mouth back as we shot down toward the ground, whooshing forward like a rocket on a collision course with a huge, metal warehouse.

      The warehouse’s twisted metal skeleton sprang into view as Aurora flicked a tiny joystick left, then right, expertly piloting the machine toward the structure.

      “What the hell?!” I screamed. “What the hell are you doing?!”

      “Trust me!” she replied.

      She didn’t let up, instead, causing the wave sled to blast forward as the police hoversurf rocketed after us. Heart in my throat, I glanced back to see the cop clutching the EMP pistol with two hands.

      We knifed down toward the warehouse as the cop fired the EMP pistol at the very instant that we shot forward into a swirling vortex of blue light, a nebulous rectangle that seemed barely large enough to absorb the wave sled.

      The energized round from the EMP pistol, which was shaped like a bullet and glowed bright red, flew like a rocket toward us and then disappeared, the vortex closing up behind us, blocking the bullet from striking us.

      Aurora let loose with a battle cry as we slipped through the vortex, spinning like a top into the cosmic ether.
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      What appeared to be lightning flashed overhead, and suddenly I was able to see through my hand as it dematerialized.

      I wiggled my fingers in front of my face, and they appeared to be made of dust, dripping away like sand through an hourglass.

      Time and sound slowed, and then everything around us disintegrated like a dandelion head blown by the wind.

      We rematerialized and were shotgunned down into a darkened tunnel, the wave sled coasting on a ribbon of pure energy, walls of blue light forming to my right and left.

      We picked up speed, and the walls fell away, and in seconds we were dive-bombing down into the blackness, knifing into a roiling vortex that resembled a tornado turned on its side.

      My stomach did somersaults as we flew through the twister, skysurfing through the murkiness at an incredible rate.

      We were assaulted by black stars, teal vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seemingly revealing themselves at once. Everything appeared to be expanding and contracting and rising and falling. For what seemed like an eternity, we plunged straight down into the darkest space I’d ever seen before. A wall of blue light suddenly appeared, and we were catapulted toward it—

      Fired through some kind of galactic hole.

      I looked through the hole and darkness upon darkness peered back. We bombed down into the nothingness until my field of vision compressed into a tiny, obsidian bead. This was followed by a sudden, violent burst of angelic light and then—

      Everything was perfectly silent and perfectly white.

      I blinked and then I saw it.

      Daylight.

      On the other side of a grid, a gel-like permeable barrier, what looked like the world’s largest membrane. We blasted through and then—

      We were completely out of the darkness and soaring over the edge of a cliff on a rust-colored mesa. My eyes roamed back, and I could see that the membrane we’d passed through looked almost like a barrier…a bubble that stretched as far as I could see.

      “That’s the Caul,” Aurora said, angling her chin toward the bubble.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “It’s a shield. It protects us.”

      “From what?”

      Before she could answer, the wave sled shuddered, and I held on for dear life as the ground dropped away beneath us.

      In seconds, we were flying two hundred feet over a plain of what looked like pumice.

      I rubbed my eyes, staring at the trap bottle which was still in my hands, not believing any of it. For a moment I wondered if Harker and Renfro had slipped me something to mess with my mind. We’d been out boozing the night before and who was to say that they didn’t drop something into my drink when I wasn’t looking? Over the sound of the wave sled’s engines, which hummed like a snare drum, I grabbed Aurora’s elbow.

      “Okay, real-talk time, lady. What the fuck is going on?”

      She glanced back. “Is that any way to talk to the person who just saved your life?”

      “You? What about me? I’m the one who put down your boy back there. The weirdo with the red hair. What was his name? Claymation Man?”

      “Damnation Man,” she said, correcting me, holding my look. “And there’s not much else to say, as the situation is no different than it was several minutes ago, Quincy.”

      “Sure, everything’s the same except for one tiny little detail: it doesn’t look like we’re on Earth anymore!”

      “That’s correct,” she said.

      “Where are we?”

      “As I said before, we’re headed to Fiasco Heights and—”

      “Planet…what planet is this?!”

      “A small, relatively water-rich, rocky exoplanet in the constellation of Aquarius which is near the Moon of Enoch.”

      “Did you just make that up?”

      “Would you know the difference if I did?”

      “I’m pretty sure this is kidnapping,” I said.

      “Nobody forced you to come along,” she replied.

      “You literally grabbed my arm and pulled me with you!”

      “Fine. At the next stop I’ll let you out,” she said, some heat in her voice.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came out. Realizing I wasn’t going to be getting any more answers out of Ms. Buns of Steel, I slumped in my seat. I closed my eyes for a moment, grateful that I couldn’t hear any of the annoying background noise that always bothered me.

      I stowed the trap bottle near my feet, my eyes wandering to the ground below us which was devoid of foliage, although it was dotted in places by what looked like collections of gigantic, bleached bones.

      We flew over a vast forest stretching to the horizon that was full of what looked like gray, upthrust rock. Looking closer, I could tell that they weren’t rocks at all, but the shells of what had once been sequoia-sized trees.

      The trunks were the size of skyscrapers, some of them withered, others fire-blackened. I could see the faint outlines of flattened structures between the trees, rusted out machinery, and areas dotted with enormous trenches and craters, which made it resemble the scene of some terrible battle fought long ago. The wind whipped my hair as the wave sled dipped and slalomed between the trees.

      Out on the horizon, I spotted a solitary flash of green and then the sparkle of water, what looked like a springhead flowing up out of the pumice.

      Aurora monkeyed the wave sled’s controls, piloting us down until we were following the course of a small stream that widened into a river.

      The river spooled through a valley that was heavy with bark-bearing trees that grew in vast lowland swamp forests.

      Slicing over the forests, we curled around the base of a small mountain, and that’s when I saw it.

      The hint of a sprawling skyline.

      A cityscape.

      A collection of structures unlike anything I’d ever seen back on Earth.

      The outline of what I assumed was Fiasco Heights.
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      The first thing I saw was a field of geodesic domes, sparkling like snow globes in the middle of several spits of land which sat at the confluence of two mighty rivers that formed a third. It looked eerily similar to the location of Three Rivers Stadium, which is where the old Pittsburgh Steelers used to play their football games before the NFL was shut down over all the concussion concerns back in the late-2030s.

      There was something right in the middle of where the three bodies of water met, a colossal metal construct, a bridge. But as I peered at the bridge, it began to move, shifting, reordering itself. I saw that it had multiple, expandable walkways that extended or retracted to allow foot traffic across it, acting as a kind of mobile superstructure that connected various domes.

      Beyond the domes were a collection of dingy skyscrapers that appeared to be a combination of natural and manmade. More specifically, there were a handful of titanic, arch-shaped silver-skinned skyscrapers that had been built in reverse “U” shapes, interspersed with a dozen sixty- or seventy-story buildings that appeared to have been built inside some of the sequoia-sized trees I’d witnessed earlier.

      “Why do you call it Fiasco Heights?” I asked.

      “Because it’s a place where the extraordinary is ordinary. And it’s the site of one of the largest catastrophes the universe has ever known.”

      Before I could ask what that meant, Aurora pointed to the skyscrapers. “Those buildings are known as the Upperworld. For as long as anyone can remember, it functioned as the secure headquarters for Greylock, and the fortress for the Elect, and some of the surviving Elementals.”

      “What’s a Greylock?” I asked.

      She made a weird kind of gesture over her massive chest, almost like you do when you’re making the sign of the cross. “Greylock was the chief archon of this world. One of the original Aeons, an Elemental, the last of the first, may his name be remembered always. He ruled peacefully for centuries,” she said.

      “What happened?”

      Aurora’s face fell. “He was murdered three days ago.”

      The wave sled slowed and began angling down toward an opening in the side of one of the domes.

      “How come we’re not going to the Upperworld?” I asked.

      “It’s partially under lockdown, and besides, most of us aren’t allowed there,” Aurora replied. “If the Elect knew where we were, we might be arrested.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      “Conspiracy to commit what you’d call murder.”

      So basically, I’d hitched a ride with a superheroine and flown to some distant world where she, and presumably others, were wanted for possibly knocking off the guy in charge.

      Awesome. Just…fucking fantastic.

      She thrust out a hand and gestured to the opening in the dome. “Our home is in the notches, the Gullet, the underworld. Keep your head down so they don’t spot you.”

      “Who?”

      “The Morningstars. The villains. They’re like gods in a way. They have eyes and ears everywhere.”

      I dropped low as the wave sled scythed through the opening in the dome. I saw that the dome itself was covered in what looked like solar panels. On the inside of the dome was a seemingly bottomless hole that appeared to have been carved in the coffee-colored rock using the world’s largest spiral-shaped drill-bit.

      And down in the hole was the faintest hint of a subterranean city that had been built at the hole’s outer edges. Indeed, there were tunnels, ladders, catwalks, and walkways that branched off in various directions.

      My first thought was that it resembled a much larger version of those underground houses from the first “Star Wars” movie, but then I looked closer and realized it was nothing like that at all.

      For starters, the underground metropolis in front of me was sprawling and bathed in a strange iridescent light cast from plants and vegetation.

      “You guys turned the plants into street lights,” I said.

      Aurora nodded. “Nanobionics. The vegetation is infused with microscopic particles. It gives off energy and light now.”

      Beyond the plants there was blinking signage, including physical placards and holographic ones that hovered over antechambers hacked into the rock walls. I saw eating establishments, industrial rooms, sleeping quarters, general purpose stores, and even what looked like a red-light district with an enormous holographic sign that read “Carnival Row.”

      “It’s all in English,” I muttered.

      “You’re very observant.”

      “How come we speak the same language?”

      “I speak seventy-six languages,” she replied. “As a citizen of the universe, it’s expected of me. And you?”

      I coughed. “Sure, yeah, um well I speak other languages as well, including a little Spanish. Yo nombre Quincy.”

      She nodded. “That’s very good.”

      I couldn’t tell if she actually knew what I was saying, so I continued. “Muy valiente y pene grande.”

      “We’ll see about that,” she replied. “In the meantime, it might help to recognize that we gave you your tongue. Everything that your world has comes from us. Besides, the signage is ever-changing. It intuits your understanding based upon your retina-signature and presents the words in a manner which you can understand.”

      “You guys thought of everything.”

      “We had to,” she replied. “This city is a kind of galactic port. A trading post for the rest of the universe.”

      I looked out and spotted humanoids and all manner of creatures strolling over footways and raised paths. There were men and women intermixing with bipedal aliens, and other exotic things that hopped like kangaroos flew through the air in short bursts like turkeys or walked on their knuckles like apes.

      Some of the aliens were vaguely human in form, while others looked like they’d been plucked out of a graphic novel or a horror movie. They differed greatly in size and shape. Some of the extraterrestrials had tentacles or whips for arms, while others had bulbous, oversized heads, and still more of them had skulls the size of baseballs atop the muscular bodies of rhinos.

      “They all come here for two things,” Aurora said. “To trade in Akash and to experience the pleasures that are unique to this world.”

      It was at that moment that I caught a glimpse of the aforementioned pleasures as we curled through a tunnel and moved slowly past a rear section of Carnival Row, where powerful-looking men and women of all ethnicities were drinking, and engaging in games of chance.

      Beyond this, down a semi-darkened section of tunnel, was a grotto fed by a waterfall that spewed golden liquid with the consistency of cooking oil over a delegation of men and women who were frolicking in the nude.

      My eyes enlarged (along with another part of my anatomy) as two of those gathered, a pair of women who were lean and ripped like fitness models, began fondling each other’s enormous breasts. Swallowing hard, I looked back at Aurora who sported a mischievous smile.

      “Still want to go back to your cargo container, Quincy?”

      I was speechless, so I just nodded and kept my eyes down.

      “Does that excite you?” Aurora asked, bobbing her head at the two nymphs slicked in the golden oil.

      “No,” I lied.

      She arched an eyebrow. “One of my powers involves the ability to read the minds of men like you. I can tell when someone is lying.”

      Crap.

      I groped for the words, which stuttered out: “Okay, yeah…yes, so maybe it excites me…a little.”

      Aurora grinned hugely. “I was lying. I can’t read minds.”

      She laughed, and that’s when I spotted it.

      A glint, a shimmer up and off to the right.

      Like light bouncing off a diamond.

      I threw up a hand and pointed, and that’s when it happened.

      Whatever was hiding in the shadows fired a ball of silver energy at us.
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      “PHANTASM!” Aurora shrieked.

      In one sudden and swift move, she powered the wave sled sideways while conjuring up a cloud of blue light that enveloped our vehicle as—

      BAROOM!

      The ball of silver energy slammed into the cloud, shattering like a pane of glass.

      “What is it?!” I shouted.

      “A semi-invisible assassin!”

      Aurora dropped low and gathered up the shards of broken energy, formed them into a ball that she refashioned into what looked like a spear. She rose and heaved the spear in the direction of the hidden figure before he could fire again.

      The spear detonated against the far wall, showering the hidden figure in dust and debris that revealed his presence to us.

      I saw the outline of a blond-haired, whippet-thin man who clutched a golden knife the size of a lawnmower blade.

      The man rose to his full height and began galloping toward us.

      I brought my hands up, but Aurora waved me off.

      She was going to take care of the assassin all on her own.

      The Phantasm hit the edge of the walkway and went airborne, his mouth peeling back as he swung the knife over his head.

      Aurora twirled her hands, the remainder of the blue cloud getting sucked down through her fingertips. Blue smoke jetted from her ears and nose as she brought both arms back.

      The Phantasm screamed like an animal at a branding, flying toward us in what seemed like slow motion when—

      Aurora smacked her hands together, creating a thunderclap and a shockwave that scythed out, jackhammering into the Phantasm and reversing the villain’s momentum.

      The shockwave sent him flying back like a puppet cut from its strings.

      The Phantasm pistoned into the faraway wall, his body disintegrating on impact, leaving

      a glossy red smear.

      “Jesus,” I muttered, heart still in my throat. “Jesus…what just happened?”

      Aurora barely batted an eyelash. “Welcome to Fiasco Heights, Quincy.”

      “That’s a helluva greeting.”

      “And it would never have happened if Greylock was still alive. Once he died, the Morningstars began releasing their brethren from jail, along with their gangs, including the Phantasms. The Phantasms are a lesser order and their power lies in the ability to fashion and use metamaterial cloaks, light-bending suits to sculpt electromagnetic radiation in order to conceal themselves so they can ambush people.”

      “But you were able to defeat him.”

      “Because my power lies in the ability to harness the energy of the solar winds.”

      “Why did he try to kill us?”

      “One, that’s what Phantasms do, and two, they probably know you’re here now.”

      “Who?”

      “The Morningstars and their leader, Big Dread—”

      “Big Dread?”

      She nodded. “I’m not a huge fan of the name either. Until three days ago, Dread was imprisoned in the bowels of the city.”

      “Where’s Big Dread now?”

      Her face tightened. “Mostly likely out looking for us.”

      Shouts and screams echoed behind us, and given our rude welcome, I figured we needed to haul ass before another assassin came gunning for us. I spotted a small group of men in gunmetal gray singlets with yellow visors over their faces, inspecting the area where the Phantasm had died. They poked at the Phantasm’s remains with long, white rods.

      “Fodder,” Aurora said, stealing a look at the men. “Grunts, general purpose thugs and gang members who work for the Morningstars.”

      Before the Fodder spotted us, the wave sled sped off, dipping and dropping, transitioning from the tight confines of the tunnel to the tall ceilings of an atrium.

      We flew through the atrium and plunged down into another hole with a sign that was marked “Shuster & Siegel Avenue.” Here, the walls were covered with strange lettering and hand-scrawled murals, what looked like the chalk-drawn face of a sober-looking man in the winter of his years with white hair, beard, and piercing eyes. He looked like some kind of Old Testament prophet.

      “Greylock,” Aurora said somberly, gesturing at the man.

      I wanted to ask how he’d been murdered, but before I could, we dropped straight down through a hole in the tunnel, whooshing past anterooms and inner corridors.

      There were arteries that disappeared laterally into the rock or dropped down at extreme angles. I leaned back, realizing the entire complex was like some multilevel ant colony by way of an underground version of New York City’s Times Square.

      “It’s like a forest in a way,” Aurora said, easing back on the wave sled’s controls. “The domes are the trees and the tunnels are the root system. There’s far more under the ground than above it.”

      I made sure to stay concealed while peeking over the edge of the wave sled as we hovered and then descended down through the middle of the hole, past other wave sleds that were rising up past us.

      In addition to the wave sleds, I was shocked to see some people traveling through translucent tubes or hop-flying short distances up, down, and sideways, seemingly kept aloft with special boots that emitted puffs of blue air at the heels.

      “Is everyone like you?” I asked.

      She smiled. “Nobody is like me.”

      I gestured to some of the people. “How are they flying?”

      “Some use ion thrusters,” she said. “Tiny machines which add electrons to xenon and use the resulting reaction as thrust. The others are just blessed with the gift of flight or use the air walkways.”

      She pointed to small clusters of people that appeared to be walking in mid-air, following an invisible pathway that curled in all directions, while others were moving horizontally and vertically as if riding inside invisible elevators.

      “The entire channel system is filled with compressed air,” Aurora said. “It’s known as Black Chamber and it’s specially formatted and pressurized for transport.”

      I reached out and felt a constant, powerful air-current as Aurora tapped the controls and the wave sled shot down into a tunnel in the rock.

      We passed directly under an impressive maze of translucent piping that appeared to be carrying water to various parts of the underground city.

      “The water in those tubes is a billion years old. It rises up from a frozen, underground reservoir to form a kind of cap on the top of the planet. The water’s melted and then pumped down here,” Aurora said, gesturing at the piping. “Among other things, it helps manage the heat loads in the domes, supplies water to us, and feeds the hydroponic farms that grow our food.”

      “Why didn’t you just create water wherever you wanted it?” I asked. “For that matter, why don’t you just get rid of the bad guys? The villains? I mean, you guys are superheroes after all. You can do anything, right?”

      She frowned. “It doesn’t work like that.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It means our wings were clipped a long time ago.”

      I barely knew Aurora, but I already could tell that she didn’t like giving direct answers to questions. I had a cousin who was a jackass lawyer back in the day and he used to engage in the same kind of bullshit, verbal ju-jitsu.

      We soared down through a tight corridor, little more than a tube through the bedrock and here there was a darker, more dangerous vibe. The walls were smeared with graffiti, there were heaps of trash, and in several niches to my right, I saw men and women fucking, fighting, and injecting each other with crimson liquid from large syringes. None of this seemed to bother Aurora.

      The wave sled rocked to a sudden and complete stop and dropped to the ground, onto what looked like a landing pad made from steel.

      My eyes ratcheted forward, and I caught sight of a blur.

      A figure flew forward and dropped down onto the nose of the wave sled where he sat on his haunches, perched like a crow.

      The man was black, muscular, tattooed, and mohawked, garbed in what looked like a wetsuit with the arms cut off, that was streaked with red slashes.

      There was, what appeared to be a pair of drumsticks poking out of a pocket on the man’s suit, and in his hands was an ergonomically-shaped rocket launcher.

      The man pointed the rocket launcher at me.

      I threw up my hands as the man peered down over the weapon at me. A few seconds of terrible silence stretched between us and then he looked at Aurora.

      “Is this the dude?” the black man asked.

      She nodded. “This is Quincy.”

      “Well hot damn and alright,” the black man said, looking me up and down. “No offense, but he don’t look like much, Aurora.”

      “You do know that I can hear you, right?” I said.

      The black man nodded. “Absolutely, positively. I just didn’t want you to be swole up before you stand tall before the man.”

      “What man?”

      The black man grinned. “The only one that matters. The man himself. The head of The Shadow Catchers. Mister Atlas Jackson. Now please step out of the sled onto the landing.”

      I did.

      The black man held up a balled fist and shouted, “GET READY FOR THE VOMIT COMET!”

      He brought his fist down and—

      

      WONK!

      

      The section of landing under my feet opened up like a gallows trapdoor, and I disappeared screaming down into a semi-darkened hole.
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      I fell straight down and hit something hard, slamming onto my back, and then began sliding, feet-first, straight down through what looked like a chute, or tube.

      The tube was ringed with tiny blue lights that provided some illumination.

      I rushed down through the tube as if riding a water-slide, screaming my fucking head off as it zipped left, then right, then straight down at impossible angles.

      And then the blue lights vanished and darkness greeted me, a profound blackness, like the bottom of the ocean.

      I was jettisoned from the end of the tube, catapulted into the air.

      For a few horrible seconds, it felt as if I’d been shot off the roof of a building, as I was pinwheeling down through the air toward the streets below and then—

      WHAM!

      I hit a spongy surface and spun sideways, eventually coming to a stop.

      There was a ringing in my ears, and I noticed I’d lost a layer of skin on my elbows and arms, but I was okay otherwise.

      I didn’t move a muscle as my eyes narrowed to slits.

      I waited for them to acclimate to the darkness. The gloom seemed to conspire against me for a good five seconds, and then something flared in the distance.

      It looked like a match, or a lighter.

      The prick of light allowed me to see something roiling in the shadows.

      A figure rose up.

      Then three more.

      The outlines of men and women.

      Large men and women.

      Moving toward me with menacing purpose.

      I elbowed myself up and crouched.

      Like any cornered animal, I instinctively searched for a way out, but couldn’t see shit in the murk.

      It didn’t really matter anyway.

      I mean, even if I could’ve run somewhere, where the hell would I have gone?

      “Stop right there!” I shouted because frankly, I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      One of the figures, a man, started chuckling.

      The match, or lighter suddenly went out and a battery of lights flashed on.

      The glare of the bonfire-bright light blinded me.

      Squinting, I shielded my eyes with my right arm, slowly lowering it to see four figures, the outlines of what I assumed were superheroes like Aurora.

      Standing front and center was a large black man in the autumn of his years. He had a black glove on his right hand and was bald as a stone. The dude had to be pushing almost sixty in human years, but he was still supremely jacked, his upper body inflated like the old Michelin Man.

      He held a duffel bag in his left hand and wore a blue, two-piece outfit that accentuated his muscle-quilted frame. The material glowed with an eerie light as he strode forward and the way he carried himself, exuding power and confidence, immediately made me realize he was not someone to be trifled with.

      Flanking him like a praetorian guard were two gorgeous ladies in dark compression suits that revealed their erect nipples. One of them was of indeterminate ethnic origin, nearly six feet tall, with long black hair (the same color as her lipstick), and skin the color of hammered copper. She had a dark mask covering her two eyes that glittered like bits of blown glass, and sticking up over her shoulders were a pair of swords secured in a backpack.

      The woman next to her was shorter and more muscular with a tsunami of dirty-blonde hair bound in a ponytail that spilled down her backside. She looked like she’d been hand-packed into her compression suit which rode up to reveal her toned legs, and she had what looked like sock-puppets on each hand. She held the sock-puppets up and manipulated their tiny little mouths, staring down at them and soundlessly speaking as if they were all having a conversation.

      Shadowing her was the fourth figure, a tattooed, tanned, bare-chested white man of medium height, sporting a New England Patriots football hat of all things (cocked backward on his head), and clad in sparkling red wrestling pants.

      He was a handsome fella with a stubbled face, and sported a body that had been winnowed down to maybe two percent body fat. The dude was so friggin’ sliced and diced you could almost see his pancreas pumping insulin, but there was something off about his skin. It was coarse, roughly textured, resembling…the bark on a tree.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” the black man asked.

      I looked around for Aurora or the other black man with the mohawk who’d pointed the rocket launcher at me, but they were nowhere in sight. Figuring I had nothing to lose, I set my jaw and swapped glances with the four figures.

      “For starters, I’m pretty sure this is false imprisonment, so I’d like to talk to my lawyer.”

      The handsome man with the bark-like skin grinned. “There ain’t no lawyers around here.”

      “How about the Constitution then?”

      “Why would that matter?” the dark-skinned woman asked.

      “Because you’re violating my rights.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of ‘em!” I snapped.

      The black man pinned me with a stern look. “Do you need a moment to get ready, Quincy Fletcher?”

      “For what?”

      “The test.”

      “I don’t have any pencils or papers.”

      “It isn’t that kind of test,” the woman with dirty-blonde hair offered.

      “What kind is it then?”

      The two women traded glances and then broke into laughter, clapping their hands together. I felt a chill of dread work its way up over the knobs of my spine, but before I could process everything I heard a sound.

      It was coming from the black guy’s duffel bag.

      It was similar to the sounds that had troubled me for years. A ringing, a thrumming, a sound that seemed to be made up of a thousand tiny sounds.

      The black man crouched and removed a glowing crystal from the bag and tossed it up into the air.

      There was a sharp tang of ozone as the crystal hovered in the air, changing colors and then—

      It exploded without warning, and suddenly, everything was washed in a golden light.

      The light splintered and then coalesced into a great wave that rolled forward, stretching from floor to ceiling, threatening to swamp me.

      I held my ground, everything around me becoming brighter as the air shimmered and roiled.

      I raised my hands and the wave of energy shattered at my fingertips.

      The air filled with what looked like friction sparks as the shards of energy harpooned into my body and were somehow absorbed into my flesh.

      My body quaked as if I was being electrocuted and then, after uttering an uncontrolled, high-pitched wail, a powerful force suddenly welled up inside of me. My hands pulled back involuntarily, and I screamed at myself to control the fucking energy.

      Don’t do it! I shrieked internally.

      Do not fucking kill the superheroes, Quincy!

      But I had no dominion over my own body, and so my arms flapped forward and—

      BAROOM!

      The absorbed energy was directed back at the four figures who were tossed through the air as though the leading edge of a hurricane hit them.

      They sailed twenty feet through the air, bounced off the walls, and slid to the ground.

      Not. Cool.

      A few terrible seconds of silence ensued, and I was sure I’d killed them all. What the hell was wrong with me?! I’d just iced a supervillain back on Earth and now here I was, trapped on an alien planet, taking names and kicking additional ass!

      One of the four figures moved.

      It was the guy with tree bark skin.

      He’d rolled over and torqued himself up to his knees.

      The two women pushed themselves up and did the same.

      The black guy was the last one up. All four stood and then the black guy wheeled in a flourish and ran up the side of one of the walls like one of those Parkour-stars from the old YouTube site back in the day.

      He flew through the air and landed with a thud directly in front of me.

      I felt tiny and insignificant in his mighty shadow, terrified that he was about to vaporize me for what I’d done.

      His gaze narrowed and a vein throbbed in his neck.

      I nearly pissed my pants because the big man looked capable of almost anything.

      And then his lips tugged up in a smile, and he threw back his head and laughed, turning to the others. “HE DID IT!”

      The others cheered and then the black man spun back to me. “Congratulations, Quincy. You passed the test.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Bark man and the two women were all smiles as they rushed toward me.

      “A little green, but you’re as good as advertised,” bark man said, shaking my hand vigorously, his palm having the texture of sandpaper. He held my hand up like a prizefighter. “The badass who took down Damnation Man!”

      “That was totally an accident.”

      “Sure it was, killer,” the shorter of the two women said, rubbing up against me, her pneumatic breasts nearly knocking me off my feet.

      “I’m serious. I don’t even know what I’m doing here,” I replied.

      The tall, caramel-colored woman with the swords wagged a finger. “Don’t be coy.”

      “I’m not. I’m Quincy,” I replied, pointing to the nameplate on my shirt, which caused the two women to giggle again.

      “Atlas Jackson,” the black man said.  I shook his mallet-sized left hand, and he pointed to bark man. “His name is Splinter,” then to the taller woman, “that’s Liberty,” and finally the shorter one with the sock puppets, “and that’s Lyric.”

      Lyric held up her puppets and did child-like puppet-voices. “And this is Beatrix and Barney.”

      I did a double-take at the puppets, then turned back to Atlas. “Who are you guys?”

      Atlas folded his thick arms over his chest. “The Shadow Catchers.”

      I studied their costumes. “If you’re superheroes, how come you don’t wear capes?”

      Atlas looked at the others, a bemused smile playing at his lips. “We don’t like to label ourselves or play to stereotypes, Quincy, largely because things are rarely black and white in Fiasco Heights.”

      “Which is cool with me, because I think this whole thing is one big misunderstanding.”

      “How so?”

      “I’m not even supposed to be here.”

      “Not true,” said Lyric, holding up her puppets and manipulating their mouths while miming puppet voices, “since the beginning of time, you were destined to be here at this very moment.”

      “You’ll have to excuse her,” Splinter said, angling a thumb at Lyric. “She was dropped on her head when she was little.”

      Lyric stuck out her tongue as I turned back to Atlas. “There was a lady who brought me here.”

      “Aurora.”

      I nodded. “She killed something called a Phantasm upstairs and…where the hell is she?”

      “I’ve been here the entire time,” a feminine voice said. I looked over to see Aurora appearing out of a nearly-invisible door at the side of the room, the trap bottle in her hands. I saw she was wearing a necklace of some kind. A silver chain with a tiny glass bottle that contained a red liquid. The black dude with the mohawk followed her in.

      Aurora tossed Damnation Man’s ring to Atlas, who admired it. Then she gestured to the mohawked man. “That’s Kaptain Khaos.”

      “Spelled with two k’s,” Kaptain Khaos said, making the letter “k” with his fingers a la throwing up gang signs. “Because shit just sounds cooler with two k’s in it. Am I right or am I right?”

      I didn’t respond, turning back to Atlas instead. “I imagine you have additional questions, Quincy.”

      “Understatement of the friggin’ century.”

      Atlas nodded. “Then follow me. There’s very little time to brief you on everything.”

      “Are you guys in trouble or something?” I asked.

      “That all depends…”

      Depends on what?! I wanted to ask, but before I could, Atlas set off across the room as the others followed. They moved so briskly it felt like I was walking in slow motion and soon I had to jog just to keep up with them.

      A red laser beam splashed Atlas’s face, moving back and forth over his eyes. The red light turned green, and a door opened on the far wall to reveal an inner chamber hidden behind an airlock.

      Atlas waved his right palm over a scanner, and the airlock opened.

      “You got an awful lot of security for people who aren’t in trouble,” I said.

      “After what’s been happening, we can’t be too careful,” Liberty whispered to me.

      “What’s happening?”

      “Our world’s literally been turned upside down,” she replied as Aurora silenced her with a look.

      We stepped through the airlock which closed behind us with a thump.

      The space on the other side was sterile, circular, and lit by an overhead light shaped like a halo. There were several tiny, drone-like machines hovering in the air and a small collection of weapons and gear lining the walls and laid out on a metal table.

      Atlas whistled to Liberty who lowered her backpack, yanked it open, and pulled out a small black object that was the size of a baseball.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “The divine skein,” she replied, handing it to Aurora.

      “What does it do?”

      “Provides answers,” Atlas said.

      Aurora tossed the baseball-shaped object to Atlas who dropped it on the ground as two things happened at once: the lights went out and, a pillar of yellowish light issued up from the ball and Kaptain Khaos whipped out his drumsticks and began pounding out a drumroll on the metal table.

      “The time is nigh, so draw near,” Atlas said to me as the drumroll stopped. “Listen closely, for I will reveal the hidden secrets of the universe to you.”
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      The yellowish light became pure white and then changed again to a swirling gray vortex that hovered in the air before me.

      Curious, I reached out and waved my hand through the vortex which remained unaffected. Inside it shone a pinpoint of light, a prick of energy, a spark of life in the nothingness.

      The light expanded to a golden cone to reveal nebulous forms that ghosted past like sharks through the water. The forms took on the features of men and women, and they were writhing in the cone of light like fetuses in yolk-colored, embryonic sacs.

      “In the beginning, there were the Elementals,” Atlas said. “The mighty men and women of renown. The Apkallu, the craftspeople, the architects of everything.”

      “Where did they come from?” I asked.

      “They were always here. They evolved from the bythos, the life force that created the universe,” Atlas said. “Their DNA seeded it.”

      “You mean—”

      “We all spring from the same twisted root,” Atlas said, reading my look, “albeit with some significant mutations depending on the planet.”

      The enlarged cone of light pulsed, creating a supernova, a morning star and then everything went white.

      My eyes burned from the flash of light and then—

      An explosion of time and space ripped everything away.

      The blast-wave, a million Hiroshimas, swept outward, birthing stars, the sun.

      I knew in my gut that I was witnessing the creation of the universe. Galaxies upon galaxies were instantly spawned, the universe bulging into a multiverse without beginning or end.The afterglow of that initial explosion stretched across a horizonless expanse, then receded to reveal slivers of hot gas, stars, and protogalaxies expanding and contracting.

      Like an orchestra conductor, Atlas raised his hand and was able to sift through the map, brushing aside spheres and various astronomical bodies until he stopped on a planet at the outer edge of the map.

      He tapped on the planet and was able to fly down through its upper atmosphere. Like a movie on fast-forward, Atlas whipped through the images allowing me to see the passage of time.

      Countless years passed in the blink of an eye and then there was a gathering of hundreds of people. They were large-boned and tall, well over seven feet, and were busy spinning webs of energy, and shooting blasts of plasma in all directions.

      Atlas gestured at the holographic images. “The Elementals colonized this world and later found that it was unique, situated in such a position as to be bathed in a kind of celestial radiation that enhanced their natural abilities.”

      My eyes expanded as the images changed. I saw scenes of the Elementals, who were growing physically larger and more powerful, constructing enormous structures, conjuring up buildings and a habitable landscape out of the nothingness.

      The very beginnings of what I surmised was the city called Fiasco Heights.

      And then a man with a shock of black hair and eyes like pearls, unleashed bolts of lightning and began carving the hole in the ground, the space that we were currently standing in.

      “That’s the Polymath,” Atlas said. “He was the Elemental’s primary builder. Much of what exists came from him.”

      “He helped design and construct this world,” Aurora said.

      Atlas nodded. “And when they had done all they could do here, they grew bored, and turned their attention to other planets.”

      I watched gas and dust merge into protostars surrounded by a protoplanetary disk, a newly-birthed planet taking shape before my eyes. I saw an atmosphere forming, solar winds capturing matter until a fully developed planet was visible.

      Earth.

      In all its primeval glory, splotches of greens, browns, and blacks bisected by watery blues. The Elementals were visible, mixing with what looked like early humanoids.

      “Some of our ancestors visited your world. They were originally sent only to observe, but some lost their way. They mingled with mortal women, had children by them, and engaged in other activities. To men, they taught the fabrication of the instruments of war. To women, they taught the observation of the stars and signs. If you’ve ever heard the expression ‘absolute power corrupts absolutely,’ you know what came next. They grew haughty, proud of their powers, and corrupted in their wisdom. They began to believe that they alone should rule the universe.”

      The images changed again, flickering back to frenetic scenes of combat. The Elementals were fighting each other on the land and in the air, using what looked like swords of light, and shaped charges formed from multi-colored plasma.

      The ground was soon covered in swatches of red and golden blood as the Elementals slaughtered each other in bloody blurs of bestial rage.

      “At a time when the cosmos was still young, a rebellion over the issue of free will occurred between the two opposing groups of Elementals:  the children of light, and the children of darkness. One side wanted to harness the power of the celestial radiation to further their agenda, to grow more powerful and subdue the rest of the universe, while the others realized that if that occurred, it would be the end of everything.”

      The images disappeared, and I was left trading looks with Atlas and the others.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The rebellion lasted for centuries, cost innumerable lives, and resulted in the destruction of much of this planet, but eventually it was put down by Greylock and some of the others,” Atlas answered. “As part of the Reconciliation, the cessation of hostilities, the warring sides agreed on two things that have kept the peace ever since: a king and a shield. Unlike Earth, we don’t have an ozone layer to shield the Upperworld and flatlands from radiation, so one was created. A kind of shield, an atmospheric membrane built to block the celestial radiation, to prevent any further mutations amongst the Elementals that might lead to more violence. Once that was accomplished, Greylock was chosen to become the ruler.”

      “And he’s the guy who was killed, right?” I said.

      “Murdered,” Aurora said, correcting me.

      “The fucking Morningstars did it on the orders of Big Dread,” Splinter growled. “And now they’re after the Light Breaker.”

      I held up my hands, utterly confused. “Okay, whoa, whoa. Hold up right there.”

      “What’s the matter?” Liberty asked.

      “Look, I appreciate everything you showed me, and I really enjoyed the tour of your world and city, especially the golden showers thing I saw earlier...”

      Lyric winked at me.

      “But I don’t belong here,” I continued.

      “How do you know?” Kaptain Khaos asked.

      “Because I’m not like you. I’m just an ordinary, average guy—”

      “Who’s been blessed with abilities beyond his comprehension,” Aurora said.

      “She’s right, Quincy,” Atlas added. “Haven’t you ever wondered why you’ve heard those sounds for most of your life?”

      “Yeah, because I was hit by lightning and I’m a freak,” I answered. “I’ve probably got some kind of disorder or a traumatic brain injury.”

      Aurora tilted her head toward me. “Ever heard of Fibrodysplasia Ossificans Progressiva?”

      I quirked an eyebrow. “Nope. Never heard of it.”

      “It’s a state where your body heals much faster than the normal person. What about mutations in the erythropoietin receptor?”

      I shook my head.

      “They allow your body to carry fifty percent more oxygen in the bloodstream,” Aurora said. “This allows you to run faster than the average person. And then there’s congenital analgesia, where a person doesn’t feel pain, and myostatin-related muscle hypertrophy.”

      “What the hell is that?” I asked.

      “A condition that causes one to have upwards of forty percent more muscle mass than an average person.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because each of those things is classified as a genetic disorder on your planet…and each of them is a gift, what we call a ‘feat.’ A reminder of the days when the blood of our people mixed with the blood of yours.”

      “Okay, so maybe some people are special, but that doesn’t mean I am.”

      I said that even though I was beginning to suspect that maybe, just possibly, I did harbor some unusual powers which I didn’t know what to do with.

      Atlas pointed at me. “You are, and you don’t even know it. In truth, you’ve been blessed with a feat, the power of magnetoreception, Quincy. The ability to perceive and summon powerful forces beyond the perception of mere mortals.”

      “Face it, dude, you’re a harvester,” Splinter said, nodding.

      “A straight-up shaker and baker who can harness solar winds, electro-smog, even ambient environmental energy,” Kaptain Khaos said. “You can use it and reuse it, baby!”

      I snorted because I couldn’t believe any of what I was hearing. Only an hour or two earlier I’d been getting ready to work the night shift at my crappy job and now there I was, surrounded by a group of alleged superheroes who were telling me I was, to a certain extent, the shit.

      Atlas approached me. “There are maybe ten people in the universe who could’ve passed that test before, and you’re one of them. That’s why we need you.”

      “To do what?”

      “To help us secure the Light Breaker before the Morningstars reach it.”

      “Why don’t you just go to the cops,” I said.

      “The what?”

      “The police. Law enforcement.”

      “We call ‘em Snouts,” Splinter said.

      “And there’s a problem with going to them, Quincy,” Atlas said. “When Greylock was murdered, the Morningstars made it look like we might have played a role.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “But that’s not what the Snouts think,” Splinter said.

      “I thought you guys weren’t in trouble?” I said, incredulous.

      “We’ll only be in trouble if we’re caught,” Atlas replied, a gleam in his eyes. “And we won’t be caught because you’re going to help us.”

      I considered this for a moment, taking in the expectant looks from Lyric, Liberty, and the others. Overwhelmed by everything and still not believing that any of it was real, I shook my head. “Look, I appreciate everything and think your little story there would make an awesome movie, but I need to get back to my place.”

      “The cargo container?” Aurora asked.

      “Yeah,” I slowly nodded.

      “The one in the shitty part of town with the two roommates who treat you like crap?” Splinter asked.

      “Okay, so maybe they don’t treat me the best, but it’s my home.”

      “Not for long, chief,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      Atlas’s fiery gaze fixed on me. “You are free to leave, but that doesn’t change the fact that you killed a very bad man, Quincy.”

      “It was an accident.”

      Atlas waved his hand dismissively. “They won’t stop, Quincy. Damnation Man’s brothers and the rest of his gang know who you are, and now so does Big Dread.”

      “How do they know?”

      “Because all of us have kept an eye on you for a very long time. Given the attack by the Phantasm, there’s little doubt that their spies know that you’ve come here and met with us which means they’ll find you soon. Don’t be deceived, if you go back to your home you will be hunted down. You might be able to survive for a while, but eventually, they’ll ambush and kill you before killing anyone you’ve ever known. Your father is dead, but your mother still lives, does she not?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It doesn’t matter how I know. It only matters that it’s true.”

      Atlas strode forward and stood a few inches from me. “The thing to remember is that everyone dies twice. The first time is when you stop breathing. The second time is when there’s no one around to speak your name. Just because it’s in their nature, they will cross over everyone you have ever known or who has so much as spoken your name to ensure that you die that second death, Quincy. And then, once that is done, they will probably destroy much of your world.”

      A moment passed between Atlas and me. There was absolutely no emotion in his face, and I knew he wasn’t fucking around. I also knew that I probably didn’t have a choice. I didn’t want the bad guys tracking down my mother and besides, assuming the whole thing wasn’t some mind-bending delusion, I was stranded in Fiasco Heights and would have to rely on Atlas and the rest of the Shadow Catchers if I ever wanted to get back home.

      “If what you’re saying is true, if the cops think you helped take Greylock out, then I guess you need me as much as I need you,” I replied.

      Atlas nodded, brooding on this for a few seconds. “Yes, I suppose that’s true.”

      “Assuming I stay and help, what do I get out it?”

      “Typical human,” Atlas replied with a smirk. “Always thinking of yourself first. What would you like?”

      “I’d like to experience things no other person has ever experienced.”

      Atlas grinned. “I think we can accommodate you.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I guess I don’t have a choice. I’m in. Let’s do this.”
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      We exited the airlock room and moved down a tight corridor.

      “We don’t have much time,” Atlas said. “A day, maybe two is all that we’ve got to prepare and make ready.”

      “For what?”

      “The mission to get the Light Breaker,” Aurora said.

      “I keep wondering why you guys just can’t use your superpowers to get it.”

      Atlas stopped. “Feats, Quincy. We call our powers feats, and you’re right of course. We have been endowed with certain abilities, but they’re limited,” he said.

      I locked eyes with Aurora. “That whole ‘wings clipped’ thing?”

      She nodded and said: “When the Caul blocked the vast majority of the radiation, our inherent abilities were never…enhanced, at least not like they were for the Elect. The Elect are the first generation after the Elementals. Many of them died during the rebellion. All that’s left is a council of twelve elders, men and women of high station, led by a figure named the Harbinger.”

      “They’re long in the tooth, Quincy,” Splinter said, adjusting his hat.

      “Geezers,” Kaptain Khaos added.

      Atlas held up a hand to silence Kaptain Khaos and Splinter as we moved down a spiral staircase. “The Elect have always charted a middle course. Like all politicians, they care only about their survival. When confronted with controversy or the need to make hard decisions they refuse to act. Even after the murder of Greylock, they won’t get involved. They’ll sit on the sidelines and bide their time.”

      “Buncha pussies,” Lyric said, smacking her hands together.

      “The Harbinger is in on the whole thing,” Splinter said, licking his lips. “He set Greylock and us up.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” Atlas said.

      Splinter cracked the knuckles on his hand. “We know enough, don’t we? We know how he’s been consolidating power and sending his enemies to Halja.”

      “What’s Halja?” I asked.

      “A penal colony on a desolate moon—”

      “The place where all the galaxy’s bad guys and gals are sent for physical and mental reconditioning,” Kaptain Khaos continued.

      “It’s basically a planet-wide battle royale for anti-heroes and villains,” Splinter said.

      Aurora whistled, unfolding her metascreen for all to see.

      On the screen was a soundless image of a regal-looking man with a chiseled jaw, gray hair and beard, who was standing in front of an ornate throne, giving a speech. He looked to be in his sixties in human years but was still well-muscled, a vein pulsing at the side of his thick neck as he gesticulated.

      “That’s him,” Aurora said.

      “The fucking Harbinger,” Splinter sneered. “He’s probably giving some speech about how he’s taking over.”

      “What does all of that mean for us?” I asked.

      Liberty stopped and pinned me with a look. “We can’t turn to him or anyone else. We’re the only ones who can prevent the bad guys from taking over the universe.”

      “It’s all about the Light Breaker, baby,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      Atlas nodded. “The Light Breaker is the sum total of antimatter that existed at the time this world was created. During the rebellion, the children of darkness tried to collect the antimatter and use it to destroy the children of light. After the Reconciliation, Greylock gathered up the antimatter, trapping it in a location designed by the Polymath somewhere in the Empty Quarter.”

      My head spun as I fought to process the information.

      I felt like I’d been suddenly been thrust into the middle of a comic book, that I’d become some kind of living, breathing trope. You know the ones that center around the average guy, the unlikely hero like the dudes in “PS238” or the “Wanted” comic books, who are ultimately called upon to save the day. Yeah, the guys who also sometimes get killed in the process. I swallowed hard and nodded along even though I had no fucking idea what Atlas was talking about.

      Atlas explained that after the death of Greylock, Big Dread had sent six of the worst villains out on missions to track down what would be needed to collect the antimatter, weaponize it, and use it to destroy the Caul. That way, their feats, their powers could once again be energized allowing them to take over the universe. Apparently, the last piece of the puzzle was the trap bottle.

      So…in accidentally killing Damnation Man, little old me had apparently thwarted the master plan of the universe’s worst villain.

      Lovely.

      “The Empty Quarter, by the way, is a desolate area hidden many levels below where we now stand,” Atlas continued.

      “It’s located on the other side of The Bridge of the Requiter,” Splinter said.

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Okay, no biggie. So all we have to do is cross over a bridge?”

      The others exchanged nervous looks as we walked across a landing at the bottom of the staircase. “Yeah, well, here’s the thing about that bridge, ace,” Kaptain Khaos said, resting a hand on my shoulder. “Only one or two people know exactly where it is, and from what we hear, it’s guarded by things.”

      “Things as in…what? Like security gates?”

      “I wish,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      “More like the very worst things that the Elementals could find from the far corners of the galaxy,” Splinter said.

      “You mean like…the very worst people?”

      Lyric smiled darkly. “More like the very worst monsters.”

      Fuck-a-doodle doo.

      Monsters!

      Exactly what I didn’t want to hear. My stomach knotted. “How are we gonna beat monsters?”

      “With bravery, cunning, our genetic feats, and weapons, Quincy.”

      Splinter smiled. “Lots and lots of weapons.”

      Atlas moved to a metal door and waved his hand over a scanner. A red light flashed green, and he heaved open the door to reveal a room that looked like Santa’s Workshop by way of an NRA convention or a SEAL Team Six weapons depot.

      The space was narrow, but exceedingly long. The far end of the room was filled with rows of what I thought were mannequins, stone tablets, and blocks of translucent gel. The portion closest to us contained an arsenal of weaponry hanging from hooks on the walls, everything from the mundane to the exotic. “We’ve been stockpiling goodies for several days,” Liberty said.

      I strolled between the racks, admiring stuff I’d only seen in movies, and others I’d only witnessed online when I was involved in several MMORPG games. All of the weapons were uniquely styled and shaped, but I made out what appeared to be machine-pistols, assault shotguns, ammunition, grenades with glass cones, and a cylindrical mini-grenade launcher.   I looked over at Kaptain Khaos who grabbed a grenade launcher and a bandolier of oversized shells with red tips. I pointed at the launcher. “And here I was thinking that given your feats you wouldn’t need weapons.”

      Kaptain Khaos slid two of the shells into the launcher and grinned. “You’re right. Each of us has our unique abilities.” He set the launcher down and flicked his wrist, causing the room to shake gently. “For instance, I can cause small tremors.”

      “I can do this,” Liberty said, pulling around her two swords.

      “Holding up a sword is a feat?” I asked.

      She smirked. “Is it when you can do this to it.”

      The swords were whipped back and forth, glowing, humming like a struck guitar string and then the blades were smothered in a crackling white light.

      Liberty spun and angled the swords, bringing them down in a slashing motion as—

      WHOMP!

      Bolts of white light flew from the tips of the blades, atomizing the mannequins at the back of the room.

      Lyric blew smoke from the end of the blades and popped her puppets on top of them like sword-koozies. Then she turned and unleashed a sound from the darkest corners of her mouth that nearly shattered my eardrums, a sonic note that vaporized the translucent blocks of gel. “I can bring the noise when I want to,” she said. “Sonic bullets.”

      Atlas removed the glove on his right hand to reveal that it was oversized and made of what looked like polished granite. There were strange symbols etched on the stone. Atlas threw a punch that caused his arm to stretch like friggin’ Plastic Man. I shit you not, the big man’s arm extended thirty feet, allowing him to smash all of the stone tablets at the back of the room to bits. I blinked, and his fist snapped back into place. “Talk to the hand,” Atlas said, slipping the glove back on.

      And then there was one.

      Splinter.

      He was grinning like a fool. “All eyes on me, huh?” he said.

      “What’s your feat?” I asked. “Sucking down carbon dioxide?”

      Splinter snickered, then violently snapped his wrist as—

      A flurry of four-inch splinters leaped from his hand, embedding themselves in the side wall. Then he withdrew another splinter from the tip of his right index finger and used it to carve a trench in the palm of his hand. A thick, syrupy substance welled up, and Splinter flung this against the splinters in the wall which began to melt.

      “Weaponized sap,” Splinter said. “More corrosive than acid.”

      I made a mental note. Don’t fuck with the Shadow Catchers. Ever.

      Atlas gestured to the weapons on the walls. “What some of us have found is that while natural abilities are good, natural abilities plus weapons are… better.”

      There was a burst of laughter as some of the Shadow Catchers began gathering up weapons. I saw Lyric grab two glass grenades filled with an amber liquid in a backpack.

      “They’re called Chernips,” she said. “Filled with the tears of dead Archons. Guaranteed to incinerate any unlucky person or thing we come upon in the Empty Quarter.”

      She snapped the grenades onto her skintight suit.

      “How are you able to move in that thing?” I asked, pointing at her suit.

      “Atlas says the shorter and tighter our outfits are, the better we fight,” she replied.

      “You can’t argue with science,” Atlas said with a wink.

      I swiveled to see Splinter, who by this time had donned a T-shirt that said “Got Wood?” hefting a cylindrical grenade launcher. “We call it the Pez Dispenser.”

      Kaptain Khaos plucked up a tiny gun that looked barely larger than his hand. “That thing looks like a pea shooter,” I said.

      The Kaptain pressed a button on the side of the gun which caused the barrel to biomechanically reconfigure until it was twelve inches long and twelve inches wide. “Never judge a book by its cover,” the Kaptain said, holding the gun up. “Meet the Hellmouth.”

      “Cool gun.”

      “Every soldier needs one.”

      “Why do they call you ‘Kaptain’ by the way?”

      Kaptain Khaos stashed the Hellmouth in a side holster attached to his singlet. “‘Cause ‘General Khaos’ just sounded a little over the top, you know what I’m saying?”

      Aurora cast an eye in my direction. “You need a change of clothes, Quincy.”

      This was true because, considering all that had happened, I was still wearing my Phythia uniform. She held up a silver singlet and a small black mask.

      “What are those?” I asked.

      “A nanosuit and mask infused with Akash. Nearly indestructible.”

      “I’m not really a singlet and mask kinda guy.”

      Aurora smirked. “You’ll learn that they’re your best friend. The only question is what size you are.”

      Without warning, Lyric reached back and grabbed my dick. “He’s an extra-large,” she said with a snicker.

      I blushed and swatted her hand away as Aurora tossed me the nanosuit and mask, along with a small rucksack which I used to secure the suit and mask.

      “Okay, the easy part’s done, people,” Atlas said. “Now comes the hard stuff.” Atlas pointed at me. “It’s time for you to start training.”
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      Weapons stowed, I followed Atlas and the others through a side door in the armory and down a ramp that ended at a drop-off.

      I moved up to the edge of the drop-off and peered down into what looked like a titanic metal cylinder that led to a bottomless pit.

      Hands shoved me, and I pitched forward, screaming my head off—

      Only to come to a stop.

      I was in a weightless free-fall and yet I was shocked to find that I wasn’t falling to my death.

      Instead, I was crouched in mid-air as if I was surfing, held aloft by a powerful updraft of air that cycloned vertically up from the bottom of the pit.

      I was on one of the nearly invisible walkways that Aurora had mentioned before, part of the Black Chamber system, the ones formed from compressed air. Even though I was terrified to look down, I did, spotting enormous grates way down below through which the air flowed.

      It felt for a moment like I was on one of those old bounce houses that you used to enjoy at carnivals when you were a kid. The sensation was the same, and it took me several seconds to get my bearings. I found that I could easily maintain my balance by lowering my arms and fanning my hands out.

      Slowly I spun around to see the others pointing and smiling at me.

      “Ever been on one of our walkways before, kid?” Splinter asked.

      I shook my head.

      “Then you just popped your cherry,” he continued. “Question is: did you crap your pants?”

      He cackled as the others leaped onto the invisible pathway, everyone heading across the gap to another catwalk that was lit by neon lights.

      As we moved, Splinter handed me several brown nutrient and protein-dense cubes, “Macro Cubes,” he called them, that he said were the primary source of food on the planet. Given everything that I’d been through, I was starving, so I popped the cubes in my mouth and nearly vomited. They tasted like wet sawdust.

      “You’ll get used to them,” Splinter said. “Each cube contains a full spectrum of protein and other nutrients. Basically, the equivalent of a chicken dinner with vegetables from your world.”

      “How do you guys know so much about Earth?”

      Splinter grinned. “Each one of us does a ‘mission’ to the planets that support mammalian organisms. The missions can last upwards of two, sometimes three months or more. We become familiar with your culture.”

      “By doing what?”

      “Observing for the most part.”

      “Although some jackasses like Splinter have been known to get into trouble,” Liberty said, overhearing the conversation.

      Splinter laughed and pointed at his New England Patriots hat. “I spent some time in Boston for my mission. Helluva city.”

      I nodded, even though I’d only been there once. In the middle of the winter. And it sucked big time.

      “Remember when the government shut football down?” he asked.

      I did. Remembering the gut-wrenching time that the league was dismantled as a result of brain-trauma legislation and lawsuits. The owners had come up with what they thought was a nifty idea to replace players with robots, but that didn’t work. Turns out, people don’t want to see machines kicking the crap out of each other.

      “I was one of the first ones to play with the Throwbacks,” Splinter said.

      My eyes widened at the mention of the Throwbacks, a highly-illegal, underground football league that developed after the sport was banned. Teams were comprised of veteran players and walk-ons, and games were played at midnight in literally underground spaces, streamed online via the Darknet and whatnot. It only lasted three years before it was shut down, but it was full-contact, bust you in your snot-locker kinda ball. People, including me, loved it.

      “No shit,” I replied. “You played for Boston?”

      He nodded. “Balled my ass off with Tom Brady’s grandson. Played safety and a little DB.”

      “That’s ‘cause they didn’t think you were white with that skin of yours,” Kaptain Khaos said with a smirk. The men exchanged a few mock punches.

      “And then he mucked it all up by shooting a bunch of splinters at the ball when the other team was kicking a field goal,” Liberty added.

      Splinter shrugged. “I only know how to play the game at one speed, baby. Full throttle.”

      Lyric looked over. “So, the bottom line is, anytime you hear about weird things happening back on Earth, it’s a safe bet that one of our kind might’ve been involved.”

      Atlas held up a hand to silence Lyric and swapped looks with me. “The only reason any of us make mistakes is a lack of focus. You’ll see the truth in that, Quincy, the more you train.”

      “Train? I thought I already had these super unique powers,” I replied. “I thought I had my magnoreception feat or whatever it’s called.”

      “You do have innate abilities. You’re like the edge of a knife, Quincy. But knives work best when they’re sharp.”

      We walked, and Atlas explained how and why a certain level of training was necessary. Then he went into the history of the Shadow Catchers and how they had functioned as a kind of Secret Service detail for Greylock before his untimely demise.

      Atlas said they’d been off duty when a fleet-footed Morningstar named the Speed Freak had helped detonate a blackout bomb that knocked out the power (and lights) in Fiasco Heights for sixteen minutes.

      During those sixteen minutes, two things happened: Big Dread was busted out of a prison cell and two Morningstars, an invisible Phantasm and another villain named Threshold, who specialized in sucking the oxygen out of small spaces, crept into Greylock’s quarters and murdered him.

      Greylock’s death had turned the city upside down, and it was only after capturing and interrogating a minor assassin nicknamed Fait Accompli two days earlier, that the Shadow Catchers had discovered that the villains planned to steal the Light Breaker. The scariest thing was that nobody seemed to know how long it would be until Big Dread and his posse came gunning for us.

      We continued our tour of the underground world, passing what Atlas said were vast indoor aeroponic farms where plants and trees were grown without soil through constant aeration, their roots sprayed with a nutrient mist.

      Striding past the farms, we strolled over a catwalk that provided a glimpse of a long, gloomy tunnel heavy with human-sized drones, including some that were operating inside exosuits enabling them to carry enormous objects. I’d seen similar bots used in factories back on Earth, the bastards that had taken away so many jobs, but these were larger and more sophisticated.

      “Those are the Weaver,” Aurora said. “The machines built several generations ago by the Elementals to mine the Akash, the crust from neutron stars.”

      “Our planet has been blessed with deposits scattered aboveground and beyond the outskirts of the Upperworld near the Tanglewood,” Atlas said. “The dead forest that rings the city, the place where much of the rebellion was waged.”

      “How come you guys don’t do the work?”

      “Only machines work,” Splinter said. “This is basically just a pleasure planet now.”

      “Sounds a lot like home,” I remarked. “Almost everybody sits around on their ass collecting a check.”

      “Getting soft,” Kaptain Khaos added.

      Atlas nodded. “When everyone’s super, you tend to lose your edge, your motivation. Our fellow city-dwellers have gotten used to the good life, to the way things have always been. In a way, they’re like those farm creatures from your planet, Quincy.”

      “Sheep,” I muttered, which brought a smile to Atlas’s lips.

      “They have no idea what’s going to happen if the Morningstars acquire the Light Breaker,” Atlas said. “They don’t know how close they are to losing everything.”

      Atlas bent and retrieved a piece of dark, heavy stone-like material that he lobbed to me. “That’s Akash by the way. The Weaver remove and refine it, and then our traders sell a version of it to other worlds. It’s similar to rare earth minerals on your planet like yttrium and europium in that there’s a limited amount and high demand. Other worlds use it in a variety of applications. It’s our only export, and it keeps the lights on and the sheep warm and happy.”

      I dropped the Akash on the ground. “It’s in your nanosuits, right?”

      Aurora nodded. “We’re not the only ones who have it, unfortunately.”

      “The bad guys got their hands on some,” Lyric said.

      Liberty scrunched her nose. “We’re basically all wearing the same bullet-proof vests.”

      “Which is the reason Quincy needs to acquaint himself with our adversaries.”

      “The entire lineup,” Splinter said.

      Kaptain Khaos slapped his palms together with such force that he caused a small tremor. “All of them black-hat motherfuckers!”

      My eyes found his. “How many are there?”

      “More than enough,” he replied. “But there are gonna be significantly less of ‘em if they try to fuck with us.”

      They soldiered down the catwalk, and I watched them go, wondering what in the holy hell I’d gotten myself involved in.
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      Some fifteen minutes later, we crept along several pathways and eventually entered a chamber carved into the bedrock that was protected by a thick, olive-colored door. There were stores of food inside, water, several beds, and small stacks of other items, including a cluster of sticks propped against one wall with thick, round pads attached to the ends.

      Aurora withdrew her metascreen and tossed it against one wall where it attached itself, and then unfolded several times until it had formed a kind of flatscreen that was six feet long by six feet tall. Images appeared on the screen, faces of hardened men and women in various poses.

      “You need to stay here and familiarize yourself with the enemy, Quincy,” Atlas said.

      “You need to know them better than you know yourself,” Liberty said.

      Atlas pointed at Lyric. “She’ll be your trainer.”

      Lyric smiled, and I fought the urge to sneak a peek at her short, stacked frame. I considered myself a pretty progressive dude, but I was still a dude. I mean, I wish I could tell you that I wasn’t continually eyeballing the ladies, but whether it was because of biology, evolution, or some learned behavior, I had to constantly suppress a desire to scope Lyric, Liberty, and Aurora.

      “While you’re training, the rest of us will make ready for what’s to come,” Atlas said.

      The big man marched forward and laid a hand on my wrist. “Whatever you do, do not unnecessarily expose yourself to prying eyes, Quincy. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s likely you’ve been observed, but as long as you continue to remain out of sight, we retain a modicum of surprise.”

      “I totally understand, Atlas.”

      Atlas smiled and signaled to the others who exited the room. The door closed and Lyric turned to me.

      We were all alone.

      She didn’t say anything, she just sashayed over and moved around me in a circle as I dropped my rucksack to the ground.

      “How do you do it?” she asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t give me that,” she replied, grinning. “I’ve seen what you can do. I know that you killed Damnation Man and I saw you pass the test before. How do you conjure up that energy?”

      “I guess it’s like Atlas said, girlie.” I replied, grinning like an idiot. “I’m a badass.”

      She threw a punch with the palm of her hand that connected with my forehead, sending me tumbling to the ground. I couldn’t believe what she’d done! After all the winks and her grabbing my junk, I thought there was something between us.

      “What the fuck was that?!” I shouted.

      She glared at me. “Badasses don’t get knocked down that easily. And don’t ever call me ‘girlie.’”

      I muscled myself up, and she took another swipe at me.

      This time I ducked under her punch and began bobbing and weaving.

      “Oh, I think someone’s feeling a little threatened by someone else.”

      “You’re also not as good as you think,” she growled. “For one, you can’t control your powers. You’re prone to…premature electro-fractions.”

      “I’m not even sure that’s a word, but I knocked your ass down back there, didn’t I?” I replied. “I smacked you down during the test.”

      Her face screwed up in anger. “Beginner’s luck. Besides, all you did was react. Reaction and diffraction are for bitches.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “It means you haven’t initiated the energy. You’ve simply absorbed and redirected what somebody else threw at you, which almost any of us can do.”

      “Yeah, well, I can do it on my own, lady,” I said. “I can initiate the shit out of energy when I want to.”

      “Prove it.”

      I sucked in a breath and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Wait. What the fuck is that?” Lyric asked.

      My eyes flipped open. “What? I was trying to focus.”

      “It looked like you were trying to pass a kidney stone.”

      “That’s how I summon the energy.”

      She shook her head. “Summoning is like reading music or fucking, Quincy. You have to lose yourself in the moment. You have to master the ability to relax while simultaneously focusing and riding the rhythm, otherwise, you’ll blow your load.”

      “Thanks for the advice.”

      She grabbed one of the sticks with the thick, round pads attached to the end and tossed it to me. Then, she grabbed the other stick and clobbered me over the head.

      I dropped to the ground like a sack of trash.

      “Okay, that’s it,” I said, rising, pissed. I shook off the blow, and she swung at me again.

      The padding glanced off my chin, and I bent my legs and swung my stick at her.

      She parried my blow and kicked me in the stomach which hurt like hell.

      Then she swung her stick at me and this time I blocked it.

      “Ha!” I screamed, sticking my tongue out at her.

      Lyric sprung at me, throwing martial arts combinations along with swipes of her stick. I fought off her blows and then she punted me in the stomach.

      I flew back and feigned injury, clutching my midsection. She dove forward, and I dropped low and brought my stick up in a slashing movement.

      The end of my stick whacked her across the chin, knocking her back. She fell in one graceful motion, and I swung out and grabbed her.

      We were locked up, sweat-slicked, nose to nose.

      Her face and body were pressed against mine.

      I could taste her breath and felt her heart beating, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say that I was aroused.

      “How are you going to beat the galaxy’s most dangerous villains if you can’t even beat me?” she hissed.

      She reached into my pocket and pulled out my psych totem, Mister Chops. “What the hell is this?”

      “Mister Chops,” I said.

      She stuffed the totem in her pocket, and I grabbed her arms and tried to pin them back, but she was incredibly powerful. It took every ounce of muscle in my body just to hold her in place.

      “Say Uncle, and I’ll let you go,” I whispered.

      “Aunt,” she replied through bared teeth.

      “What?!”

      “I’m a female, so it’s ‘aunt,’ you idiot!”

      I peered into her eyes, she licked her lips, and for an instant, I thought we were going to suck face…and then it happened.

      Her jaws unhinged and the sonic bullet that exploded from her mouth hit me like a fist in the gut.

      I flew back several feet, and she grabbed me and powered me to the ground. When I looked up, she was straddling my groin. She grabbed my cheeks and squeezed them.

      “What are the names of Damnation Man’s brothers?” she asked me.

      I plumbed my memory, searching for the names, realizing Aurora had mentioned them to me earlier.

      “The Showstopper and…Dash Cam!” I shouted.

      “Madcap,” she replied, smacking my cheek softly. “The Showstopper and Madcap.”

      “I was close.”

      “Close isn’t good enough.”

      She torqued my head sideways so I could see the metascreen. She lifted a finger and circled it in the air, and two of the images became highlighted on the screen.

      Two thick-necked men.

      One appeared to be in his thirties, balding, with a goatee, and the other seemed to be younger, with a platinum crewcut.

      “The Showstopper is on the left,” she said of the man with the goatee. “He’s such a dick that he capitalizes the ‘T’ in ‘The.’ He can also harness the powers of the wind to create cyclones and contained air disturbances.”

      I nodded.

      “Madcap is on the right,” she continued. “He can manipulate materials, to change one substance into another.”

      “I’m not scared of them,” I said.

      A ghost of a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. The images changed to another figure, a man in his thirties with a mane of golden hair. “Who’s the pretty boy?” I asked.

      “The Barrister,” she answered. “He’s their bodyguard. He lifted his name from your system of justice and carries a weapon, a self-steering gavel made from Akash.”

      The images flashed again, and I saw the outline of a woman’s face which was blurred, the features obscured. “That’s the shapeshifter, Wench,” Lyric said. “She rules over the Swamp of Stygia and can bring the dead back to life.”

      The faces of two black women appeared. “That’s Rockets Redglare and Dolly Dagger. They’re thermal resonators…fire-conjurers. They can create incendiaries out of thin air.”

      “They sound like hot chicks,” I quipped.

      Lyric glared at me. “Do you remember the moments before you killed Damnation Man?”

      “I…no…I mean, not really…”

      “Think hard, Quincy. Your life might depend on it.”

      “Okay, yeah,” I said, trailing off, trying to buy myself some time before Lyric slapped me around again. “There was a sound…”

      “What kind of sound?”

      I squinted, and slowly it came back to me. “It sounded like tuning forks,” I said.

      She nodded. “Good.”

      “And then it changed. Yeah, it became more like…metal on metal.”

      “Better,” she said, grabbing my arm, lifting me to my feet.

      A moment passed between us. “Do you understand the significance of that sound?”

      I shook my head.

      “The human ear is shaped in such a way that sounds which lie between two thousand and four thousand hertz, precisely the sound an approaching Morningstar makes, triggers panic.”

      “It’s kinda like a built-in danger meter.”

      She nodded. “What will you do if you hear that sound?”

      “You mean after I run away and hide?”

      I smiled, she didn’t.

      “I’ll stand my ground and fight,” I said, trying to will enough emotion into my voice to make her believe it.

      “We’ll see about that,” she whispered.

      She waved her hand, and the lights in the room went out.

      And then I started screaming.
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      Lyric proceeded to ambush me from every possible direction in the dark room. She’d cue that metal-on-metal sound and then bum-rush me, the idea being, she was training me to hear and react to the echo of an approaching Morningstar.

      This continued for a good thirty minutes as Lyric beat the holy hell out of me, shrieking at me, scolding, telling me that I had to digest weeks’ worth of training in little more than an hour.

      Then she transitioned into barking out orders, telling me that I needed to practice acting like a sponge, sucking up the ambient energy in the darkness to use as a weapon. While kicking the shit out of me, Lyric revealed that every world is constantly bombarded with invisible forces: including planetary magnetic fields, ambient environmental radiation, and cosmic rays. There are a handful of people, apparently including me, who are magneto-sensitive, meaning we are capable of harnessing this immense power, sucking it in and expelling in the form of plasma for instance.

      “You’re a sponge!” Lyric shouted. “You need to suck in everything I’m telling you just like you do with the surrounding energy!”

      “How the fuck do I act like a sponge?!” I shouted into the darkness.

      WHACK!

      She hit me again, and I clammed up and did my best to follow her orders, but it’s a damned difficult thing to focus when you’re getting shit-kicked in a room that’s as black as the bottom of a well at midnight.

      After a while, I realized that was probably the point.

      That I had to stop focusing so much and lean on my intuition and instincts.

      By the end of the whole ordeal, after grappling and battling it out with Lyric, my clothes had been ripped and my muscles were aching. Just at the moment when I felt like I had no more energy to expend, the lights flashed on.

      Twenty feet separated us. Lyric stood there, appraising me, her chest heaving. Her hair was oily and matted and her outer garb had been tugged down, nearly exposing one of her breasts, her upper body pearled with sweat.

      “If you want something in this city, Quincy, you have to earn it,” she said.

      Then, mouth unhinged, she unleashed a primal scream and charged forward, pulling her club back over her head, ready to knock the shit out of me when I dropped into a crouch, and for a moment it felt like I was on the outside of my body looking in.

      I’d taken Lyric’s training to heart and found a way to drop down into a zone where time seemed to slow.

      Sounds muted, but the colors all around me suddenly became brighter. The air shimmered with iridescent color and then assumed a glassy, almost liquid-like quality. My line of sight was fringed with chromatic aberrations, and it felt like I was clutching an object of enormous weight, fighting to hold it back.

      Looking back, I call this my “pose,” and I adopt it every time I’m about to release some energy and kick ass.

      I planted my feet and pressed forward, and in so doing, I conjured balls of blue energy up out of thin air and directed them toward Lyric.

      “Shit!” I shouted, waving my hands, trying to direct the energy away because I was worried I might kill her.

      The energy balls blasted forward like bottle rockets and Lyric deftly slid under them at the last second, executing a kind of flawless drift-slide that allowed her to come up on the balls of her feet a few inches away from me.

      I stood there shaking, sweaty, begrimed, and if I’m being completely honest, a little scared of what I’d done.

      A few seconds of awkward silence followed.

      “Do you understand why I’ve tested you?” she asked.

      “You get off on beating the crap out of people?”

      “You needed to find a way to become who you were meant to be. And the next time you call me ‘girlie’ or anything else demeaning like that, I’ll take you across my knee.”

      “Promise?”

      “You’ve got quite a mouth on you, Quincy.”

      “So do you. A bow-shaped one with plump, pouty lips. Not that I’ve noticed or anything...”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Look at you,” she said, brushing back a lock of my hair. “You’re absolutely filthy.”

      “You have no idea, Lyric.”

      She smiled. “What do you think we should do to get you clean?”

      Before I could respond, Lyric took my hand and circled a finger in the air. A door opened at the back of the room, and she led me out of the training room and down a pathway that was no wider than a man’s shoulders.

      “But Atlas said not to expose myself,” I whispered to Lyric, worried that we’d get busted for exiting the training room.

      “Do you always do as you’re told?”

      “I do when the guy telling me what to do can benchpress a friggin’ house.”

      She stopped and leaned in close to me. I don’t know how she did it but even slicked with sweat she smelled like freshly cut flowers. “Nobody will ever know we left.”

      “We’re not going to be gone for long then?”

      She grinned. “That all depends on how long you can keep it up.”
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      “Penthouse Forum.”

      Back when my grandfather was a kid, there was a magazine called “Penthouse” that was specifically designed for men. It featured naked ladies and had a section, what was called a Forum, that contained dirty stories written about improbable sexual liaisons in the craziest of places.

      What was improbable back on Earth appeared to be an everyday occurrence in Fiasco Heights.

      Lyric grabbed an oversized assault rifle from the wall in the pathway, slung it over one shoulder, then led me, rucksack slung over my shoulder, down the semi-darkened artery. Soon I felt the air change, becoming more humid. I also heard sounds up ahead, laughter, cheers, and the splashing of water.

      The artery ended at the showers I’d seen earlier, the ones where the inhabitants of the city were frolicking in the golden water.

      It’s a cliché, but as I stood at the edge of the grotto watching the golden water splash the nubile bodies of the bathers, the entire scene resembled a Penthouse Forum story come to life. I’m sure Lyric was saying something to me, but I couldn’t hear her. It felt like my eyes had widened to twice their normal size as I watched a delegation of breathtakingly beautiful women cavort a few feet away from me.

      I’m gonna stop right here for a moment and let you envision what it was like for me standing at the edge of the grotto.

      It was the same kind of sensation you experience that first time you slip into a strange girl’s bedroom. Times a million.

      I was ecstatic and terrified at the same time, worried that I, a mere mortal, was seriously out of my element.

      I also didn’t want to be one of those guys I used to read about in sci-fi books, the ones who find themselves in unusual situations with hot women but don’t have the stones to do anything about it.

      I swore an oath to myself at that moment that, if given the chance, I was not gonna end up like those guys.

      Nope. Quincy X. Fletcher was going to sack up and enjoy everything Fiasco Heights had to offer.

      My eyes slowly traced the outlines of the kidney-shaped pool that appeared to be formed from a smooth alloy that glowed like a candle inside a cave. The half-light caused strange shadows to dance across the walls as the oil-like water poured down from the waterfall.

      I knelt at the edge of the grotto and felt the water. It was slick and warm, creating steam that hovered over everything like a veil. The air was thick and slightly sweet, smelling like fruit left out in the sun to ripen.

      I saw that the others who were already there, the men and women with impossibly beautiful bodies who were engaged in all manner of activities, didn’t seem to notice Lyric and I (or care even if they did).

      I turned to her, and she was holding up Mr. Chops in one hand and her two sock-puppets in the other. She mimed the dolls having sex.

      “That is just all kinds of wrong,” I said.

      She set the puppets down, along with her assault rifle, and grabbed me. “It’s time for your final lesson.”

      Before I knew what was happening, her tongue was down my throat, and her hand had pulled my Pythia security slacks down as I kicked off my boots. She ripped off my shirt and kissed me hungrily, tonguing my nipples, while stroking my dick.

      She stopped and took my face in her hands. “What are you d-doing?” I stammered.

      “What do you think?” she whispered breathlessly. “I’m a woman, and you’re a man.”

      “That’s right,” I replied, nodding. “I’ve got hair on my arms and clip-on ties to prove it.”

      Lyric giggled. “Did you know that I’m over three hundred years old?”

      “How is that possible?”

      “The mutations of certain genes and an enzyme called Tet2.”

      “Well, you don’t look a day over a hundred,” I replied.

      She smirked. “With age comes wisdom, Quincy.”

      “So I’ve heard…”

      “I’ve been given a body and skills best suited for pleasuring some people and killing others. In our culture, it’s customary for the older women to teach the younger men in the ways of fighting and love.”

      “I think I’m in love with your culture.”

      “Do you want me to show you the way to bliss?”

      My lips were suddenly as dry as the fucking desert. Like the old song says, at that moment I knew she was the right kind of sinner to release my inner fantasy. I managed to nod and croak: “Yes, please…I want to see the way to bliss.”

      She disrobed in one swift movement, dropped to all fours and went down on me. Her mouth suctioned onto my cock, and she worked it over until it was fully engorged. Then she stood and scooped up some of the oily water and smeared in on my lips. It was salty and sweet, tasting like honey and when Lyric kissed me, it melted and slid down the back of my throat, creating warmth in my nether regions.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She smiled seductively. “Something unique to this world. It helps with stamina. You’ll thank me later.”

      Lyric turned and as if on cue, the water bubbled down below us and up popped a woman with vaguely Asian features.

      The woman grinned, and Lyric grabbed my dick and led me down into the water, which was warmer than a hot tub.

      Lyric whispered something to the other woman that I couldn’t hear. They laughed conspiratorially, like girls sharing a secret, and Lyric stroked the woman’s hair, wringing the oil from it. Then they began kissing and fondling each other as I stood there, naked as the day I was born, ashamed, embarrassed and—

      Who am I kidding?

      I was loving every second of it!

      It was as if I’d died and gone to heaven…heaven envisioned by Hugh-Fucking-Hefner.

      I waded fully down into the water, operating purely on instinct, energized by the liquid Viagra I’d been given. I hesitated for a moment, however. I’d been with my share of ladies, but I’d never experienced anything like this.

      Lyric had her hand between the other woman’s legs, inserting several fingers that she manipulated, causing the woman to moan in delight.

      I didn’t want to intrude, but then Lyric grabbed me and pulled me into the woman.

      “Don’t be ashamed, Quincy,” she cooed. “You’ve killed a marked man, a supervillain. You’ve earned this. We both have. This is the Wanton Pool, a place where we come to lose ourselves.”

      “But what about…” I said, trailing off.

      She smiled. “What about…what?”

      I blushed. “Shouldn’t I…I mean, shouldn’t we—”

      “You mean…protection?” the Asian woman asked.

      I nodded and they laughed. “The Caul doesn’t block all of the radiation, Quincy,” Lyric said. “Some of it seeps through which means—”

      “Most of us are sterile,” the other women said.

      “Which means there’s no need for protection,” Lyric said. “Just love.”

      Sandwiched between them, I devoured Lyric, kissing her mouth, sucking the nipples on her oversized breasts as she pumped my dick and the other woman rubbed my nipples while sticking her hand between my ass cheeks.

      I noticed at that moment, a kind of music was filtering down from overhead. It almost sounded like electronica.

      A padded bench rose up from the water (those crafty superheroes had thought of everything!) and Lyric grabbed the edges of it with her arms. She cupped my balls and spread her legs and then she guided my dick into her snatch, moving it out, pulling it in.

      “This is just another kind of training,” Lyric said. “You have to control your powers. You have to find a way to focus and make it last.”

      Moving to the sound of the music, I felt the kind of ecstasy I’d only dreamt about before. I also felt totally free for the first time in my life. I mean there I was, having sex while being surrounded by other men and women and I didn’t give a damn because time seemed to have come undone in the grotto. There were no concerns or fears, there was just the three of us, making love to the sounds of the music and the tumbling water.

      Lyric wrapped her muscular arms around me as I thrust into her. She let go of me to squeeze her nipples, arched her back, and cried out, continuing to exhort me, telling me that the secret to control, to longevity, was concentration and form.

      The other woman reached around, and I tasted her tongue which was wet, hot, and strange. She said she needed me and so I pulled out of Lyric and took her up in my arms.

      I leaned back against the bench as the other woman, who was smaller, mounted me and we went at it. Though slighter in frame, she was just as firm and powerful as Lyric, who fingered herself and sucked on my nipples while watching us.

      I have no idea how long we did the deed, but the honey-like substance Lyric had shoved down my throat was working. I was in the throes of white-hot passion, fucking the hell out of two beautiful girls, lasting longer than I ever had before.

      I had my hands wrapped around the Asian woman’s hair, powering myself into her as Lyric inserted something into my ass. I gasped, but didn’t let up, snared in the frenzy as the three of us moaned and screamed, building to a climax which I hoped would last forever.

      But all good things have to come to an end (literally), and I could feel a powerful force welling up inside me.

      I was about to explode all over the woman. Lyric could sense that I was nearing the end because she was smacking the other woman’s ass, urging her on, telling her to get ready for what was coming…and that’s when it happened.

      Just as I felt like my entire body was going to erupt, I noticed something.

      A change in the quality of the air.

      The others didn’t seem to sense it initially, but I did.

      The sound of metal on metal.

      Something was coming, and no it wasn’t me.

      Something big was on the way.

      And then the other people, the ones in the water, and those strolling amiably by on the walkway beyond the edge of the grotto, suddenly collapsed, struggling for air.

      And then there was another change in the air.

      Less of it.

      Less oxygen.

      I gasped for air and Lyric’s mouth peeled back in terror.

      “GET OUT OF THE WATER!”

      “WHY?!”

      “THE MORNINGSTARS ARE HERE!”
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      My brain scrolled down a mental checklist at warp speed, and then I recalled someone mentioning something about a villain and oxygen.

      Threshold!

      Yes, that was it. There’d been a bad guy who could remove oxygen from a room, hadn’t there? Yes, yes, one of the guys who helped kill Greylock! I knew that was what was happening, that I was having trouble breathing and the others were falling unconscious or semi-conscious because someone was sucking the oxygen from the room!

      Before we could react, the shadows at the edges of the grotto lengthened and began swirling in the air. They writhed and twisted as a strong wind built, feeding off the grotto’s warm air. The energy created a spinning cyclone that lay at the center of a dense wall of gray clouds.

      “IT’S THE SHOWSTOPPER!” Lyric yelled.

      She swam through the water, headed toward her rifle which was on the lip of the grotto.

      I tried to move, but I was rooted in place, even though I was able to breathe fully again.

      The shadows, a corkscrew of dark energy you see, had somehow crept across the water, breaking apart into coal-colored tendrils that swirled and wrapped themselves around my midsection. I couldn’t move.

      And then the oily water began to change.

      A gray film crept over the water’s surface, sweeping over the faces and bodies of the other people who’d passed out and were bobbing like corks.

      The water was turning into something else, something that looked suspiciously like metal!

      I screamed for Lyric and the other woman to run for their lives, to get the hell out of the water.

      Lyric hauled herself up out of the pool, but the other woman we’d been with wasn’t so lucky.

      She fought through the water, swinging her arms, trying to swim as the gray film rolled toward her like an avalanche.

      “Help me!” she wailed, gesturing wildly to Lyric. “Help me!”

      Lyric reached back and down, but it was too late.

      The gray film rose up and crashed down over the woman (and several others), the woman’s body instantly going rigid. With one final movement she pivoted, and I bit back a yell because she’d become a pewter statue, her beautiful mouth wrenched open in a silent scream.

      The gray film swept over every portion of the water except for a few feet around me.

      I was naked and locked in place.

      Even though the coal-colored tendrils had melted away, I couldn’t move for risk of being turned into a lawn ornament.

      My eyes darted across the metal pool, and I was grateful to see Lyric, very much alive and crawling into her clothes while clutching the assault rifle.

      “They’re here, Quincy!” she called, raising her rifle in the direction of a dark hallway. “I can see—”

      The cyclone exploded into a powerful but controlled gust of wind that picked up Lyric and all of the other unconscious and semi-conscious bathers like toys and carried them off down the pathway. I listened to her screams rise and fall, growing faint, before fading away completely.

      And then I heard another sound.

      Laughter.

      Coming from the dark hallway and then—

      Two figures blitzed into view. They didn’t really fly, they just seemed to bound forward, propelled by the hi-tech, black and silver boots they wore.

      They were accompanied by a figure in a black suit that resembled an S&M outfit/black and a ski mask contraption. That figure stayed in the shadows, encircled by blue mist, and in my gut I knew it was probably Threshold. The oxygen thief.

      Plumes of silver gas blasted the two figures ten feet into the air and then they pinwheeled down and landed with a THUD! on the now metal surface of the grotto’s pond.

      One of the men was balding with a goatee, and the other was younger by a good ten years with a platinum crewcut, his eyes hidden behind dark wraparounds. They were dressed in black singlets with raised collars that, strangely, made them look like a couple of preppy douchebags from an old 80s fraternity movie.

      They were also large and ripped, looking as if they’d been extruded from some muscle-making machine. Instantly, I knew I was in the presence of Damnation Man’s brothers: The Showstopper and Madcap.

      Incensed at what they’d done to Lyric and the others, I raised my arms, intent on teaching the brothers a lesson.

      Sounds muted as before, and the colors all around me blossomed.

      I smiled as the air shimmered, waiting to kick the shit out the villains and knock those goddamn collars down.

      Conjuring up balls of blue energy, I shrieked at The Showstopper and Madcap and hurled the energy at them.

      Madcap reacted by swiping a hand left to right, as if swatting a fly, obliterating both of the energy balls.

      Pieces of the energy balls scattered across the metal, and The Showstopper picked one of them up. “Interesting,” he yawned, before flicking it aside.

      Then Madcap vaulted over, grabbed me by the throat, and lifted me up into the air. “Gods,” he hissed, examining my nakedness. “Put some fucking clothes on.”

      He cast me sideways, and I hit what had once been the surface of the water and skidded to a stop.

      I reached beyond my rucksack and grabbed my boots, slacks, and shirt, climbing into them  when I noticed it.

      Mr. Chops.

      Lyric had evidently dropped my psych totem and he was lying on the ground, a few feet away from the supervillain.

      I turned and peered into the brothers’ glittering, malignant eyes.

      I raised my hands again and Madcap shook his head. “Just…don’t. Do not embarrass yourself, Quincy.”

      “You–you know my name?”

      Madcap laughed. “Wouldn’t you expect me to know the name of the guy who killed my brother? Besides, I found this,” he said, holding up my “Quincy X. Fletch” nameplate, which he melted by pressing it together between his fingers.

      My legs felt like jelly and I fought to dredge up just the right words. “I…I’m sorry about your brother,” I squeaked.

      Madcap smiled and looked at The Showstopper. “Hey, Show, the kid says he’s sorry.”

      The Showstopper took this in, a solemn look stamped on his face. “Well, sheesh, that takes care of everything then, MC. I mean, if he’s sorry that’s good enough for me. I guess we’ll be on our way then.”

      Madcap’s sarcastic smile wilted, his volcanic gaze ratcheting back to me. “Sorry is what you say when you forget to put the seat up on the toilet, fuckstick.”

      “I don’t know what else to say,” I muttered.

      “How ‘bout telling us the location of that trap bottle our brother went to collect before you removed his name from the Book of Life.”

      “I don’t know where it is.”

      Madcap held out a single finger which was long, almost wand-like, and began twirling it in the air. I watched a tendril of the dark energy from the metal leap up as if on command and then Madcap pointed it toward Mr. Chops.

      The dark energy changed into the gray liquid that quickly swallowed my psych totem up, turning Mr. Chops into a metal figurine.

      “You didn’t need to do that,” I whispered.

      “We’re going to do way worse to you, Quince. Ain’t that right, Show?”

      The Showstopper hovered over me, grinning like a fiend. “I’m thinking maybe you could

      turn his blood or semen into something more substantial…say pins or the tips of razor blades.”

      I shivered at the thought. Madcap pointed to his brother. “Or the big Show over there could just disembowel you with one of his cyclones.”

      “I love it!” The Showstopper shouted, punching at the air. “Taking it back old-school!”

      Madcap hopped over and dropped to his haunches. He held up a finger and created a tendril of dark energy that he brought down on the head of the Asian woman. Her metallic head snapped off, and I turned away.

      “I’m gonna do that to your dick,” Madcap said with a snicker. “Just turn it into a piece of metal, snap it off, and then shove it up your ass. Would you like me to do that to you?

      “No, sir,” I said, wincing.

      Madcap whistled and I turned to face him. “It’s time for some real talk, Quince. Can I call you Quince?”

      “Yes,” I said, quaking.

      “In my experience, most disagreements and conflicts stem from a lack of communication. My brother and I believe you’re laboring under delusions brought about by your interactions with Atlas, Aurora, and the rest of their merry gang.”

      “The S-shadow C-catchers,” I stammered.

      “Which is the worst name ever,” Madcap said. “Makes no sense at all. I mean, how the fuck can you catch a shadow?”

      Madcap looked at The Showstopper who threw up his hands and then gave a thumb’s down sign.

      “I think that’s kinda the point,” I said. “That because it’s impossible to catch a shadow the Shadow Catchers are really hardcore badasses because they can and then—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Quincy. I wasn’t asking for an explanation.”

      I zipped my lips.

      “We’re not the bad guys here,” Madcap said, breathing hard as if he was trying to contain himself from exploding.

      “You mean … you’re not villains?”

      Madcap shrugged. “One man’s villain is another man’s hero. It’s all about perspective. For instance, would you call the people who liberated their world from a tyrant in order to obtain more freedom for everyone else, villains?”

      “I guess not,” I replied.

      “But that’s exactly what we’ve done.”

      “But you murdered Greylock, didn’t you?”

      Madcap’s jaw locked. “Fake news. Greylock was a dictator who tortured, killed, and imprisoned people like us.”

      “Besides, how can you murder a murderer?” The Showstopper said, throwing up his hands.

      My head was spinning. My eyes pinballed between Madcap and Showstopper, trying to get a read on the situation, but their faces were as blank as spilled milk. I began to wonder whether they were telling the truth. Doubt crept into my mind. I didn’t really know Aurora and the others, did I? Who was to say their version of events was the accurate one?

      “The others said you wanted to blow up that thing that blocks the radiation,” I muttered.

      “The Caul,” the Showstopper said. “It’s unnatural.”

      “An abomination,” Madcap offered. “A device designed and implemented by the one percent to keep the other ninety-nine down. How would you like it if some distant ruler put up a barrier to prevent you from becoming all that you could be?”

      “I guess I’d be pissed.”

      “You’re godsdamned right you would be!” Madcap said, laughing, slapping his hands together. “You’d be pissed because you’ve got balls, because you don’t want to turn out like all the others around here, hiding down in this fucking hole—”

      “Defanged, living off the fat of the land,” the Showstopper said through bared teeth. “Satisfied with being a second-fucking-class citizen.”

      Madcap pointed at me. “We’ve seen what you’re capable of, and if you help us out we’re willing to wipe the slate clean, to forget about what you did to Damnation Man, who, if we’re being completely honest, could be a real prick most of the time.”

      “You want me to what? Come work for you?”

      The brothers smiled. “Why not? We’ll mentor you in the mysteries of the universe. And when the Big Dread assumes the throne, you’ll be seated at our right hand. How does that sound?”

      I had to admit, Madcap was a natural born salesman. The dude had a great cadence and a smile that put you at ease, and for a moment I envisioned heading off with the brothers, to explore the galaxy, and reap untold riches in the services of Big Dread and—

      Fuck that.

      I’d seen what they’d done to Lyric and the others, including the Asian woman whose raggedly decapitated head was peering at me in agony, her body encased in metal. The bastards had killed innocent people for no good reason at all. They were murderers, and there was no way in hell I was going to start licking their admittedly big-ass boots.

      “How long do I have to decide?” I asked.

      “Gods, you are such a loser, Quincy. Fine. You’ve got the same amount of time it took for you to turn our brother into a briquet,” Madcap answered. “Five seconds. This is a card you get to play only once so choose wisely, my man.”

      Shit!

      I had to do something, but there was no way I could take the brothers out. They were too big and powerful.

      I was completely and absolutely fucked.

      But the one thing I did have going for me, was that I rarely broke. What I mean is, after undergoing hours of training as a security guard, I was able to maintain focus during the most difficult situations, to keep my head when everybody else around me was losing theirs.

      So, without sweating or trembling, I calmly reached down into my pocket and pulled it out.

      The can of pepper spray I’d grabbed from my locker at the Pythia building.

      It was all I had.

      I held the can of pepper spray up.

      “What is that?” Madcap asked, suppressing a snort.

      “Perp spray.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Open your eyes and I’ll show you.”

      I waited with baited breath, and he did it! The dumbass actually opened his eyes fully and looked down at the nozzle on the perp spray.

      I let him have it.

      “HERE’S TO YOU, ASSHOLE!” I shouted

      There was a burst of aerosol, and then a huge wad of capsicum erupted from the end of the little can and splashed Madcap in the eyes.

      Nothing happened for two seconds, and it dawned on me that the villains probably have some special kind of eye protection. I quickly pondered all of the terrible things the brothers were about to do to me—

      And then Madcap reacted.

      He shrieked like a little girl and clawed at his eyes.

      “IT BURNS!” he wailed. “IT FUCKING BURNS!”

      A thrill of transgression gripped me. I’d just been threatened by one of the galaxy’s worst supervillains, a bully if there ever was one, and threw it right back in his face!

      “Now you know how it feels!” I shouted, stumbling, fighting to get the hell outta Dodge before The Showstopper could pulp me with one of his cyclones.

      “YOU’RE A DEAD MAN!” I heard Madcap scream as the wind picked up. I grabbed the now-metallic Mr. Chops, my rucksack, and flew forward, galloping toward what I assumed would be the safety of a side corridor.

      The wind began howling like a pack of wolves, and I could feel my body being lifted up off the ground.

      Seconds before I was sucked back toward the brothers, a figure lurched out of the corridor.

      It was Aurora.

      She was breathing heavily, carrying some kind of ginormous rocket launcher, and she looked supremely pissed.

      I stared at her and then she screamed, “GET DOWN!”

      And then all hell broke loose.
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      “I SAID GET DOWN!” Aurora repeated.

      I covered my head and dove forward, sliding between her legs as she fired her rocket launcher. The report from her weapon echoed off the walls, and I elbowed myself up to see the missile she’d fired corkscrewing through the air.

      It slammed into the far wall, obliterating it, tearing down the waterfall.

      This disoriented Madcap and The Showstopper for a moment.

      Then Aurora held up her hand. Her eyes filmed over with white, and she summoned another ball of blue light out of thin air and flung it like a baseball—

      WHAM!

      Madcap created a yellow forcefield that vaporized the energy ball. There was a look on

      the faces of the two brothers, a glimmer of recognition. I could sense that there was history between Aurora and them.

      Madcap favored us with a dark smile and a contemptuous look. “YOU’RE NOT STRONG ENOUGH TO BEAT US, BITCH!”

      “Maybe not by myself,” I heard Aurora mutter. She turned her gaze on me. “Give me

      your hand, Quincy!”

      I watched in horror as The Showstopper energized his cyclone, the air and smoky debris turned into a churning twister that quickly gained girth and density, an expanding funnel that was sucking up everything in its path.

      We had seconds to react, maybe less.

      “GIVE ME YOUR HAND!” Aurora yelled. “WE NEED TO CALL FORTH A STARQUAKE!”

      I grabbed hold, and the moment my fingers touched hers, there was a cloud of friction sparks. A powerful pulse of energy locked us in place, and then Aurora torqued us sideways so that we could unleash a bolt of blue lightning.

      I realized at that moment that Aurora and I had something together. I could engineer powers on my own, but when combined with whatever Aurora had, I was infinitely more powerful. I was Quincy X. Fletcher on steroids and HGH!

      The lightning we birthed arced forward, stretching from the ground to the ceiling—

      Time out.

      I’m going to pause here for a moment to savor the memory because ever since I was a little kid, getting my ass kicked because I was different, I hoped and prayed that someday I’d acquire the power to change my situation.

      Well, I finally had.

      Atlas and the others had been right all along.

      I was special.

      I did possess unique powers that were finally being realized in Fiasco Heights, and I knew at that moment, standing next to Aurora, that I’d never let another bully (or supervillain), fuck with me ever again.

      Okay, I got that off my chest, so let’s cut back to the action—

      BOOM!

      The ceiling burst apart with a concussive blast.

      Section of the floors above came crashing down.

      Holy shit, we’d done it!

      We’d combined our forces and blasted the friggin’ building apart!

      Aurora grabbed my hand and pulled me back as smoke and the detritus of the explosion obscured visibility, blocking the cyclone for a few precious seconds, buying us some time.

      In the resulting chaos, we made a hasty exit through a nearby hallway, praying that we’d able to put some distance between the brothers and us. I asked where Lyric was, and Aurora said she was injured but would be fine, and then her fingers wrapped around my hand like a boa constrictor. “We leave you alone for forty minutes and this is what happens?! Atlas told you not to expose yourself!”

      If only you knew, I thought.

      “Yeah, well, we were taking a break from training,” I replied.

      “You were naked back there weren’t you?”

      “How did you—”

      “I’ve got the metascreen, so answer the question!”

      “It was really warm and the humidity levels near the pool are super high and—”

      “You were fucking Lyric, weren’t you?”

      I blushed. “Well, I suppose roughly you could say that.”

      “Why roughly?”

      “Because when you smooth it out, we were hitting the skins like John Bonham at a drum

      factory.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “We were getting our freak on and—”

      Suddenly, Aurora picked me up and pinned me against the wall. “What the fuck is wrong with you?!” she screamed, spittle flecking the corners of her lovely mouth.

      “What?!”

      “You could’ve gotten yourself killed!”

      “They can’t kill me, Aurora! You said so yourself, I’ve got the feats and the ability to—” “Don’t be a fool,” she said, lowering me to the ground. “We’re not gods. Each of us has a weakness, Quincy.”

      I hadn’t really about that, but I guess it made perfect sense. Nobody, not even a superhero, is indestructible.

      “What’s mine?” I asked.

      “Didn’t you see what we just did together? You’re a force-multiplier, which means you’re vulnerable when alone, but almost impossible to defeat when operating in tandem with somebody like me.”

      “Cool, so that means we’re a team now, right? A…dynamic duo?”

      She quirked an eyebrow and opened her mouth to respond when—

      A light grew, flashing from somewhere behind us, and I looked back as a ball of energy hurled by one of the brothers hammered into the hallway’s wall, the shockwave launching us forward.

      We tumbled like quarters in a washing machine down a decline and into an open chamber with twenty-foot ceilings.

      The wind was knocked out of me for several seconds. I reached for Aurora, who was already pushing herself up.

      Banners of smoke filled the chamber, and in the silty light, I saw the outline of men with weapons.

      Fodder.

      The gang members, the supervillain grunts that I’d seen earlier when Aurora had killed

      the Phantasm.

      There were dozens of them spilling down the hallway, rushing to finish us off.

      The first three Fodder through the door held up white rods, aiming them at us like rifles. Aurora and I crouched defensively, ready for anything when—

      WHUNK! WHUNK! WHUNK!

      Long slivers of wood flew into the men’s chests.

      The Fodder dropped their weapons and pawed at their chests, which blossomed red.

      I pivoted to see Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and Liberty!

      “Reinforcements have arrived,” Splinter said, flinging another handful of splinters at the

      attacking Fodder.

      Before I could thank them, more Fodder appeared and attacked.

      Tongues of orange flame leaped from the end of the white rods, the Fodder firing what

      looked like darts at us.

      Aurora danced between the incoming darts, bobbing and weaving with the body-balance of a trained gymnast. I was awestruck by her, and it wasn’t just her physical beauty or exquisite body. It was her sheer…physicality. Her intensity. Whatever she did was powerful and precise, with no wasted effort. Coming from a planet that was increasingly populated by slackers, I simultaneously lusted after and admired the hell out of Aurora.

      She went on the attack, operating like a femme-fatale killing machine, doing the splits as a dart snapped past her head, then conjured a blossom of energy that she shaped into a ball and tossed like a grenade—

      BOOM!

      The energy ball exploded, spraying debris everywhere, knocking the Fodder down like tenpins.

      Splinter was alongside her, flinging corrosive sap at our attackers.

      I watched the sap spatter against one of the Fodder’s visors and begin eating through the material as the man fought to pry the visor off of his face, screaming in agony, the sap eating through his flesh and bones.

      More Fodder appeared, a company without number, and I decided to get in on the action.

      I shot forward and flung my arms out, focusing as I’d never focused before.

      The air shimmered and seemed to catch fire, and then I brought my arms forward, slinging a wall of energy at the Fodder that knocked them back.

      In seconds, Liberty was alongside me, pulling her swords out, ready to go to work.

      One of the Fodder lunged at Liberty, who dropped low and punted the unlucky bastard in the groin. The man fell onto his back, and Liberty planted her feet on the attacker’s torso, launching herself forward, six feet into the air.

      Sailing forward, she swung her blades so hard that they seemed to split the air. There was a blur of silver, and the necks of two other Fodder were sliced wide open.

      I spotted another of the attackers aiming at Liberty with his white rod.

      I screamed, but she didn’t hear me over the sounds of the battle.

      Conjuring up a ball of energy, I threw it across the chamber at the same instant the Fodder fired his weapon.

      The dart from the Fodder’s weapon ricocheted off the energy I’d created, saving Liberty from getting whacked.

      She spotted this and turned, enraged, and hurled one of her swords so that it flew across the field of battle and—

      THWACK!

      Stuck into the Fodder’s chest, impaling him against the far wall.

      I cheered, pumping my fist, feeling invincible, bullet-proof when—

      Something whacked into my arm and spun me to the ground.

      I looked down to see a hole in my shirt near my elbow which was splotched crimson.

      One of the darts fired by a Fodder had scooped out a section of flesh.

      My heart lurched.

      Crap.

      I’d been shot.
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      Aurora spotted me lying on the ground, my arm spurting red. She knelt next to me.

      “Now do you understand why your weakness is operating alone?”

      I nodded as she clutched my arm, staunching the flow of blood. “This is also why you need to wear the singlet and mask,” she said, helping me up, summoning a forcefield which protected us against the curtain of incoming darts.

      She bent a loop of pure energy and tied it around my arm near my elbow like a tourniquet.

      The bleeding stopped.

      “You’ll be fine,” she said under her breath. “Besides, chicks dig scars.”

      “I owe you one,” I said.

      “You owe me a million,” she replied with a wink. “Especially now that we don’t have time to go back and grab the wave sleds and the rest of our gear.”

      Sensing that there were too many enemies to defeat, Kaptain Khaos shouted for us to retreat. “BACK! GET THE FUCK BACK!”

      I watched the Kaptain extend his hands and create a tremor, shaking the space with an ominous rumble.

      Sections of the walls and ceilings tumbled down.

      “Let’s go!” Aurora shouted.

      The Kaptain looked over. “Time to retreat in full?!”

      “It’s not a retreat!” Aurora shouted back. “We’re advancing in another direction!”

      We gathered up our gear and beat a hasty retreat down another corridor as the chamber collapsed behind us, blocking the Fodder from pursuing us.

      I was psyched, pumping my fist. “Ha! We’re good!” I shouted. “We beat those bastards!”

      The others were less-enthusiastic.

      “What?” I asked. “What is it?”

      Aurora’s eyes closed. “Can you hear it?”

      For once in my life I couldn’t hear anything.

      “They’re coming aren’t they?” Splinter asked.

      Aurora nodded. “The Snouts,” she whispered. “The Harbinger has sent them after us.”

      Suddenly, the air was split by a whining sound followed by the rumble of an engine.

      “THERE THEY ARE!” Splinter shouted.

      I glimpsed two wave sleds zeroing in on us, slashing down the corridor off to our right. There were flashes of light and then—

      Pyrotechnics exploded around us.

      “Flash-bangs!” Aurora said. “They’re trying to disorient us!”

      We ran in the other direction, and I could see now that our flight was by design. That is, Aurora knew exactly where to run, hide, and seek shelter. She pointed up to the right, and I saw a metal handhold which she latched onto, pulling it open to reveal a hideaway, a gap in the wall that we squirmed into.

      The hideaway was no bigger than a closet, but it contained a metal ladder bolted onto the bulkhead leading down into a gloomy, recessed space.

      We slammed the hideaway’s door shut and climbed down, dropping several feet into another compartment that we quickly crossed. Exiting yet another door, we flew through an auditorium-sized room, listening to the sounds of the sirens and a cascade of electronic chimes as—

      BOOM!

      A far wall exploded as the Snouts’ wave sleds glided in, hovering eight feet off the ground like some of those old-school Harrier jump jets. And beneath the sleds was a foot-detail of what looked to be incredibly life-like, human-sized drones.

      “They got Synths with them!” Kaptain Khaos shouted.

      The alien cops shouted over loudspeakers for us to throw up our hands and when we didn’t, they fired energized rounds that starred the floors and walls all around us.

      Aurora slid to a stop and held up one of the glass grenades filled with amber liquid that I’d seen Lyric handling earlier. What she called Chernips.

      She tossed the grenade to me. My gut tightened. “What do you want me to do with it?!”

      “THROW IT!” Aurora yelled.

      I turned and tossed the grenade which bounced off the ground, several feet up into the air before vanishing in a fireball that tore the front end of the first Snout wave sled clear off, sending the fiery wreckage bouncing off the far wall and then back at the second wave sled.

      The impact caused the second machine to crumple and then slam down onto the ground where it folded up like a jackknife, the wreck sliding across the ground, coming to a stop a few feet away from us.

      All of the cops, the Snouts, who were clad in black, flexible armor, were lying in heaps, either dead or unconscious along with the Synths that were sparking and twitching.

      My heart stopped hammering long enough for me to take a few measured breaths. My eyes roamed back to Aurora and the others. “Is it too late to say, ‘I’m sorry?’”

      Splinter nodded. “Yeah, that kinda ended when you killed all of them.”

      Kaptain Khaos studied the wreckage. “Most of ‘em will live. And the rest were crooked anyway.”

      “And there’s no time to worry about it,” Aurora said, pulling out her metascreen, swiping through a series of windows before stopping on what looked like a building schematic. She traced a series of yellow lines on it that were populated by various items, including what looked like the Morningstars, Fodder, and additional Snouts.

      I watched her swipe through additional windows and sub-windows that showed some of the bad guys flying around on gliders, while others were running down the curved air walkways, presumably coming to confront us.

      Aurora called back up the yellow lines and tapped and pinched the screen until a circuitous course around our enemies had been plotted and overlaid on the schematic.

      I pointed at the course. “What is that?”

      “The escape route. Atlas created it for me.”

      “How the hell did he know where the bad guys are?”

      “That’s another of his feats,” Aurora said. “He’s a strategist.”

      Kaptain Khaos nodded. “He’s got the ability to spot patterns, causes and effects—”

      “The whole wings here and tsunami there kinda butterfly-effect thing,” Splinter added, tapping a finger against his head. “Where others see chaos, the big man sees connections, the ballet in the numbers.”

      “Pattern recognition,” Aurora said, folding up the metascreen. “Now let’s get out of here.”

      We did just that, following the escape route, running down through the underground city, passing through abandoned tunnels and across forgotten sub-basements and anterooms.
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      After running for what seemed like thirty minutes, we stopped to catch our breath on a landing that overlooked a maze of scaffolding rising up over what looked like a bottomless pit.

      Atlas and Lyric were waiting for us.

      I tossed a smile and a look at Lyric, who nodded but didn’t return the smile. She was too busy nursing a bandage around her neck, her left arm cocooned in a shiny, metal brace.

      “Did they follow you?” Atlas asked.

      “We had some problems with the Snouts,” Splinter said.

      “But Quincy took care of them,” Liberty said.

      I smiled. Atlas grew thin-lipped, turning his attention to me. “I have to admit, I had harbored some rather serious reservations about you before, Quincy.”

      “And now?”

      “They’ve been confirmed.”

      My head dropped. “I fucked up.”

      Atlas ignored this. “Not only did you confront the Snouts, but you let yourself be outed to the Morningstars. Who confronted you back at the showers?” he asked.

      “Madcap and The Showstopper.”

      “And yet somehow you survived,” Atlas remarked.

      “I fooled them. I shot Madcap in the eyes with my perp spray before he could turn me into a statue.”

      Atlas registered this. “What did they say to you? We need to know everything.”

      “Not too much,” I answered, a little leery of revealing everything the brothers had mentioned to me, including all the digs against Atlas and the others. “They were mostly angry about the Caul.”

      “They always were,” Atlas replied.

      “They said something about wanting to be who they were meant to be. They said they wanted … freedom.”

      “They have legitimate complaints,” Atlas said. “But their methods are all wrong. You don’t murder people to prove you’re right.”

      “Maybe there’s a way to talk to them,” I said. “Maybe there’s a way to work everything out.”

      “Fuck that,” Splinter said. “The only good villain is a dead one.”

      “The only thing those mothers understand is violence,” the Kaptain said, nodding. “They hit you, you hit ‘em right the fuck back.”

      “Forced sterilization for the villains,” Lyric said, adjusting her brace. “Isn’t that what Greylock was talking about before?”

      Atlas held up his hands, silencing the others. “Everyone born on this planet possesses a selfish gene, Quincy. In a sense, we’re all the same. For instance, I have the ability to kill and destroy just like the Morningstars, but I choose not to. That said, sterilization and brute violence aren’t necessarily the way.”

      “Then what is?” Splinter asked.

      “Hearts and minds,” Atlas replied. “We have to make them see the error of their ways. We have to create the space for them to make the right decisions.”

      “Atlas, I love you, brother,” Kaptain Khaos said, “but that’s some straight-up bullshit.”

      “It’s my dream,” Atlas said. “I pray that I’ll live long enough to see all of us come together again.”

      “Speaking of that,” I said. “They also told me they wanted the trap bottle.”

      Atlas nodded and looked to Aurora who patted her rucksack, the one that contained the bottle she took back at the Pythia building.

      “There’s been an evolution in our plans, Quincy. We no longer have the luxury of time. Even though they don’t know precisely where we are, given that Madcap and The Showstopper attacked you back there, it likely means Big Dread, the Barrister, and all the others will be coming soon.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We have no choice now. We must go and seek his guidance,” Aurora said.

      “Who?”

      “The man who sees all,” Atlas replied. “The builder. The Polymath.”

      The others trudged off, and I called out: “Wait!”

      They stopped and looked back. “We just blew up a ship with cops on it and one of the rulers of the city, the Harbinger or whatever the villain is, is probably out looking for us, right?”

      Atlas nodded.

      “Doesn’t that sorta make us…traitors?”

      Atlas grinned. “If this is treason, then let’s make the most of it. “
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      It turns out that the scaffolding was part of a large construction project to enhance the underground city that was begun, but never finished, years earlier. You’d think a group of superheroes wouldn’t have to crawl inch by inch down a two-hundred-foot wall of the stuff, but that’s what we had to do. I’m kind of afraid of heights, which didn’t help things, and the sheer bulk of Atlas and the others meant that the maze swayed back and forth as if it might collapse at any moment.

      Luckily, Splinter and Kaptain Khaos made sure to steady the scaffolding as I slowly descended, rucksack over one shoulder. Splinter was above me, and the Kaptain was several feet below me.

      “So how was it, Q?” Kaptain Khaos asked.

      “What?”

      “What do you think, bro, your inaugural voyage to the golden baths. We know Lyric took you on a sight-seeing trip. The ultimate golden shower.”

      “It was okay,” I said, trying to be cool.

      “It was better than that, wasn’t it?” the Kaptain asked. “Did you do the deed with her? C’mon, you can confide in the Kaptain.”

      I nodded, and the Kaptain grinned. “My man,” he said, smacking me on the leg. “You gonna share any deets?”

      “You really want to hear them?”

      “Nah, not really, but Splint might. I mean he is her brother after all.”

      My stomach lurched, and I was suddenly light-headed. I looked up at Splinter and prayed he wasn’t about to kick me off of the scaffolding. He glared at me for several seconds, and then grinned. “We’re just fucking with you, man.”

      “It wasn’t all fun and games, was it?” the Kaptain asked.

      I shook my head. “There was a woman with us and some other people. Madcap turned them into…metal statues.”

      “That’s what the fucker does,” Splinter replied. “He gets off on it. That’s why we can never make peace with them. I don’t care what Atlas says. All the black-hats understand is violence.”

      The Kaptain tapped his fingers on the scaffolding. “Madcap and his bro are two of the worst of them. They’ve got serious anger issues.”

      Splinter nodded. “It’s like that old quote, that every problem in the universe goes back to fathers and sons.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      Splinter looked down at me. “All three brothers, Madcap, The Showstopper, and Damnation Man, were sons of Vigilant, Greylock’s right-hand man.”

      “Jesus,” I muttered.

      “Bastard sons is more like it,” Kaptain Khaos said. “Vigilant was never joined to their mothers, and he never recognized them.”

      “Hell, he and Greylock played a role in tossing two of ‘em into prison,” Splinter added.

      “As you can imagine, they kinda had it out for dear old dad after he did that to ‘em,” Kaptain Khaos said. “That’s why Aurora got Atlas to start up the Shadow Catchers. She realized Greylock and the other Elementals needed somebody around to watch their sixes if you know what I’m saying.”

      “You guys didn’t do a very good job,” I replied.

      Splinter pinned me with a look. “We stopped at least nineteen assassination attempts, ace. Nobody could watch Greylock and the others all of the time. He wouldn’t let us. And that’s what’s eating up Aurora the most, the fact that we failed them when they needed us most.”

      I wanted to ask more questions, but before I could, we reached the bottom of the scaffolding. Splinter followed the others, but I stayed behind, mesmerized by Kaptain Khaos who was standing, eyes closed, striking a polyrhythmic beat on the scaffolding, then he stopped mid-beat and held out his hands as if he was able to inhale the groove somehow. I could feel a low-grade tremor under my feet, and then the Kaptain opened his eyes.

      “How the hell do you do that?” I asked. “How do you create the quakes?”

      Kaptain Khaos closed his eyes again. “Do you hear that?”

      “I hear the same thing I always hear,” I answered.

      “A distant humming note?”

      I shrugged. “White noise.”

      The Kaptain smiled. “It’s a little more than that. That sound is a universal field of energy that’s the source of all life. Some people call it the Holy Spirit, but I say it’s the call of the galaxy, my friend. Only some animals and a few folks like you and me can hear it.”

      “Yeah, lucky us.”

      “Don’t scoff at it, brother. It’s a powerful thing. The power in it is what allows both of us to do what we do.” The Kaptain pulled out his drumsticks and pounded out another beat. “In a way, it’s like four-four time, y’know? Common time, which is why I refer to the call of the universe as the galaxy’s Stomp Groove.”

      The Kaptain pointed to one of the tattoos on his arm. I recognized the ink as one of the Amphion variety. Back in the day, several companies had created sound wave tattoos, ink that captured an audio bit in a visual wavelength and then shot it through a microscopic, magnetic speaker implanted under the skin.

      Then Amphion came along ten years back and actually embedded music in the body, sealing miniature bits inside flexible silicon and titanium/graphene mesh that was located just under the surface of the skin, covered by tattoos. The bits contained audio files and were synched to those same speakers so that you could listen to hundreds or thousands of songs, simply by tapping your tattoos. The Kaptain tapped on his tat, amping the volume as a backbeat began.

      “I made that myself,” the Kaptain said. “Got this ink on my mission in New Orleans. Couldn’t get that white noise outta my head, so I turned a positive into a negative.” He moved along to the beat, smiling. “That’s what I’m talking about. That’s the cosmic groove.”

      Watching the Kaptain continue to drum, I smiled at his prowess with the sticks. Then he stopped drumming and pointed the sticks at me. “You just need to focus on that noise and get behind the beat, Q. Once you do that, you’ll be amazed at how powerful your feat becomes.”

      I thanked him for the words of encouragement, and then we struck off down through a chute in the side of the pit.

      Moving quickly and efficiently, we made good time, crouch-running through the chute which dropped in certain sections and rose in others.

      I stopped to remove the tourniquet that Aurora had tied and was shocked to see that my wound had healed.

      Glancing back up, I realized I’d fallen behind, but thankfully Liberty was still visible waiting for me.

      “She wrapped your arm in an energy bandage that marinated the wound in clotting promoters and magnetic, tissue-regeneration nanoparticles,” she said.

      “I don’t understand a word you just said.”

      She smiled. “Aurora fixed you up.”

      “Glad she was around to save me.”

      She drifted back and took my hand. “Just as you were around to do the same for me. Thank you for back there,” she whispered. “You probably saved my life.”

      “Just doing what you guys would’ve done for me.”

      She reached out a finger and drew a circle around my lips. It was a small, intimate gesture, and somehow one of the sexiest things anyone had ever done to me.

      A ghost of a smile played on her lips. “You are greater than you know, Quincy. You have vast stores of untapped energy inside you.”

      “That’s true,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.

      “I hope you’ll save some of it for me.”

      I almost lost the power of speech at that moment, but somehow managed to nod and mumble something like an idiot. Liberty pressed her finger to my nose and then we took off after the others.
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      Ten minutes later, the chute ended at an opening in the rock that revealed a valley, and what looked like another world hidden underground. There was this valley dotted with rocky outcroppings, and a wind-abraded plain of what looked like ash or pumice, and what appeared to be clusters of enormous bleached bones. A pathway of stone lozenges bisected the plain, snaking up to a small city, a cluster of buildings. A rusted metal wall formed a chaotic fringe around the city.

      There were a dozen structures inside the wall, each one a different shape and size. As we advanced, I noticed several stone domes, a pillared plaza, what looked like a cathedral constructed entirely of colored glass, and rising up over everything, like some pagan idol, a dingy pewter tower.

      “That’s where he lives,” Atlas said, pointing at the tower. “That’s the domain of the Polymath.”

      “Why does he live down here?” I asked.

      “He’s near the end of his journey,” Atlas said. “He loses a significant portion of his life essence every time he creates something. He did his part to birth our world, and now he prefers solitude.”

      “Very few people even know that he’s still alive,” Aurora said.

      “Looks like the kind of place someone would go to when they don’t want to be found. Question is, does he know we’re coming?” I asked.

      Splinter shook his head. “And I imagine he’s gonna be pissed when he finds out we’re here. From what I hear, the fucker can be mercurial.”

      “It’s worth the risk,” Atlas said. “He’s the only one who knows where the Light Breaker is hidden.”

      We followed the pathway, and I noticed how quiet the area was. There was no breeze, no sign of life anywhere, the entire landscape lit by an unnatural light that glowed up near the roof of the space, hundreds of feet above us. I imagined that the Polymath designed and built the place as a refuge, a place where he could come to get away from everything.

      I walked alongside Splinter who kicked at the ground. “This place is so fucking sterile,” he said. “The whole planet. Did you know the climate is actually programmed by the Elect?”

      I shook my head.

      “Every day is pretty much the same in the Upperworld. Sunny. A slight breeze.”

      “Sounds like perfection,” I said.

      “Sure is…for a while. Then it drives you out of your fucking mind.”

      “It’s like San Diego or Melbourne with villains and superheroes,” Kaptain Khaos offered.

      “I miss the seasons back on Earth, man,” Splinter said. “Hell, I can’t believe I’m saying it, but I miss the snow!”

      “Yeah, ‘cause it helps you grow thicker bark,” the Kaptain said as Splinter threw a mock jab in his direction.

      “Snow’s a pain in the ass,” I said.

      Splinter nodded. “Sure is. But sometimes it’s those little things that make you remember you’re really alive as opposed to just…existing.”

      We trudged on, and I laughed as Splinter and the Kaptain continued to needle each other. I was surprised at how quickly I’d adjusted to everything. Only a few hours before, I was beginning my shift at Pythia and now I was laughing and fighting alongside a pack of superheroes. It helped that Splinter and the Kaptain and all the others were down-to-earth and unlike almost everyone I knew back on Earth, all my purported friends, they seemed to respect me. More particularly, they weren’t using me as a prop for drinking games like Harker or Renfro, or treating me like a sideshow freak like most of my co-workers at Pythia (aside from Leon). In other words, they weren’t using me, but instead, were treating me as a colleague…an equal.

      “Do you think we can do this?” I asked.

      Kaptain Khaos chewed on his lips. “We’re already doing it. Besides, we don’t have any choice, Q. We either succeed, or you can kiss everything else goodbye.”
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      Moments later, we stood outside the metal wall.

      Atlas broke a lock on the front gate and shouldered the metal doors open. The area on the other side looked like one of those ghost towns, like the ones in Japan and Russia, which were deserted after a nuclear disaster. All of the structures were intact, but eerily lifeless, sheened in an inch of grayish black grit.

      We strode through the center of the town and ascended the stone steps that fronted the tower. The main door was open, and as soon as we entered, I drew in a sudden breath. Something was seriously wrong.

      For starters, the interior of the tower was significantly larger than it had appeared from the outside. I didn’t know whether it was some superhero’s illusion or a figment of my imagination, but it was readily apparent as I did a circuit of the interior space.

      There was an entry hall, circular in design, that was centered by what I assumed was a metal staircase, broad and curving, that rose up through the tower, leading up to the lair of the Polymath, situated some unknowable distance overhead.

      But the most impressive and challenging feature of the staircase was how it branched off into a countless number of different directions, like the arms of an octopus, angled in such a way that it looked impossible to mount.

      “It was designed intentionally to thwart the curious,” Atlas said.

      “And us,” I said. “How are we going to climb that thing?”

      “There’s only one path through it,” Aurora said.

      “I think I know the way,” Atlas said.

      I quirked an eyebrow. “You think?”

      Everyone secured their gear and followed Atlas, who placed a foot on the lowest tread and began hauling himself up.

      “How old is the Polymath?” I asked.

      “Ageless,” Aurora said.

      “And his wisdom apparently defies description,” Splinter said.

      “Dude’s nickname’s the Ancient of Days,” Kaptain Khaos added.

      Whether it was a play of light or my imagination, I soon saw that the staircase seemed to expand the higher we climbed, spreading out, populating the other spaces beyond my peripheral line of sight. “Is it just me—”

      “Nope,” Liberty said, reading my mind. “The thing’s alive. It’s expanding and evolving.”

      “The Polymath probably did it on purpose,” Kaptain Khaos said. “To throw off any unwanted visitors.”

      “To fuck with us,” Splinter added.

      Thankfully, we had Atlas to guide us. The big man never looked back or uttered a word. He just set his jaw in a look of grim determination and continued hiking up the staircase, moving left, then right, ignoring the ever-enlarging staircase, following some unseen course that only he was aware of.

      The higher we climbed, the more I felt a change in temperature.

      It had grown cold, probably down around forty or fifty degrees.

      I shivered and looked back and then wished I hadn’t. The bottom of the tower could no longer be seen and the angle at which we were positioned made it appear as if we were standing on the edge of a pyramid.

      Hands grabbed me, and I looked back to Liberty and Lyric. They took my hands, and the three of us moved with great precision up over the remaining portion of the staircase until we were standing on a pad before a featureless slab of black rock that hung from three of the largest metal hinges I had ever seen.

      Atlas traded looks with us and then placed a hand on the rock.

      Sparks flew and Atlas pulled his hand back as if he’d been scalded.

      The rock trembled and slid sideways to provide us with a glimpse of an inner sanctum, a circular room splashed in an orange light where a very tall (over seven feet in height), very thin man in a white robe stood with his back to us. He was constructing objects in the air, building what looked like a floating puzzle with spinning, translucent tesseracts.

      The man’s hands moved faster than an orchestra conductor’s as he shaped and spun the tesseracts into different shapes and objects. I’d been to the beach once in Delaware as a kid and watched workers on a boardwalk pull and stretch taffy, and it reminded me of what the man was doing.

      Aware of our presence, the man turned, and I caught sight of the Polymath.

      It was impossible to tell how old he was, but his long, shovel-like face was weathered like a baseball mitt, and his eyes were hidden behind a pair of hi-tech, dark wraparounds.

      The tesseracts remained spinning in the air as the Polymath’s hands came down.

      “Enter,” he said, with a solemn voice. “There isn’t much time.”
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      I was the last one into the inner sanctum, and the Polymath’s expression changed as he shot me a look.

      “Hey, asshat,” the Polymath said, pointing to me.

      I looked at the others, then pointing at myself. “You mean…me?”

      “You see any other asshats around?”

      I shook my head, and the Polymath pointed at the rock entrance door. “How ‘bout you do us all a favor and close the fucking door.”

      The language was a shocker. I guess I expected a little more of a dignified response from one of the dudes who’d helped design and build not only that world but the friggin’ galaxy.

      “Now I’m starting to see why he lives by himself,” Liberty whispered to me, helping me to close the door.

      Lyric nodded. “He seems like kind of a dick.”

      “I hear he’s got multiple personalities,” Liberty added.

      “Yeah,” I said. “And all of them are probably assholes.”

      The Polymath gestured for everyone to follow him as he moved incredibly slowly, clutching a silver cane that glowed, gimping down to a sunken space that resembled the living room in my mom’s old house.

      There were strange multi-colored, holographic images swirling in the air (like the insides of an old school lava lamp) before the far wall that was made entirely of what looked like thick glass. It provided a panoramic view of the valley and surrounding grounds.

      The Polymath slumped in an ergonomic lounge chair formed out of solid rock that shaped and shifted to fit the outline of his body. He sighed, his eyes locked on the glass wall. “The bastards finally got to Greylock didn’t they?”

      Atlas nodded. “You know?”

      “I know everything,” the Polymath said.

      For some reason, I blurted out: “Seriously?”

      The Polymath gaped back at me. “It was a figure of speech, kid. Nobody can literally know everything. Who the fuck are you by the way?”

      “Quincy,” I said.

      Atlas engineered a half-smile. “He’s new, sir.”

      “From Earth,” Splinter added.

      “Figures,” the Polymath said, shaking his head. “Nothing good ever came from Earth. Except for porn. Porn is the Earth’s lone contribution to the galaxy’s shared heritage.”

      The others shared nervous looks because not only was the Polymath salty, he seemed a little kray-kray, nuttier than a fucking bedbug in a straitjacket. He tapped his cane on the ground. “I assume the Morningstars were involved some way in his assassination?”

      “They did it,” Aurora said, some steel in her voice. “They murdered him.”

      “Was the Harbinger part of it?”

      “Absolutely,” Splinter said.

      Atlas waved him off. “That’s unclear, sir. We’ve got no direct evidence of his involvement.”

      “Sometimes you don’t need direct evidence,” the Polymath grumbled. “Sometimes you just get a feeling in your belly.”

      “What does your gut tell you?” Splinter asked.

      “That the Harbinger’s morality is as insubstantial as mist,” the Polymath said. “He sits in his multi-level armored headquarters and pulls strings when the others aren’t looking.”

      “We should take the bastard out,” the Kaptain said.

      The Polymath smiled. “Defeating a villain is one thing. Taking out an Elemental is something else entirely.”

      Nobody responded, and the Polymath looked at each of us. “Let’s assume that there was some grand conspiracy to kill Greylock. So…you think…what? That those who were involved will be coming for the one thing that none of us are permitted to possess?”

      Aurora nodded. “The Morningstars want to use the Light Breaker to destroy the Caul.”

      The Polymath chuckled, a deep guttural laugh as if his lungs were filled with fluid. “My time grows very short, Atlas.”

      “We know that,” Atlas replied.

      “I have very little left to offer.”

      “We know that too…”

      “Then why are you bothering me?” the Polymath asked. “I don’t enforce the laws, and I don’t get involved in personal disputes.”

      “We came because there’s no other way,” Atlas said. “The fate of the universe may be hanging in the balance.”

      The Polymath held up his silver cane, and the glass began changing colors, showing images, a POV shot of what looked like someone tunneling through rock and sand.

      “Assuming I was in a position to help, you have no idea what awaits the seeker of the Light Breaker,” the Polymath said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “We know the path forward is a treacherous one,” Liberty said.

      “Intentionally so,” the Polymath said. “When the decision was made to place the object down at this level, at the far end of the Empty Quarter, six of us, six of the most powerful remaining Elementals, agreed to remain behind, to live here and guard the entire area from those who might seek to undo what we had done. I’m the last one left.”

      The images on the glass flickered to show what appeared to be a metal bridge spanning a roiling, blood-red river.

      The Polymath pointed at the images with his cane.

      There was something visible on the other side of the bridge.

      Nothing was entirely clear, but the outline of whatever was there was immense.

      “Even if I showed you the way, it’s unlikely that you’d be able to reach it.”

      “We have to try,” I said. “There’s no other way.”

      With much effort, the Polymath stood and removed his dark wraparounds. His eyes were grayish-white, piercing (sniper’s eyes, my mother used to say), and hooded. The kind of eyes you see on combat veterans, people who’ve witnessed things that once seen, cannot be unseen.

      The Polymath took several steps toward me.

      His face contorted to a collection of lines and sharp angles, like an old digital map.

      He placed the tip of his cane on my chest. “What the fuck do you know about the abominations that await in the Empty Quarter, man of Earth?”

      “I don’t know anything about them, sir. But I do know that Madcap, The Showstopper, and all the others want whatever it is you’ve hidden down here.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because they tried to kill me,” I said.

      “Tell me something that’s true, that almost nobody agrees with you on.”

      “I’m the best chance you’ve got to save this planet,” I answered him.

      The Polymath paused, and then threw back his head and laughed his ass off. He laughed so hard that he began coughing…coughing up blood.

      “I like this sonofabitch,” he said, stabbing the cane in my direction. “He’s green and a few bubbles off plumb, but I like him. What the fuck is your name? Quality?”

      “Quincy, sir.”

      Aurora moved to the Polymath and held up the trap bottle for him to see. It looked different, as if a layer of dark material had been added around it. “We’ve got a new containment and transportation device that we’ve coated with Akash.”

      She handed the bottle to the Polymath who perused it, then handed the bottle back. “Do you know what you’re asking me to do?”

      Aurora nodded. “We are willing to sacrifice our lives, just as you are. Will you help us?”

      The Polymath pondered this. “There’s an old proverb, Atlas, that says ‘a society grows great when old men plant trees whose shade they know they will never sit in.’”

      “That’s deep, sir,” Atlas replied.

      “Fuck that,” the Polymath said. “I’m not planting any trees and I don’t give a shit about letting you sit in my shade. Bottom line is, what do I get out of the deal?”

      Yeah, some great Elemental he was, I thought to myself.

      “We assumed you would do it out of honor and obligation,” Atlas said.

      The Polymath waved his cane. “Honor and obligation are seriously overrated. I’ll do the deed for a few moments alone with the ladies.”

      The ladies’ faces screwed up in disgust and Atlas shook his head. “We really don’t have time for this, sir…”

      “Oh, but you’ve got time to hound an old man and ask him to give up all that he has left.”

      “Greylock was your friend,” Atlas replied.

      This caused the Polymath to stop and consider the words. Slowly he nodded. “He was like a brother to me once.”

      “His blood cries out for vengeance,” Aurora said. “This is a way to pay back his killers and have your name etched amongst the stars.”

      The Polymath leaned on his cane. Then he pointed the cane at Aurora. “How ‘bout you, sweetheart? Just five minutes with the ole Polymath. Just a quickie.”

      “There’s no time,” Aurora said, firmer this time.

      The Polymath sighed. “Fine, whatever. Let’s get this over with.”

      Before the Polymath could do anything, a sound built in the room.

      A high-pitched whining, a deafening crash of electronic sound that blew out the glass windows in a glittering rain of crystal shards.

      Covering my head, I looked up to see the Polymath peering down at me.

      “IT’S YOU!” he shrieked, pointing his cane at me like a pistol. “YOU’VE DONE IT!”

      “Done what?!” I asked in response.

      “YOU’VE BROUGHT THEM DOWN ON US!”

      He lurched over and grabbed something out of my pocket that fell and hit the ground.

      It was the metallic Mr. Chops.

      The tiny rabbit was vibrating and casting off a sound that was louder than a jet engine.
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      It took me several seconds to realize what Madcap had done. Not only had he coated Mr. Chops in metal, he’d also hidden some kind of tracking device inside.

      The Polymath brought his cane down like a sword.

      He chopped the rabbit where it lay on the floor, and commenced battering it to pieces until the sound stopped.

      “What the hell is going on?!” Aurora shouted.

      “The kid led them right to us!” the Polymath shouted, pointing at the pieces of Mr. Chops.

      “Madcap did it!” I replied. “He coated my psych totem in metal!”

      “You should never have brought it,” Splinter said.

      “Everybody knows that he leaves taggants in everything he coats, Q,” Kaptain Khaos continued.

      “Everybody but me,” I said, taking in the others’ stares. “Nobody told me.”

      For a moment, it looked like they were ready to pounce on me, and then Atlas threw up his hands.

      “He didn’t know,” the big man said. “He made an honest mistake.”

      “An honest mistake that’s gonna get us all killed,” the Polymath growled, gesturing to the holographic images in the air which had changed to representations of the outside valley. I could see things moving across the plain of pumice. What looked like machines…mechanized fighting machines.

      “Gods alive, they’ve brought Infinity!” the Polymath said.

      I looked around. “What?!”

      “Another Morningstar,” Splinter said. “Infinity’s a villain that specializes in creation and replication.”

      “The replication of what?”

      “Nothing good,” Splinter answered.

      “Go!” The Polymath shouted, pointing toward a red door at the other end of his lair. “Go down the rear entrance and look for the green door!”

      “What’s behind the door?!” I asked.

      “The other fucking side, asshat! Along with some gear, weapons, and some transport! Get what you can and escape while you’re still able to!”

      “Where will we go?!” Aurora asked.

      “I’ll be your guide!” the old superhero screamed. He grabbed Aurora and touched his forehead to hers. There was a flash of light and something passed between the two. “You have the map now,” the Polymath said to Aurora. “I’ll carve a path and show you the way to the Light Breaker!”

      “Gods be with you!” Atlas screamed.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just don’t fuck it up!” the Polymath shouted.

      Aurora grabbed my arm, and we hauled ass toward the red door as the Polymath began babbling unintelligibly. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw him hovering off the ground, staring through the broken window.

      There was a halo of golden light around the Elemental’s head that soon encased the entirety of his body. His face was frozen in an expression of wonderment, and then his body jerked violently, a beam of light issuing from his eyes. The skin on his face became as tight as the head on a drum, sucked in over his cheekbones, his face growing older with every second, his body little more than a husk, as his life essence drained away.

      He was literally giving everything he had to help us.

      Aurora pulled me back through the red door before I could see what happened next.

      I found myself following her and the others down a tight spiral staircase that dropped to a landing where we spotted a green door.

      Atlas swung his arm as his mighty fist distended and smashed the door in.

      On the other side was a featureless stone cell that was overflowing with a stockpile of Akash, huge vats filled with iridescent liquids, several stacks of weapons and gear, and one or more bulky items concealed by an oversized tarp.

      Atlas gestured to a small pile of large, black boots. “Everyone put a pair on.”

      “What are they?” I asked.

      “‘MEM Boots,’” Kaptain Khaos said. “They’ve got micromechanical engines implanted in the heel along with ion thrusters—”

      “Basically, jetpacks that you can strap on your feet,” Splinter finished, tossing me a pair.

      I pushed my feet down into the boots and strapped them on, noting a green button on the side while watching Splinter snag a bazooka-shaped weapon fitted to a ponderous metal backpack which contained a coil that appeared to hold hundreds of small rockets.

      “I think I’m in love,” Splinter said, wrapping his arms around the death-dealing contraption.

      Kaptain Khaos hoisted what looked like a flamethrower as Aurora pulled back the tarp to reveal a pair of primer-splotched wave sleds.

      “Well, hot damn and alright!” the Kaptain said, smacking his hands together. “We’re in business, baby!”

      “The only issue is getting them out of here,” Lyric said, gesturing at the roof which was made entirely of a clear, plastic-like substance.

      We clambered into the wave sleds.

      Aurora would be flying one of the sleds, with me, Liberty, and Lyric aboard, while Atlas would be handling the duties for the other sled with Splinter and the Kaptain.

      Aurora and Atlas struggled to power the machines up, the motors coughing, sputtering, but eventually coming to life.

      I sat at the back, clutching a handhold as the machine trembled and lifted up off the ground.

      Something hit the floor at my feet.

      I looked down to see it was my open rucksack. The singlet and mask I’d been given before had spilled out.

      “You need to put those on now!” Aurora said.

      “Where the hell’s the changing room?” I replied.

      “This is the changing room,” she snapped.

      “Seriously?”

      Liberty cocked an eyebrow and smirked. “Seriously.”

      Well, hell, if they wanted a show, then that’s what they were going to get, I thought to myself. Fuck it. I shucked my clothes and stood there, bare-assed, tensing my muscles before slowly climbing into the singlet which fit like a glove.

      “Aren’t we gonna get capes at some point?”

      “What’s with you and the capes?” Liberty asked. “Capes are for sissies.”

      “I’m gonna put that on a T-shirt,” I replied.

      She smiled and playfully smacked me on the ass. “How does it feel?”

      “Like a second skin,” I said.

      “It’s a breathable nanomesh suit that can stretch to sixty percent of its original length. In addition to also being nearly impervious, it has built-in electro-sensors that record information like an echocardiogram.”

      “I don’t know what most of that means,” I replied.

      “It protects your body and reacts to conditions to help you maximize effort.” She reached over and pulled the mask down over my eyes as I turned to face the others.

      “How do I look?”

      “Like a motherfucking superhero,” Splinter said.

      He reached over and pressed the side of my eye-mask and—

      WONK!

      A digital screen appeared in the air in front of me, almost like a heads-up display from an old video game.

      “It augments your vision with multispectral sensors,” Splinter said.

      “In English.”

      “It helps you see and fight better.”

      “Why didn’t anybody tell me about this before?!” I asked.

      He shrugged. “You never asked.”

      I squinted to see a targeting reticle in the middle of the display and what looked like numbers for distances and wind-speed, and when I pressed my finger against the side of the mask, there were windows, sub-windows, and then a split screen that provided the following information: Name/Moniker; Status; Feats; Notes.

      I quickly panned toward Liberty, and the display information filled out:

      Name/Moniker: Liberty

      Status: Superhero

      Feats: Solar Wind Manipulator

      Notes: Would love to bang her all night long!

      I looked over at Splinter who smiled sheepishly. “I forgot to erase some personal notes I saved on it.”

      Before I could respond, Atlas shouted: “Let’s go, people!”

      “Anybody got the key to open that roof?” Kaptain Khaos asked, pointing up.

      “I’ve got your key right here!” Aurora replied, before stomping down on the sled’s accelerator.

      The machine rocketed straight up, shattering the clear roof as we zoomed outside to see that we were a good hundred feet off the ground, flying over a rear courtyard and the back fence.

      Liberty gasped and pointed. We looked back and up to see a stronger, wider pulse of light beaming from the broken windows on the back of the Polymath’s lair.

      Whatever energy the Polymath was summoning, had grown exponentially stronger.

      The beam was wider, brighter, and looked like it was about to overcome the entire tower.

      The light speared from the tower across the valley, ending at the wall on the other side. Given the distance between where the beam ended and our then-current position, nothing was entirely clear, but the beam seemed to be chewing a hole through the bedrock.

      “There it is!” Atlas shouted, from behind the controls of the other wave sled.

      “AND THERE THEY ARE!” Aurora replied.

      I looked sideways, and that’s when I noticed that the valley was full of what looked like robots and mechanized fighting machines.

      The bad guys were here, and by the looks of things, they had indeed brought a mechanical army with them.
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      Aurora looked back at us. “We’re officially ‘Triple-Oh’ now.”

      “Translate,” I said.

      “On. Our. Own.”

      Awesome. We were trapped in an underground world without any aid or assistance, sandwiched between a bunch of marauding robots and their villainous overlords, and a bridge that led to a land of monsters. Could it get any worse?

      “I should’ve taken the day off,” I whispered to myself.

      Lyric looked over. “What?”

      “Back on Earth. If I’d never gone to work today, none of this shit would’ve ever happened.”

      She reached into the folds of her singlet and pulled out her puppets, Beatrix and Barney. “But that’s the point, Quincy. All of this was destined to happen,” she said in her puppet voice.

      “You keep saying that.”

      “Because once you’ve lived several hundred years, you realize one thing: there are no coincidences. Even your idiotic decision to bring the rabbit with the tracking device in it was preordained.”

      BOOM!

      An explosive detonated on the ground below us, the blast shunting our wave sled sideways.

      I white-knuckled our handhold as Aurora took evasive action, maneuvering down toward the ground, following after the other sled.

      “How do we know where they are?” I asked.

      Aurora pointed to a circular piece of metal that was pinned to her outfit. “It’s an early warning device. If the Morningstars are near, it will let us know.”

      We picked up speed, zipping a few feet off the ground, but it was clear we wouldn’t be able to reach the hole in the far-off wall.

      Aurora’s warning device began vibrating wildly.

      The bad guys had apparently cut us off.

      There were over a hundred robots and other fighting machines between us and where we needed to go.

      We’d have to fight our way out now.

      “OFF!” Aurora shouted. “EVERYONE OFF! WE HAVE TO MAKE READY!”

      I scrambled down over the side of the sled and hit the ground.

      Liberty and Lyric did the same along with Splinter and Kaptain Khaos, who were waving for us to follow them.

      The wave sleds, piloted by Aurora and Atlas lifted up and hovered over us as we charged across the pumice, readying to meet the Morningstars and their mechanized fighting forces.

      We took up positions behind a rocky knoll.

      I crouched between Lyric and Liberty, who had unsheathed her swords. I looked over to see Splinter and Kaptain Khaos, twenty yards from us, taking up positions behind a gravel berm. The heads-up display on my eye-mask zoomed in and then a counter began spinning, tallying the number of approaching bad guys who were hundreds of yards away. I powered the damn thing down by the time it reached sixty-seven bad guys. Sixty-seven against seven!

      Rising up behind us, yet hovering only a few feet off the ground, were the two wave sleds. Atlas held up a balled fist as he breezed past us.

      “THIS IS ABOUT WHETHER WE STAND OR KNEEL!” the big man roared. “GIVE NO GROUND!”

      The wave sleds took up a position between us. Aurora and Atlas keyed what they called an active camouflage application that altered the exterior of their sleds, making them damn near invisible. Everyone else made themselves small behind the knoll and berm, waiting for the bad guys to arrive.

      The air soon filled with dust kicked up by the approaching enemy. I could hear what sounded like pistons hammering and popping, along with the mechanical whine made by an engine when it’s straining.

      I snuck a glance over the knoll and wished I hadn’t.

      The mechanized fighting machines that were lumbering toward us were fifteen or twenty feet tall.

      They looked like the offspring of a mech out of some old graphic novel and a battle tank.

      The fighting machines were powered by two bulky legs that rose to twin turrets, which sported a number of cannons and other weaponry.

      There were thirty or forty of the machines along with several dozen soldier drones that carried rifles and ran on two legs, dressed in orange and black body armor, with smoked visors covering their faces.

      The heads-up display on my eye-mask read:

      Name/Moniker: General Purpose Drone

      Status: Synthetic Enemy Combatant – Fully Weaponized

      Feats: None

      Notes: None

      One of the enemy soldiers popped the visor to reveal a smooth metallic face on the inside with beady eyes that glared with a red light. The damn thing fixed a look on me and I ducked back down behind the knoll.

      “How’s it looking?” Lyric asked.

      “What’s the opposite of good?”

      She smiled. “I’m not worried at all, Quincy.”

      “I’m glad one of us isn’t...”

      “Do you know why?” she asked.

      “You were dropped on your head when you were a kid?”

      She laughed. “Nope. Because I know nothing bad can happen if you’re with us.” She squeezed my arm. “Not only did you kill Damnation Man, but you confronted both of his brothers at the same time and lived to tell about it!”

      “And I keep telling you, all of that was luck!”

      Liberty shook her head. “Lyric’s right. You’re full of the spirit of the Elementals.”

      “I’m full of it alright,” I muttered to myself, turning as—

      BOOM!

      The bad guys opened fire and the air quickly filled with whizzing bullets, bolts of energy, and explosive rounds that churned the ground and rained debris down on us like shrapnel.

      I scrabbled over the knoll at the instant that Splinter brought his bazooka around and opened fire.

      I watched the propellant trail from the rocket he fired as it soared into the air and then scythed down onto one of our attackers’ fighting machines.

      The fighting machine disintegrated, the turret cast a hundred feet up into the air. Everyone cheered and Splinter fired again and again, and before I knew what was happening, we were all caught up in the middle of the fighting.

      Everyone went on the attack, harnessing the power of their feats.

      I saw Lyric take down several of the mechanized fighters with sonic bullets, while Liberty carved up a half-dozen more with her swords.

      Splinter was unleashing rockets left and right while the Kaptain had whipped out his ludicrously small Hellmouth pistol.

      He aimed the pistol and fired.

      The tongue of flame that leaped from the tiny barrel was brighter than a supernova.

      Whatever projectile came out of the end of the peashooter vaporized five of the mechanized fighting machines.

      “I want one of those!” I shouted.

      My smiled faded when I looked over to see a black woman with yellow hair rising over the dust in the distance. She was dressed in what looked like a violet sports bra and tight-ass boy’s shorts. She drifted sinuously, like a snake, flicking her wrists, casting off blobs of orange light that formed into tiny drone-like machines.

      My heads-up-display told me what I already knew in my gut.

      I was in the presence of the replicating supervillain, the one the Polymath had called Infinity.
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      I dropped into a crouch and summoned up a ball of plasma. The others were screaming at me, but I was so locked down in my “zone,” that I didn’t hear them.

      Crawling forward, I waited until the villain had looked the other way and then I centered my targeting reticle over her chest and let her have it.

      I thrust out my hand, palm first.

      The plasma rocketed forward, slicing through the air like a heat-seeking missile.

      The plasma struck Infinity in the chest, obliterating her.

      I cheered, thumping my chest.

      It was only when I turned to face the others that I realized just how badly I’d fucked up.

      “What?” I asked. “Didn’t you see what I just – I just killed the villain and—”

      “That was Infinity, numb-nuts,” Splinter said.

      “She’s self-replicating,” Liberty added. “Do you know what that means?”

      “Kinda sorta, but not really,” I replied, scratching my head.

      Splinter pointed. “It means you just made a bad situation a whole lot worse!”

      My eyes whipped back and I watched, riveted, as the air seemed to change. Streaking white blurs flew in every direction and the hair on my head stood at attention.

      Infinity’s remains, a collection of gory, violet cubes, began thrumming violently and then—

      WUNK!

      The chunks burst apart, only to quickly reform in cube shapes which multiplied until the ground out beyond was filled with dozens of them.

      “Something’s happening,” I said.

      “Understatement of all time, Quincy!” the Kaptain shouted.

      Two of the violet cubes snapped together.

      WHUNK! WHUNK!

      More of the violet cubes began violently slamming and locking into each other like those robotic lions in the old “Voltron” TV show. It looked like the cubes had been set on fast-forward, their movements were so rapid.

      Like an invisible child with a Lego set, the cubes began stacking, locking, rotating, and compressing. Still others were hovering in the air, humming, glowing, and then racing forward to slam into each other.

      The cubes formed two distinct masses that began undulating, starting to divide and during this division, the material separated into rough forms, crude outlines, what I could see were four distinct forms taking shape right before our eyes.

      The constructs began unfolding upon themselves, almost as if the insides of the forms were devouring the outside.

      The cubes continued to stack and lock together, then pull apart like cheese to expose a flexible inner core, a mesh, a kind of non-organic “flesh” that stretched and coalesced into long strands of what looked like muscle and sinew.

      The flesh and musculature fused together to further solidify four additional figures.  With ever increasing size and complexity, the forms took on structural detail. First, there appeared what looked like legs, then arms, then a hint of spinal laddering, and finally torsos and heads.

      I couldn’t believe my eyes, but I was staring out at four new creations.

      Four new Infinity villains.

      “Real fucking good, Quincy,” Splinter said.

      I gulped. “My bad.”

      “Burn the bitches!” Kaptain Khaos yelled. “The only way to stop the replication is to melt them down!”

      The Kaptain holstered his Hellmouth pistol and led the way, firing balls of liquified fire from his flamethrower in the direction of the Infinity villains.

      I shrank back from the heat, disoriented for several heartbeats.

      I’d heard about the “fog of war” before, but there’s nothing that can prepare you for actual combat, particularly when your enemy is superhuman. Screams echoed all around, detonations sounded, and the air was streaked with dust, and tanged with the odor of whatever fuel was inside the Kaptain’s flamethrower.

      Liberty and Lyric grabbed my arms, and the three of us entered the fray.

      The ladies hooked off to my right and left, taking on two of the Infinity villains as I called up several balls of plasma that I gripped like baseballs.

      “Surrender and I promise not to kick your ass!” I shouted at one of the Infinity replicants.

      She grinned, her face narrow and ravenous like a wolf.

      I was watching her hands, waiting to react to the moment when she formed energy balls, and then she did something unexpected.

      She reared back like a horse preparing to gallop, opened her mouth, and shot a stream of energy at me!

      The world slowed, and sound dropped out, as everything resolved to a single fucking image.

      The stream of pulsing yellow light that the witch was vomiting in my direction.

      The energy formed into a fist that socked me in my less than rock hard abs.

      I was tossed through the air like a clod of dirt.

      Crashing down, I rolled several times and then spotted a pair of huge boots crashing down before me.

      It was Infinity herself.

      Not only could she make copies of herself, but the bitch had size fourteen feet!

      She grabbed my arm and held me up inches from her face. She’d been beautiful once, I could tell that, but time and the elements had stripped her fine features. Her lips pulled back to reveal oversized incisors.

      “How would you like me to slurp your marrow?” she hissed.

      I grimaced. “I’ll take a pass on that.”

      “You’re mine now, little man.”

      “That’s fine,” I replied. “But you might want to look behind you.”

      She grinned. “I’m not falling for that.”

      WHUNK!

      Something slammed into Infinity’s back, jolting her, a soul-piercing scream echoing from her mouth.

      I looked down to see something jutting through the villain’s chest.

      It was the tip of a sword.

      Liberty’s sword.

      Infinity howled in agony, grabbing the tip of the sword, dropping me to the ground.

      For one seething moment, I watched the villain struggling to remove the blade from her upper chest and then I did the only thing there was left to do.

      I manufactured two balls of plasma and did something a little different.

      Instead of firing the balls at the villain, I smashed them against her body like somebody shattering a champagne bottle against the hull during a ship christening. This had the effect of containing a small cloud of blue-orange flames that smothered her body, and vaporized her before she could replicate.

      Whatever was left of her flurried down over the ground as Liberty appeared.

      “We did it,” she said.

      “We’re a helluva team,” I replied.

      She smiled, and we re-entered the field of fire to see that Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and the others had taken down and incinerated the other Infinity villains, with Lyric tossing her Chernips grenades in every direction to finish them off.

      We huddled and then pressed our attack against the remaining enemy forces.

      I led the others on a ragged run toward our attackers only to be confronted by two of the fighting machines. Their turrets swiveled and opened fire.

      The explosive rounds from their guns detonated a few feet away from me, the force of the explosions knocking me off my feet. I flew sideways, hit the ground and spun a few times, skidding like a hockey puck across the pumice.

      There were stars in my eyes, blood in my mouth (I’d bitten my tongue), and my brain was momentarily pain-fogged.

      Elbowing myself up, I looked down to see a depression in the middle of my singlet. A handful of shrapnel had hit me square in the chest, and if wasn’t for the material, I probably would’ve been a goner.

      Grateful to be alive, I cast a look up to see the machines lurching toward me, ready to finish me off.

      Rising, I harnessed the pain and the anger. I wasn’t going to let a couple of fucking tin cans show me up in front of the ladies and all the others.

      The two machines rose in front of me to their full and terrible height, their engines and pistons shrieking, casting off what sounded like a metallic roar. Steam rose from the turrets as the metal beasts moved laterally, as if trying to size me up.

      It was then that I remembered my boots.

      The green button on my boots, the very same kind of foot support that I’d seen Madcap and The Showstopper sporting when they were buzzing around over the grotto.

      Realizing I had nothing to lose, I pressed the green button and instantly felt incredibly buoyant, like I was standing on an inflatable rib inside one of those kids’ bounce houses.

      I literally had a spring in my step, able to cover six, maybe eight feet in a single stride.

      The machines fired again, but this time I was too fast for them.

      I dodged the incoming rounds and willed myself to conjure up two balls of plasma that suctioned to the palms of my hands.

      Picking up speed, I blurred forward and then slid right between the two machines while whipping the balls of energy up at their underbellies.

      The energy curled through the air and impacted at the spot where the legs entered the machines’ turrets.

      The machines went up in flames, spewing fire, covering a nearby pack of soldier drones

      in greasy orange fireballs. The drones began running around erratically, like ambulatory torches, before collapsing to the ground.

      I pumped a fist and rejoined the others, staggering over a dune to see Kaptain Khaos spraying bursts of fire from his flamethrower.

      Beside him was Lyric, mouth open, unleashing a flurry of sonic bullets that jackhammered five soldier drones, breaking their metallic exoskeletons into pieces.

      While this was happening, Liberty swung her swords, hacking off the legs of one of the fighting machines, sending the craft toppling over onto its side. She swooped down onto the stricken machine like a jackal, thrusting her swords into its mechanical innards until it stopped moving. Splinter was nearby, firing his weapons while heaving splinters and corrosive sap at the bad guys.

      Overhead, the wave sleds flew past, Atlas and Aurora doing what they could to provide air support.

      I watched Atlas unleash a series of hellacious punches with his expand-a-fist, smashing rows of soldier drones to pieces while Aurora fired down on the mechanized fighting machines.

      Lyric and Liberty were soon next to me, and we screamed while rushing forward to batter our beleaguered attackers.

      The bodies of the soldier drones fell in twos and threes. The initial attack by the machines was chaotic and emphasized frenzy over coordination or strategy. My gut told me it was a way for the villains to test us, before joining the battle.

      We cut a path right through the middle of the bad guys, blasting our way toward the hole that the Polymath had made for us. In seconds, most of our attackers were lying strewn across the pumice in smoking heaps.

      Atlas swung down in his wave sled and shouted at us: “WE’VE DONE IT! WE’VE CARRIED THE DAY! EVERYBODY BACK ONBOARD!”

      We raised our arms in triumph, and that’s when two things happened: (1) I heard the sound of metal on metal, and (2) Atlas was hit in the chest by something that ripped him off of his sled.

      I looked up and caught sight of the object that had torn Atlas away.

      It was silver and incredibly fast.

      And shaped like a judge’s gavel.
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      “THE BARRISTER!” Aurora shouted, powering her wave sled back and down to the ground.

      The acoustic motors on Aurora’s sled kicked up dust devils as the vessel dropped to the pumice, obscuring visibility.

      I watched Atlas fly through the air and crash to the ground, his body skidding for fifteen feet and then falling still.

      Splinter and Liberty ran to him while Lyric stayed by my side. “They’re coming, Quincy! The Barrister and the rest of the Morningstars are coming!” she shouted.

      Through the haze, I saw a tall figure in a silver tracksuit hidden under a short duster that came to his waist. Rippling from his back was a red cape studded with what looked like brass buttons. He had the stone-cold look of a predator, his chiseled features were screwed up in anger, and his blond hair was coiled on top of his head in one of those annoying man-buns.

      My heads-up display blinked:

      Name/Moniker: The Barrister

      Status: Supervillain

      Feats: Thorium-Infused Gavel & A General Ability To Kick Much Ass

      Notes: He’s A Dick, But Do Not Fuck With Him!!!

      The guy ran toward us faster than any human had a right to and when the gavel swung back in his hand, I knew the info on my display was right.

      It was the man himself.

      The Barrister!

      The personal hitman for the other villains.

      The Barrister alighted onto a mound of pumice, sliding the gavel into a sheath he wore across his back. He put his hands on his hips, turning his glaring eyes and granite jaw in our direction as the other bad guys fanned out behind him.

      “Look at Mister Fancy Pants,” Lyric said in her puppet’s voice.

      I was shocked to see that she had her finger puppets out. Beatrix and Barney were on either hand, and she was manipulating their tiny little arms. I wanted to scream that now was not the fucking time for a puppet show, but her antics had given pause to the villains. They seemed both perplexed and amused by the whole thing.

      “What do you think about Fancy Pants, Beatrix and Barney?” Lyric asked.

      “I think he’s a shit-eating turd burger, Lyric,” she answered in her puppet voice.

      “Whoa! Watch the language, Beatrix,” Lyric replied in her human voice.

      “And it looks like he’s got a tiny dick.”

      Lyric stared at the Barrister with slitted eyes. “I think you’re right about that.”

      The Barrister was not amused. “Steel yourself, bitch,” he said.

      “Right, because it looks like you might have a little trouble in the getting some steel department if you know what I mean,” Lyric said with a broad smile.

      The Barrister screamed, unsheathing his gavel, and dropped down the mound to reveal Madcap, The Showstopper, and two dark-skinned women that I assumed were Dolly Dagger and Rockets Redglare.

      “I won’t go down without a fight!” Lyric said.

      Rockets Redglare and Dolly Dagger hopped up onto a promontory and summoned up what looked like whirlwinds of fire in the palms of their hands.

      They compressed the mini-clouds into orbs that they threw up into the air.

      “TAKE COVER!” Kaptain Khaos shouted, looking over.

      We ran as the orbs split apart, two fireballs becoming ten as—

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      The fiery balls crashed and smeared across the ground, setting anything they touched on fire, like napalm.

      We ran laterally, following a path laid out on the eye-mask’s heads-up display, trying to buy Liberty and Splinter some time to rescue Atlas who appeared to be bleeding and unconscious.

      Aurora picked up Liberty and drove her sled up until it was next to the now pilotless sled that Atlas had been torn away from. Liberty dove into Atlas’s empty vehicle and the two zoomed over and set down on the ground next to Atlas.

      Splinter picked the big man up and pulled him into Liberty’s wave sled, signaling for us to run for cover.

      Splinter behind the controls, Liberty exited the sled and rejoined us as we clawed our way up over a hill and slid down an embankment that ended at a forest of dead trees, the Morningstars hot on our tail.

      Plunging into the forest, I looked back to see the Barrister standing at the top of the embankment, his cape billowing in the breeze.

      He pointed at me and heaved his gavel.

      “GET DOWN!” I screamed.

      Planting my feet, I created an energy field that extended around Liberty and me as—

      BAROOM!

      The gavel hammered into the energy field.

      The gavel ricocheted off, but the blow, more powerful than anything I’d ever felt before, pushed me back ten feet, my boots trenching the ground.

      Holy shit!

      The Barrister was a powerful sonofabitch!

      I grabbed Liberty’s and Lyric’s arms and we ran with Kaptain Khaos into the middle of the dead trees that rose up out of the pumice like the horns on some great beast. A whining sound echoed overhead and Liberty screamed: “INCOMING!”

      Fiery explosions rocked the ground and the trees, sending them up in flames. Without looking back, I knew it was the gruesome twosome, Dolly Dagger and Rockets Redglare. They were shooting fireballs at us, trying to create a wildfire in the perfect place for one: a forest of dead, dry wood.

      The breeze fanned the flames and in seconds, the entire forest was engulfed in a firestorm.

      “BOOTS!” Kaptain Khaos shouted. “USE YOUR BOOTS!”

      We activated our boots and did the only thing left to do.

      Exploding forward, we sprang up the trunks of the dead trees, hurtling above the flames, struggling to find a way out of the death trap.

      We hopped from trunk to trunk as the timber collapsed behind us, the fire spreading fast, smoke everywhere, clouding our visibility.

      More fireballs rained down, and we bounded up onto a massive, fallen tree and looked back.

      Visible in the middle of the fire was one of the women, Rockets Redglare, who threw out her hands to create a pillar of fire that was rotating and spinning toward us.

      Liberty lifted one of her swords over her head and flung it like a dagger.

      The sword flew through the field of fire, spinning end over end before—

      WHAM!

      Ramming into Rockets Redglare’s chest with enough force to pin her against one of the dead trees.

      “You did it!” Kaptain Khaos shouted.

      Rockets Redglare trembled and shook and then—

      Her body atomized in a fiery maelstrom that spewed what looked like molten lava in every direction.

      We dove from the tree, falling down through the brittle branches, searching for any hint of movement.

      There was a light at the end of the forest, a hole that signaled the end, a safe way out. It was twenty or thirty yards away, but we could make it if we hurried.

      Liberty and Lyric grabbed my hands and we followed after the Kaptain, blazing a trail through the bone-dry timber.

      I saw movement peripherally and realized it was Madcap and the Showstopper, galloping parallel to us through the dead wood, fighting to cut us off.

      “COME OUT, COME OUT, WHEREVER YOU ARE!” one of the brothers shouted.

      Suddenly, the trees all around us began changing.

      The fires went out and the wood started to shimmer and shine.

      Because it was being changed into something else.

      The four of us stopped and stared, not believing our eyes.

      Madcap had turned the wood into a forest of glass.

      “Not cool,” I said.

      And then The Showstopper brought his mighty arms down, spawning a cyclone that he unleashed on the newly transformed trees, filling the air with an explosion of glass shrapnel.

      “COVER YOUR FACES!” Liberty shrieked.

      We did, as a wall of glass shards swept over us.

      My armored singlet stopped most of the glass shrapnel.

      I say most because some of the jagged pieces found their way into my arms and legs. I cried out and dropped to the ground, curled up in a fetal ball.

      In seconds it was over.

      I rolled over and plucked out a few pieces of glass that had lodged in my ankles, wrists, and calves.

      Liberty, Lyric, and Kaptain Khaos did the same.

      We were all wounded, all down, but definitely not out.

      “We’re cornered,” Kaptain Khaos said, removing a two-inch sliver of glass from his wrist, gesturing at the ground outside of the forest.

      We could see the other villains visible along with what was left of their robotic army.

      Aurora, Atlas, and the others were nowhere in sight.

      “What do you think?” I asked the others.

      “Mutually assured destruction,” the Kaptain hissed.

      Lyric pulled out her puppets and whispered, “Bring the fucking house down.”

      Kaptain Khaos stood, his eyes rolling back in their sockets. His mouth dropped open and his fingers bent back as the ground began rumbling, the soft pumice fissuring, splitting open.

      Huge segments of earth suddenly lifted up, throwing everyone to the ground. The remaining glass trees were sucked down into the ever-expanding trench that separated us from the villains. The Kaptain urged us to run for it and we did, but the hole in the ground widened, and Liberty tripped and fell back down.

      I spotted her sliding down and ran and jumped, managing to latch onto her wrist as we were sucked screaming down into a hole in the ground.
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      The next few seconds Liberty and I experienced were like sliding down the backside of a rollercoaster in the darkness.

      The blackness gave way to a kaleidoscope of colors as we flew down through the hole at an alarming rate of speed.

      The hole, which was more like an earthen chute, was barely big enough to contain us but was smooth so that we couldn’t stop our descent.

      My eye-mask was ripped away as we rocketed through the darkness, following the curves of the chute as it swerved to the left, then the right, then plunging down.

      We gave ourselves up to gravity, my shouts mixing with Liberty’s, my guts doing somersaults as I spotted a pinprick of light far down below us, expanding rapidly.

      “WE’RE ALMOST AT THE END!” I shouted.

      I allowed myself the faintest of smiles, and then my mouth pulled back in a scream as everything dropped away under us.

      We were shot out of the chute and went sailing through the blackness as if we’d just dropped off the edge of the world.

      My guts seized a final time, and we did a hundred and eighty-degree spin in the air before—

      WUMPH!

      Crashing down into a soupy mix of water that was the color of root beer.

      I dropped down through the water, which tasted like vinegar.

      My feet hit the ground and I push up, scissoring my legs, breaching the surface of what looked like a sprawling, mist-shrouded swamp.

      Liberty was bobbing in the water, twenty feet from me, waving her hands. I swam to her and grabbed her wrist. Pulling her free from the water, she fell on top of me.

      We lay there for several seconds, exhilarated by the fall down through the hole.

      “Your hands, Quincy,” she said.

      “What about them?” I asked.

      “Look where they are.”

      I looked down to see that both of my hands had somehow found their way around Liberty’s apple-shaped ass. I smiled sheepishly, removing them as she stood and whipped her wet hair back like a swimsuit model at a photo shoot. Her nipples were erect and I looked away before she caught me ogling them.

      “What in the name of the Elect just happened?” Liberty asked me.

      “Well, we just finished fighting against the world’s greatest villains, and then fell down a hole into the center of the planet that apparently contains a hella-scary swamp. You know, just an ordinary average afternoon in Fiasco Heights.”

      I helped her up and we peered around. “Where are we?” I asked.

      “You want the new name for this place or the old name?”

      “The new one.”

      “The Great Swamp of Stygia,” she said.

      “What was it before?”

      “The Fen of Woe.”

      “Let’s stick with the new name,” I said.

      Liberty unsheathed her sword. “Legend has it, that it’s populated by nameless monstrosities and ruled over by the ‘Wench,’ an old crone, a wolf witch in league with the Morningstars.”

      “Any other good news for us, Liberty?”

      She was silent, and we surveyed the shoreline that ascended to a sand dune-like formation, peaks of what looked like volcanic slag that we hiked up.

      The dunes provided a view of what appeared to be another valley that was perched inside yet another cavernous, underground space.

      The landscape was lit by blobs of light (I couldn’t tell if the lights were natural or manmade) that tinctured the ashen sky, giving it the appearance of perpetual dusk.

      I searched for the roof, but couldn’t find it, although I did spot a wall behind us and the opening that we’d shot out of after falling down through the hole. It was located more than thirty feet off the ground, which meant, even with our boots, there was no way we’d be going back up the way we came in.

      When Kaptain Khaos had created the tremors overhead, he’d opened up some passageway that brought us down to a lower level of what I reckoned was the Empty Quarter. My thoughts returned to Aurora and the others and I wondered if they’d been able to fight their way to safety.

      “You wondering the same thing I am?” Liberty asked.

      “Whether they escaped Madcap and the others?”

      She nodded. “I guess you guys have probably faced way worse before, right?”

      She shook her head. “Nope, actually that was probably the worst situation I’ve ever been in before.”

      “You’re not helping my anxiety levels here, Liberty.”

      “Okay, sorry, so this will probably be the worst situation ever.”

      “Nope, still not helping things…”

      She reached down and gestured to the ring on the belt fixed to our singlets. “If they made it out of there, and my gut tells me they did, they’ll find us, Quincy. The most important thing we can do now is get out of here.”

      I surveyed the ground before us which sloped to a coil of red, putrid water that fed the remainder of the swamp dotted by small hillocks, tufts of material that bobbed in the amber water, partially veiled by the mist.

      It looked like we’d have to cut a path directly through the swamp, jumping between the hillocks.

      I threaded my way down the slope, the ground spongy underfoot, the air incredibly hot and damp, tanged with the scent of rotten eggs.

      Liberty shadowed me, clutching her sword, glancing about for any hint of trouble.

      “I never did thank you for saving me back there, Quincy,” she said.

      “Just doing my job.”

      “I have to admit that I doubted your abilities when first you arrived.”

      I stopped and looked back. “And now?”

      “Seeing is believing.”

      I smiled, and Liberty inched closer to me. Our faces were separated only by a few inches. “How was she, by the way?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “There’s no reason to be embarrassed, Quincy. I know you and Lyric enjoyed each other, and that’s to be expected. This world is freethinking when it comes to matters of the flesh.”

      “Which is probably the thing I love most about the place.”

      She smirked. “Greylock was what you might call a…sybarite, a pleasure-seeker. We’ve taken after him, especially Lyric.”

      “She’s something else.”

      “She should be something else. I taught her everything she knows.”

      She stared at me, her neck roped with beads of sweat that highlighted her tanned, toned flesh. Several droplets of swamp water meandered down between her two ponderous breasts. She smirked, and I turned away because I was starting to get aroused. The air was heavy, and my mind was reeling from everything that had happened. Liberty licked her lips, I moved in close to her, and then it happened.

      Somebody screamed.

      A woman’s voice.

      Coming from somewhere out in the swamp.

      “HELP!” she screamed. “PLEASE HELP ME!”

      Without thinking, we hopped onto the first hillock, which was little more than a tiny island of saturated debris studded with a few dying weeds, but it held firm.

      Balancing ourselves, we moved forward, jumping from hillock to hillock, traversing a sodden path that led through the heart of the swamp.

      I focused on the ground ahead of me, doing my best to avoid falling into the water which was oily and slick, the vaporous, foul-smelling mist rising up from it.

      I slipped only once and Liberty steadied me as we drew near to the woman’s plaintive screams.

      We hauled ourselves up over a fallen tree and spotted the woman, lying in the water, up to her neck.

      She was waving an arm and she appeared to be on the verge of drowning.

      Vaulting forward, I balanced on the edge of a hillock. Liberty grabbed one of my arms to keep me from sliding into the water, and I reached the other one down, grasping the woman’s fingers. “I’ve got you.”

      She was soaking wet, but I managed to pull her out onto relatively dry land where she rolled onto her side, coughing, hacking up a mouthful of tannin-colored water.

      I knelt beside her and brushed the matted hair away from her fine-boned features. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five, with raven-colored hair, and limbs that were long and delicate, like some kind of fairy-tale creature. She was wearing a long dress that was pressed tight against her body, revealing her pillowy breasts, which caused me to turn away.

      “What’s your name?” Liberty asked.

      “Aendora,” the woman said.

      “I’m Liberty, and this is Quincy.”

      The woman engineered a slight smile. “T-thank y-you. You s-saved me.”

      “No worries,” I replied. “But next time I’d seriously consider going in another direction when you decide to do a little sightseeing.”

      “I wasn’t seeing any sights,” Aendora said, elbowing herself up. “I was fleeing.”

      “From what?”

      Aendora shivered, the color draining from her face. “From the watcher, the Wench, the witch who keeps watch over this infernal place.”

      I tensed, glancing in every direction, but everything looked the same. “Where is she?”

      “Nowhere and everywhere.”

      “How the hell did you get down here?” I asked.

      “A hole in the ground opened up. I was with two of my friends and we fell through the hole and ended up here. That was two days ago,” Aendora said. “I saw nothing for the first several hours and then I heard a sound, the most beautiful sound you can imagine, and that’s when she came.”

      Liberty’s eyebrows arched in curiosity. “She caught you?”

      Aendora shook her head. “She trapped my friends, but I managed to flee into the swamp where I made myself small.”

      Liberty and I shared a look. “Do you know the way out?” Aendora asked.

      “We were hoping you might,” I said.

      Aendora opened her mouth to respond when a sound built in the distance.

      At first, it resembled the note you might hear when somebody blows through a bone whistle. Then it built in intensity and complexity, before shifting into a melody that was light, airy, and whimsical.

      “We have to hurry!” Aendora said, grabbing my arm. “The Wench is coming!”
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      We hauled Aendora to her feet and began charting a course through the swamp, using the hillocks as launching pads.

      Aendora guided us, claiming that there was a structure out in the mist where we could take shelter and hide from the Wench.

      Faster we flew, listening to the sound of the beautiful music as it rolled over the water, carried by the wind. The notes had changed during our flight, becoming harsher and somehow darker, a pounding beat, like someone wailing away on a set of tom-tom drums.

      “It’s up there!” Aendora said, pointing. “I can see it!”

      “What is it?!” I asked.

      “Shelter!” she replied.

      Liberty grabbed Aendora’s left arm, and I took her right. We used the power of our MEM boots to spring across the swamp until we spotted the faintest outline of a structure, a hut.

      The dwelling, what looked like a collection of wood and reeds lashed together with thick vines, was propped up at the backside of a larger spit of raised land, a small island.

      The structure reminded me of a glorified duck blind and was so well concealed that if we hadn’t been positioned at the exact spot, we would likely have never seen it.

      “I hid inside it yesterday,” Aendora said, catching her breath. “There’s enough room for all of us.”

      We loped forward, hopping onto the raised spit of ground where Liberty grabbed what amounted to a rear door and pulled it open.

      The interior of the sagging structure was surprisingly large, with a wooden ladder that led up through a hatch to a first floor, a circular space with a solid floor made from what looked like hand-cut boards.

      We closed the hatch behind us, and I stumbled back, breathing in the warm and musky air.

      There were crude shelves on the thatched walls that contained candles, pots of dried herbs, crystals, and dozens of multi-colored liquids in translucent containers along with what appeared to be pickled animals or…body parts.

      Below these items were several benches made of woven reeds and covered by a stretched material that resembled animal skin. A hand came down on my shoulder and I jumped.

      Glancing sideways, I spotted Aendora who was smiling and by God did she have a beautiful smile. “She uses this place to hunt sometimes I think.”

      “Then why the hell are we here?” I asked.

      “Because it’s probably the least likely spot she’d expect someone to hide,” Liberty answered.

      I considered this and realized Liberty was probably right. If you’re a villain out tracking down a pack of unwary travelers, you’re probably not going to expect them to hide in your home away from home.

      “Why don’t we just ambush her?” I asked. “Take the witch down once and for all?”

      “Because we don’t know where she is,” Liberty said. “Once she reveals herself to us, we’ll deal with her.”

      Nodding, I slumped against the far wall, peering up at Aendora and Liberty, who were standing side by side. I rubbed my eyes, still not believing any of the day’s events had actually happened. If you would’ve told me even a few hours earlier that I’d be marooned on some distant planet, in the company of two smoking-hot women, trying to save the universe while running from a fucking swamp witch, I would’ve said you were nuts. But there I was, struggling to make the best of an increasingly dire situation.

      “So what’s your feat, Aendora?” I whispered.

      “Pardon?”

      “I’m not from around here, but based upon all that I’ve seen, everyone has their own unique power.”

      She hesitated, then smiled. “I’m an Illuminator. One whose gift lies in brightening a dark path.”

      “Well, you’ve sure brightened ours,” I said.

      She blushed, and Liberty’s gaze pinched as if she was annoyed, or jealous.

      Before I could ask what being an Illuminator meant, Aendora conjured up a wisp of fire at the end of her index finger. She touched it to some of the herbs and a few of the candles, and the inside of the hut was soon suffused with a warm glow and the smell of incense.

      My eyes burned for an instant, and then I noticed what looked like spores or motes of dust clouding the air.

      I swatted at them, but the spores flew into my open mouth and I gagged, coughing.

      Liberty and Aendora began laughing. Their mouths moved intermittently, no longer in synch with the words they were uttering. “Are you okay,” they asked.

      “I’m fine,” I replied, trying to keep pace by talking faster. “I’m fine, fine, just super fine.”

      Aendora moved past me, her body trailed by tendrils of light. She pointed at the multi-colored liquids in translucent containers. “This one’s for speeding up, and this one’s for slowing down, and this one helps with flight, and seeing two seconds into the future …”

      She stopped on a glass bottle filled with violet liquid. “And this one can bring forth the dead.”

      I wanted to ask how she knew.

      How the fuck did she know that?

      My mouth opened, but everything that came out was garbled.

      I closed my eyes, trying to focus, but I was unable to form a complete sentence.

      Head in my hands, I took a liking to the ground only to see that the patterns in the floorboards were shifting, undulating, sweeping across the floor to meet the cross-hatching on the thatched walls that was oozing down.

      My mind reeled.

      Something was seriously wrong.

      Glancing up, I saw Liberty and Aendora whispering, sharing a laugh as the incense swirled.

      Liberty opened her mouth and Aendora blew a small cloud of incense into it. Then she did the same to me, and my mouth opened and closed like a dying fish.

      I couldn’t get enough of the incense. It was sweeter than sugar.

      Music soon filled the room, a pulsing rhythm that sounded like the backbeat of the swamp itself.

      I felt feverish, but also elated, my body warm and sweat-slicked.

      Instinctively, I moved to the rhythm, planting one foot on the ground, then the other, my hips swaying. I threw my head back and laughed and so did the women.

      Liberty and Aendora then locked in an embrace, kissing each other hungrily.

      Steam clouded the interior of the hut.

      Fragments of the incense filled the air like snow flurries.

      In the dim, hazy light, I watched Liberty disrobe and then pull Aendora’s dress up over her head.

      I readily admit that everything you’re reading is filtered through my male gaze and that men have a habit of objectifying women’s bodies, but I can only relate what I saw. Aendora, who was standing naked a few feet away from me, was breathtaking, appearing less like a living thing and more like a statue carved from the finest marble.

      She licked her lips and I traced the outline of her frame with my eyes, starting with the graceful way her hips accented her well-proportioned breasts.

      The music throbbed as Aendora motioned for me to come to her. The steam was so hot that my hair was matted, my body slicked with oily sweat.

      Aendora’s eyes were glowing and her face radiated passion and authority.

      She reached out a hand and roughly began tugging my singlet down.

      Then she licked the sweat from my chest and pulled the flexible singlet down, around my boots, and all the way off.

      I was standing naked except for my boots and Aendora rose and smiled, whispering, “Leave them on. They’re better for thrusting.”

      She laughed a glorious little laugh and then she took my head in her hands, the incense drifting all around us, and our lips met.

      It was like kissing a live wire.

      I wanted to pull away, but I couldn’t.

      If you’ve ever been in a situation where you were operating on booze-soaked adrenaline, doing things that you knew, deep down in the backwaters of your mind, you shouldn’t be doing, that was what I was experiencing.

      For some reason, I had serious reservations about the whole thing, but I was lost in the moment, tripping on incense, my hormones revving into overdrive.

      Aendora bit my lip and then she reached down and grabbed my dick and slowly began working it back and forth.

      Then she was on her knees, taking me in her mouth and I know this might offend the sensibilities of some, but the woman knew her way around a cock.

      She had a way of swirling her tongue and tapping my balls that nearly made me explode in her mouth. I pulled out and she laid down on one of the benches and spread her legs.

      Hands appeared from behind me, and it was Liberty.

      She stroked my nipples and caressed my chest as Aendora commenced fingering herself. I turned around and kissed Liberty, and her mouth was hot and salty.

      I ran my hands over her massive breasts and I flicked her nipples with the tip of my tongue.

      With the dexterity of a gymnast, she lifted and wrapped a taut, muscular leg around me so that I could slip a finger in her. I explored her sopping inner wall, then she withdrew my finger and licked it. I reached down and rubbed her clit vigorously until she came convulsively.

      My attention was arrested by Aendora’s moaning and I placed the head of my cock at the opening of her sex and worked it in slowly.

      I pushed myself all the way into Aendora’s hot tunnel and began thrusting as Liberty reached around and sucked on my nipples while fingering my balls and asshole. Say what you will, the lady knew how to multitask.

      I fucked Aendora with deep strokes in a slow, easy rhythm. She reached out and wrapped her arms around my shoulder and raised her slender ass off the bench, forcing me into her deeper and deeper, her breathing becoming heavier.

      I picked up speed, Aendora urging me on.

      We were moving in synch, like two worlds slamming into each other.

      Aendora’s eyes rolled back, and I ran my hands over her damp body as she motioned for Liberty to assume a position next to her.

      Liberty hesitated for a moment, her eager eyes straying my way as if she wanted me all to herself.

      But we were trapped in what seemed like a beautiful, magical spell where we couldn’t control or contain our actions.

      We were operating purely on instinct and physical lust.

      Liberty crouched over the bench and so did Aendora, the two goddesses facing away from me, their asses elevated.

      Rigid with pent-up energy, I plunged my manhood into Liberty first and she grabbed my hands and repositioned them around her breasts so we could more easily assume a doggie-style position.

      Liberty was hot and tight and I began pounding her harder and harder. She begged me to pull her hair and smack her ass and I did, completely swept up by the moment.

      Liberty wasn’t a small woman at all, she was nearly six feet tall and probably a hundred and fifty pounds of toned muscle. But I was able to use my boots to power down and then thrust powerfully into her while keeping my hands cupped under her glorious ass-cheeks and hips.

      Her back arched and her body shook with her climax, and I kissed the middle of her back before turning my attention once again to Aendora’s inviting slit. I re-entered her and was working toward a climax of my own when I stopped mid-stroke.

      There was a sound.

      Not the music that was still echoing off the walls.

      It was a tinny whine.

      Barely audible at first, but growing louder by the second. It slowly snapped me out of my daze and I realized it was the tracking device. It was sounding. The others had found us!

      I looked up and gazed at Aendora’s face.

      It was…changing.

      Swelling.

      Pulsing.

      And the floor?

      It wasn’t covered by hand-cut boards anymore.

      It was covered in bodies and lengths of sugar-white bone and flaps of what appeared to be yellow flesh!

      Dozens of bodies in various states of decomposition.

      What the fuck was going on?!

      I realized that incense, the spores, and whatever fucking black magic was swirling around the interior of the hut had indeed been manipulating everything, distorting reality.

      Snapped out of my zombified state, I was finally able to see things for what they truly were.

      There was a peal of laughter.

      Deep, guttural laughter.

      I looked up and a change came over Aendora’s face.

      I’m pretty sure there’s no amount of psychiatric drugs that will be able to erase from my memory what I saw next.

      Aendora’s head lolled and a cadaverous grin tugged at her mouth.

      My gaze swung back to Liberty as fear and confusion gripped her.

      I watched, horrified, as Aendora’s face split apart to reveal another form, another creature hiding on the inside!

      The new face shifted between an old crone, a nubile young woman, and what looked like some kind of alien jungle cat.

      Immediately, I knew we were in the presence of the Wench!
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      The bitch had been wearing Aendora’s beautiful face like a mask the entire time!

      And the worst part, the very worst part, was that seconds earlier my johnson had been inside the loins of what appeared to be a centuries-old witch!

      I was gonna need rubbing alcohol, gasoline, and canisters of napalm to get my dick clean after this!

      The Wench rose up to her full and terrible height, all seven feet and several inches of her. She was still nude, her flesh shiny, gray, and leathery, like an old dead turtle. A long, green tongue flicked between jagged teeth. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “So, I guess we’re all done here,” I said, shrugging on my singlet.

      “But I’m not finished yet,” the Wench said, grinning hugely, her tongue trembling like the segments on the end of a rattlesnake’s tail. “You didn’t satisfy me.”

      “Lady, I’m pretty sure that’s impossible.”

      “And why might that be?”

      “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror? No offense, but you are one ugly bitch.”

      WHACK!

      The Wench whipped an arm that struck me in the side, launching my body through the roof of the hut.

      I watched the swamp pass under my feet, and then I slammed down into the muck.

      Levering myself up, I saw that the Wench had catapulted me half the length of a football field.

      Groaning, I shot to my feet and surged through the soupy water, climbing up onto a hillock to see Liberty carving a hole through the side of the hut with her sword.

      She burst out through the woven wall, running for her life.

      The Wench vaulted through the roof of the structure, doing a pirouette before landing in the swamp directly between us.

      She spun and summoned a long piece of red plasma that she threw like a javelin in my direction.

      The air sizzled, and I ducked as the plasma sailed past, scorching my hair, but not doing any other damage.

      Liberty pulled her sword around, screaming, which distracted the Wench. I rose up on the hillock and conjured up a ball of energy that I tossed like a fastball at the bitch’s back.

      The energy ball struck the Wench just below her neck, the impact jarring the old hag.

      The Wench doubled over, but soon regained her strength and turned.

      Her face had changed once again.

      She adopted Aendora’s beautiful face again. “I have lived long enough to utilize the weakness inherent in all men, to weaponize it against them.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, standing my ground.

      Aendora/the Wench smiled, flashing a toothpaste-ad grin. “It’s evolutionary, Quincy. Men love a face that’s not too thin or too fat. It reflects a more general image of health, whereas being too thin or too thick are unhealthy. Therefore, I’ve chosen a look that makes me appealing, that causes someone like you to let down their guard.”

      I broke her gaze and stared at my boots. “There’s an old saying where I come from,” I replied.

      “What’s that?” the Wench asked, drawing closer.

      “Fool me once, shame on you,” I said, plumbing my memory for the rest of the quote. “Fool me…you can’t get fooled again.”

      The Wench stopped, cocked her head and studied me. She silently mouthed the words that I’d just spoken. “I have lived for five hundred years, and I can honestly say that is the single stupidest thing I have ever heard.”

      She roared forward at me, throwing punches, screaming like a runaway locomotive.

      I parried the blows, but each time I tried to strike her with a plasma ball, she’d chop my wrist or grab my arm.

      I head-butted Aendora’s beautiful face, cringing when I felt the cartilage in her nose flatten.

      She yelped and crabbed back.

      Tears filled her eyes.

      “Why, Quincy?” she said. “Why would you do that to me?”

      I was hypnotized by her beauty but realized she was playing me.

      I forced my gaze down and shook my head.

      When I looked back up, her face peeled back to reveal the crone, and she lunged at me, mouth distending like a python when—

      WHUNK! WHUNK! WHUNK!

      A cluster of what looked like long, black quills harpooned into her chest.

      The Wench squealed, grabbing at what I could now see weren’t quills, but splinters!

      I turned and shot a look back, and there was Splinter!

      He was in a wave sled being piloted by Aurora that was cutting through the swamp’s mist. Behind them was the other sled with Lyric and Kaptain Khaos manning the controls. I caught a quick glimpse of Atlas slumped in the back of Aurora’s sled.

      Splinter dove from the wave sled and continued to fling splinters at the Wench. Several speared into her eyes, and then he cast a wad of corrosive sap that splashed the witch on her lower body, stripping the flesh from her thighs.

      The Wench howled in spasmodic agony, throwing out her hands, wildly firing off bolts of plasma in every direction, but she was blinded, so we moved in on her.

      Then the witch stopped moving.

      She stood, ramrod straight, and began humming what sounded like a song in some alien tongue. The swamp water began bubbling, and I looked at Splinter.

      “What the hell is she doing?!”

      “Whatever it is, it ain’t good!”

      Splinter palmed another ball of sap when the first one rose up out of the muck. A vaguely humanoid form with a gargoyle-like face, flesh as pale as moonlight, and a gaping maw of a mouth studded with black, sharpened teeth.

      The Wench had gone and done it.

      She’d called up an army of the dead.
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      “Welcome to the unraveling!” the Wench screamed as dozens and dozens of the flesh-starved forms rocketed up out of the water.

      “This could’ve gone better,” Splinter said.

      “They…they’re z-zombies,” I stuttered.

      “What?”

      “We call them zombies back on Earth.”

      “We call ‘em the Woken around here,” Splinter said. “They’re the bodies of the unluckies who’ve gotten trapped down here and killed by the queen bitch. Some of the villains have the ability to wake ‘em back up.”

      I gaped at the shambling figures that peered at us, bloodlust in their eyes. “What do we do with them?”

      “What do you think? Send ‘em back where they came from!”

      Five of the desiccated marauders squared up on us, clawing at the air, looking pissed and hungry all at once. They stagger-ran toward me, gibbering like lunatics, their skin peeled away to reveal rancid organs and dried, visible musculature.

      I formed a ball of energy and slung it at them.

      The plasma burned holes through their shriveled torsos, effluvium geysering as the creatures went up in flames like Roman candles.

      More of them came at us and Splinter cast clots of corrosive sap that hit the monsters and melted them like candles.

      I looked for Liberty, who was busy fending off the attack of a dozen of the undead.

      She worked her blade sideways, sawing the savage-eyed dead in half. Moving with the speed of a gunslinger, she lopped off the heads of the undead, or bisected their bodies with quick, violent slashes of her sword. The bodies of the attackers fell in heaps all around her.

      Then, whirling like a dervish, she seemed to glide across the top of the swamp.Her blade arced from left to right in chopping motions, severing limbs, and disemboweling the undead.

      In the middle of it all, however, was the Wench.

      She levitated, keeping to the center of the fray while tossing lightning bolts at the wave sleds that were unable to come to our defense.

      “We need to take that bitch down!” Splinter shouted.

      “Separate!” I replied. “She won’t be able to handle all three of us!”

      I crouch-ran to the left and he moved right, steering clear of several dozen skeletal figures that were trying to do us harm.

      Two of the cadaverous creatures sprang at me, arms outstretched as if they wanted to take me in some maniacal embrace.

      I was growing confident in my newfound powers and simply flicked my wrist this time, sending a spiral of plasma that speared through the open mouths of the abominations, dissolving them from the inside out.

      More of the things appeared, however, pale, fleshless bodies that I continued to batter with plasma rounds. Bodies were opened up, black blood sluiced, and flesh was ignited, the air heavy with the odor of torched flesh.

      

      I dove from the hillocks, crouching, waiting for a chance to take out the Wench who was surrounded by a wall of the dead, firing at the wave sleds.

      Liberty and Splinter were in the same position, unable to mount an attack on the witch, who was shielded by the bodies she’d resurrected.

      I glanced back and up and saw one of the wave sleds braving the Wench’s fire.

      Lyric was holding onto the edge of the sled, waving her arms.

      “DOWN!” she screamed. “GET DOWN!”

      We did and what came next was an incapacitating shockwave, a wall of weaponized sound that swept over the swamp like a tsunami.

      The sound literally shattered the Wench’s army, atomizing the bodies of the dead.

      Some of them blasted apart into bone-confetti, while others shattered, blackened organs and appendages dropping in a great, gory heap.    “It’s all over, whore!” Splinter shouted.

      The Wench snarled and hissed, and I spotted Liberty, rising out of the dark water. She slithered onto a hillock, then crouch-crept toward the witch, resting her sword a few inches from her shoulder, working to get the best angle.

      The Wench loosed a war cry and flew up into the air before landing violently on the hillock before us.

      We brought our hands up defensively as the Wench’s face suddenly reverted to Aendora’s.

      She was young and beautiful once more, and I was unable to tear my eyes away from her haunting visage.

      The Wench moved to attack us at the instant her head left her shoulders.

      Liberty had powered her blade through the base of the witch’s neck, sending the hag’s head spinning into the water.

      The stump spurted yellow and black gore in great abundance, and then the Wench’s massive frame fell in stages, like a tree toppling in the woods.

      Several seconds of silence ensued as the two wave sleds hovered on either side. My gaze hopped from Liberty and Splinter to Aurora. “What you took you so long?”

      Aurora sported a weary smile. “There’s no time. The Morningstars are hot on our trail.”

      She motioned for us to enter the sleds so we dropped down into the water and sploshed forward toward them. “How’s Atlas?” I whispered to Splinter.

      “Not good,” he answered. “Aurora thinks he may soon be going on to his reward.”

      I stopped, because I’d remembered something important.

      What the hell was it?

      Something back in the Wench’s hut.

      The liquid.

      The violet liquid.

      The one the Wench said could bring the dead back to life!

      I pivoted and started running back through the swamp. Liberty and Splinter shouted for me to stop, but I didn’t respond. I windmilled my arm, jabbing a finger in the direction of the hut.

      Hopping from hillock to hillock, and wading through the stained water, I soon pulled myself back up into the hut.

      Covering my mouth, I sidestepped the corpses on the floor and grabbed the glass bottle filled with the violet liquid.

      Exiting the hut, I climbed up into Aurora’s wave sled with Splinter as it trembled and soared off.

      I held the bottle of violet liquid up in my hands, studying it as if it was an object of unparalleled beauty.

      “What is that?” Splinter asked.

      “I think it might be medicine,” I replied, even though I had no idea what it actually was. Still, if Atlas was in the checkout line, it wasn’t going to do any more harm to him. It was the only thing I could think of that might help the big man.

      I knelt before Atlas who was lying on the ground, a divot carved above his abdomen, his upper chest streaked with blood. His breathing was rapid and there were dark, swollen crescents under his eyes. He looked like he’d gone ten rounds with the Grim Reaper.

      “You made it out,” he whispered, blood seeping between his teeth.

      “Barely.”

      He mustered a smile and my eyes flicked to Aurora.

      She didn’t need to say anything, I knew that Atlas was readying to breathe his last breaths.

      I moved over next to Atlas who whispered: “Greylock used to say that one day with pain is another day closer to the sun.”

      I had no idea what that meant, so I just nodded. “And here I was thinking you were indestructible.”

      He smiled again. “Every hero, including all of us, have a weak spot. It’s just as well anyway. The only reason life means anything, Quincy, is because it’s finite. You tend not to cherish things that last forever.”

      And with that, Atlas lay on his side, coughing up blood and bile, a small stream of red leaking across the mahogany of his upper torso. His eyes snapped shut and his chest fluttered. I put a hand on his chest, and he was breathing hard in little puffs of air. Sensing that he was on the verge of expiring, I lifted the bottle of violet liquid.

      “What are you doing?” Aurora asked me.

      “Saving his life.”

      “How do we know what’s in that?” Splinter asked.

      “We don’t. It’s either this or we let him die. Who’s up for dying?”

      Confused looks were exchanged, but nobody raised their hands. “Alrighty then, magic violet liquid it is.”

      Reluctantly, Splinter knelt behind Atlas and tilted his head up.

      He gently pried open Atlas’s mouth, and I poured the violet liquid inside.

      We massaged his cheeks and throat to ensure that the liquid had funneled down where it needed to go.

      Then we pulled back and waited.

      I guess I’d expected fireworks or some flash of light, y’know, the kind of shit that happens after a miracle’s been worked.

      Nothing happened and then…

      I noticed two things: the blood had stopped seeping from Atlas’s wound, and his chest was no longer fluttering.

      I blinked and could see that his breathing was no longer labored. It was slower, more rhythmic, and I took that as a very good sign.

      Yep, I was pretty sure I’d just saved Atlas’s life.
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      We cruised over what was left of the swamp, then up and over a plateau.

      The landscape beyond the plateau was dominated by a massive, rust-colored cavern wall, the one which appeared to contain a continuation of the tunnel bored through the rock by the Polymath.

      I turned to Atlas to see that, at least to my untrained eye, his breathing looked better. It was more rhythmic, his chest slowly rising and falling.

      I placed a finger on his neck and felt his pulse thumping softly. Lastly, I checked his wounds, which were ridged and pinkish but miraculously appeared to be closing up, healing on their own.

      Sensing that Atlas might be in the clear, I moved up and sat next to Aurora.

      “I think he’ll live,” I said.

      She nodded, fiddling with the metascreen, which I saw had been damaged in the fighting. A portion of it had gone dark, and the screen itself was spiderwebbed with cracks. Somehow, Aurora was still able to use it to direct the sled. “I prayed that he would survive.”

      “How come none of you were busting your asses to save him?” I asked.

      “We did the best we could.”

      “I’m going to start calling you guys the ‘Not Really Super’ heroes.”

      Her pupils constricted. “We have a very different view of life and death, Quincy. There are many that think suffering brings us closer to the gods.”

      “Yeah, well, Atlas was about two seconds away from sitting on the Almighty’s friggin’ lap.”

      “How would you like me to respond, Quincy?”

      “How ‘bout a ‘thanks.’”

      “Thank you for saving Atlas’s life,” she said slowly.

      “No problem. But now that our tactician is down and out, what’s the plan?” I asked.

      “The same as it was before.”

      “What happened to the bad guys?”

      “We managed to escape them. After you and Liberty fell into the hole, we battled our way to safety. The Kaptain created another quake that shattered a canyon wall, blocking their pursuit, at least for a while.”

      “How long will it hold them?”

      She sighed. “Long enough.”

      I moved to head back to Atlas, and she grabbed my arm. “What happened to you back there?”

      “We got trapped by the Wench.”

      “She’s a seductress,” Aurora whispered. “A shapeshifter.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “She’s been known to lead many astray. Did you know her?”

      “Not before today.”

      Aurora shook her head. “No, I meant ‘know’ as in did you make love to her?”

      I paused, trying to dredge up just the right words. Aurora had a way of staring right through you when she wanted an answer to a question. She was like an inquisitor, a goddamn prosecutor when she wanted to be.

      “Love didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “Gods, Quincy. Is there anything you won’t put your member in?”

      The red flush of embarrassment spread across my face. “I don’t see you wearing a white wig and carrying a gavel, so don’t judge me, Aurora, okay?”

      “Every day of our lives we make judgments. Some of them better than others.”

      “So, what are you saying?” I asked.

      “Be more selective.”

      “I am.”

      “You fucked a five hundred-year-old wolf witch!” she barked.

      “I pulled out real early, and besides, she drugged me!”

      She rolled her eyes. “What about Liberty?”

      “What about her?”

      “Did you fuck her too?”

      By this time I was pissed at her tone and the line of questioning, so I replied: “Yes, I did. Six ways from Sunday.”

      “You’re such a knuckle-dragger,” Aurora said, disgust in her voice.

      “I’m a man.”

      “Difference without a distinction,” she said, turning from me as I cursed under my breath, and returned to Splinter and Atlas as we entered the tunnel and sped off toward the Bridge of the Requiter.
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      We drifted through the tunnel that was just barely big enough to hold the two wave sleds, Aurora utilizing the map the Polymath had given her to direct us out through an opening at the other end.

      The land on the other side of the tunnel was a massive cavern, a plain of sand and dust, looking like a copper-colored sea, and devoid of well, anything. There were no trees or scrub, not even a spit of high ground. Instead, the ground was calcified, spawning dust devils that boiled up into the sky, the air crackling with static electricity.

      “So this is it, huh?” I asked, looking around.

      Aurora was still pissed at me but nodded. “The Empty Quarter.”

      I gaped at the landscape. “This looks like the kind of place you’d hide something that can destroy the universe.”

      “It’s not too dissimilar from Earth in terms of topography. The Elementals chose to use this area, essentially the lithosphere, the upper crust and mantle of the planet, to hide things they didn’t want the others to know about.”

      “Hide things from the ninety-nine percent?”

      Her brows converged. “I don’t understand.”

      “The folks in charge, the elite, the one percent, they were the ones making the decisions for everybody else, the masses, the ninety-nine percent, right? They were basically keeping their secrets hidden down here.”

      She nodded. “That’s what the elite do, Quincy. The few function on behalf of the many.”

      “Is that good or bad?”

      “It’s not my place to question the order of things.”

      “Maybe that’s part of the problem, Aurora. Maybe it’s time somebody started looking around and asking the tough questions.”

      She glared at me. “You’re starting to worry me.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You’re starting to sound like one of the Morningstars.”

      The conversation ended, and we drifted forward, moving across the plain as the dust, kicked up by the wind, shaped itself in strange whorls.

      Soon we crossed a section of what looked like dormant volcanoes and a sweep of lava beds and then we spotted it.

      Off in the distance.

      A wall of fire that stretched from the ground up to the top of the cavern.

      The flames danced in the wind, creating a barrier between us and what lay on the other side.

      “All this for nothing,” I said. “There’s no way we can make it through that thing.”

      Aurora mad-dogged the fire. “Get out.”

      “What?”

      She looked over. “We walk from here.”

      “But how—”

      “Get out of the sled now, Quincy,” Aurora said, her voice gaining an edge.
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        * * *

      

      The wave sleds powered to the ground and then Aurora keyed the active camouflage application on both, concealing them.  I wanted to ask why we weren’t continuing on in the sleds, but Aurora didn’t seem to be in the mood for a discussion, so I let it go.

      Satisfied that they wouldn’t be seen, and that the Morningstars weren’t anywhere in sight, we checked on Atlas who seemed to be sleeping comfortably.

      “We’re not gonna leave him are we?” I asked.

      “He’s alive and we don’t have a choice,” Aurora said.

      “But what if—”

      “There’s no other way,” Quincy,” Aurora said. “He’d do the same with any of us if the roles were reversed.”

      Realizing there was no other way to accomplish the mission, we picked up our gear and padded across the sand toward the wall of flames.

      Aurora tossed me the trap bottle as we drew closer to the firewall.

      Even with my protective singlet, the heat from the fire was intense, causing my eyes to water, singeing the tiny hairs on my knuckles.

      I turned to the others. “Who’s up for walking through a wall of flames, because Ricochet is a little hesitant.”

      Splinter’s nose scrunched up. “Wait … what’s a Ricochet?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s kinda my new superhero name.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says yours truly.”

      Kaptain Khaos shook his head. “That’s not how it works, Q. You don’t get to choose your name.”

      The others nodded. “Besides, we were thinking something more along the lines of ‘Refraktor’ or ‘Vibrator,’” Lyric said. “Right, Lib?”

      Liberty nodded, and I groaned. “But those sound like names for sex toys.”

      The ladies winked at the same time. “Which is why they suit you.”

      Great. I’d become a sex toy for two incredible superheroines. I mean, I was completely fine with that, but still. The names just weren’t working for me.

      “Well, I’m not down with those,” I said. “I demand a cooler name.”

      “NIGHT FIRE!” a voice boomed.

      I flinched and looked back and there he was.

      Striding out of the dust.

      It was Atlas.

      Big as life and twice as intimidating.

      He was alive and standing at an angle, favoring his right side (the one that bore the brunt of his wound). His chest was still shiny from his injuries, but the bloodstains were old ones. Suffice it to say, he looked much better.

      “Your power comes from harnessing the energy which is strongest when the darkness comes, so your name, if you choose to accept it, is Night Fire, Quincy.”

      I didn’t think Night Fire was as dope as Ricochet, but hey, I’d take it.

      “Thank you,” I said softly. “Are you okay?”

      Atlas nodded. “I’ll live.” Then to the others, he said: “The question is, why are you hesitating?”

      I stabbed a finger in the direction of the wall of fire.

      Atlas snorted. “The moment we decided to come down here, the die was cast,” the big man said. “The time for clucking tongues is over. We either go forward or we end it here, but there is no going back.”

      “So, which one of you has the power to walk through fire?” I asked.

      Nobody responded.

      “Should we go back and get somebody else?”

      “We don’t need anybody else,” Aurora said. “And Atlas is right. We’ve come this far. I’ll show us the way to the other side.”

      She moved forward and I, with much trepidation, followed her. Just when I thought I wouldn’t be able to take another moment of the heat, that I might burst into flames, the air grew cooler.

      Indeed, once we drew to within twenty feet of the wall of flames, the searing heat vanished.

      “It was an illusion,” Splinter said.

      “Tell that to my knuckles,” I replied, holding up my fist to show that the hair on my fingers had been scorched.

      “A very effective illusion,” Liberty added.

      “Designed to scare off those who were never meant to be here,” Lyric said.

      I shot her a look. “Which is probably us if you think about it.”

      “We were meant to be here,” Aurora said, holding up the tiny crimson bottle at the end of her necklace. “After all, we have a key.”

      Before I could ask what she was talking about, she’d pried open the lid on the bottle and flung a portion of the red liquid at the flames.

      As soon as the liquid splashed the fire, the flames roared, howling like a pack of wolves.

      I watched Aurora studying the path forward, whispering to herself. Then she closed her eyes, made a sign on her chest with her fingers, before charging headlong into the wall of fire!

      I gulped, closing my eyes, certain she’d be turned to ash, but the strangest thing happened.

      There were no gasps or cries of anguish. Nothing was uttered, and when I opened my eyes I saw the tail-end of her, disappearing into the flames as if plunging down into a pool of water.

      Her frame, her outline remained visible, however, appearing like a ghost on the other side of the fire.

      Her hand suddenly reappeared through the flames and beckoned us.

      We traded a long look, and each of us knew what had to be done. Aurora had found a way through the wall of flames, which meant it was time to save the fucking universe.

      Atlas nodded at each of us. “Alright, we’ve chosen our madness,” he said. “We make a run through the wall of fire to save everything. The time for deliberation is over. Let’s do this.”

      We steeled ourselves, held hands, and then we ran into the flames.
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      Seconds before we reached the wall, an opening appeared in the middle, a doorway, a flap of sorts that was barely large enough to dive through. I realized this was the reason we hadn’t flown in on the wave sleds.

      We pulled up and jumped through the flap, which felt like squirming through a waterfall of warm gel.

      I closed my eyes as I slotted myself through it, then fell onto the other side.

      I lay next to Kaptain Khaos, the two of us wiping away the gel from our faces. Glancing back, I saw that the flap had closed shut.

      “They say the man who goes in through a door is never the same as the one who comes out the other side,” the Kaptain said.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He shrugged. “I have no idea at all. But it sounds kinda appropriate given what we just did.”

      He stood and extended a hand and pulled me to my feet. I looked around to see that we were on a rocky escarpment that sloped down to a roiling river of lava. The escarpment and river were housed inside another cavern, although this one had fluted columns pressed into the distant walls that made it appear as if we were standing inside what was left of some massive religious temple.

      Thankfully, there was a source of light far overhead, almost like a battery of LED lanterns, that snapped on with every forward step we took. I assumed the Elementals had created this space and put the lights in place in case anyone was brave enough—or stupid enough—to venture this far.

      I inched forward to see that at the end of the escarpment was a colossal overpass.

      “That’s it,” Aurora said. “That’s the Bridge of the Requiter.”

      We strode forward in hushed silence, taking in the bridge, which was an engineering marvel without any pillars or supports of any kind. A single piece of uninterrupted alien alloy that rose up at a nearly impossible angle, connecting our position to another cliff on the other side of the river.

      I looked around, but besides the bridge and the river, there was nothing in sight, and nothing stirred.

      “This doesn’t look so bad,” I said. “What happened to all the monsters?”

      Splinter slapped me on the shoulder. “What’s that old saying from your world? Just because you don’t see any ripples, don’t mean there aren’t any crocs in the water.”

      “Let’s go,” Aurora said. “Our time grows short.”

      I moved up and walked alongside her and pointed to the glass bottle which was still in her hand. “That was a helluva key you had back there.”

      Aurora nodded, looking down at the bottle that held the remaining portion of red liquid. “The one thing that could open the doorway. The blood of an original Elemental.”

      “Whose blood?”

      “Greylock’s. It was given to me upon his death.”

      “Why you?”

      She smiled tightly. “Oh, didn’t you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “I’m his daughter.”

      Boom.

      Fuck no, I didn’t know that, and the news struck me like a punch to the gut.

      I mean, I had abso-positively no idea that she was kin to the big cheese himself, but standing there, jaw agape, it all made sense. There was a reason why Aurora was so committed to the mission. There was a reason she’d repeatedly risked her ass (and everyone else’s) to come this far. This wasn’t just some ordinary job for her.

      In my heart of hearts, I knew it was, in a way, payback for the murder of her father.

      It was personal.

      Aurora moved toward the bridge, and I just stood there, watching her go. “I fear she carries the weight of the universe on her shoulders now,” Atlas said, striding alongside me, his gaze fixed on Aurora. Even though he appeared to have recovered, the whole ordeal had cost him some of his vigor. His lip quivered, his color was bad, and it seemed as if he’d aged ten years in the last thirty minutes.

      “I didn’t know about her dad.”

      “The others guarded him, but I was one of Greylock’s strategists for many years. He was already old when she was young, but they had an uncommon bond. A real ‘flesh of his flesh, bone of his bone’ kind of thing. There was no one closer to him than her.”

      “And now she wants to preserve his legacy.”

      Atlas pursed his lips. “She wants to do what’s right, just as you’ve done. Speaking of which, I never did properly thank you for saving me.”

      I smiled. “We’re even. After all, you hooked me up with a pretty sweet superhero name:  ‘Night Fire.’”

      “I know how important a good one is,” Atlas replied. “Originally I was going to go by something that more closely related to my feat.” He held up his mighty fist. “But ‘The Mighty Fister’ just doesn’t have the same ring as ‘Atlas Jackson.’”

      I laughed, and Aurora whistled, urging us to double-time it as everyone handed out and munched on a handful of Macro Cubes.

      “What’s the plan?” I called out as we approached her.

      “We go across the bridge, defeat anything that challenges us, and find the Light Breaker,” Aurora replied.

      “Just like that?”

      She nodded. “Just like that.”

      “And when we find the Light Breaker?” I asked. “What are we gonna do with it?”

      “Dispose of it,” she said.

      “How?”

      “Why don’t you let us worry about that, Quincy.”

      I could tell by her expression that she didn’t want to discuss the matter further. We shuttled up onto the bridge. It was smooth and wide enough to allow two of us to stand, side by side. There was no railing on the bridge, so we had to move quickly, yet gingerly. I looked down over the side only once and then wished I hadn’t. The lava that was fifty or sixty feet below us was churning and bubbling, casting plumes of sulfurous smoke that pricked my nostrils.

      I leaned over and the trap bottle squirted out of my hands.

      Shit!

      I bobbled the thing, managing to grab it even as my momentum took me over the edge of the bridge when—

      Hands grabbed me and pulled me back.

      I collapsed in the middle of the bridge. Liberty was there, her hand still clutching the back of my singlet.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      She leaned down, smiling, wiping a line of grime off my cheek. “That’s what friends with benefits do for each other, right?

      I nodded, watching the others walking up over the bridge. “Look, about what happened back there with the Wench in the hut,” I whispered to Liberty.

      She waved a hand. “What happens in Stygia stays in Stygia.”

      I smiled, relieved that she wouldn’t be spilling the gory details to Aurora, Lyric, or any of the others. “But I won’t forget about us,” she said. “Even though we were under the witch’s spell, it was real.”

      I nodded at the truth of that.

      “And don’t worry about Lyric,” Liberty continued. “She’s very understanding.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “And she loves to share,” Liberty said with a wink. “But only with me.”

      Even better!

      Liberty reached down and squeezed my dick and gave me a full kiss with plenty of tongue. And then we hustled off after the others.
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        * * *

      

      Up and up we climbed, trudging over the highest point on the bridge until we were descending its backside.

      The bridge was incredibly slippery.

      Splinter was the first one to lose his footing.

      He slipped and fell, tumbling into Liberty, and in a flash, she slipped and bumped into Lyric, and now all of us were sliding down, screaming, trying not to fall off into the goddamn lava.

      We ended up on the other cliff in a pile.

      I was lying splayed across Aurora, my face lodged between her breasts. “Somehow I always envisioned this moment with dim lights and soft music,” I said with a smile.

      She shrugged me aside, and I peered at the ground.

      A face peered back.

      A skull.

      A skull and a full skeleton lying partially submerged in the grit.

      “What the hell is that?!” I exclaimed.

      “What’s left of the last asshole who was stupid enough to come this way,” Splinter said. He pointed, and I could see that the area ahead of us resembled a reef composed entirely of white wood.

      “Look closer,” Splinter said.

      I did and bit back a scream.

      The white wood was, in fact, bones.

      A shit-ton of bones.
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      Whole and partial skeletons carpeted the ground.

      The bleached corpses of humanoids and gigantic, misshapen things that lay in all attitudes of death.

      The others began inspecting the bones.

      Splinter held up the skeletal remains of a massive wing.

      “Hey! A Hell-Bat!” he shouted, stretching out the wing for all of us to see.

      “And I’ve got a Typhon over here!” Lyric exclaimed, holding up an elongated skull that was the size of a flat-screen TV.

      “What the hell is a Typhon?” I asked.

      “And there’s a bunch of ‘Serks!” Kaptain Khaos said, ignoring my question, kicking over a skull that was actually two skulls grafted together.

      “Coolness!” Splinter said, looking over. “I haven’t seen a Berserker in forever!”

      I bent and ran my finger over the outline of the two skulls that were freckled with dried, black blood. I traced the impressive jaw-line on the skulls. “Okay, so this is definitely not a good sign.”

      Liberty flung me a look. “Did we forget to mention that the rumors, the legends, said that the Empty Quarter was largely a boneyard?”

      “Yes, you absolutely fucking did!” I shouted.

      “Deal with it, Quincy,” Splinter said. “Bones can be a good thing.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Because bones ain’t living,” Kaptain Khaos said. “Bones means the bad shit is dead.”

      I looked up. “But what kills and eats monsters?”

      The Kaptain opened his mouth, but no words came out. His brow furrowed. “Yeah, that’s a good question,” he finally said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

      The others shrugged and headed out as I stood there, trying to count the number of calcified bodies under my feet.

      I bent and picked up what looked like a bone from a large creature.

      I ran a finger down the curvature of the bone and noted the unmistakable groove left by a bite mark. Something much larger had apparently killed and eaten the beast.

      This was definitely not good.

      Somebody whistled, and I nearly jumped out of my boots. I looked up to see Splinter waving at me. “Any day, Night Sweats!”

      “That’s Night Fire!” I shouted, running after them. “Y’know, the guy who’s vital to helping you save the universe!”
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        * * *

      

      We moved briskly in a ragged line across the boneyard, following Aurora, who was guided by the map implanted by the Polymath.

      “We’re close,” Aurora said. “No more than three or four thousand paces away.”

      “We’re golden,” I whispered to Lyric, feeling emboldened after our uneventful trip across the Empty Quarter. “The way I see it, the Kaptain is right. I mean the fact that there are so many bones means all the bad things have killed each other off.”

      “You really think so?” she asked.

      “Absolutely. We’re gonna waltz right into this place, snag the antimatter, and beat our feet faster than you can say…”

      I trailed off because I’d started to notice something.

      The horizon seemed somehow…elevated.

      And from where I was standing, at the back of the line, I could see over Aurora’s head. I set the trap bottle down on the bones and it began rolling forward. Something was absolutely, positively wrong and—

      Something moved under our feet as I grabbed the bottle.

      I couldn’t tell how far down it was, but something was fucking undulating just below the surface.

      The ground shook, and an oversized stone appeared out of the ground in front of us, breaking through the rubble like a dolphin surfacing in the middle of the ocean.

      We tensed, but nothing happened.

      “Check it out,” Splinter said, bobbing his head at me.

      “Why me?”

      “Because the new guy always checks out the mysterious stones.”

      The Kaptain nodded. “Pretty sure that’s a law in Fiasco Heights.”

      I grumbled, then tip-toed forward and peered at the stone, which was asphalt-black and the size of a manhole cover.

      I paused, then reached out and ran my hand over the stone.

      The black suddenly expanded to reveal a fiery red center.

      Instantly, I knew we were screwed.

      It wasn’t a stone at all.

      It blinked because … it was a fucking eye!
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      Before I could turn to warn the others, a roar like thunder rolled up from under my feet. My equilibrium shifted, and the ground exploded mushrooming bones and debris a hundred feet into the air.

      I fell back as the ground opened up and something, some enormous creature, pulled itself up from wherever it had been lurking.

      Ever see a dragon up close and personal?

      Well, neither had I, but there I was, looking down into the bottomless mouth of a dragon on steroids. The jaws on the beast pulled back to reveal a seal-black gullet with two-foot incisors.

      “Please tell me I’m hallucinating,” I croaked, crashing to the ground next to Lyric and Liberty.

      The olive-colored monster roared, a thirty-foot tall nightmarish abomination with short wings, four whip-like arms, a tail the size of a telephone pole, and a head, elongated like a crocodile’s, that was ridged with fleshy protuberances that made it appear like the thing was wearing a kind of crown.

      The monster’s arms speared out and slammed into the ground, helping it rise fully from where it had lain.

      “KILL IT!” Splinter said.

      Easier said than fucking done.

      Splinter whipped a handful of wooden splinters at the beast, before opening up with his grenade launcher. Kaptain Khaos doused the dragon in flames as it writhed and struck out at us, one of the whip-like arms headed directly for me—

      WHOOSH!

      I ducked at the last second as the limb snapped over my head.

      Pissed, I pulled my arms back, standing my ground, Liberty on my left, Lyric on my right.

      “TIME TO TAKE OUT THE TRASH!” I shouted.

      The dragon’s exterior was covered in heavy scales so that when I fired a series of plasma balls at the thing they just bounced off it. Aurora was doing the same as the dragon rose up, and Atlas planted his feet while throwing a haymaker.

      His mighty fist connected with the beast’s jaw, knocking it back.

      We cheered and then the dragon whipped its tail, hitting Splinter full-force in the chest and tossing him into the air.

      Enraged, the Kaptain set the tail on fire as we advanced, using our boots to spring forward, trying to flank the dragon.

      I tossed the trap bottle to Aurora and ran down the edge of the monster’s spider hole, pummeling the thing with plasma.

      Lyric was on my right, pounding it with sonic bullets, blood spraying from the creature’s tiny ears.

      Liberty shadowed me on the left, white-knuckling her sword, waiting for the right moment to strike.

      I was surrounded by my harem of ladies, and I felt fucking invincible. The dragon was wounded, but it wasn’t going down without a fight.

      It torqued itself up on its four appendages and came crashing down toward me.

      I looked up and stared into the dragon’s mouth which was shooting right at me!

      Diving to the left, I barely avoided becoming a snack.

      The powerful jaws jackhammered into the boneyard and kept on going, the dragon pulling itself back down into the ground, disappearing from view.

      Chest heaving, I looked around.

      Lyric and Liberty were backing up, peering at the ground.

      Atlas and Aurora were helping up Splinter who was battered, but very much alive. The Kaptain was spraying the boneyard with fire. “Trying to smoke the fucker out!” he shouted.

      “Things like that don’t die easily,” Liberty, said twirling her sword. “I’m going to find that bastard and then I’ll ram my sword down its—”

      The ground opened up under Liberty, and she was swallowed by the dragon.

      Just like that.

      “Nooooooooo!” I shrieked.

      The dragon vanished from sight and we began franticly digging at the ground. Kaptain Khaos told us to move back, that he’d create a tremor to open the boneyard back when we all felt it.

      A vibration, a sense of movement from under the ground when—

      The dragon reemerged from the boneyard, flapping its wings, propelling its massive body into the air while creating a mini dust storm.

      The thing flew up and arced around us as I fired on it.

      The bastard might’ve taken Liberty away, but we were going to make it pay!

      I blasted its head and neck with plasma as Atlas fired a punch that rocked the dragon in its jaws, forcing it into a crash landing.

      “Where the hell’s Liberty?!” I shouted.

      “You saw it!” Lyric replied. “The fucker swallowed her whole!”

      We charged the dragon as it landed and reared up, mouth open, ready to resume its attack, when it happened.

      Its body jolted violently.

      Its head spasmed.

      Its body quivered.

      The dragon upchucked a fount of what looked like blood and black mucous.

      It wailed in agony and fell onto its side, writhing like a salted slug and then something popped inside the monster, and an object pierced its soft belly from the inside.

      It was a blade!

      The tip of a sword.

      The sword sawed down and a gash appeared in the creature’s underside.

      Buckets of black blood and bile sheeted the ground as a form stumbled out of the dragon’s stomach like a baby being jettisoned from a birth canal.

      It was Liberty, and she was marinated in the creature’s greasy innards. Anger gripped her face as she turned and climbed up the stomach of the dragon, leaping into the air before planting her sword in the thing’s neck.

      The dragon bucked several times, moaned, and then fell silent.

      It was all over.

      Liberty slid down the side of the monster and slumped to the ground. “Please tell me it gets easier from here on out,” she said, before collapsing in a faint.
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      We spent five minutes reviving Liberty and then crossed the boneyard which ended at what looked like a silver ocean. I reached out a boot and tapped the surface of the ocean to find that it was actually a sheet of metal or alloy the color of steel.

      The metal was curved, corkscrewed almost, and sloped down toward a section that glowed orange and red, like the magma reservoir in a volcano.

      Rising over this was a structure, a six- or seven-story malformed castle-like edifice made from the same metal. The castle was immense and studded with all sorts of towers, parapets, and steeples.

      “That’s the Keep,” Aurora said. “That’s the place where the Elementals hid the Light Breaker.”

      “Where’s the Light Breaker?” I asked.

      She placed the tips of her fingers to the sides of her head and squinted. Then she frowned. “Something’s blocking the Polymath’s map. It’s probably the Keep. I can’t see inside the walls.”

      “So we’re going to have to go inside blind?” I asked.

      Splinter grinned. “Pretty much, yeah.”

      Aurora gestured for us to follow and we made quick time across the silver ocean.

      Soon, we were pulling ourselves up an embankment and seconds later, we were gathered in front of the Keep.

      The outside of the structure was featureless, no doors or windows.

      I looked at Aurora. “Who’s got the key this time?”

      “I do,” Atlas said.

      

      He measured his distance and threw a punch, his powerful fist slamming a hole through the Keep’s outer wall.

      Kaptain Khaos and Splinter grabbed the edges of the hole and with much effort pried flaps of the Keep’s outer wall back, creating an opening large enough for us to slip through.

      I crawled in after the others and was startled at the size of the Keep, which was illuminated by a constant orange-red light, the same light we’d seen glowing under the structure on the outside.

      All of us stood silently for several heartbeats, observing the Keep’s soaring balconies, faux-stone stylobates, circular courtyards and galleries filled with the debris from upper floors, many of which had pancaked down onto most of the lower ones.

      “I imagine this was a beautiful place once upon a time,” Atlas said.

      “Before the rebellion,” Aurora said.

      The debris in most places was mountainous, at least eighty feet tall, but there were natural paths between the piles.

      Satisfied that we were where we needed to be, I took a step to move past Aurora, but she grabbed my arm.

      “You need to tread carefully.”

      “Why? We killed the monster. We put the dragon down.”

      “There might be others.”

      I looked around, and Liberty placed a finger on my lips. “If the stories are true, the Elementals left…things to maintain the Keep.”

      “What kind of things?”

      “Biomechanical watchers,” she said.

      “Circumterrestrial drones,” Atlas said.

      “Circum-what?”

      “Guard dogs,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      “Big fucking unmanned machines,” Splinter said.

      “TSJGEFU,” I said.

      All eyes rotated toward me. “The shit just got extremely fucked up,” I said.

      “We need to move now,” Aurora said.

      I stepped back and swept my hands at her. “Ladies first.”
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      We moved silently through the initial structure and across the compound proper, filing through cavernous spaces with vaulted ceilings that enhanced the ambient noise. All of us were on edge, reacting to every sound, every shadow flickering on the far walls. I had no idea what was waiting for us inside the Keep, but I mouthed a silent prayer that everything would go smoothly.

      We cut through the center of the compound, following a winding trail that meandered between the great heaps of debris. The entire area was eerily silent save for a faraway hum, the kind of note made by a furnace when it’s just fired up.

      “This place is too damn quiet,” Splinter said.

      “Like the Barrows,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      “The what?” I asked.

      “The place where we bury our dead,” the Kaptain added. “A graveyard at the edge of the Tanglewood.”

      “I didn’t know you guys died natural deaths.”

      “All living things do,” the Kaptain replied. “But when we go, our inner core just burns out.”

      “Like a supernova,” Splinter said.

      The Kaptain nodded. “Instant cremation.”

      Splinter smiled. “Saves on funeral expenses.”

      “Which wouldn’t be much anyway, since you’re made of wood. I mean, you are your own coffin!”

      

      Splinter flipped the Kaptain a middle finger. “I’m all man, brother.”

      “Yeah, if by man you mean a godsdamned oak tree.”

      “Oh, I’m a tree alright,” Splinter said. “I’m a Redwood. From the waist down!”

      The guys shared a laugh and slapped palms.

      “You mind me asking how it got like that?” I asked.

      Splinter pointed at himself. “What? My skin?”

      I nodded.

      He shrugged. “It’s some kind of mutation. A reaction my ancestors had to the radiation before the Caul was built. Basically, the same thing that darker-skinned people have back on Earth who live close to the Equator.”

      “Coolness.”

      “Not when I was little. Everyone back then thought I was what we call a ‘bender.’ A weirdo.”

      “‘Cause you are,” the Kaptain said. Splinter didn’t smile that time, and I could tell whatever had happened to him as a child had stayed with him.

      “Everyone on this planet is special,” I said.

      Splinter nodded. “But some are more…special than others. Just goes to show you that bullying is somehow hardwired in all of us, I guess.”

      “But you made it.”

      Another nod from Splinter. “Because I learned to turn a curse into a blessing. Took me a while, but I realized all of us are freaks in one way or another.”

      “Ain’t nothing wrong with that,” the Kaptain said. “I mean, in order to be irreplaceable, you gotta be different, right?”

      We nodded and soon came to a fork in the trail, an area where a clutch of massive beams had fallen from the roof. We hooked to the left, only to find another collection of refuse, blocking the path.

      “Over or through it?” Lyric asked.

      Aurora and Atlas studied the way forward.

      Aurora dropped to her haunches. She reached out a finger and traced a line in the inch of very fine dust that coated the metal floors.

      That’s when we all saw them.

      Footprints.

      Dozens of them.

      At least four feet long and two feet wide.

      How long they’d been there, I didn’t know, but I knew one thing.

      They definitely weren’t human.

      I could see that the prints seemed to vanish at the edges of the path. As if whatever left them either went over the debris…or went into it.

      It suddenly came over me at that moment, the deep, haunting sensation that something was (yet again) seriously fucking wrong.

      I turned to the others and then a note, what sounded like a quick indrawn breath, riveted me and I looked asquint at Splinter standing at the outer end of the path.

      He didn’t hear it.

      Didn’t even sense what was behind him.

      But I did, I could see everything unfolding in slow motion.

      My mouth opened, but the words collapsed as the trash seemed to come alive. Something, some mammoth mechanical machine, had been hiding in the debris the entire time.

      Waiting.

      It rose up and wrapped its arms around Splinter.

      I blinked.

      And then the screaming started.
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      “AMBUSH!” I screamed as the machine wrenched Splinter back into the pile of rubble.

      Everyone swung into action as large forms moved haltingly out of their hiding spots.

      There were at least a dozen of them, the robotic guards that Aurora had alluded to, in various shapes and sizes, biomechanical horrors that had somehow harvested what looked like body parts from men and monsters, combining everything with pieces from the Keep to create terrifying, shambling constructs.

      I stared in nerve-brutalized wonderment at the various body parts, human and otherwise, all yoked via lengths of translucent wire and held together with tubing that snaked over the machine’s exterior like a hungry vine.

      The construct that had Splinter in its clutches, a behemoth with thick metal legs and long, corded arms, towered over us by at least ten feet.

      Its metal mouth pulled back to reveal rows of sharpened, rusted teeth.

      The thing loosed a metallic shriek and lifted Splinter higher before tossing him across the room.

      “What the hell do we do?!” Lyric asked. “If we blast this place apart we could detonate the Light Breaker!”

      “It’s a risk we have to take!” Atlas said. “Keep the fire contained within this room and defend yourselves!”

      The others opened fire, blasting the construct to pieces as the machine’s brethren went on the attack.

      Atlas signaled for us to take cover, and we did.

      “We need to get outta this fucking killbox!” Kaptain Khaos shouted.

      There was a strangled cry, and I looked sideways to see Lyric pinned by one of the beasts. She opened her mouth, and the construct wrapped its hand around her cheeks, squeezing them so hard I thought her face might shatter.

      I summoned up a ball of plasma and tossed it at the metal monster, shattering its legs. The machine fell back, freeing Lyric, who destroyed it with a volley of sonic bullets.

      Kaptain Khaos helped Splinter up, and the pair turned and attacked the guards.

      Splinter hurled clots of corrosive sap at the monsters, melting their bodies as Kaptain Khaos threw out his hands and created a minor tremor that was just powerful enough to sweep the remaining guards off their feet.

      “TAKE COVER!” the Kaptain shouted.

      We dove out of the way as a section of the ceiling, ripped loose by the minor quake, tumbled down, crushing the biomechanical horrors in a thunderous clatter.

      Still more of the creatures appeared, and Splinter brought his Pez Dispenser launcher around.

      “BURNING!” he bellowed.

      He launched a series of rounds from his weapon that flew out flare-like and exploded in mid-air, the blast ricocheting off the faraway walls sounding like a hammer strike.

      The resulting shockwave birthed a fireball that swept over three of the approaching constructs, setting them afire as they toppled to the ground, melting, covered in small fires.

      Caught up in the fog of battle, I covered the others, throwing plasma balls at our attackers while keeping my eye on Liberty, who was being pursued by yet another machine that was as sleek and fast as a ballistic missile.

      

      I was stuck in place, by several other monstrous guards, unable to assist Liberty who spider-climbed up a wall of stone and steel debris, the construct chasing her with cat-like precision, slicing at the air with its talon-like claws before jumping forward.

      Liberty threw herself ahead and withdrew her sword, bringing it around as the construct landed hard in front of her.

      She flinched, taking in the thing’s terrible visage, its metal snout painted red, shoulders necklaced with yellowing body-parts, both human and alien.

      With something that resembled pleasure, the machine’s gold-flecked eyes tracked her every movement.

      It swung at her again, the claws grazing her hair.

      Without thinking, she wormed between its legs.

      The construct snorted and heaved, and snapped out an arm that caught Liberty in the side.

      Her feet left the ground and she sailed sideways, smacking the ground hard, rolling over, all the air loosed from her lungs.

      The construct reacted.

      So did Liberty.

      Muscles clenched, nerves quickening, she pulled her sword around, holding it over her head like an oversized dagger.

      She spotted an exposed hydraulic cable on the construct’s hamstring and bisected it with a flick of the wrist.

      

      Machine oil spurted, the enfeebled construct sputtering, eventually faceplanting in the debris.

      Liberty hopped up onto the twitching machine and dispatched it with a single sword thrust.

      “Thanks for the help!” she shouted, looking over at the rest of us.

      We were all busy with our attackers, however, including the robotic devil that was squaring up on me.

      I fired a series of plasma balls that ricocheted off the beast’s metal arms, which were criss-crossed over its chest. I couldn’t believe how powerful the machine was. It reared up, arms outflung, ready to do serious damage to me, when there was a silver blur.

      Liberty’s sword.

      She’d flung it at the construct, and I watched the blade fly through the air, end-over-end, nearly decapitating Splinter and Kaptain Khaos before—

      Slamming into the construct’s chest in a shower of friction sparks.

      The machine clutched at the blade, moving its arms away from its chest, giving me just enough time to summon up another, larger ball of plasma which I threw.

      The energy slammed center-mass into it, eviscerating its core.

      The machine collapsed, its body wracked with a series of paroxysms.

      “GET BACK!” shouted Atlas. “MOVE YOUR ASSES!”

      Aurora whistled for us to run and we did, staggering over a nearby hill of refuse, sliding down the other side.

      

      We could hear the cries of the remaining guards in the background as they gave chase.

      We zigzagged between additional outcroppings of debris, Aurora leading the way forward.

      Glancing back, I could see the constructs, their numbers swelling, chasing us like thousand-pound linebackers. The machines rushed at us from all quadrants, uttering cries that sounded like knives rubbing together.

      Lyric tossed her remaining Chernips explosives, buying us some time as I spun to see that we’d come to an end.

      We were standing at the edge of what looked like an ocean of lava.

      “What’s the good word?!” I shouted.

      Aurora looked back, the muscles along her jawline clenching.

      “We’ve got an obstacle in front of us.”

      “No fucking shit,” said Splinter. “When were you gonna tell us about this?!”

      “I didn’t know!” she answered. “The map the Polymath gave me ended on the outside of the Keep!”

      I stepped between them, trying to defuse the situation.

      “Guys, it’s a little late to be arguing.” Everyone grumbled and traded nasty looks, and I smiled at them. “Who’s up for a chorus of Kumbaya? C’mon, you know you want to.”

      Splinter was not amused. He cursed under his breath, and our collective eyes ranged down to the liquid which was an orange and reddish color, bubbling, wisps of steam rising up from it. I squinted, my eyes burning. The area reeked of torched trash.

      “Can we swim across it?” asked Lyric.

      Kaptain Khaos grabbed a piece of metal and dipped it into the liquid. The metal melted almost instantly.

      “Fuck me sideways,” said Splinter. “That’s a goddamn lake of fire.”

      “Let’s go around it then,” said Liberty.

      “Not enough time,” muttered Aurora. “Besides, the shortest distance between two points is a straight line.”

      “So what then?” I asked, turning to see the small army of constructs approaching.

      Aurora pointed to the lake of fire. “We go across it.”

      I looked up to see that there were tiny islands of debris scattered over the entirety of the lake.

      Close enough to potentially jump onto to.

      I read Aurora’s look as she surveyed the path ahead. She nodded, her face a mask of solemn purpose.

      It was the only way.

      We’d have to go across.

      Damn!

      “I’ll go first,” she said, crabbing back and then setting off on a running start.

      Her boots kissed the edge of the lake, and she shot forward and landed on an “island” of debris maybe seven feet away. She tested the island’s weight and it held so she signaled for the rest of us.

      “It holds! Let’s go!”

      We followed, leapfrogging across the lake of lava.

      Liberty, who was just ahead of me, stared back and pointed. “We’ve got company!”

      I turned to see several of the constructs leap forward at us. Hand up, I repulsed the machines with balls of plasma, knocking them back into the lava where they sank out of sight.

      The other constructs remained just beyond the lake of lava, pacing, searching for any

      avenues in which to pursue us. Several of the more enterprising machines hurtled onto their own islands, but were either too large or clumsy and fell off into the lava, vanishing from sight.

      We moved methodically from island to island, Aurora and Atlas out front, me following after Lyric.

      “Thank gods,” Lyric said. “That could’ve been disastrous.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m glad we’re not scrunched up in the middle of a lake of flesh-dissolving lava or anything. Oh, wait…”

      She flashed a smile, and we hurried across the fiery lake.
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      Ten minutes later, we exited the lake of lava and clambered up a winding metal staircase that led to the still-intact upper floor of the Keep.

      We flashed down corridors and under forgotten pipelines and conduits, running across a hall and down a stairwell.

      Aurora suddenly stopped and thrust up a hand.

      “I’ve got good news and bad news,” Aurora said softly.

      “What’s the good?” Liberty asked.

      “I can sense it. We’re close to the Light Breaker. Maybe five hundred paces away.”

      Lyric blinked. “And the bad?”

      “I’ve got a feeling we’re being watched.”

      “From where?” I asked.

      “All over,” she whispered.

      We crept forward, weapons raised, ready for anything.

      The hallway spooled to a tremendous open space, an entire floor with a raised dais on the other end near a staircase that appeared to lead down to the first floor.

      “Where are they?” Splinter asked, fingering the trigger on his Pez Dispenser. “Where are the bastards?”

      Nobody responded, we just branched out, with Lyric bringing up the rear.

      I was about to tell her to hurry when I heard something.

      A popping sound.

      Coming from the very edge of the room, the location where the floor met one of the walls.

      I closed my eyes.

      There it was again.

      The same popping sound.

      It was more distinct this time, however. Less a pop than the kind of groaning sound a ship might make while listing in the water.

      “You hear that?” I asked.

      Lyric shook her head.

      The note sounded again.

      “I heard that,” Liberty said.

      Liberty held up a hand, and that’s when it happened.

      The floor lurched.

      Splinter pointed to the other side of the room. “Check that—”

      Before he could finish his thought, the floor fell away beneath us.
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      We rode the wreckage of the floor straight down, collapsing in a heap in a great, blinding cloud of dust and debris. The air was thick with dust-flurries that fluttered down, obscuring visibility.

      Splinter rolled over, white as a ghost because of all the dust in the air. “Who wants to go again?” he said with a weary smile.

      I searched the granular light and spotted Aurora.

      She was standing in front of a structure within a structure. A stark and majestic containment device, an old school chamber, maybe fifteen feet by fifteen feet, constructed from ribbed metal. There was a circular door on the front of the chamber made of thick glass and on the other side of the glass was a fathomless blackness.

      A hush fell over us.

      Nobody uttered another word.

      Nobody needed to.

      We could all feel it.

      An energy emanating from the chamber.

      We moved silently toward Aurora and with every inch we progressed, the quality of the air seemed to change until, eight feet from the chamber, it seemed to roil.

      I knew at that moment that we were in the presence of the Light Breaker.

      “We’re here,” Aurora whispered.

      I looked over her shoulder to see a pinpoint of light inside the chamber, like a flashlight being filtered through a keyhole. What looked like smoke was swirling around inside the chamber and for a moment, I caught sight of what looked like a swarm of fireflies.

      “The Light Breaker is purportedly contained within an electromagnetic trap that confines the antimatter within a magnetic field,” Aurora said.

      “Translate,” I said.

      “Have you ever heard of a fail-safe, Quincy?”

      “Is that the old boy band?”

      She shook her head. “It’s a concept in engineering design. It’s a design feature of a system or an object that prevents or mitigates the unsafe consequences of the system’s or object’s failure.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s not what we have here,” she said.

      “What do we have here?”

      “The opposite of that.”

      My face fell. “That sounds bad. That sounds very, very bad.”

      “Once we break through the outer chamber, we will have a minute, maybe two before the electromagnetic trap shatters, releasing the antimatter. This was done intentionally to dissuade anyone from breaking in.”

      “Sounds like the universe’s greatest booby-trap,” Splinter said.

      “You shatter all of the glass and the galaxy shatters with it,” Kaptain Khaos added.

      “Are you saying we’re fucked here?” I asked.

      A ghost of a smile curled up Aurora’s lips. “We would be if we didn’t have you. You have the ability to create your own electromagnetic field, Quincy. You’re the only one who can contain the antimatter and compress it into the trap bottle.”

      “What happens if I mess things up?” I asked.

      “Oh, not much,” Atlas said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Just … the end of Creation.”

      I gulped and looked over at Splinter, who arched his eyebrows and grinned. “No pressure or anything.”

      Aurora motioned for Atlas to assist, and the two of them pried the circular door from the front of the chamber.

      A buzzing sound, like the world’s largest beehive, echoed from the other side of the opening, what I assumed was some kind of timer.

      “Any advice?” I asked, my hands shaking. “I’ve never captured antimatter before.”

      “What does your instinct say to do?” Atlas asked.

      “Turn around and run out of here.”

      I offered a smile to Atlas and Aurora that wasn’t returned. “Create a magnetic field, break the trap, and capture what comes out,” she whispered. “You’ve got two minutes, maybe less.”

      Easier said than done.

      I traded one final look at the others. Kaptain Khaos held up a balled first. “It was nice knowing you, Night Moves.”

      “That’s Night Fire.”

      Sliding on the heels of my boots, I crouched and stuck my head through the opening in the chamber. I was greeted by a small vibrative burst of air that waved my hair, along with the odor of copper and stagnant water.

      I waited for my eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness and then I saw the object at the center of the chamber.

      It looked like an old-fashioned hourglass set on its side, held in place by two metal halos.

      

      The hourglass was five feet long and four feet wide, silver on the ends, but translucent in the middle.

      A faint beam, a spiral of golden light, radiated from the center, rotating counter-clockwise inside the hourglass, circling what looked like a small dark cloud. The cloud was two feet by two feet and resembled what you might see if you dropped a bottle of ink in a bathtub.

      The cloud’s tiny black tendrils pulsed like the oral arms on a jellyfish, snapping out, then withdrawing into the center mass.

      I could tell that whatever lay at the center of the cloud was being contained by the spiral of golden light.

      “Bring forth your magnetic field and touch the glass,” Aurora whispered from over my shoulder. “You’re running out of time.”

      Sweat roped my forehead, stinging my eyes. That’s why they wear the eye masks, I thought to myself. It’s not only for the cool heads-up display but for situations just like this. To block the sweat from getting in their eyes.

      I smiled, engineering some much-needed courage.

      Focusing, I closed my eyes.

      Pins and needles were what I felt for several seconds, and then a surge of power began down at the soles of my feet and continued up my spine toward my outer extremities.

      I felt different.

      As if, instead of reflecting a power that was already there, I was the one creating the energy.

      “You’re doing it, Quincy,” Aurora whispered.

      Blue fire appeared at my fingertips, enveloping my hands.

      I pinched my fingers, grabbing the ends of the blue fire, pulling them back like a sheet, expanding the energy’s mass.

      Then I eased my hands down, intent on covering the hourglass.

      As soon the energy touched the hourglass it exploded in my face.

      Shards of translucent material flew past my cheeks in super slow-motion, followed by its contents.

      The inky black cloud rocketed toward me like a gaseous freight-train and then—

      It stopped.

      In mid-air.

      Captured in the middle of my magnetic field.

      Holy shit, I’d done it!

      I’d done the fucking impossible!

      I’d trapped the antimatter.

      “Bring it out, Quincy,” Aurora said. “Slowly.”

      I held my hands out, but something had changed.

      The antimatter, whatever had been contained within it was powerful, nearly pushing my arms away. The protons were like a living thing that wanted desperately to escape from my magnetic field.

      “Don’t let it touch the edges of the chamber,” she said.

      “I know, I know,” I said, tasting the pearls of sweat that were dripping down my face. “Do that and we all go boom,” I muttered to myself.

      Slowly I dropped down into a zone and blocked out all extraneous sound.

      I was able to pull the magnetic field back through the chamber as Aurora unthreaded the end of the trap bottle.

      “Now what?” I asked.

      “You have to put the antimatter inside of the bottle.”

      “How the fuck do I do that?”

      The color drained from her face. “I was hoping you’d be able to figure that out.”

      I cursed, my arms growing fatigued from the tension caused by the antimatter. I had to think of something fast!

      Gritting my teeth, I harnessed the pain, the anger, and every last ounce of strength. Screaming, I pushed the magnetic field together, compressing it to an area twelve inches in circumference.

      Grunting, I maneuvered the field up and Aurora brought the bottle down. Then, in one swift and sudden movement, I slotted the field inside the bottle as Aurora capped it shut.

      I fell back on the floor, utterly spent, but raising my hands in victory.

      We’d done it.

      We’d ventured across the fucking Empty Quarter and done what nobody else had ever done.

      We’d captured the Light Breaker!

      Splinter and the others cheered. Kaptain Khaos lifted me to my feet, bear-hugging me, slapping me on the back.

      My eyes found Aurora and she was cradling the trap bottle like a baby. Even she smiled, the first real smile I’d seen from her in a long time.

      There was a moment there in which anything seemed possible. I had come to a distant world, kicked some ass, met some ladies (including Liberty and Lyric, who were eye-fucking me btw), and found a way to save the galaxy, and do the impossible.

      I wasn’t only on top of the world, I was on top of the fucking universe!

      And then, wouldn’t you know it, it happened.

      That bell around Aurora’s waist? It began chiming.

      Sound leeched from the room.

      “You gotta be fucking kidding me,” I said.

      The bell chimed again, this time louder.

      We all knew what that meant.

      The bastards had done it.

      The Morningstars had tracked us down.
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      “Why can’t they let me have my moment,” I said. “Just five minutes. That’s all I wanted. Five minutes to savor the win.”

      “It ain’t a win unless we get out of here with that thing in one piece,” Splinter said, pointing to the trap bottle.

      “How far off are the Morningstars?”

      “Impossible to tell,” Aurora said.

      “Let’s go!” Atlas shouted.

      “Back the way we came in?” I asked.

      Liberty and Lyric shook their heads. “We’re finding a new way out.”

      Atlas pointed to the other side of the room. There was a thick door that looked like it was sealed shut. Atlas grunted and threw a punch that dented the door. He punched it again and again, and finally it buckled.

      Splinter and Kaptain Khaos grabbed the edge of the door and tugged it free to reveal a rear corridor.

      Aurora and Atlas led the way as we proceeded down the corridor that ended at an archway in the side of the canyon wall.

      Beyond the archway lay what looked like a series of tunnels, catacombs lit by a luminous green light cast from a kind of algae on the wall. Entering the catacombs, we hooked a right and plunged down a shaft, hustling through a warren of twists and turns until we met another wall.

      “A dead end!” I shouted.

      Atlas shook his head. “Not for long.”

      The big man battered the wall, striking the stone, his fists becoming a blur until finally, he’d bashed a way out of the catacombs.

      We exited the underground space to see we were back out on the silver ocean. Circling around the keep, we crossed back to the boneyard, crouching, looking for any sign of the Morningstars.

      “We still have time,” Aurora said. “If we can make it back through the firewall we might be able to get out of here before they spot us.”

      Big fucking “if” I thought to myself.

      Atlas signaled for us to run, so we did. I sprinted faster than I have at any point in my life, tearing back across the boneyard, slowing only once to take a final look at the still-steaming corpse of the fallen dragon.

      We made our way over the Bridge of the Requiter and then we slid to a stop.

      We could see the wall of flames up ahead, maybe fifteen yards away.

      But there was somebody standing in front of the opening in the wall, blocking the way out.

      A young woman.

      She was tiny.

      She wore a skintight black singlet with two yellow lightning bolts that rose from a pair of thigh-high black boots with stiletto heels sharpened to a glimmering point. A red cape spread out behind her, fluttering in the breeze.

      She stepped out of the murk, and I got a better look at her.

      Her features were striking: high cheekbones, ruby-red lips, porcelain skin, and jet-black hair that looked like it had been styled with a switchblade.

      If we were back on Earth she’d probably be labeled “alternative,” the kind of girl who’s hot without trying to be hot (or who doesn’t give a damn about what you or I think classifies as hot, or not).

      She didn’t walk so much as levitate, warping the air around her as she hovered an inch or two off the ground.

      “W-who the hell is that?” I whispered.

      Aurora’s expression darkened. “That’s Big Dread.”

      I was shocked.

      In my mind, given the name Big Dread, I’d conjured up the image of a slobbering, Jabba the Hut type, a rotund bad guy, not some pocket-sized hottie who looked like she’d just escaped from a fashion show.

      “That little thing?” I asked, angling my head in Big Dread’s direction. “She doesn’t even look tall enough to go on a carnival ride.”

      “She punches above her weight,” Liberty said.

      “What’s her feat?” I asked.

      “Did you know that the marrow in bones has an energy solidity that is four times that of a pound of the explosive known as TNT?” Kaptain Khaos asked.

      “So what?”

      “So, Big Dread’s feat involves detonating the trapped energy in inanimate objects. She’s what we call a Trigger.”

      My gaze fell to the bones scattered across the ground, and the Kaptain nodded. “Don’t let this scare you, but we are kinda standing on top of the world’s biggest bomb,” he added.

      Fuck me up, down, and sideways, I thought to myself.

      Liberty pointed, and I looked back to see Big Dread lift her tiny arms and then violently bring them back down.

      Nothing happened for an instant.

      And then the villain’s eyes filmed over with white, and everything exploded.
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      The ground around us disintegrated in a series of percussive explosions that sent geysers of smoke and debris into the air. It felt like I was trapped in the middle of the world’s strongest undertow, the kinetic energy from the blasts ripping my body back through the air.

      The back blast sucked the oxygen from my lungs and I was launched thirty yards through the air.

      The plain of pumice rushed up to greet me and I crashed hard, my body carving a trench in the grit, before I rolled over and came to rest.

      There’s a sliding scale when it comes to pain.

      A “one” is something like a paper cut, while a “ten” is what you feel when you’re friggin’ arm is ripped out the socket. I was definitely experiencing an “eleven” or “twelve” at that moment.

      I snatched a breath of air and tasted fire and blood.

      The sky was obscured by smoke, and I heard shouts and snatches of conversation, but everything was muted as if I was listening while being trapped underwater.

      Anybody get the number of the car that just him me, I thought to myself.

      I pushed myself up and staggered like a new-born foal trying to find its legs.

      My eyes swung back, and I saw that a huge swath of land in front of Big Dread, the area where we’d been standing (roughly the size of half a football field), was hollowed out and fire-blackened.

      The bitch had literally blown us all up.

      But our suits had saved us and protected our vitals, because I could see the others rising from where they fell, battered, but still alive. Aurora was twenty feet away from me, the trap bottle still in her hands. She’d fallen on the bottle to protect it, but thank God they’d coated it with Akash or the explosions might have detonated the thing. Then again, maybe that’s what the villains wanted anyway. Maybe they were always intending to not only destroy the Caul, but the whole fucking universe.

      “Come, behold the works of The Dread, what desolations she has and will make of this place!” Big Dread shouted which I, frankly, thought was a little melodramatic.

      The supervillain drifted toward us. “How the mighty have fallen!” Big Dread sneered, her voice echoing over the boneyard. “Unable to complete a mission on your own, eh?!” I could feel her eyes on me like the dots from a sniper’s laser sight. “Relying on mere mortals for aid and comfort!”

      I flipped Big Dread a middle finger. “Fuck off!”

      “Who is this maggot?” Big Dread asked.

      “Maybe you’ve heard of me,” I said, squaring up, deepening my voice for maximum effect. “Night Fire.”

      She laughed. “What is a night…fire?”

      I looked over at Splinter. “What is a night fire by the way?”

      “It’s an unquenchable flame that burns even in the darkness,” Splinter replied, dusting himself off with a shrug.

      I nodded and looked back to Big Dread. “What he just said.”

      “That name is of no moment,” Big Dread scoffed.

      “Like yours is any better. For starters, it’s fucking redundant.”

      Big Dread’s eyebrows raised in mild curiosity and I continued. “I mean something that’s big is kinda inherently dreadful so in a way—”

      “SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Big Dread screamed.

      Her gaze narrowed and a vulpine grin splashed her face. “You’ve got quite a mouth on you, Night Fire. I think when I’m done with the others, I’ll take you back with me. I’ll fuck you unconscious and then I’ll have Madcap transform your sex organ into something made of an alloy. Then I’ll break it off and use it to pleasure myself. How does that sound?”

      “Everything except for the unconscious sex stuff sounds pretty messed up,” I replied.

      She grinned. “You are such a cute little maggot.”

      It took me a moment to process those words.

      Cute, had she just called me…cute?

      It wasn’t the explosions or the fact that she’d tried to kill me that got my blood boiling. Oh no, it was the word that I hated to hear. Cute was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I saw red and put my head down and charged at her as she flicked a finger and detonated a patch of ground under my feet. The contained blast flung me back on my ass.

      “Be a dear, stay down, and rest that pretty little mouth of yours, maggot,” Big Dread said. “You’re going to need it when I come for you.”

      “Leave him alone!” Aurora shouted. “This is between you and me!”

      Big Dread smiled. “One person wants what another person has, Aurora. That is the history of the universe distilled to less than ten words.”

      “Leave us alone and maybe we’ll let you live,” Aurora said.

      Big Dread barked a nasty laugh, and pointed at the trap bottle which Aurora held tight to her chest. “Before I cross you over, I do want to offer my thanks. You’re owed a debt of gratitude. You have saved us much time and effort. You’ve done the dirty work for us.”

      Aurora was silent.

      “Give me the godsdamned Light Breaker,” Big Dread said.

      “Come and take it,” Aurora replied.

      Big Dread began moving toward us, and Aurora looked to me. “Give me your hand!”

      ‘Are you nuts?!” I responded. “Didn’t you hear what she said! She’s gonna cut my dong off and use it for a dildo!”

      “Give me your hand now, you fool!” Aurora yelled. “Together we can’t be stopped.”

      Big Dread threw up her arms as I lurched over and grabbed Aurora’s hand and a warm current seemed to wrap my hand around hers. A cocoon of white light enveloped us, and then wisps of blue light shot out the ends of our fingers, spasming into the shape of a corkscrew.

      We brought the corkscrew back and heaved it at Big Dread, where it slammed into her chest.

      There was a flash of light, and my POV whited out.

      Blinking away stars, I used my arm to cover my eyes, and when I blinked and looked back, I saw Big Dread propelled back through the air by the blast.

      She hit the wall of flames, tore a hole through it, and kept on going.

      “RUN!” Aurora screamed.

      We stampeded forward, hurtling through the hole in the wall to see Big Dread crashing to the ground a few hundred feet away from where the wave sleds were hidden.

      Beyond her a column of dust was rising up in the distance.

      Shit!

      The Morningstars were on the way!

      Balls of light propelled by smoke trails soon filled the sky, curling over our heads. They were being fired by the villains and began dropping to the ground all around us like mortar shells, spraying debris into the air. In seconds it was like being trapped in a sandstorm, there was so much grit flying through the air.

      Through the haze, I saw forms running and hover-charging toward us. I made out Madcap, The Showstopper, Dolly Dagger, and dozens of general-purpose Fodder grunts. I didn’t see the Barrister, but I had little doubt he there somewhere, coming with the others to Big Dread’s aid.

      The bad guys moved with superhuman precision, and before we could scramble aboard the still-concealed wave sleds, they were on us.

      Kaptain Khaos tapped his tattoos, amping the volume on his embedded speakers. “We need some fightin’ music!” he thundered.

      An old rap song echoed, a tune by a guy named DMX who started shouting about losing his mind, up in here, up in here.

      Everybody bobbed their heads to the song, cracking their knuckles, ready to give and receive.

      The Showstopper loomed fifteen yards out in front of us, leading the advance of the Morningstars.

      He conjured up a cyclone and powered it toward Atlas, who was one step quicker.

      The big man planted his feet and dropped The Showstopper with a fist to the face.

      The impact drove The Showstopper back through the air, and then Atlas was leading us on the attack. I saw him slam a fist into the gut of one of the Fodder, then spin and slam an elbow into another before jump-kicking a third.

      While he was doing this, I was leaping through the dust, coming up behind Lyric, who was bombarding the bad guys with sonic bullets.

      I saw Dolly Dagger release a storm of fireballs that she heaved at Lyric. I engineered several plasma balls and tossed them at her incendiaries, shattering the fire mid-air, turning the fireballs into a plume of harmless friction sparks.

      Lyric held up a fist to thank me, and I wheeled around, realizing I’d gotten used to fighting with the other superheroes. Just like a pro sports star, the game had slowed down for me.

      I ran forward, lowering a shoulder, upending a Fodder before I spotted Madcap. There was a mad grin etched on his face.

      He called me out, his lips pulled back in a sneer of pure malice. The kind of sneer that’s sported by every bully, every person who enjoys putting a boot down on the neck of another.

      Madcap stabbed a finger in my direction and cursed me.

      I flipped him both middle fingers and the villain rampaged forward, twirling a finger before releasing a cord of black light that I knew contained whatever dark energy allowed him to turn one material into another.

      Madcap wielded the energy like a bullwhip, bringing it back over his head before snapping it forward at me.

      I collected a ball of plasma and Madcap’s bullwhip struck against it and bounced off.

      The dark energy ricocheted back into a pair of unlucky Fodder who were instantly turned into steel statues.

      I threw another plasma ball sideways at Madcap, hitting him in the leg, knocking him to the ground.

      I was readying myself to finish him when there was a glint of light peripherally, and I reflexively ducked as—

      

      A metal object slashed through the air, nearly decapitating me.

      Somehow, I managed to do the splits and looked up to see the Barrister’s gavel.

      As if pulled on an invisible string, the gavel rocketed back through the dust into the hand of the man himself.

      The Barrister had an unreadable expression, then fixed a nasty gaze on me. Before I could react, he threw the gavel at me again and—

      BOOM!

      Something slammed into it before it could reach me.

      It was a ball of plasma fired by Aurora.

      She ran through the haze, still holding the trap bottle, executing a perfect crouch-slide, ending up next to me. She grabbed my wrist. “YOU HAVE TO COME WITH ME!”

      I stood and pivoted to see one of the wave sleds.

      Aurora clambered aboard and pulled me onto the machine, which pitched to the left and then rose up into the sky.

      “Where are the others?!” I shouted.

      She pointed and I looked down to see Atlas, and the others boarding the other wave sled.

      “We’re going to safeguard the bottle and draw the Barrister off!” Aurora shouted.
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      I spotted the supervillain on the ground below us.

      He’d collected his gavel and was running across the Empty Quarter with long, loping skips, chasing us.

      “How did she get through?” I asked Aurora. “I saw the wall close up behind us.”

      Her eyes fell on me. “I’m in the middle of trying not to get us killed, and you’re asking more questions?”

      “I mean, how could Big Dread get through the fire wall? She would’ve needed blood from an Elemental, right? From…Greylock.”

      “You know what the problem is with asking too many questions, Quincy? Sometimes you get answers.”

      I opened my mouth to reply and my words were drowned out by a huge, echoing—

      BOOM!

      The wave sled rocked.

      A jet of black smoke billowed from the underside of the craft as I flew sideways. Aurora snagged me before I pitched over the edge.

      We descended rapidly to the ground, the machine kicking up a whirlwind of gray dust from the regolith.

      Righting myself, I caught sight of the Barrister’s gavel flying back into the hands of the villain, who leaped up onto a slab of naked rock and kept on coming.

      He caught some serious air and flew toward us as I gathered up a ball of plasma and fired it at him—

      The plasma roared into his midsection and burst apart in a flash that blinded us for a moment.

      When we looked back, the Barrister was nowhere in sight.

      “Do you see him?” Aurora asked.

      I shook my head. “I think we’re in the clear,” I replied.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “I’ve got a sixth sense about these things,” I answered, tapping a finger to my head. “We are gonna be platinum.”

      A rocky outcropping, down and to our right, vanished in a blast that fragmented the rock, sending shards of it in every direction.

      I saw the flash of light off the gavel as it plowed through the rock then circled around and snapped back into the mallet-sized hand of the Barrister. The big villain mounted another hillock of gravel and grabbed his sex while making an obscene gesture at us.

      “Did he just do what I think he did?” I asked.

      Aurora didn’t answer, she was too busy firing up the wave sled that vroomed forward, throttling the acoustic vortices that propelled us eight feet off the ground.

      Aurora stomped on the accelerator, increasing the intensity of the ultrasonic waves that rocketed us forward. My head snapped back as Aurora deftly maneuvered the sled up and over the outcroppings and a monstrous knot of bleached bones.

      The stone formations all around us vanished in percussive blasts, obliterated by the Barrister’s gavel. Looking over the rear seat, I saw the bastard ducking under a stone arch and hurdling a ribbon of boulders, arms and legs chopping the air.

      “That sonofabitch is incredibly persistent!” I shouted. “And he’s got serious anger issues!”

      “Do your thing!” Aurora screamed back.

      “You want me to bust some moves?!”

      She smiled as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “No, Quincy, I want you to use your powers to defeat him!”

      I sucked in a breath and heaved myself up just at the moment the Barrister flung his gavel directly at us.

      The gavel spun forward as time and sound seemed to slow.

      Sounds muted, but the colors all around me suddenly became brighter. The air shimmered with iridescent color and then assumed a glassy, almost liquid-like quality. My line of sight was fringed with chromatic aberrations, and then I held up my arms as the air caught fire and—

      BAROOM!

      I expelled a field of blue flame that was met by the gavel.

      The blue flame exploded, blocking the gavel.

      The backblast shunted me sideways.

      I screamed, falling over the edge of the wave sled as Aurora grabbed my arm.

      I dangled from the craft, watching the ground whip past.

      Aurora heaved me back into the sled and left the controls for a moment. She pulled me up and grasped my hand.

      We turned as one to confront the Barrister, who was sailing toward us, gavel raised above his head. He was ready to bring the fucking thing down like Thor, and that’s when we did it.

      We summoned a powerful ball of plasma, the largest I’d ever seen, and propelled it back at him.

      There was a great clap of thunder and a flash of light, the kind of thing I imagine you might see during the birth of a star.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and when I looked back, the Barrister was no more.

      In his place was a black, smoking hole.

      And a pair of boots that were on fire.

      “WE DID IT!” I shouted. “WE BEAT THE SONOFABITCH!”

      Aurora’s expression was inscrutable as she regained control over the wave sled and brought it around in a circle until we were hovering over the area where the Barrister had been vaporized.

      I leaned over the edge and spotted it lying down in the hole beside the smoking boots.

      The Barrister’s gavel.

      It was blackened and glowed white, but appeared to otherwise be intact.

      “Did you see that?!” I shouted, slapping my hand against the side of the wave sled. “We took that bastard out!”

      Aurora nodded, but there was no emotion in her face. Then she leaned over and grabbed me by the waist and did something most unexpected.

      She kissed me long and hard.

      The touch of her lips jolted my body and my hands wrapped around her tight frame. We kissed again and I reached down and squeezed her ass which seemed kind of inappropriate given the circumstances, but hey, we were both caught up in the moment.

      Then she pulled back, but rested her head against mine, breathing hard, her eyes closed as if she was deep in contemplation. “She…she had the same blood, Quincy,” she whispered.

      “What?”

      “Big Dread, Enya, for that was her real name.”

      “I guess…I don’t understand.”

      She laughed bitterly. “She had the blood of Greylock because we share the same blood.”

      “Okay, now I’m totally confused,” I said.

      “She’s my half-sister, Quincy.”

      I gasped. “Jesus…so that means…Jesus.”

      “Her mother was a whore,” Aurora said. “She knew my father and he rejected Enya when she was born. She never forgave him for that.”

      “But…he put her in jail,” I said.

      “I helped him.”

      “His own daughter…”

      “A bastard child.”

      Now it all made sense, the reason why it had been so personal for Aurora. Her half-sister, a sibling she probably didn’t even recognize, had helped do what? Murder her own father.

      My eyes swung over to the trap bottle. Aurora took the bottle up in her hands. “Now you know why I have to do it.”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “I have to use this to eradicate them once and for all. I have to kill all of the villains and the traitorous Elementals that helped them, including the Harbinger. I have to do this to avenge my father, to make sure they are never powerful enough to threaten what we’ve built.”

      “But that wasn’t part of the plan,” I said.

      “It was always part of my plan,” Aurora said somberly.

      I saw raw emotion in her eyes and it was hard not to feel empathy for her. Her old man had been murdered by a bunch of villains led by her half-sister, which was a pretty fucked-up situation. Still, I realized I’d been used after all.

      I’d been played.

      Aurora only brought me along because she needed my help to get the Light Breaker

      “But what about the others?” I asked. “We could go back and get them and all of us could—”

      She stifled me with a look. “They would never permit it. This is something only I can do.”

      “Why the hell did you even bring me here then?” I asked.

      “Because you served a purpose, Quincy.”

      “You thought I’d help you? That I’d be what? Your bitch?”

      “Call it what you will. You were the missing link, the only one who could help me get the Light Breaker.”

      “There has to be more to it than that,” I said. I took her wrist in my hand. “There’s something between us. Don’t act like you don’t feel it cause I sure as hell do, especially after we just locked lips.”

      “You don’t know who I am.”

      “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea,” I replied. “I mean, there’s no question you’ve got a little thing for me, right? Seeing that I’m a hero and helped save the universe and all.”

      I smiled and reached for the trap bottle, but Aurora shoved me back. “I’m sorry, Quincy,” she said. “Forgive me.” And then she raised her hand and blasted me with a pulse of energy that slammed into my chest, knocking me off the wave sled.

      I spun through the air, turning over, watching the ground come up fast—

      WHOMPH!

      I crashed into the pumice and tasted the bitter grit on my tongue.

      Pushing myself up, I watched Aurora vanish out over the Empty Quarter, blistering across the vast plain, headed back up to finish what she’d started.

      I stood there silently for a moment, wiping the grime from my face.

      It had been about twelve hours since I’d left the Earth and there I was, all by my lonesome at the bottom of another planet, the fate of the universe on the line.

      I could’ve run after Aurora, but I wouldn’t have been able to catch up to her, and besides, I had more pressing concerns.

      Like the Morningstars.

      The bad guys were on the way.

      Thankfully, Atlas and the other Shadow Catchers were visible too, forming a circle around me.

      Nobody said a word at first.

      They all realized what had happened.

      “She did it, didn’t she?” Splinter asked. “She double-crossed us.”

      I nodded.

      “She’s going back to avenge her father,” Liberty said.

      “Blood will have blood,” Atlas whispered.

      “Speaking of that,” I said, gesturing at the Morningstars who were closing on us fast.

      The others spread out, adopting defensive crouches, and then Splinter began laughing.

      So did Kaptain Khaos and then the rest of us.

      We knew we were out of quarters and the game was almost up.

      We had absolutely nothing to lose, and if the bad guys wanted to take us on, there was no way in hell we were going down without a fight. Turning, we caught sight of the villains heading toward us with their minions.

      “We could all die out here,” I said softly.

      “Sure could,” Splinter said, cracking his neck side to side. “But if we’re going out, we’re taking them down with us.”

      Kaptain Khaos gritted his teeth. “Besides, it’s better to live one day as a lion than a thousand as a lamb.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense at all,” I replied.

      The Kaptain grinned. “Yeah, but it sounds cool as shit, don’t it?”

      We paused, and then Atlas pumped a fist, and we charged at the villains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End Of Book 1

          

        

      

    

    
      If you liked what you read, please leave a review on Amazon as reviews are vitally important for indie authors!
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      A Marvel Universe-type story reimaging by Cinemax (or maybe Vivid Entertainment).

      Yep, that was my first thought when I was coming up with Fiasco Heights. I know it’s not much, but it got me focusing on the journey of a reluctant hero who’s whisked away to a pleasure planet dominated by superheroes and villains. I thought the idea was a solid one and so I “soft-pitched” (don’t you just love Hollywood BS jargon) it to several producers a year and a half ago. They loved the story and the characters, but the idea was simply too big (and too expensive) to take a chance on, and besides, none of them had any idea what the hell a harem was or how to make it work in a superhero movie.

      So, I kept the idea in my back pocket, but even as I was working on other projects, I kept coming back to it. I noodled on the story for the next eight months, trying to come up with unique, cool names for the superheroes and villains, while developing a backstory for the world that our hero, Quincy (originally he was called “Gideon” but I think Quincy works better), is taken to after accidentally killing one of the universe’s worst bad guys (in a tip of the hat to the great old western movie, “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance”).

      Satisfied that things were working, I threw caution to the wind and just started writing while also reading/re-reading a number of excellent indie harem books by authors like Michael Scott Earle, J.A. Cipriano, William D. Arand, Jamie Hawke, Harmon Cooper, and many others. I focused initially on the characters, working to make Quincy likable and also a bit of an underdog, but willing to take part in the action and pleasure once he reached Fiasco Heights. What I didn’t want is a main character who simply moped around or watched all of the interesting stuff taking place while never engaging in any of it. Of course, I needed a posse of lovely ladies, but I did my best to make them well-rounded, strong women, the kind that can take names and kick ass on their own, rather than bimbos or one-dimensional characters whose purpose is to service the men in the story. Once the characters were in place, I worked day and night to come up with set-pieces, big action scenes, that would drive the story forward and keep you (loyal reader) from falling asleep and tuning out. I hope I succeeded because I did my damnedest to make sure it was a roller-coaster ride from start to finish.

      Anyway, I hope you enjoyed Book 1 and I’m feverishly typing away at Book 2, which I hope to have out in the next month or two. Thank you for reading the book, for without loyal readers like you, where the hell would the indie authors be?  Thanks again!
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      Who knew it would be so difficult to kill supervillains?

      Okay, so you probably knew and so did a lot of other people, but having done it several times, I can honestly say that it’s more difficult than I’d first imagined. And it’s not just that the villains themselves are so tough to bring down physically. There’s a psychological aspect to it as well.

      If you ever heard the old saying that blowing out another’s candle doesn’t make yours shine any brighter, you know what I mean. Splinter, one of the superheroes in the Shadow Catchers, says it’s because heroes and villains still possess a little of the bythos, the energy of Creation, so once they’re gone the universe seems a little dimmer.

      I don’t know if that’s true, but as I stood in the Empty Quarter, waiting to face off against Big Dread, Madcap, The Showstopper, Dolly Dagger, and the other nameless gang members, I noticed that after dispatching The Barrister and two other supervillains, sounds were a little more muted and colors less vibrant. To make matters worse, I was gassed and running on empty, my body cramping and my mind spent. Of course the bad guys didn’t give a damn about any of that. They just wanted to spill our blood.

      Crabbing back across the Empty Quarter, I flicked looks left to right, nodding at the other Shadow Catchers: Atlas, Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and my two ladies, Liberty and Lyric. All of us were getting ready for an epic throwdown.

      “Anybody got any last words?” Splinter asked.

      “It’s been nice knowing you guys,” the Kaptain said.

      Nervous looks were shared and then Liberty glanced at me. “We need something to surprise them with.”

      A lightbulb went off in my head.

      The Barrister’s gavel!

      The others conferred as I loped a short distance away from them before sliding to my knees at the edge of the hole where Aurora, before her betrayal, had helped me bring down the villainous assassin known as The Barrister.

      I dropped down over the edge, sifted through the sand and grit, and grabbed The Barrister’s gavel.

      The metal weapon weighed eight or nine pounds, but fit perfectly in the palm of my hand. It was cool to the touch and vibrated ever so slightly.

      Retracing my steps, I rejoined the others. They shot admiring glances at the weapon.

      “Can you make that thing work?” Splinter asked.

      “We’re gonna find out soon,” I replied.

      I concentrated on the strange runes filigreed on the gavel, and the weapon began vibrating violently. Little wisps of blue light curled at the edges of the gavel’s head, moving inward. Suddenly, the entire gavel was encased in a funnel of blue light, hissing like a snake.

      The timing couldn’t have been better, because the air out in front of us filled with what looked like fireworks: smoke-trails following rockets and balls of plasma that arced up and then came down with a keening whine.

      The villains known as the Morningstars were on the way, eager to finish us off.

      The ground shuddered as the explosives landed all around us.

      We took up defensive positions then I covered my head and ran forward as debris bombarded me, the explosions cratering the pumice, creating small fires that swept across the Empty Quarter.

      Jets of black smoke and banners of fine particulate obscured visibility, but I witnessed forms toiling in the murk.

      The Morningstars were close, fanning out, ready to attack.

      I summoned up a ball of energy in my left palm, keeping the gavel ready in my right hand, expecting hell and ready for anything, and that’s when he appeared.

      Madcap.

      The perfectly-proportioned supervillain was striding toward me, cutting through the smoke and haze.

      He was screaming something I couldn’t make out while creating a funnel of dark energy that was blacker than molasses. He fashioned it into two objects that resembled an enormous bow and an even bigger arrow.

      Before I could react, he pulled back a string on the bow and let fly a black arrow.

      I brought my hand up as the arrow streaked forward.

      The plasma ball burst apart but miraculously deflected the arrow at the last second. I slunk back, stunned by the blow.

      Madcap wasted no time firing another arrow, and this time I swung the gavel, shattering the black shaft mid-air like it was made of glass.

      “I’VE GOT HIS GAVEL NOW!” I screamed at Madcap, waving it.

      The same smug smile was splashed across Madcap’s face, but I could see something else hidden behind it. A look of bafflement that I was in possession of the gavel, the hitman’s weapon of choice.

      “Where’s The Barrister?” he shouted.

      “He had an accident!”

      “What kind?”

      “The kind where I turned him into cat litter!”

      Madcap shrieked, planted his feet, and vaulted straight at me with the speed of a cruise missile, lodging his head in my chest before I could bring the gavel around.

      The blow sent me flying back through the air.

      My body turned over and I face-planted in the pumice then skidded to a stop, grit packed up both of my nostrils. I sneezed and coughed, my eyes watering. I groped around, realizing I’d lost my grip on the gavel.

      Levering myself up, I saw that it lay directly between Madcap and me.

      “IT’S MINE NOW!” Madcap howled.

      He lowered his shoulder and ran.

      So did I.

      I ran as hard as I could, harnessing the power in my energized MEM boots, but Madcap was faster.

      Seconds before Madcap reached the gavel, I did the only thing I could think to do.

      I fired a pulse of plasma that struck the gavel and caused it to slide away—

      Directly between Madcap’s legs.

      The gavel bounced across the hardpacked earth like a lacrosse ball.

      Madcap, who was still chugging forward like a locomotive, couldn’t stop his momentum.

      He tried to pull up, but I was already on him.

      I hopped forward and planted my hands on his broad shoulders, using him as a springboard to leapfrog past.

      Jetting forward, I hit the ground eight feet behind Madcap, then somersaulted and grabbed up the gavel, wheeling around as he turned to face me.

      Something flickered in the villain’s eyes.

      Fear.

      A look of real fear for the first time.

      Madcap’s eyes danced between me and the gavel, and before he could get off another shot with his black magic bow and arrow, I pitched the gavel at him.

      The hammer struck Madcap in the chest.

      There was a flash of light and then Madcap’s feet left the ground as if he’d been pulled back by an invisible string.

      His cape was torn away from his body, which looked irreversibly broken, flapping eighty or ninety feet back through the air before crashing to the ground where he rolled over and laid motionless.

      I waited with bated breath, but he didn’t move.

      I’d done it. I’d killed the bastard.

      I didn’t have time to rejoice, however, because the gavel was flying back toward me like a boomerang at a hundred miles per hour!

      I put up both hands to stop the fucking thing, and it smacked into my right palm with sufficient force to flip me over.

      Lying on the ground for a few seconds, I struggled to catch my breath, listening to the sounds of the fighting that raged all around me.

      The ground rattled as Big Dread hovered over everything, twenty yards away, strafing the others with a thundering procession of energy balls.

      Over and over she hurled the orange balls down at us. I watched Splinter and Kaptain Khaos deftly maneuver between the resulting explosions, barely avoiding being set alight.

      I rejoined the fighting, linking up with Liberty and Lyric who were facing off against a small herd of Fodder, the general purpose goons who fought in the service of the Morningstars.

      I could see more Fodder streaming across the Empty Quarter, reinforcements from the upper levels of Fiasco Heights. All of them sported body armor and were carrying weapons of various shapes and sizes. Having defeated Madcap I was emboldened, striding between the ladies, flashing the gavel, ready to confront the bad guys.

      “Anyone call for a hero?” I said.

      Liberty and Lyric suppressed smiles and pointed to the Fodder who were firing their weapons at us.

      I moved slowly forward, flicking the gavel left and right, acting as a human shield for Liberty and Lyric, deflecting the incoming rounds from the bad guys, including a flurry of energized darts.

      I smacked away the last dart and threw the gavel nearly side-arm like I was tossing a slider back on the JV baseball team in high school.

      The gavel rocketed forward and then curled around on an angle, hammering into the Fodder.

      The gang members were swatted down as if by a giant hand, their bodies lying bent and broken, scattered across the ground.

      The gavel snapped back into my hand, and I did a little dance move while twirling the gavel like a six-shooter, blowing imaginary smoke from its end.

      There was no time to enjoy the moment, however, because Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and Atlas were still under attack.

      Gavel in hand and taking in the sight of the Fodder we’d defeated, newfound courage gripped me. I waved at Liberty and Lyric and urged them to follow me.

      Using our boots, we ran at a blistering pace over the pumice which was blackened by the balls of plasma that the two sides were throwing at each other.

      We picked up speed and I drew up by Atlas, who had a wild look in his eyes. He was like a cornered animal, striking out at anything that moved.

      He threw an uppercut that knocked four Fodder back before squaring up on The Showstopper, who’d alighted onto a rocky protrusion.

      The villain flapped his arms, creating a violent dust devil that he heaved at us.

      We dropped to the ground as the cyclone roared over our heads. Then Atlas fired his fist at The Showstopper who dove out of the way seconds before it cratered his head, vanishing from sight behind the protrusion.

      Beyond us, Splinter and Kaptain Khaos were trading fire with the Fodder while fighting to avoid a series of firebombs that Dolly Dagger was flinging at them.

      There were a series of massive explosions, and then the bad guys just disappeared.

      We ran forward, up onto a berm, and saw that the villains and Fodder were indeed withdrawing, pulling back across the Empty Quarter.

      A cheer rose up from me and some of the others.

      We’d actually done it.

      We’d driven the Morningstars and their army off the battlefield!

      I cheered while waving the gavel.

      That’s when I noticed Atlas wasn’t cheering.

      “What?” I asked. “What the hell’s wrong?”

      He responded by pointing, and I turned back and noticed that it wasn’t necessarily that the bad guys had been defeated.

      It was more like they were staging a tactical withdrawal.

      They were retreating, heading back across the Empty Quarter, but they’d left Big Dread and Dolly Dagger behind.

      The bravado of moments past instantly vanishes, replaced by a ripple of dread.

      Why was Big Dread hovering in the air?

      And why was she grinning hugely, like she’d just won a prize?

      The air shimmered near her black boots and her breasts swelled as she extended her arms.

      She looked down at Dolly Dagger and the two women exchanged some words that we weren’t privy to.

      Next came a sound.

      A sharp inhale.

      Followed by a drumming note.

      Big Dread screamed, “A RIGHTEOUS FIRE BURNS ALL!”

      Before I could fire the gavel at the villain, the ground vibrated and everything in front of us vanished in an eruption of flames as the air itself caught fire.
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      Jets of fire roared all around, quickly surrounding us.

      We had seconds to act before the fire consumed us.

      “We need to jump over it!” Liberty screamed.

      But the wall of fire was too tall.

      “Go under it!” Lyric offered.

      Splinter jogged ten feet toward the fire and dug down into the grit with both hands, only to see that the flames extended well into the ground.

      The villains had thought of everything.

      The fire crept toward us, moving like a living thing. The heat was soon unbearable and I wondered how much longer we’d be able to last.

      “Fire up the biggest ball of plasma you can, Quincy!” Atlas said.

      “What the hell for?”

      “We’re fighting fire with fire!”

      I dropped the gavel and felt an inner stillness come over me. I crafted a ball of energy that Atlas grabbed and held like a balloon. My eyes went wide as the big guy blew with all of his might, causing the ball to expand to five times its original size.

      The fire roared like a freight train to hell, sweeping across the Empty Quarter like a curtain.

      “Stand next to each other!” Atlas shouted.

      We did, and he joined us before throwing the energy ball into the air.

      The ball fell and suctioned onto us, acting as a shield as the fire crashed down over everything.

      The heat from the flames was intense, but the shield was holding…for the moment.

      “Now what?!” I shouted over the din.

      Atlas looked at me. “This was as far as I got with the plan.”

      Shit!

      I kicked at the soft ground, retrieving the gavel, and that’s when I realized our only hope lay beneath us. If the fire was filling the sky, we needed to go down.

      Way, way down!

      “Down!” I shouted. “We need to go down!”

      Recognition washed over Kaptain Khaos. “Already on it!”

      We moved to the outer edges of the shield as the Kaptain, who could create geological upheavals, dropped low and tapped on his Amphion tattoos, the ones with the embedded music. The old Queen song “Under Pressure” began playing from the microscopic, magnetic speakers implanted under his skin. He brought his hands together as if he was offering a prayer or doing a pose in some yoga studio and the ground began to rumble.

      My eyes strayed to the outer edge of the shield which was bubbling as the energy, the plasma, burned off; the fire hungry to devour us.

      “It’s not gonna hold for much longer!” I yelled.

      “Hold your horses! If I do this thing right, it won’t kill any of us!” the Kaptain screamed.

      I looked at him. “‘If?’”

      “First time I’ve ever done it!” he replied.

      I grabbed Liberty’s and Lyric’s hands as the Kaptain’s head angled back. Steam escaped from his nostrils and he squawked, “BURNING!”

      A few seconds of silence followed and then the ground shook with an ominous rumble.

      Then a depression formed in the pumice between us.

      This was followed by a whirlpool in the grit as the ground opened up and the loose material began sliding down into the hole in a clockwise movement.

      The shield failed at the moment the ground fully opened up below us.

      Our screams were drowned out by a cacophonous BOOM!

      We fell straight down just as the fire overwhelmed our position.
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      Debris waterfalled over us as we dropped down into an earthen tube.

      My head slammed back and I looked up to see a fireball, what was left of the wall of flames from the Empty Quarter, descending on me!

      I screamed and somebody clamped my leg and then I was off, sliding down the tube, barely avoiding the flames that licked my prior position.

      The walls of the tube whipped past as I picked up speed, listening to the distant sound of the Kaptain’s tunes as they bounced off the walls of the tubes.

      I also heard the cries of the others and I realized they were sliding down below me. With much effort, I torqued my head up and felt a change in the quality of the air. I could see my breath and noted that the interior of the tube had changed.

      It was lighter in color and slicked with ice and then—

      I shot out of the tube and fell through an enormous space that resembled an icy cathedral.

      Bluish-white glacial columns with fifty-inch circumferences rose from the floor to the ceiling of the cave.

      I landed and fell face first across an apron of ice, following the path of the others who were slipping down into yet another hole.

      It was suddenly so cold that white vapor rose from my mouth as my hands went out. I searched for purchase, but there were no handholds, no way to stop my forward progress.

      To make matters worse, the flames created by the villains had continued to follow us down. I could see the orange-red glow inside the tube, the fire roaring down over the ground we’d just covered.

      The flames seemed to have a mind of their own, and that mind was telling them to follow us like a fucking heat-seeking missile.

      Thankfully, the hole in the ice came up fast and I fell into it as—

      The flames burst into the cathedral, roaring across the ice as I slid down, a kaleidoscope of colors greeting me.

      I belly-surfed, flying through the icy chute at an alarming rate of speed.

      The chute was barely big enough to contain me but was so damn slippery that there was no way I’d be able to stop my descent—which I was fine with anyway. After all, my choices were stark: face the unknown beneath me, or, if I chose to stop myself with the aid of the gavel, certain death from the flames above.

      Ice good.

      Fire bad.

      Fire very bad.

      I rocketed through the semi-darkness, following the curves of the chute as it swerved to the left, then the right, then finally plunged straight down into an opening and—

      Then there was nothing under me.

      Not a fucking thing.

      I was falling through the air, legs bicycling, head canted back so that I could see the flames jetting out of the hole I’d just fallen through.

      A hole in what looked like the underside of a glacier.

      I looked down and that’s when I saw it.

      What appeared to be the surface of a frozen lake.

      Maybe thirty feet below me.

      The one that I would soon be crashing into.
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      I still had The Barrister’s gavel in hand and instinctively I brought it around, firing the hammer down at the ice which shattered seconds before my boots met it.

      The water in the lake was so cold that it felt like a million frozen needles had been inserted, all at once, into every neuron in my body.

      My body heat just didn’t leach away, it was instantly vaporized.

      It was as if the water, which hit me like an ax blade to the face, had numbed my marrow causing my muscles to seize like the gears on a rusted engine.

      I sank down through the water, my testicles burrowing up somewhere below my ribcage as I struggled for air.

      My face was numb, mouth wrenched open so that the frozen water was funneling down my throat. The flesh on my hands was rapidly turning blue and my teeth began to chatter like tiny jackhammers.

      I would’ve already been dead without my protective singlet, that much was certain.

      It was only a question of how much longer I could hold out.

      The gavel was nowhere in sight, and so much of the icy venom had been figuratively injected into my veins that I couldn’t even move my arms.

      I was locked in place as if some invisible straight-jacket constrained my upper body.

      I was also unable to swim or conjure up energy or plasma.

      In short, I was completely and absolutely fucked.

      Looking back, I think the worst part about being on death’s doorstep is that it forces you to confront the insignificance of your life. What I mean is, drifting down in the water, all the moments of my life flashed before me as if they were scenes from a movie placed on fast forward.

      It wasn’t worth watching.

      Sure, I’d had some good times, but if I’m being completely honest, my life up to that point hadn’t amounted to anything consequential. I made a silent vow to myself that if I could find a way to get out, I’d do something real, something significant.

      Easier said than done, but as if in response—

      Something exploded through the ice off to my left and a dark form appeared.

      A ghostly form.

      A lithe creature with the sleek outline of a seal, and the features of a woman, albeit one with the pointed ears of a fox.

      I stared at the lissome thing with a mix of fascination and shock as it, she, kept her arms pinned to her side, propelling herself forward with powerful sweeps from her long legs.

      I didn’t know if she was coming to save me or kill me and frankly it didn’t matter anyway.

      I was as good as dead in a few seconds.

      I breathed my last few breaths and then the creature grabbed my wrist and kicked her legs. We moved so quickly it was like being strapped to a rocket, cruising up toward the surface of the lake.

      We breached the hole I’d originally caused with the gavel and I upchucked a mouthful of water, gasping for air like a dying man.

      Powerful hands grabbed and pulled me back onto the ice.

      I was dragged across the lake’s surface for several minutes before finally coming to a stop under an overhang of frozen rock.

      I could barely make out the fox-like creature that stood over me.

      She was unlike anything I’d ever seen before.

      Given the lack of light, her face was partially obscured, but she was tall, nearly six feet in height, and covered from her neck to her ankles in what looked like body-hugging feathers that had a shiny, oily appearance.

      She held up something in her hand.

      What looked a large insect.

      The creature glowed, casting off light that revealed the fox-creature’s form in full.

      She had the fine-boned face of a beautiful woman, but when she leaned down toward me, I noticed her pupils. They were black until she blinked and a nearly imperceptible sheathe pulled back to reveal kind sapphire eyes.

      Her head was crowned with a mane of sable hair that was slicked back, falling just below those pointed ears.

      Without uttering a word, she tugged on her feathers and pulled them off.

      I was shocked to see that she’d been wearing a protective exo-suit of some kind that folded to the size of an envelope as if an invisible sculptor was shaping it.

      Under the exo-suit she wore only a form-fitting garment that showed off her athletic, sculpted physique, muscular legs and ass, ample breasts, and a three-foot tail that was orange with yellow stripes.

      She threw back her head to shake the water from her hair and then dropped to her haunches to appraise me, her tailing curling up.

      “How do you feel?” she asked, in an accented voice that I can only describe as sounding vaguely European.

      “Like a bag of smashed assholes,” I replied, shocked that she spoke English.

      She gave me the same kind of look a scientist does to a bug trapped under a glass. Then she leaned down and pressed her lips to mine and suctioned out the water that remained in my mouth. I didn’t fight her.

      “I had something when I fell into the water,” I whispered after we unlocked lips. “A gavel.”

      “Whatever you had is lost,” she replied.

      “There were several others with me. Where are they?”

      She pointed and I looked sideways to see Atlas, Liberty, Lyric, Kaptain Khaos, and Splinter. They were trudging over the edge of the lake toward me.

      I swapped looks with her. “You saved them?”

      She nodded.

      “What’s your name?”

      She clucked her tongue, making soft, melodic sounds.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t–I don’t understand.”

      “You must be from Earth.”

      “How did you know?”

      “You have a certain look. Besides, people from Earth rarely understanding anything of substance. My name translates to Kree. My people are the Honoria.”

      “And I’m Quincy, but I go by Night Fire,” I replied. “I’m sort of a superhero.”

      “Well, I’m glad I could save your life, superhero,” she said with a slight smile, pulling me up to my feet.

      I gave her the names of the others while surveying the area. It was dominated by the frozen lake that lay in a kind of basin, a low point hollowed out of an immense rock and ice cavern.

      Niches and caves punctuated the cavern walls, everything glowing in a kind of bioluminescence cast from hundreds of small insect-like creatures (the same ones Kree had held up before) that dotted the ground and walls.

      I waved at the others.

      “Nice of you guys to join us.”

      “Sorry, we were busy drowning,” Splinter replied.

      I pointed up in the general direction of the hole we’d fallen through.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked.

      “We were nearly dead and now we’re alive,” Atlas replied. “That’s what happened.”

      Kree moved out away from us, dropping again to her haunches, studying something that I couldn’t see.

      “Is she friend or foe?” I whispered to the others, shivering.

      “She saved our asses didn’t she?” Splinter asked.

      “Besides, I kinda think I’m in love,” Kaptain Khaos said, admiring Kree whose tight ass was visible as she bent to retrieve something.

      Suddenly, she stood up and faced the lake. Her ears had pressed against the side of her head and her tail danced like a charmed snake, stabbing at the lake.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked.

      “Our time grows short,” Kree replied.

      “How short?”

      She tilted her head toward me. “That all depends. The intervals down here are measured differently from what you are likely used to. We don’t have a moon or a sun, so we calculate things in sleep cycles.”

      “Whose sleep cycle?” Splinter asked.

      Kree made another strange sound by clucking her tongue. Then she pointed to the lake. “That is the way the old ones said its name. The Grymworm.”

      We all shared confused looks and then I lifted a hand. “Let me be the first to ask: what in the holy hell is a Grymworm?”

      “That which slumbers in the water.”

      “What is it?”

      “A creature spoken of only in legends,” she said. “The monster that other monsters bow before.”

      “That don’t sound good at all,” the Kaptain replied.

      Kree nodded. “It is the beast that’s waking up in five, four, three, two, one…”

      Something exploded through the ice out in the middle of the lake.

      I whipped around and spotted a thick, tentacled arm the size of a light pole protruding from the ice. Instead of suckers, the arm was coated in what looked like glassy eyes. The eyes rotated in our direction.

      “Guys, I have a very bad feeling about this.”

      I turned to see that the others were obviously feeling the same way, because they were sprinting across the ice, running away from whatever it was that had been taking a nap under the goddamn ice.

      I stepped back and the thing roared—and then I ran for my life.
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      I launched into a mad dash across the ice, slipping and sliding, trying to maintain my footing.

      The others galloped along the shoreline and I was hoping to reach them before I was cut down, but sounds were building behind me.

      A dragging, soggy kind of note echoed across the ice. It was the sound made by a creature, an extremely large creature, as it shifts its immense bulk.

      The ice splintered next.

      Titanic plates of ice exploded to my left and right, casting frozen shrapnel in every direction.

      I covered my head and dove for the shoreline where Liberty and Lyric grabbed my arms and pulled me toward the others.

      “Don’t look back, Quincy,” they whispered.

      “I didn’t plan to!”

      They didn’t respond and I shouted, “Please don’t tell me it’s as bad as I think it is!”

      Liberty’s look told me that it was.

      “What is it with this fucking place and monsters?!” I exclaimed.

      The ladies didn’t say anything. I glanced back and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      The creature, the Grymworm, had pulled a good portion of its upper body up out of the water, its tentacles snapping in every direction, shattering the ice.

      The thing was immense, a beast straight out of a lunatic’s fever dream.

      For starters, the thirty-foot long abomination appeared to be albino with a pale white hide and pink eyes that goggled like a goldfish’s. Its misshapen head was the size of a school bus and its mouth opened to reveal rows of blackened teeth that looked like they could bite through steel plate. The monster didn’t appear to have any anatomical arms or legs as you or I would think of them, which made its movements, a kind of halting slither aided by the tentacles, somehow more horrific.

      I could see it leaving a shiny slick on the ground like a snail as it bellied toward us, grunting, long runners of pale, viscous matter oozing from its mouth. You’d think a monster of that immense size wouldn’t be able to move as fluidly as it did, but the thing reared up, its black hole of a maw snapping wildly at the air.

      The worm’s head rotated toward us, its body lurching chaotically from side to side. I peered up into the beast’s gaping mouth, a bottomless well of nothing, as it hissed, creating a shroud of foul-smelling air.

      I’d gone hiking with an uncle when I was younger and we found that a black bear had been following us for some time. That feeling, the realization that comes when you discover that you’re being stalked, that you’re no longer at the top of the food chain, is unnerving. I felt the same thing staring up at the worm, only a million times worse.

      I stayed on the balls of my feet and studied the Grymworm. The way it slowly probed in our direction, but not directly at us, made me begin to think that maybe the thing had poor vision.

      “It can’t see us,” I whispered. “It’s blind and we’re going to be able to slip right by it.”

      “Um, Quincy…” Lyric said, grabbing my arm.

      I put a finger to my lips and shushed the others when the colossal invertebrate spat a wad of bile that landed on top of me, covering my entire body in a ball of slime that was greenish-white and several inches thick.

      The smell of the glistening jelly, a combination of dead fish, burning rubber, and feces was so strong that I nearly passed out.

      Then I heard Kree shriek that the worm had marked me and I knew the worst was yet to come.

      Conjuring up a ball of plasma, I burned my way through the mucous and threw the ball at the worm.

      The plasma hammered the creature’s exterior, carving a divot in the monster’s hide, causing it to wail like an animal at a branding.

      “IT’S ON!” Lyric shouted, taking up a position on my right, opening her mouth to let rip with a sonic blast that made it seem like we were standing next to a jet engine.

      I didn’t like the noise at all.

      The Grymworm liked it even less.

      It reared back, exposing its soft belly which began quivering.

      “TAKE COVER!” Kree screamed.

      “WHAT IS IT?!” Kaptain Khaos yelled back.

      “BONE STORM!”

      Kree told us to crouch and we did, huddling together in a ball as she darted in front of us. Grabbing the edges of her suit, she withdrew a pair of what looked like oversized wings made from an anthracite-black alien alloy that resembled scales. The scales rotated, locking tongue-in-groove style, as Kree extended them just as the worm’s belly opened.

      What looked like hundreds of black darts erupted from the monster’s stomach.

      Kree turned and covered us with the scaled wings, forming a shield as the darts slammed into them, making a sound like golfball-sized hail slamming against a metal roof. One of the darts clattered to the ground and I plucked it up. It was made of some dark cartilaginous material, the end winnowed into a razor-sharp point.

      “What are those?!” I asked.

      “What’s left of the creatures the worm devours,” Kree answered. “The worm repurposes them.”

      I tossed the bony dart aside and rolled away from Kree, firing plasma balls at the worm, which tore holes in its exterior, black blood sheeting the ice.

      The monster rampaged in every direction, swinging its tentacles wildly.

      I dodged the first few swipes, but one of the tentacles eventually found me.

      The suckered limb jackhammered into my chest and it felt like I’d been struck by a car.

      The impact drove me across the ice as the others did their best to draw the worm off. Unfortunately, the monstrous invertebrate appeared to have a hankering only for me. I hitched myself back upright as it bounded toward me.

      I took aim and fired a large plasma ball that struck the thing near the mouth like a wrecking ball. The creature staggered, released a spluttered groan, seemingly wounded. My pulse was racing, but strangely I felt no sense of panic.

      Then the worm launched itself into the air and landed with sufficient force to cause the entire cavern to shudder as Kree strode before it.

      She pulled an orange metal ball from a hip pocket. She squealed at the worm, holding up the ball as if warning the worm to get back.

      The monster wouldn’t budge so Kree tossed the orange ball, which rolled in front of the beast and then burst apart into a field of pure light that turned the cavern’s perpetual twilight to high noon.

      I shielded my eyes as the worm reacted, retreating back onto the ice and crashing through the surface of the lake before vanishing from sight.

      “What was that?” I asked, standing.

      “Firestock,” Kree replied, her eyes momentarily glowing yellow. “It’s used in the mining operations.”

      Before I could ask what mining operations she was referring to, Kree padded off into one of the caverns as my gaze hopped to Atlas and the others. “I’m really beginning to think that this place is—”

      “Unusual?” Lyric asked.

      I shook my head. “No, that’s not what I was looking for.”

      “Fucked up?” Splinter asked.

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s the one.”

      “Yeah, well, consider yourself lucky, kid,” Splinter said. “You’ll have a cool O-story to tell the kiddos.”

      “A what?”

      “Origins story. Every superhero has to have one, and yours is especially awesome since it involves traveling to a distant planet to help save the universe while battling dragons and giant worms.”

      “Too bad nobody’s ever going to hear about it since we’re all gonna die.”

      “Stifle that,” Atlas said, firing a nasty glance in my direction. “You need to get fierce and stay frosty, Quincy, because we might be down, but we are definitely not out.”

      “Except for the fact that we’re trapped in an underground cave with a foxy fox-woman and giant killer worms,” I said.

      “It could be worse, Quincy,” Liberty commented.

      “It literally could not be worse!” I shouted.

      Something bellowed out over the ice and we jumped and hustled after Kree. “What’s the plan?” I asked, looking back over my shoulder.

      “We find a way out of here,” Splinter said.

      Kaptain Khaos nodded. “And then we hunt down Aurora, secure the trap bottle, and deal with the Morningstars once and for all.”
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      Kree moved briskly, dashing through the pitch-black cavern, following a course that only she could see. There was a faint halo of light around her head and when I got close enough to study her I saw that it was coming from her eyes. That same yellow light shone from them so I reckoned she could see in the dark.

      She moved with a sureness through the gloom and at one point alighted on a wall, hanging there as if she was suctioned to it, observing the way forward.

      We continued down through the cavern for more than thirty minutes. One moment the path ahead was featureless, the next there’d be knots of strange plants that cast a weak, blue light. The path sloped down through a network of what looked like large lava tubes. I couldn’t tell if the tubes were natural or manmade, but they’d been carved out of rock that I imagine was formed at the beginning of time.

      Gradually a stronger, warmer light built in the distance and I surmised that we were nearing the end of the path.

      “Where are we going?” I called.

      “Home,” Kree said, without turning back.

      “Look, we’d really just like some directions out of here.”

      Kree paused and looked back. “There is no way out.”

      My eyes found the others, whose faces fell at the bad news. I didn’t buy it though. If there was a way in, there had to be a way out.

      Kree jogged ahead and I followed alongside Splinter and Kaptain Khaos.

      “What happened up there?” Splinter asked.

      “I don’t know. I did my best to create the energy ball and—”

      “I didn’t mean that,” he cut me off. “I meant what happened with Aurora?”

      My head sagged. “She used me to help her get the Light Breaker so she could take the Harbinger and all other villains out once and for all.”

      “You got played, man,” Splinter said.

      The Kaptain threw a few air-punches. “She betrayed all of us.”

      “She also said she’s related to Big Dread.”

      Splinter and the Kaptain shared a look. “Yeah, that was always a rumor,” Splinter replied.

      “It’s not a rumor anymore.”

      The Kaptain pursed his lips. “Can’t say it surprises me. Greylock was dipping his fingers in a lot of wells if you know what I’m saying.”

      “I thought he was this great ruler.”

      The Kaptain smiled, but there wasn’t any levity in it. “Real talk time, Q. The truth, and you didn’t hear it from me, is that Greylock was a bit of a dictator.”

      “A benevolent one,” Splinter added.

      “What does that mean?”

      Splinter paused as if searching for the right words. “It means if you crossed him he might have his boys rough you up, but it was always with a smile.”

      “And you guys put up with that because?”

      “We didn’t have a choice,” Splinter replied. “Besides, he might’ve done some wrong, but it was for all the right reasons.”

      There were, as somebody much smarter than me had once said, three constants in life: change, choice, and principles. The notion that Splinter and the others didn’t have a choice was bullshit, but I held my tongue, not wanting to get into an argument with the Shadow Catchers who continued ahead, leaving me with the thought that nothing was as it appeared in Fiasco Heights.

      “Don’t lose hope,” a soft voice said.

      In the cavern’s granular light, a figure stirred.

      It was Lyric.

      “It’s a little hard to keep the faith when your friend has double-crossed you.”

      She moved toward me. “There was always something different about Aurora. You could never get that close to her.”

      “I thought you were friends.”

      “More like…colleagues. In order to have friends you have to let your guard down and that’s just not something she does.”

      “She’s a warrior.”

      Lyric smiled, drawing near. She held up her tiny puppets. “So are you. You were so brave back at the pool, Quincy.”

      “I was an idiot,” I replied. “I wasn’t thinking and I shouldn’t have gone. People got killed.”

      “It wasn’t your fault and when they came, you didn’t fold.”

      “I was just doing what you’d do.”

      Her hand slid to my dick which she began to rub.

      “Are you nuts?” I asked, clutching her wrist.

      She grinned. “Absolutely.”

      “There’s no time.”

      “We might not get another chance.”

      Before I knew what was happening, she’d pocketed the puppets and was kissing me long and deep. Then she pulled down the left portion of my singlet to expose my chest and nipple which she sucked on.

      With a mixture of excitement and supreme apprehension, I kissed her back. I realized it was incredibly stupid to go at it with Lyric given the situation, but lust took hold of me and before I knew what was happening, her breasts were exposed and I was running my tongue over them while she pulled my singlet down and pumped my dick.

      Lyric’s face glowed with sexual desire. She smiled slyly and dropped to the ground and took me fully into her mouth. My cock swelled and stiffened into a raging hard-on.

      She swirled her tongue around my balls and I cupped her breasts, terrified at the prospect of being caught by the others. How long did we have? A minute, maybe three at the most?

      I bent down and kissed her and then she feverishly deep-throated me until I felt ready to explode.

      She continued to work her magic, her tongue darting up and down over my balls and cock. I rolled her nipples between my thumbs and fingers, lightly squeezing them until she moaned while feverishly sucking on my member until I couldn’t take anymore.

      Anticipating that I was near climax, she withdrew and took my sex in her hand and slowly pumped me while our tongues flirted.

      She moaned some dirty words in my ear, biting my lip hard, telling me all the things she wanted to do with me. I gasped and exploded all over the wall.

      Lyric squeezed every last ounce of juice from my shaft and then, shaking with lust, took my face in her hands. She pulled me in close and sucked on my tongue until it felt like my head was going to burst.

      “I think we both needed that,” she whispered, leaning back to appraise me.

      Still in shock from the rendezvous, I just smiled and babbled something in reply. Somebody shouted for us and we quickly shrugged back into our clothes and moved out.
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      Twenty minutes later, we exited the cavern into a chamber which was illuminated by tongues of orange fire that circled the middle portion of the immense ice and stone walls that loomed in every direction.

      The flame reminded me of what you’d see at the end of one of those butane torches and I surmised it was some sort of natural gas that was burning off. Whatever it was, it seemed to be odorless and did a fine job of highlighting a vast, multi-tiered plain of gray ash that lay between the cavern walls.

      The plain rose some ten feet above our present vantage point, and the lower portions of it were studded with strange machinery and conveyor belts that fed back up and over the upper tier, which we couldn’t see over.

      I strode forward to see that the ground was cratered everywhere as if the plain had been devastated by a series of meteor strikes. Splinter dropped down into a crater and hefted a piece of rock that he tossed up at me.

      It was a hunk of Akash, the material from neutron stars.

      The natural resource that powered Fiasco Heights.

      It dawned on me that the chamber was the center of some kind of mining operation, undoubtedly the one Kree had referred to earlier. But where were all the drones? What had the others called the machines that allegedly did all the mining? The Weaver.

      The sound of an animal arrested my attention.

      I looked sideways to see a strange beast whose species was impossible to discern. The creature had the body of a bulldog and the head of a serpent with bat’s ears. It strained at the leash, which was held by the hand of a tall male figure dressed in a dust-shrouded gray cloak who bore a faint fox-like resemblance to Kree. The figure’s tawny hair was sculpted into a mohawk, and he was squinting at us.

      Kree clucked her tongue and the male figure clucked back. Then he raised his hand in a gesture of goodwill and beckoned for us to follow him up a stone path that led up and over the plain’s upper tier.

      I shot Splinter a look. “How’s your fear-meter?”

      “Steady, but slowly ticking up,” Splinter replied.

      “You boys might want to slather on some ‘HTFU Cream,’” Kaptain Khaos said.

      My brow furrowed. “What’s that?”

      “Harden the fuck up cream,” he replied, pinning me with a look.

      Atlas whistled and signaled for us to follow Kree and soon I was at the back of the line, padding over the large stone lozenges, trekking up toward the top of the dune of ash.

      We eased over the upper tier and stood on a rise that provided a view of what I could see was the place where Kree’s people lived and labored. It had a dismal, shantytown vibe, the structure and its inhabitants barely visible beyond the spillage of light from the gas fires we’d seen earlier. My first thought was that the place was a shithole that made East Baltimore look like a paradise.

      “This is it.” Kree spoke softly. “This is what we call home now. This is Hinnom.”

      Kree descended from the rise and we followed, catching wary looks from her people. We strolled past soot-covered females and males and pods of spindly creatures that pissed in plain sight. I took in the countenances of those assembled—Kree’s people, the Honoria—and there wasn’t a cheerful face anywhere to drive the gloom away. Beyond that, while there were plenty of adults in sight, there wasn’t a single figure under what I assumed to be the age of thirty.

      There were no children.

      Engines whirred somewhere off in the distance, the chatter rising heavenward toward the roof of the chamber which was a hundred feet above us. Kree led us along a metal walkway that snaked under thin webs of light cast from lamps that were powered by ruby-colored crystals.

      We trudged across byways covered with a straw-like material that was used to deaden the noise of the digging machines that some of the men and women, faces hidden behind what looked like full-face snorkeling masks, were operating.

      The machines, which resembled handheld tillers, chewed deep holes in the ash. I watched one of the male Honoria bore into the ground while a dull-eyed female lay in the ash beside him, periodically reaching down to remove chunks of unearthed Akash. I realized it wasn’t only the machines, the Weaver, that were involved in the mining operations.

      Beyond the machines, I saw a group of men load metal shells into what looked like rocket launchers and then fire the projectiles into the ground twenty yards away. The ground ruptured, revealing long, thick veins of Akash. I noticed a discarded yellow metal shell on the ground and I picked it up. It was smooth, dense, and had a joint in the middle as if it were two parts that had been screwed together.

      I pocketed the yellow shell and followed the others past a mass of translucent pipes that were at least five feet in diameter. The pipes resembled the same ones I’d seen back in the Gullet with Aurora shortly after I arrived in Fiasco Heights. The ones that purportedly carried water to various parts of the underground city.

      My eyes followed the pipes down to a series of oversized drilling machines that were connected to the tubes. The pipes fed into the machines, causing them to ratchet back and forth, oversized pistons at the end of the apparatuses tearing at the ground.

      The action was frenetic, the pistons producing a kind of slurry that was carried up into the ceiling by more of the tubes.

      I saw some of the workers stumbling back from the pipes, removing their masks, faces slicked black from the slurry.

      “This is some nasty-ass grunt work,” Kaptain Khaos said, coughing from the plumes of ash that were kicked up by the mining tillers.

      “Who the hell would ever want to work down here?” I asked.

      “You’re assuming we have a choice,” Kree retorted.

      She signaled for us to follow her down a depression in the ground that snaked between two mounds of debris. At the bottom of a wide basin was a series of incredibly long buildings made from stone and scrap that stretched across it.

      Kree opened the door to one and ushered us inside. The interior of the buildings smelled of old vegetables and stagnant water. The faint light that oozed through holes in the roof revealed a table and chairs formed of roughly-cut stone, a crude stove made of dented metal, and heaps of brown-splotched fruit and vegetables in stone bowls.

      Kree stood at the doorway as we huddled inside. “Now you wait.”

      “For what?” Atlas asked.

      “To see if the Turk will take an audience with you.”

      “Who’s the Turk?” I asked.

      “The person who runs this place,” she replied.

      She closed the door and locked it, and I stood there with the others in silence, trembling inwardly, wondering where Aurora was and what she was doing with the Light Breaker.
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      Splinter moved to the door, gripped its edges and tugged back.

      “Let it be,” Atlas said.

      “Why?” Splinter asked. “I’m going to rip this thing down and then we’re gonna roll.”

      “To where?” Atlas asked. “You heard the lady. There’s no way out of here.”

      “If there’s a way in, there has to be a way out,” Liberty said.

      “Well we’re not going to find it by busting up the joint,” the big man said. “We need to sit tight and let this play out.”

      Splinter smacked his hands together. “That’s what you said after they tried to murder Greylock during the lunar festival. Look where it got us.”

      “What you wanted to do was a grave thing, Splinter.”

      “It was the right call.”

      “At the wrong moment.”

      “It’s never the right fucking moment with you,” Splinter said, turning away, his face twitched up in a series of grimaces.

      Kaptain Khaos held his hands up, standing between the two. “At ease, barkskins,” he said to Splinter, referencing a nickname I’d heard the others use when ribbing Splinter. “Atlas is right. We need to play nice until it’s time not to play nice.”

      “How long are we giving it?” Lyric asked.

      “Twenty minutes,” Splinter said. “I’ll give it that long and then I’m taking action.”

      The others sat at the table as I moved toward the end of the structure. A handful of lanterns filled with glowing crystals threw radiant light over a series of small, rank cubbies that were filled with rusted mining equipment.

      The farther I crept, the darker it got and soon I’d entered through an archway and opened a wooden door that revealed a a dirt-floored space at the very back of the structure. I stopped on the threshold and waited for my eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness. My eyes watered and my nose burned because the room reeked of decay.

      There were tiny mounds of earth in the room, a few dozen of them in neat little rows.

      The floorboards I’d just crossed creaked and I gave a little start. Looking back I spotted Liberty, who flashed a smile.

      “What is this place?”

      I closed the door, not really certain what was inside the room. “It’s our home away from home. At least for the next sixteen minutes until Splinter goes nuts.”

      “Don’t worry about him. He won’t do anything rash.”

      “What was he talking about back there?”

      She looked back as if to see whether the others might be listening to our conversation. Then she leaned into me. “Splinter and Atlas haven’t always seen eye-to-eye.”

      “I figured that.”

      “One of the last assassination attempts on Greylock happened during a festival on the outskirts of the city. More than ten thousand people were there, and Greylock gave a brilliant speech on unity and finding a way to chart a new future.”

      “What happened?”

      “A gang affiliated with the Morningstars had infiltrated the crowd. They’d planted explosives inside some of the synthetic Snouts, the very machines that were supposed to keep watch. I was there with the others, up on a dais, watching him finish the speech when the explosions began.”

      “Jesus,” I said, picturing the resulting carnage.

      “We shielded him, but many died. Afterward, we investigated and traced the explosives back to a weapons maker who, after some interrogation, admitted that he’d built the bombs at the request of the Harbinger. Splinter wanted to move immediately, he wanted to arrest the Harbinger and those that might’ve been in league with him, but Atlas was more cautious. He talked about procedure and process and how such radical action couldn’t be taken solely on the forced confession of one man.”

      “And so you did nothing, right?”

      She nodded, her face falling. “And I suppose…this is the result.”

      “There’s a saying back on Earth that hindsight is always twenty-twenty.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means it’s easy to be certain about something that’s already happened.”

      She nodded, her eyes sparkling in the gloom. “Are you sorry you came here?”

      I shook my head. “I wasn’t really doing anything back on Earth. I was just going through the motions, wasting my life. At least here I feel like I’m doing something…real.”

      “You’re risking your life for us.”

      “Better to die for something than live for nothing.”

      “One day your name may be written in the stars, Quincy,” Liberty said, placing a finger under my chin. Her eyes winked beguilingly and then we kissed, long and slow.

      The sound of feet shuffling arrested our attention and we looked back to see Kaptain Khaos. “It’s time. Kree said they’d talk to us.”
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      We exited the long building and followed down a gravel depression, following Kree. She stepped ten feet ahead of us, looking back while gesturing to an ugly building made of stacked stone that was visible at the end of the byway. The building, which looked like a glorified shack, had a peaked roof, was lashed to the ground by a series of cables and conduits and was surrounded by gizmos and rusted devices of all shapes and sizes.

      “What is that place?” Liberty asked.

      “The house of the Turk,” Kree replied.

      Kree loped forward and threw open the door on the building. I bounded after her, leading the others inside and was immediately greeted by the barrel of a rifle.
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      The rifle was held in the hands of an Honoria guard who peered down at me. My hands went up.

      “Who you be?” the guard asked, his ears trembling.

      “I be Quincy.” I gently moved the barrel aside. “This be Atlas, Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, Liberty, and Lyric,” I added with a sweep of my hand. “We’re the Shadow Catchers. You’ve probably heard of us.”

      The guard shook his head. The guard and Kree clucked their tongues, exchanging some comments in their native tongue. I might’ve been mistaken, but I could swear I heard Kree use the words “jackasses” and “idiots” when referring to us.

      “We’re lost,” Atlas said.

      The guard grumbled, then twirled his stick and pointed toward another door. He motioned for us to follow and grabbed the door, sliding it open to reveal an inner space in the building. Through an alcove, we could see tinkerers and smiths showered in sparks, working at forges and lathes and general labor stations. Everyone was working on what looked like tools for mining.

      Kree and the guard led us across the workspace to a side panel, a large, hidden partition in a wall that you would never have suspected was there.

      Kree shoved the panel aside and led us into a windowless space filled with plumes of smoke. There were two figures on the inside. The first was a tall, wiry Honoria with gray hair, his face creased with worry. He was seated in a chair, puffing on a metal pipe that was curled like a “U.”

      Behind him was what looked like a child reclining in a dented, electric baby rocker. The rocker swayed, back and forth, one wonky foot rhythmically clubbing the floor.

      I looked closer and was shocked to see that it wasn’t a baby after all, but an aged little person wrapped up in what looked like swaddling that resembled a child’s sleep sack. The tiny creature’s eyes went wide and he whispered something that only the wiry figure could hear.

      “That’s Metaxas,” Kree said, pointing at the wiry figure. “And the one behind him is the Turk.”

      “What have you brought us, Kree?” Metaxas asked, taking a pull from his pipe.

      “They’re from the Upperworld. This is Atlas, Liberty, Lyric, Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and Night Rider.”

      “That’s Night Fire,” I corrected her. “Why is the name so hard to remember?”

      Metaxas drew near to us, puffing smoke like a chimney, giving us the once-over. “You’ve got the scent of the Elect on you.” He sniffed in our direction.

      Atlas folded his enormous arms over his chest. “We’re the Shadow Catchers.”

      “Thought I smelled lort,” Metaxas replied. Now, ‘lort’ is not a word I’m familiar with, but given the way Metaxas said it, nearly spitting it out of his mouth, it made me think it wasn’t a good thing.

      Silence leeched into the room and even though Metaxas was a spindly sonofabitch, dwarfed in size and attitude by Atlas, he held his ground. I mean the guy was standing there stooped, the weight of the world on his narrow shoulders, but he gave no ground. He shot scornful looks at all of us. “You all were on high and now you’ve been brought low, huh? Cast down in the darkness with the rest of us and now…what? You need something from us?”

      “We don’t need a godsdamned thing from you,” Splinter said, scrunching his fists as if he was about to throw down.

      “One of our own, a woman named Aurora, stole what was inside the Light Breaker,” I blurted out, trying to defuse the situation.

      This seemed to throw Metaxas. “The Light Breaker? T-that’s impossible.”

      “I wish it were, but we helped her do it. I helped her move the antimatter from the Light Breaker into a trap bottle.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Greylock was murdered,” Liberty said.

      Metaxas didn’t seem surprised at this. He muttered something in his native tongue to the Turk who nodded. “The universe always has a way of coming full circle.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Splinter asked.

      Kree looked over. “It means them that visit evil upon others, often have it returned tenfold.”

      Splinter opened his mouth to respond, but Atlas silenced him with a look. I turned to Metaxas and because I reckoned he was the only one who could show us the way out, I dredged up my very best salesman’s smile. “Sir, the bottom line is, Aurora double-crossed us. Now we can sit around here talking all day, but unless we find a way out of this place and stop her, you can kiss all of this goodbye.”

      “What do you know about this place?” Metaxas asked. When I didn’t respond, he slapped his hands together, his eyes glowing. “Tell true. What the fuck do you know about it, boy?”

      “I know I’d be fighting to get the hell out of here if it was me.”

      “Don’t you think we would if we could?” Kree asked.

      “Well, here’s an idea for you: leave. Just…beat your feet and get the fuck out of this place.”

      “If only it were that easy.”

      “You’ve got legs don’t you?”

      Anger glowed in her eyes. Through bared teeth she hissed, “And they’ve got our little ones.”

      I started. “What?”

      “You heard her,” Metaxas said. “The ones you serve. Greylock and all the others who dwell in the tall towers and the big city. The ones who brought us from Halja and forced us into slavery. They have our families and what’s left of our children. The ones birthed down here have all died, a failure to thrive because of the conditions, the noxious vapors. The rest are captives until we serve out our labor sentences.” Metaxas pointed at Atlas. “Go on and ask him about it. He knows.”

      My gaze swung back to Atlas, who kicked at the ground.

      I thought about what Metaxas had said, about the children born underground dying and I remembered the small mounds I’d seen earlier in the long building.

      The dirt-floored room was where their dead offspring were buried. “Tell me you didn’t know about this, Atlas.”

      “I’ve got no good answers for you,” he replied.

      “Look me in the eyes and tell me.”

      I searched the big man’s face for a response, but he answered with silence. I shook my head. “Suddenly, the Morningstars are looking a whole lot better.”

      Lyric shook her head. “Don’t say that, Quincy.”

      “It wasn’t us that did it,” Liberty said. “It was the Elect.”

      “Jesus, it’s just like back on Earth,” I replied. “The douchebags in charge are screwing over the little guys.”

      Kaptain Khaos chewed on his lips. “Absolute power corrupts absolutely, Q. That is a universal truth.”

      “And whatever wrong they did was for the greater good,” Splinter said.

      “That’s the same excuse the bad guys always use,” I replied.

      “There’s a reason we took a risk in rebelling against the Elect,” Atlas said. “The ones at the top have made mistakes, there’s no disputing that, but now we’ve been given a chance to make things right. We fight not for the Harbinger or any of the others, but for the people of Fiasco Heights.”

      “And what of the people below Fiasco Heights?” Metaxas asked, jabbing his pipe in Atlas’s direction. “What about them?”

      “We struggle on behalf of everyone,” Atlas replied.

      Metaxas put his hands to his head. “Words, mere words…”

      “Words are all I’ve got, sir,” Atlas said. “Words and…my word.”

      “The word of an Upperworlder?” Metaxas scoffed, looking up. “What’s that worth on the open market?”

      “Not a whole lot to some, but it’s valuable to me. It’s all I have at the moment. And I swear to you that the only way these wrongs can be righted is if we get out of here. If we don’t, if we remain in this place, either the universe will end or evil will triumph.”

      Splinter angled his chin in Metaxas’s direction. “Choose your madness.”

      A long silence fell and I looked back to Kree. “I need to know the truth. Is there a way out?”

      She whispered something to Metaxas who turned to the Turk. The little man muttered to them, and Metaxas nodded and sighed. “There is…there is a way out,” he said.
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      We followed Kree and Metaxas out through a door at the back of the building. What

      looked like a planked boardwalk was visible and we moved swiftly across it.

      “After we were brought here, they sealed the entire chamber shut,” Kree said, gesturing

      to the far-off walls and roof of the chamber. “They used their special powers to weld the walls together, to make it impossible for us to leave.”

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “More than three of your years,” Metaxas replied.

      “The vast majority of Honoria aren’t warriors,” Kree said, her head dipped. “We don’t have your powers, your feats. We have these,” she said, pointing to her eyes and what I could see were tiny, fleshy discs on the palms of her hands. “The most we can do is see in the dark and maintain a grip on vertical surfaces, neither of which aided us when our world was laid low and we were sent to Halja.”

      Metaxas spat at the ground. “Halja is an accursed place.”

      “A place where criminals from your world and others are taken,” Kree added. “A place where people and things stalk each other for sport and survival.”

      “But you escaped,” I said.

      “We reached an agreement with the leaders in the Upperworld. The understanding was made with one of the Elect. The one that was mentioned before…the Harbinger.”

      At the sound of the Harbinger’s name, I traded looks with Atlas and the others.

      “It was an agreement that they breached,” Metaxas said. “We agreed to immigrate here and work in good faith and when we arrived, they stole our children—”

      “‘Collateral,’” Kree interjected. “That’s the word they used.”

      “Well, we’re going to find them for you,” I said, even though I had no idea how we might accomplish this.

      Kree nodded to me. “I pray that you can make this right.”

      I forced a smile. “We’re superheroes, Kree. Making things right is what we do.”

      The others continued on over the boardwalk as I remained behind, struggling to figure out how the six of us were going to be able to save the universe.

      Atlas left the others and trudged back toward me.

      “When were you going to tell me?” I asked.

      “Tell you what?”

      “The truth about this place.”

      Atlas licked his lips. “You’re not from here so I never expected you to understand. The situation in Fiasco Heights has always been delicate and complicated.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone use those words to describe slavery.”

      “I didn’t do this, Quincy,” Atlas replied, throwing up his hands. “I’m not the one who’s responsible for this. No world is perfect.”

      “That might be true, but you served the assholes who did. You might not have known about every last detail, but you knew enough of what was going on, didn’t you?”

      Atlas slowly nodded, his face knotted with shame. “Sometimes we don’t live up to our lofty principles.”

      “Yeah, well, this place is no better than Earth.”

      “Nobody ever said that it was,” Atlas replied. “Just because we’re blessed with great ability, doesn’t mean we always make the right decisions. But that’s why we’re doing what we’re doing, isn’t it? To make sure changes are made.”

      “Who’s to stay this time is different? Maybe Aurora’s right. Maybe she should just blow the whole thing up. Wipe the slate clean.”

      “The only problem with that is the good outnumber the bad, Quincy. Just like on your planet. To allow Aurora to continue her mission would be to condemn the many for the sins of the few.”

      I took this in, realizing the big man was telling the truth. “I want your word that if we make it out of here, you’ll help me track down those missing kids.”

      Atlas smiled. “I give you my word, Quincy.”

      He gripped my hand and gave me a bear hug.

      Splinter shouted for us to hurry, so we turned and bounded up the boardwalk. It ended at an oil derrick-shaped maze of the same translucent piping that we’d witnessed earlier. As with before, the air was heavy with the clatter of drilling machines that were pounding the ash. Splinter pointed to the pipes that removed the slurry and rose vertically up into the roof of the cavern.

      “So…this is it.”

      “What the hell is it?”

      Splinter smiled sheepishly. “The way out.”

      “But these are pipes,” I replied.

      Kaptain Khaos grinned. “Nothing gets past you, Night Fire.”

      “The pipes lead to a pumping station under the city streets,” Kree said. “They’re large enough to hold us.”

      “How are we gonna breathe in those?” I asked.

      Kree knelt and swept away the ash to reveal a handful of the snorkeling masks I’d seen the miners wearing before.

      “These contain eight minutes of oxygen.”

      “How long does it take to get topside?” Splinter asked.

      Kree tossed Splinter a mask. “If we’re lucky…seven minutes.”

      Damn.

      One minute to spare was cutting it close.

      Splinter whistled and the others laughed because we all knew that we didn’t have a choice. Either we sacked up and took a trip in the tubes, or sat around waiting to die.

      I reached down and grabbed a mask, which was made of a rugged material that resembled plastic and was large enough to fit around the entirety of my face. The mask consisted of a transparent faceplate, a clear mouth tube that held a slate-gray metal canister the size of a candy bar which I assumed contained oxygen, and three dangling straps that held the entire contraption over your head.

      The others grabbed masks, including Kree. “I’ll go with you,” she said. “I’m the only one who knows the way out.”

      “But what if someone catches you?” I asked.

      “I don’t have any children,” she replied. “I answer only to myself.”

      “We don’t have time to take on stragglers, girlie,” Splinter said.

      “I’m hardly a straggler,” Kree responded, anger flickering in her eyes.

      She pointed to a turn-wheel on the maze of piping. “I’ll need some assistance to stop the flow of water.”

      Atlas grabbed the wheel and turned it clockwise, the metal groaning as the water in the tubes came to a stop.

      Liberty and Lyric helped Kree pry loose a transparent section of the pipe, a hatch that allowed us to climb inside. She pointed to a red button on the side of the mask. “Press that when the water comes. We’ll ride the tubes up to the turbines and then regroup.”

      I held up a hand. “Did you just say turbines?”

      Kree nodded. “Did I forget to mention that? There’s a threshing machine that removes the grit from the Akash. Don’t worry though, it’s just a series of gigantic, serrated blades that we’ll have to slip through.”

      I looked around. “Raise your hand if you’re worried about the whole gigantic serrated blades thing.”

      Nobody did and Splinter patted me on the back. “Don’t sweat it, big guy. We’ll change you if your diaper gets dirty.”

      Kaptain Khaos sniggered as Kree climbed into the horizontal tube feet-first, followed by Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, Liberty, Lyric, and me.

      Atlas helped me in, whispering, “If we get separated somehow, we’ll meet up at our hideout.”

      “You’ve got a hideout?”

      He grinned. “What kind of superheroes would we be without a hideout?”

      “How will I know where it is?”

      “Because sometimes the best place to hide something is in plain sight. There’s a building in downtown Fiasco Heights. You can’t miss it. The building’s made of twenty different structures that resemble the petals on a flower. It’s got nine sides and all of them are coated in Akash, making the it one of the toughest nuts to crack in Fiasco Heights. Plus it’s got an overbalanced wheel, a perpetual motion machine that looks like two huge circular fan blades moving in the opposite directions attached to the front. There on the ninth floor, room 921, is our home away from home. Remember that, along with one, two, three, four.”

      “One, two, three, four?”

      Atlas nodded. “That’s the code to the door.”

      I snorted. “Seriously?”

      He nodded. “We gotta keep it simple for Splinter and Lyric.”

      We traded a quick look.

      “Are we gonna do this, Atlas?”

      He smiled again. “We already are.”

      He slotted me into the tube where we lay like bullets in a gun in several inches of cold, gritty water that smelled like mildew.

      I looked back to see Metaxas peering down at us, a look of grim determination on his face.

      Atlas turned the wheel back, opening the way for the water to return and then climbed into the tube as Metaxas slammed the hatch shut.

      “NOW!” Kree shrieked.
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      I pushed the oxygen button as the water slammed into us, launching us through the tube at an alarming speed.

      The sides of the tube rushed past as the water carried us like human torpedoes, jettisoned up toward the roof of the cavern.

      I struggled to keep my face-mask pinned around my mouth, the outside world screaming past.

      It was like riding on top of a bullet-train everything whipped past so quickly, the muffled screams of the others melding with the rush of the water.

      We continued our harrowing ascent up through the tube for several minutes.

      I did my best to monitor time, counting down the seconds even as I lost track on several occasions. We definitely had five minutes of air left…or was it four?

      The tube suddenly and violently curved hard left, rocketing into a darkened passageway which made things infinitely more terrifying.

      I couldn’t see my hand in front of my fucking face as the water began creeping around the edge of my mask.

      I tasted the stagnant, bitter water, struggling to press the mask around my mouth when—

      There was a tiny, pulsing aura of light in the blackness.

      The tube was opening into a much larger space and then—

      There was a larger glint.

      A flash of light.

      Silver on black.

      The edge of an immense blade churning the torrents of water.

      Holy shit it was the turbines!

      The serrated blades!

      I craned my head and shot forward only to slam into Lyric’s back. Her hands were out and she was bracing herself. She was incredibly strong for her size, able to hold us both back when—

      BOOM!

      Atlas crashed into my back and my face-mask was torn from my face!

      The putrid water funneled down my throat as I groped for purchase.

      Lyric was screaming, gurgling, arms extended, the only thing keeping us from certain death. I blubbered as more water flooded my mouth.

      My eyes expanded along with my cheeks and I tried to lift my head out the water, but the tube was completely filled.

      Seconds, that’s all I had before I drowned and was pulped by the turbine.

      I flicked my wrists, fighting to build a ball of plasma, but I couldn’t generate any energy. There was something about the tight confines of the tube or the water that was preventing me from harnessing my abilities.

      Suddenly, I noticed that a section of the tube overhead and just beyond Lyric was missing.

      That had to be the way out!

      Then hands reached down and ripped away another section, and I looked up to see Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, and Liberty.

      They reached down and snagged us, pulling us up and out of the tube.

      I collapsed onto a metal pad on my hands and knees, my body a limp, wet rag. I elbowed myself up and vomited the watery-sludge and the rest of the contents of my stomach all over the ground.

      I looked sideways to see that the tubes fed into a lagoon of sorts that was being chopped by several blades that were as large as a watermill’s wheel-paddle.

      I fell onto my back and saw that we were inside a control center of some kind, a boxy room darkened by looming shadows and filled with electronic panels, control stations, and bulkheads.

      The sound from the machinery made it almost impossible to hear, but I saw Atlas smiling wearily at the others, shaking the water from his body like a gigantic dog. Kree grabbed my arm and helped me up.

      Splinter was moving around, patting every inch of his body. “Just making sure I’m all in one piece.”

      “He got wet,” Kaptain Khaos said, angling a thumb in Splinter’s direction. “Wood splits when it gets wet.”

      Splinter flipped him a middle finger I swung a final look at the blades.

      Kree held up a hand and gestured to a circular door at the back of the room.

      As we moved forward, she related how she’d been held captive with the children for several months and was the last one brought down into the mines. She said she vividly remembered the ways in and out of the city’s underground passages as well as the Harbinger’s fortress, his keep, which is where she and her people were initially confined when they were first brought to the planet.

      Slipping through the circular door, we ran headlong down a semi-lit corridor. Kree guided us by hand signals, flicking her fingers forward, and sometimes left and right.

      She led us through empty rooms and forgotten passages, deftly maneuvering past workers and city dwellers who never caught a glimpse of us. If it wasn’t for Kree, it was unlikely we’d ever be able to make it topside without being spotted.

      As we ascended, I watched her ears and tail which seemed to respond to the slightest sound or hint of danger.

      At one point she held up a balled fist, stopping at a junction in a wide corridor. Her head flicked left and right and she nodded to herself as if satisfied that we were going the right way. For a moment I heard a sound coming from her, a contented purring note that made me think she was satisfied that we were in exactly the right spot.

      She turned back to us and smiled. “It’s right up around the corner. The entrance to the chamber. Once we get there, we can use the walkways to get up to the city streets.”

      “How do we know Aurora hasn’t beat us to the punch?” I asked.

      “‘Cause we’re still here,” Splinter said.

      Kaptain Khaos nodded. “If she’d beaten us to the bad guys, this whole place would be gonzo.”

      I nodded and smiled. At that moment I felt like a hero, a real hero for the first time. We’d done the impossible, at least for the moment. We’d fallen down into the lowest level of the planet and battled our way past supervillains and monsters to make it back up. Nothing was gonna stop us now.

      I held out my hand and the others—even Kree—rested their hands on mine.

      We turned, and wouldn’t you know that’s when it happened.

      That’s when the fireball exploded at the other end of the corridor.
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      I flung myself sideways, grabbing Kree, Liberty, and Lyric, pulling them down. I knew we only had seconds to act before the fireball engulfed us, so I fabricated a ball of plasma that filled the corridor in front of us.

      The fireball hammered into the plasma ball, bending it, causing it to bubble and fissure. The heat was immense, singeing the hairs on my fingers as I gripped the edges of the plasma, struggling to keep it intact.

      Grimacing, I maintained the shield’s integrity and the fire slowly burned off, trailed by jets of black smoke that led back to a flamethrower that was held by a robotic Snout sentry.

      A Synth.

      “So…that just happened,” I said.

      “I think we’ve been spotted,” Splinter offered.

      “Ya think?”

      Everyone shot to their feet. “What do you think we should do?” I asked.

      “Run like hell,” Kaptain Khaos replied.

      “Yeah,” Atlas said, locking his jaw, dusting himself off, looking pissed as hell. “But we’re gonna run right at ‘em!”

      He wheeled around threw a brutal punch, his fist flying down the corridor, smashing a hole through the Synth and its flamethrower.

      There was a contained explosion as the flamethrower blasted apart, followed by screams echoing in the distance. I realized the Synths were probably accompanied by a human foot-detail, a small group of flesh-and-blood law-enforcement Snouts. Whoever was waiting for us had seriously miscalculated because we were on the move, charging down the corridor as one, Atlas in the lead.

      Sirens sounded and footfalls thudded on the floors above us.

      Two more Synths lurched into view and Atlas punched them to pieces.

      We skidded to a stop near a broad landing that lay at the edge of the Black Chamber, the cylinder filled with compressed air that powered the city’s invisible air walkways and elevators.

      Looking up, I could see the various ovals and long ropes of barely-visible dimness floating in the air that marked the walkways and elevators. Even though the chamber was full of compressed air, it was channeled in the direction of the stepping platforms which meant if you strayed toward the chamber’s outer edges, you would likely fall to your death.

      The problem, of course, was that the platforms, walkways and elevators were heavy with Synths.

      Thirty, maybe forty of the synthetic sentries and a few human handlers.

      They were descending on us, moving like spiders down a barely visible staircase from the top of the Black Chamber.

      I could see daylight at the top of the chamber, maybe a hundred or so feet above us. If we could just find a way to ascend, we’d be able to emerge into the open and hopefully seek shelter in one of the city’s buildings or another portion of the Upperworld. But that wasn’t possible at the moment. There were too many Synths and more of them were on the way, crawling over the lip of the chamber like fire ants.

      “We have to get across the walkway!” Atlas shouted, pointing to the air walkway that led before us, connecting the landing to another one on the other side of the chasm.

      One of the human Snouts shouted at us over a loudspeaker, exhorting us to “HALT!” but we were already on the move when the Synths opened fire. It was like being trapped in the middle of an explosion.

      Compressed energy rounds whistled past us along with some kind of flash-bang grenades that bounced off the walkways and burst in the air.

      Atlas was the tip of our spear, barreling forward, taking out his anger on the robotic attackers.

      He fired a punch that blasted a hole through four of the Synths, atomizing the drones. ‘Bot shrapnel filled the air as I shot-put a ball of plasma that took the legs off two more of the machines when—

      A round from a Synth weapon struck me in the chest.

      My singlet protected me, but the blow stole my air and sent me spinning back across the walkway, tumbling sideways toward the edge, which I fell over before—

      Being snagged at the last second by somebody who grabbed my foot as I dangled over the edge of the walkway.

      I was pulled back and up onto the walkway to see Kree looking down at me. Her chest heaved and her sapphire eyes glowed like two candles at the bottom of a well.

      She helped me up and we turned as the fighting became close-quarters.

      All the while, the Synths continued to descend through the chamber.

      Moving fast.

      Moving really fast, a tidal wave of robotic killers assailing us from above.

      They landed on the walkway as I watched Liberty, Lyric, and the others hurtle to left and right, using the other air walkways and elevators as stepping stones to evade the incoming drones and fire.

      Lyric paved the way forward, unleashing a flurry of sonic bullets that shattered four Synths while Liberty carved up the rest with her sword.

      At the same time, Splinter and Kaptain Khaos were firing up at the approaching Synth reinforcements or attacking the ones that had already arrived. They bumped fists, screamed, and then went on the attack.

      Splinter doused a pod of sentries in corrosive sap while the Kaptain executed a lightning-fast leg sweep that took down the two Synths he’d set up, grabbing the machines in his massive arms and bear-hugging them until they broke apart.

      Kree and I followed after Liberty and Lyric, long-jumping onto another walkway as the Synths matched us move for move.

      The mechanical sentries sprang at Kree, who unleashed a spinning back-kick into the first Synth’s gut, knocking it back into two other drones that toppled off the walkway.

      I watched their bodies cartwheel down into the bottom of the chamber where they broke apart on the grating, two hundred feet beneath us.

      Another Synth dropped down in front of me and I didn’t have time to manufacture a plasma ball.

      Instead, I landed a precisely-placed chop on its face.

      Fuuuccckkkk!

      The thing’s visor was as hard as a stone.

      The machine head-butted me and I staggered back. My eyes swam, unfocused, and then the Synth grabbed me in its strong metal hands.

      Before I could get off a cry, the sentry had lifted me up and flung me off the walkway!

      I tumbled down through the air but managed to assemble a loop of energy out of tiny fragments of plasma that I fired out in front of me.

      The energy loop whipsawed like a lasso, hooking around one of the lower walkways as I held on for dear life, swooping down and around like I was Tarzan holding onto a jungle vine.

      My momentum brought me back around and up.

      I threw out a hand and grabbed the air walkway and pulled myself back up.

      Heart in my throat, I crouched, palmed a series of plasma balls, willing them at the Synths, vaporizing five of the machines before they could fire on the others.

      Splinter cheered for me and then a Synth tossed a grenade that exploded on the walkway beside him.

      The blast catapulted Splinter into the air. I threw out a hand, creating a web of energy that extended between my walkway and another one ten feet away.

      Splinter screamed as he dropped like a lead weight.

      He landed in the energy web, bouncing once and then clutching the edges of it. Elbowing himself up, he jumped onto my walkway and pointed down below us.

      “You see that?”

      All I could see was the edge of the chamber, which was lined with tiny nooks, a metal ladder, and what looked like a huge electrical panel.

      “What is that thing?”

      “Pretty sure it’s the control box,” Splinter said.

      “The what?”

      “It controls the power to this chamber.”

      “What do you want me to do about it?”

      Splinter smiled darkly. “I want you to blow the fucking thing up.”

      “But the air might stop and then—”

      “That’s right,” he said, grinning crookedly. “It’s time to bring the hammer down on these motherfuckers.”

      My eyes swung back up. I could see that the others had made it across to the other landing and were under attack from what looked like hundreds of Synths that were sliding and riding and sprinting across the walkways and elevators.

      Splinter was right.

      The time had come to do something dramatic.

      The time had come to end the ambush.

      We moved toward the far edge of the chamber, and I brought my hands back and heaved a pulse of plasma into the control box.

      There was a gasping mechanical whoosh that filled our ears and then…

      The torrents of air ceased.

      Just like that.

      Beginning at the top of the chamber.

      The air walkways and elevators simply…vanished.

      The Synths hung there for an instant and then they began to fall.

      Splinter roared his approval, pounding his chest like King Kong because we could see the Synths pinwheeling down toward us.

      Like a course of falling dominos, the walkways and elevators beneath the top of the chamber starting vanishing, one by one, until the air was filled with the Synths.

      It was at that moment that we realized two things: one, we were standing on a walkway, and two, the fucking air was filled with hundreds of robots falling toward us!

      “MOVE, MOVE, MOVE!” Splinter shouted, shoving me forward.

      We took three steps and then the walkway disappeared from under our feet too.
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      Splinter grabbed my back and flung me forward.

      Both of us sailed through the air, hands outstretched.

      We managed, by some stroke of luck, to grab hold of the ladder bolted to the edge of the chamber as the Synths streaked down and past us.

      The metal sentries made a whooshing sound and we had to fight to avoid being struck by them before climbing up to the others, who were overjoyed to see us. Even Kree was nodding and grinning, flashing teeth that were whiter than piano keys.

      “We got some new friends,” Atlas said, gesturing to a handful of human Snouts who were lying unconscious on the landing. “Find your size ‘cause we are going undercover.”
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      Against the sound of shouts and sirens, we climbed into the Snouts’ suits and donned their helmets, visors, and black gloves. My uniform was from a hulking brute, which meant I was swimming in the ludicrously large outfit. I snapped on the helmet. which was awkward and a little heavier than a cousin’s football helmet I’d once tried on as a kid.

      The visor snapped down and a heads-up display that listed distances, surrounding conditions, and my vitals immediately came up. All of the readouts were in green and as I panned side-to-side, the helmet zoomed in and then pulled back depending on whether I squinted or widened my eyes.

      I turned to face the others who looked convincingly like a law enforcement foot detail.

      “Once we hit the streets we keep moving,” Atlas said, holding up a silver baton that flickered and flashed. “Do not, I repeat do not, say a godsdamned word to anyone unless you absolutely have to.”
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      We moved single-file down a long tunnel, trekking higher and higher. We climbed several sets of stairs, headed for the Upperworld.

      Keeping our heads down we ascended, passing shops and commercial niches, and a network of pools and waterfalls that speckled my visor with droplets of moisture.

      Five levels up, we marched through a long colonnade of clubs and stands manned by humanoids and aliens hawking goods and services. People idled everywhere, but those that spotted us gave us a wide berth.

      Another level up and we edged through an airlock and into a square-shaped tunnel. There were fewer people here and absolutely no other law enforcement. We began breathing sighs of relief.

      Eventually, the tunnel opened onto a wide thoroughfare, the main street that ran down the middle of Fiasco Heights. Alarms echoed in the distance, and several groups of people were scurrying out of adjacent tunnels or heading back down into them.

      We moved with alacrity past the gathering crowds who were shouting, wondering what had happened down below. Nobody uttered a word as we slipped past them, trudging out onto the main street which was made of a single, continuous strand of clear material that allowed us to see the underground spaces beneath the city.

      The streets here teemed with what I assumed were residents, city dwellers, many of whom glided by overhead on wave sleds or other propulsion devices.

      I fumbled with the buttons on my visor, powering it up in full, finding that I was able to sift through the information on my heads-up display simply by blinking. It took me a few seconds to become oriented to it, but then I found that it came in handy. It enabled me to measure distances, the heights of various objects, and whether approaching people might be armed or not.

      A reticle appeared in the middle of the heads-up display and by hovering it over an individual I could summon up a box that provided information on the person’s height, weight, age, whether they were armed, and whether they might pose a threat or not. Green was good, red was bad, and thankfully, at least for the moment, all of my readouts remained green.

      I did my best not to gawk, but the city’s architecture was simultaneously terrifying and magical. The buildings were of various shapes and sizes, some short and squat, others towering edifices that pulsed with life. I mean that literally because I watched a pair of twenty-story buildings undulating like trees in a strong wind.

      “Biomimicry,” Kaptain Khaos whispered, reading my look. “A good portion of the  Upperworld was built with natural materials and seeded with bythos. It’s basically like a—”

      “Forest,” I said.

      “Most of the buildings are kinda alive,” he replied with a nod.

      I stared wide-eyed at copper-skinned buildings with a heavy patina, and still more that seemed to be sprouting out of the trunks or shells of massive trees like the ones I’d seen back in the wave sled with Aurora.

      I saw the others stiffen at the sight of another foot detail marching toward us. My visor indicated that there were six Snouts in all and that four were synthetic and two were humanoids.

      “Get ready for anything,” Kaptain Khaos whispered.

      Atlas, who was in the lead, raised his baton in a gesture of goodwill, and I prayed that would be sufficient for us to pass undetected even as I wondered whether the Snouts had visors which might be able to out us. The last thing any of us wanted was to be confronted by law enforcement in broad daylight on the city streets.

      We passed by the last member of the other foot detail and I smiled when—

      Somebody from behind muttered, “Boots!”

      My gut seized.

      I didn’t stop.

      I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t.

      Besides, I knew who’d said it, the last Snout in the other foot detail.

      God help me, the bastard must have noticed them.

      Noticed that I’d screwed up and forgotten to wear a pair of law enforcement shoes. I was still wearing my MEM boots!

      “Hey!” the same person shouted from behind.

      “Keep walking,” Kaptain Khaos said to me without turning back.

      “Hey! Hey!”

      Footfalls echoed behind and now the others in front of me were moving fast, jogging. Shouts reverberated along with what sounded like a whistle.

      I expected gunfire or blasts to ring out but instead, I heard a disturbance in the air.

      The kind of note made by somebody after they’ve launched themselves at another person.

      Something rammed into my back and I pitched forward, hitting the road and rolling sideways.

      I came up onto my knees to see one of the Snouts peering at me. My readouts were in red and the reticle on my heads-up display was zeroing in on the long cudgel the Snout was gently slapping against his thigh. I assumed he’d used it strike me down. “Where did you get those boots?”

      “At the boot store,” I answered.

      The Snout peered at me for several seconds. He tapped a button on his cudgel and a metal tip that threw off a small shower of blue sparks protruded from the end. “Take off your fucking helmet.”

      “You first,” I replied, removing the black gloves, the fingers on my right hand glowing white.

      The Snout looked from my fingers back to me and then brought his cudgel down as I flicked my wrist.

      A streak of burning light pulsed from my hand, thumping the Snout in the chest, propelling him back into the rest of the foot detail.

      Splinter pulled me to my feet and we ran, galloping down the street. Atlas waved his arms, signaling for us to duck into an alleyway.

      We did, and I looked back once to see more Snouts rampaging after us along with a brace of what I reckoned were law enforcement wave sleds, which were visible in the distance, buzzing over the city streets like a swarm of locusts as they came closer.

      Atlas ran forward, zigging and zagging down hidden pathways that led between a stand of buildings decorated with snarls of green vines. The sounds of the Snouts grew fainter as we moved further from the thoroughfare. I could see that the path we were on snaked down toward a section of older, shittier buildings that were nearly invisible, tucked behind four or five massive U-shaped buildings.

      Everyone removed their helmets. All eyes were on me.

      “You couldn’t have just worn the fucking boots, huh?” Splinter asked.

      “I like these boots,” I replied, pointing down.

      Splinter groaned and Atlas smacked his baton against a nearby building. “They’ll be blanketing this area soon enough. We need to find a place to lay low.”

      Liberty held Atlas’s gaze. “You know what we need to do. We need to go see him.”

      Kaptain Khaos shook his head. “You gotta be kidding me.”

      “What other choice do we have?” Lyric replied. “He’s got his ear to the ground at all times, doesn’t he? He’ll know what’s up.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      Atlas pointed his baton to the other end of the pathway. “We’ve got an old acquaintance who runs a shop around here.”

      “What does he sell?”

      “Weapons, materials, and most importantly…information.”

      A wave sled slashed by somewhere far overhead and we slipped our helmets back on and ranged down the pathway.
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      My heart hummed like an engine under full throttle as we zigged and zagged through the city, trying to put some distance between us and our pursuers.

      We crossed over another street and crawled through the shell of a building that was in the process of being erected.

      We slipped between girders, wooden beams, and stanchions. The sound of our footsteps and heavy breathing drowned the echo of the shouts and cries of the Snouts.

      Farther and farther we headed into the interior of Fiasco Heights, trailing along an alleyway only to bank and follow a side artery before picking up a pathway of pavers that ended at a brick wall covered in the same green vines I’d seen earlier.

      Atlas removed his helmet and whacked his baton against the wall. “Open up!”

      I was shocked when one of the vines trembled and slithered like a snake. The vine appeared to be synthetic and housed a nodule at its end, a swelling that contained what looked like a circle of glass. The glass opened like an iris and an eye blinked.

      Atlas flipped a middle finger at the eye.

      Unseen motors engaged somewhere behind the wall which pulled apart to reveal a hidden landing and a metal staircase that led down into a cluttered bodega that was barely larger than a rest-stop bathroom.

      “What is that place?” I asked.

      Liberty smiled. “It’s the epicenter of illegal commerce in Fiasco Heights.”

      “It’s where all the black market shit is sold,” Kaptain Khaos offered.

      “Who’s it run by?”

      Atlas smiled darkly. “An old smuggler named the Lout. He always knows the pulse of the city. We’ll see what he knows and then we’ll hit the hideout.”

      We moved down as the brick wall closed up behind us. At the bottom of the stairs was a glass display case manned by a spindly, bespectacled man with a tight face and restless eyes. If this shop was the epicenter of illegal commerce in Fiasco Heights, then the black market was very tiny indeed.

      “May I help you,” the bespectacled man said, eying our uniforms.

      Atlas tapped the baton on the glass case, which was filled with tiny trinkets. “We need to see him.”

      “See who?”

      “The Lout.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know a…Lout,” the shopkeeper said.

      “Tell him it’s Atlas Jackson and friends.”

      The bespectacled man reacted to this. A single pearl of sweat worked its way down his left cheek. The man silently mouthed the words “Atlas Jackson.” “But…I heard you were dead, Mister Jackson.”

      “Not yet,” Atlas replied. “But the day is still young.”

      The shopkeeper reached down and pressed a concealed button I hadn’t noticed before that was pinned to the underside of the glass case.

      A sound filled the room, white noise, and then there was a puff of ozone followed by a geyser of dust that leaped up from the floor.

      There was something there, something on the ground behind the case.

      It was barely visible but appeared to be a circular piece of metal, what might be a hatchway in the floor.

      The shopkeeper reached down and grabbed a metal loop and pulled back the circular object to reveal another space hidden under the shop.

      Atlas climbed down the stairs and the rest of us followed, entering an underground space that seemed as large as a football field.

      Figures were scurrying about past stacks of equipment, goods, and cages. Some cages were glass and others had metal bars. They housed all manner of exotic creatures. One of my uncles had been a fan of the old-school movie “Raiders of the Lost Ark,” and this subterranean shop looked a lot like the warehouse at the end of the film, the one where the Ark of the Covenant eventually gets stashed.

      Shuffling along with the others, I took in the sights, observing what looked like dinosaur pups, serpents, great bearded mini-dragons, and arachnids with faces that were eerily human.

      Beyond this were piles of Akash, several modified wave sleds on metal stands (in various states of disrepair), all kinds of gizmos, gadgets, and electronic innards. The more I saw, the more I began to think the place resembled a futuristic pawnshop on steroids.

      We wandered past everything, my eyes widening at the sight of the beasts trapped (thankfully!) in their cages. I stooped and peered in at a rhino-skinned creature resembling a triceratops dinosaur, but shorter, six feet at the shoulder. The thing fixed its gaze on me and hissed.

      A hand grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. I looked up to see Kree. “It’s best not to antagonize them,” she said.

      “What are they?”

      “Diablotops,” she replied. “I saw a few on Halja. They can spit molten metal when they get angry enough.”

      “Halja sounds like a lovely little place.”

      “You can’t even imagine how terrifying it was. The Diablotops were the least dangerous species on the planet.”

      I gulped. “How’d you survive?”

      “By doing things that I never thought myself capable of doing.”

      She hung her head, but before I could respond, Atlas whistled to us. We moved across the space to a red door, catching looks from the male and female figures who were busy stacking and sorting the goods.

      On the other side of the red door sat a corpulent bear of a man with a mop of unruly gray hair. He was stretched out (oozing might be a better word) on a chair, dressed in filthy dungarees and a torn work shirt, his cannonball belly kissing his knees.

      The man spotted us, and with extraordinary effort torqued himself up out of his chair. He tottered, belched, farted, then wobbled forward like an old horse, a cheroot fired up in the corner of his mouth. I assumed from the looks of things and the fact that he smelled like burned vegetables, that we were in the presence of the smuggler, the figure named the Lout.

      The Lout gave us a contemptuous toss of the head and rubbed greasy hands over his mildewed knickers and ratty shirt. His gaze then wandered to Atlas. “Nice outfits.”

      “That’s what we thought when we were borrowing them from a squad of Snouts,” Atlas replied.

      “Where are the former owners?”

      “Snoozing down under.”

      Lout did a double-take. “Dead?”

      “We went easy on ‘em,” Atlas answered.

      Atlas and the Lout shared a moment and then they embraced, not exactly the warmest of moments, but it appeared as if they were on good terms. It was the kind of greeting, for instance, you might give a friend you haven’t seen in some time.

      “I’m gonna state the obvious, Jackson,” the Lout said.

      “I’m not dead if that’s what you were gonna say,” Atlas replied.

      The Lout nodded. “Not yet you’re not. But you’ve got one foot in the clouds.”

      “What have you heard?”

      “What haven’t I heard. Some say you helped kill Greylock—”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “Others say you helped spring Big Dread and her pack out of jail—”

      “That’s a black lie.”

      “Or helped steal the godsdamned Light Breaker.”

      “Yeah, okay, so that last part is true.”

      The Lout paled. “Gods, man, don’t you know they’re out looking for you? Not only the Snouts but every black hat in the fucking city. The Harbinger’s put a red notice out on all of your asses. The Morningstars, the gangs, they are hunting you down, brother.”

      “What can I say? I’m a popular guy.”

      The Lout looked from Atlas to the rest of us. “I’m risking my life just talking to you.”

      “We’ll be brief then.”

      “What do you all want?” the Lout asked.

      “We need your help,” I blurted out.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      “Night Fire,” I said.

      The Lout scratched his head. “What’s your greatest strength, kid?”

      “That I have no weaknesses.”

      The Lout considered this and then smirked while shaking his head. “Only someone your age could say something so incredibly fucking stupid.”

      “The kid tells true,” Atlas said. “We’re in dire straits.”

      The Lout slowly nodded. “Okay. Follow me.”
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      We followed after the Lout, who turned back to Atlas. “You’ve come at a bad time, Atlas,” he said. “The city’s like a tinderbox. The shadows are growing long and the good people are sitting on the sidelines waiting to see how things turn out.”

      “That’s some bullshit,” Atlas said.

      “So it’s some bullshit,” the Lout fired back.

      “Talk to me, Elihu,” Atlas replied, pressing him. “Tell true.”

      “That is the truth. Or put another way, the Harbinger is consolidating power and there’s nobody to stand up to him.”

      “Give it a little time,” Atlas replied with a wink.

      The Lout shouldered open another door that led to an inner sanctum. The room was circular and not at all what I expected. The walls were covered in a holographic mural, a pixel wall I heard Splinter say, that showed warm and fuzzy images of children playing in fields, small animals, and sunsets.

      “What the fuck is this?” Atlas asked.

      “This is what I traffic in now,” the Lout said.

      “Sunshine and rainbows?” Splinter asked.

      Atlas tapped his huge boot on the ground. “We don’t have time for this.”

      The Lout slammed the door shut, secured four locks, and then clapped his hands as the pixel wall rotated back to reveal a wall hidden behind it.

      This wall was shingled with metal peg-boards.

      A wide variety of weapons hung from the boards.

      Everything from pistols to what looked like grenades, assault rifles, and strangely-shaped, biomechanical rocket launchers that glistened and pulsed with life.

      “This is more like it,” Kaptain Khaos said.

      “Count yourself privileged, because few see inside this room,” the Lout said. “This is my lair, my holy of holies. I’ll bill you later. Take what you want.”

      Splinter and Liberty spotted some food on a table, what looked like fresh fruit, prepared food in pouches, and drinks, and handed them out. I grabbed the first pouch I saw and downed its contents. It had the consistency of room temperature liquified meat, but having not eaten in a very long time, it tasted glorious. I followed this up with a sugary drink that reminded me of fruit punch.

      “How about some information?” Atlas asked the Lout while munching on a fruit that resembled an apple.

      “Information’s gonna cost you more than weapons, Jackson,” the Lout replied.

      “Where’s Aurora?” Liberty asked.

      The Lout’s face fell. “Gods, you’re actually going there?”

      “Seemed like a good place to go,” Atlas replied.

      The Lout snorted. “Like I’d know.”

      “You know everything.”

      The Lout removed a pistol from a nearby table with a strange green coil wrapped around the barrel that looked like an old-school Flash Gordon-style weapon. “And if I did happen to know something? I’m thinking information like that has to be pretty valuable.”

      “The sides are warring against each other, Elihu,” Atlas said, using what I assumed was the Lout’s real name. “The light and the dark, the Shadow Catchers and the Morningstars.”

      “Tell me why I should care?”

      “Because you need to be counted. You have to choose a side because one will rise and the other will fall.”

      “The hell I do,” the Lout said. “I’ve gotten this far by never choosing sides. Ever. You know why? Because once you start choosing sides, eventually your luck runs out.”

      “Not if you go with us,” Atlas said.

      “Always bet on black, baby,” Kaptain Khaos commented.

      “We’re going to tear the system down,” Atlas said. “We’re going to change things.”

      “Do you know how many people have tried to do that and failed?”

      “I do,” Atlas replied. “But none of them were us.”

      There were a few seconds of silence then the Lout pursed his lips, peering at his boots. “She fucked up, Jackson. Your girl Aurora has gone and done it.”

      “She had the contents of the Light Breaker in a trap bottle,” Splinter said.

      The Lout looked up, weariness gripping his face.

      He clapped his hands and a spiral of light dropped down from a minute projector in the ceiling. The light expanded in the air between us, revealing images, what looked like shots taken from a surveillance camera or an overhead drone. Aurora was visible, piloting a wave sled down a main thoroughfare when there were a series of explosions and flashes of light. I grimaced, fighting not to look, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      The wave sled crashed to the ground and Aurora managed to flee from it before it went up in flames. She was surrounded on all sides as hidden guns suddenly erupted, but she didn’t go down without a fight. I watched her stride through a wave of smoke, balls of energy lancing out from her fingertips. She must’ve taken down a dozen or more Snouts and several mechanical fighting machines before an energy net dropped from the sky, pinning her to the ground.

      The Lout clapped his hands and the images vanished. “She was ambushed after coming out of the underground. The Harbinger’s people, a team of hired killers, took her down.”

      My stomach turned over. “Is she alive?”

      The Lout gave a half shrug. “All I know is that she was taken to the big man’s fortress.”

      “Then we need to go get her back.”

      The Lout barked a nasty laugh, pointed a finger at me, then looked to the others. “Is he new here?”

      “A little,” Splinter replied.

      “I figured,” the Lout said, favoring me with a look from his hooded eyes. “Because nobody, and I do mean nobody, attacks the Harbinger and lives to tell about it.”

      “Yeah, well, we’re gonna need to find a way in,” Lyric stated.

      The Lout shook his head. “You’ve all lost your minds. The only way into that place is through the top floor, so unless you’ve got wings, you’re out of luck.”

      “Then we’ll hit it head on,” Atlas said. “We’ve got no choice.”

      The Lout took this in and then a look of sorrow gripped his face. He chambered a round in his weapon, which began glowing green. “And I don’t have a choice either, Atlas.”

      The Lout aimed his weapon at Atlas’s chest.

      “What the fuck is going on, Elihu?”

      “What’s going on is what you said before. A big change is coming, but it’s not the one you think,” the Lout replied. “The old things are being cast aside and I don’t want to be one of them.”

      “So you’ve thrown in with them?”

      The Lout waved his weapon at all of us. “I didn’t have a choice.”

      That’s when we heard it.

      The sounds of shouts and screams echoing above.

      I knew at that moment that the Lout had indeed tipped the Snouts off.

      He’d betrayed us, and the bad guys were on the way to take us down.
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      What happened next was little more than a blur.

      Atlas reacted, wheeling to throw a punch when the Lout brought his gun up and I conjured up a wall of pure energy. The Lout fired and the round from his gun ricocheted off the energy wall I’d manufactured, striking the ceiling, bringing half of it down on us.

      We scrambled back, the nearby workers running for cover as the explosion shook the building. The Lout was a crafty old bastard. He might’ve weighed three hundred pounds, but he managed to slide through a hidden wall at the back of his weapons vault.

      “Grab what you can and get ready!” Atlas screamed.

      I scuttled sideways, shadowing Kree, who snatched up a pair of pistols off the wall. The moment she lifted them, they shifted and reconfigured around the contours of her hands.

      The Kaptain, Splinter, and the ladies snagged assault weapons and grenade launchers when the entrance to the space imploded, and metal lines rocketed into the remains of the roof. A team of Snouts appeared and grabbed the lines and rode them down to the ground.

      These Snouts moved with the practiced mannerisms of hired killers and took up positions before opening fire on us. If it weren’t for a barrier I created, Splinter and Atlas likely would have been gunned down.

      The air filled with energized rounds and metal darts from the Snouts’ weapons. I watched the smoky waves caused by the rounds as they shot forward, striking the barrier I’d engineered before ricocheting and lodging in the ceiling or the nearby walls.

      I waited until the Snouts needed to reload and then I lowered the protective barrier, which allowed Liberty and Lyric to riddle the cops with counterfire. The Snouts, human and synthetic, fell in bunches, but even more of them appeared, descending from above like spiders. In seconds, the area out in front of us was swarming with bad guys, and they were threatening to flank us.

      Atlas raised a hand and pointed at the rear wall. “We need to fall back!”

      “There’s no way out!” I yelled.

      The Kaptain brought his grenade launcher up to his shoulder. He squeezed off three shots from his launcher and blew a hole in the back wall big enough for us to run through. “There is now!” he said.

      The others charged into the hole while I stayed behind, covering our asses, keeping the energy barrier in place as more and more of the Snouts appeared.

      Backtracking slowly, I watched the Snouts fan out to the left and right, trying to gain an advantage, trying to find a way to shoot me down.

      I widened the energy field and was ten feet away from the hole in the rear wall when it happened.

      One of the Snouts fired a lucky shot that hammered into the energy field and flew wide. The round bounced off the wall and somehow zipped over the energy field, ricocheting a final time.

      The round ended up striking me in the wrist.

      My suit protected me, but the impact jarred my right arm. It cramped and tightened and I lost my concentration, which meant the energy field vanished.

      Just like that, I was exposed, facing off against twenty or thirty pissed-off cops.

      The closest Snout raised his weapon and I willed myself to engineer another energy shield when gunfire rang out.

      I ducked, covering my ear as the bodies of the Snouts were whipsawed back across the floor.

      Wheeling around, I saw Kree clutching her two pistols. She was advancing like an angel of death, cutting down the Snouts where they stood.

      With a series of expertly placed shots, she was able to beat the Snouts back, but her guns soon clicked on empty chambers.

      More Snouts appeared as Kree grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the hole in the wall.

      I slipped my helmet on as we plunged headlong into the semi-darkness that lay between the room and what I could see was the rear of the building.

      We ran raggedly outside and were immediately greeted by the sound of machines clattering overhead.

      My gaze ratcheted up and I spotted several law enforcement wave sleds dipping and dropping down over the alleyways and side streets.

      The readouts on my visor were blinking red and the heads-up display listed three law enforcement sleds overhead and twenty-seven Snouts nearby and closing in to surround us.

      I looked to the right and spotted Atlas and the others, but before we could move to them, a flash-bang grenade exploded.

      Then another round burst in front of us and two more quickly followed. They were being fired at us by Snouts perched on the backs of the sleds which began dropping toward the ground in the area that separated us and Atlas and the others.

      The explosions disoriented me for a few heartbeats. Even with my helmet on, stars filled my eyes and my ears throbbed.

      Kree grabbed my hand and forced me back. I knew there was no way we’d be able to rendezvous with Atlas and the rest.

      The other wave sleds sliced down toward us and the Snouts began firing at us with non-lethal munitions, including a kind of rubber bullet that bounced off the ground, zipping between my legs.

      My body tensed at the sight of the wave sled that was strafing us.

      A round from one of the sleds walloped me in the head, spiderwebbing my visor. The impact caused my momentary wooziness to vanish instantly. I felt my body flood with renewed vigor and I harnessed the pain, the anger, dropping down into my zone.

      Kree was urging me to run, but I stood my ground.

      The air was raw with a metallic taste as two balls of pure energy materialized in the palms of my hands. I thrust them forward like shot-puts, and they exploded near the nose of the sled, causing it to break apart. The Snouts tumbled from the machine, which slammed through a nearby wall before vanishing in a greasy orange fireball. The heads-up display in my helmet reflected the carnage, the details showing that we'd reduced the attacking Snouts by half.

      Doubling back, Kree shrieked to run and I did, following her as we made our escape between a clutch of monolithic buildings, swinging left, then hauling ass to the right.

      I had no idea where we were running, but Kree apparently did.

      She sprinted out ahead of me, juking under a covered walkway that connected the building with the Lout’s shop to another structure, a sagging, multi-storied building covered in so much green vine that it resembled an emerald tapestry hanging from the exterior.

      “Do you know where you’re going?!”

      She turned, her eyes glowing. “I thought you did!”

      I spun and looked back. The area we’d just come from was swarming with law enforcement. One of them, a tall Snout with a black helmet, spotted us and blew a whistle.

      Charges of smoky light buzzed past me as the cops opened fire.

      Kree grabbed the edges of her suit in order to withdraw the protective wings she’d used to shield me earlier, but I waved her off.

      “I’ve got it this time! Get behind me!”

      She did, crouching in my shadow as I willed a ball of energy into the palm of my hand and flung it like a bowling ball.

      The energy ball hit the ground, bounced, then burst mid-air, scattering the Snouts.

      Kree squeezed the back of my arm. “I’m impressed.”

      “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” I whispered.

      I whipped my hands from left to right, casting waves of smoky energy balls at our attackers. One of the spheres struck a synthetic Snout, setting off some explosive device he was carrying in a huge backpack. The attendant blast birthed a wall of surreal light that blinded me.

      Kree pulled on my arm and I wheeled around. We bounded forward, exiting the walkway, running across a concourse and then over a raised pathway.

      Kree sprinted out ahead of me and I tried to use my MEM boots for propulsion, but they weren’t working. I assumed they’d been damaged during the day’s events. Regardless, my arms and legs began churning more powerfully than they ever had before in my life. Kree was in the lead as we surged forward, quickly outdistancing the pursuing Snouts.

      Running with wild abandon, we swung left, slashing across another street, praying that nobody was waiting to shoot us down.

      We took cover behind another warehouse-sized structure, and Kree pointed to a door that she pulled open to reveal the ground floor of what looked like an office building.

      I followed her across a foyer, passing by a dormant fountain toward a staircase when I heard shouts and shuffles coming from behind and then—

      The air filled with energized rounds fired by the pursuing Snouts.

      The explosive rounds whizzed over our heads, slamming into several huge structural columns that rose from the floor to the ceiling.

      We leap-frogged up the staircase as the Snouts shouted and cursed. They squeezed off more shots as we dove onto a landing attached to a mezzanine and belly-crawled under a row of decorative metal railings.

      “Got any good ideas?” I whispered.

      “I thought you might,” Kree replied. “You are the superhero after all, aren’t you?”

      I forced a smile and we pushed ourselves up into a run, juking down another walkway ending at a glass-like wall that looked out over a sunken space. It appeared to be the roof of a sunroom that was located directly below the mezzanine.

      A figure appeared out of the semi-darkness ahead. It was a Snout holding an oversized assault rifle.

      “Look out!” Kree screamed.

      The Snout fired a shot and I came up in a wide spin, raising my hands with a thumbs out gesture to create a cone of energy that deflected the energized round.

      Kree couldn’t believe her eyes as I half-crouched and she did likewise.

      The Snout continued to fire, a storm of rounds ricocheting off the energy cone which I feared might give way at any second.

      And then it happened.

      The Snout’s gun fell silent, and I brought my hands down.

      Kree started running.

      Blitzing forward, launching herself until it looked like she was swimming in the air.

      She smacked into the Snout and knocked him back. I followed, lowering my shoulder, powering into the figure.

      Or, more appropriately, through him.

      The force of the impact sent the three of us flying through the wall of glass.

      We hung in the air for an instant and then began falling, our bodies intertwined like lovers.

      We fell fifteen feet through the air, riding a waterfall of translucent shards and other debris down onto the floor below us.

      The body of the Snout cushioned our landing.

      We landed atop him, the man’s body slamming to the ground, the impact knocking the law enforcement official out cold.

      I sat in stunned silence. “You okay?” I eventually asked.

      Kree plucked a shard of glass from behind her ear and nodded. “I’ve been through worse.”

      I stood and helped her out. “Up there,” she said, pointing back up. “You…you saved me.”

      “Isn’t that what superheroes are supposed to do?”

      “Not the ones I’m familiar with.”

      I flashed a smile. “Well, then you just need to hang around people like me more.”

      We heard the sound of shouts overhead. Kree struck off down a semi-lit corridor, and I turned my attention back to the unconscious Snout and quickly patted him down, finding several objects stuffed in pockets and strapped to his tactical belt: a few packets of food, a gizmo the size of a remote control, a small gun that resembled a minute cordless drill (that was cold to the touch), and an egg-shaped device, silver in color, that resembled a grenade.

      I pocketed the gun and gizmo, strapped the grenade onto my belt and took off after Kree who was standing at the top of a stairwell, waiting for me. I showed her what I’d grabbed from the Snout and she took the small gun from me as I retained the other objects. We then descended the stairwell.
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      We moved down through several levels of the underground city and eventually exited to cut through a hexagonal tunnel which glowed with an eerie red light. Kree showed a preternatural ability to navigate, but soon even she was lost, and we took to shuffling through what looked like yet another underground red light district.

      There were recessed spaces on either side of the tunnel where traders and hawkers were busy selling foods, goods, and all manner of powders and liquids that people were snorting, swallowing, and injecting with large-gauge needles. We passed saloons, eateries, and hotels, the space thrumming with the exotic pulse of an Oriental street market as Kree reached over and snatched two lengths of cloth from one of the traders. She used one of the lengths to cover her face and handed the other me and suggested I do the same. I glanced up and realized why.

      A Snout foot patrol was visible up ahead, three Synths and a human law enforcement officer milling around, keeping the peace. Beyond them was another Snout strapped inside a mechanized fighting suit, a mech.

      The mech was seven feet tall but little more than a seat in a metal-skinned frame which fitted around the Snout’s torso and head. Two absurdly thin legs that looked like javelins supported it, and it had two stubby arms upon which had a pair of small Gatling-gun-style cannons bolted to them. With its spindly legs and the way that it ticked and clicked while moving forward, the machine resembled an oversized praying mantis.

      Realizing that I was still in my Snout garb, Kree grabbed my arm and pulled me into one of the spaces, an oversized niche which was dimly lit and veiled by a layer of smoke from the numerous pipes that were being smoked by humans and aliens alike. We wanted to get as far away from the other Snouts as possible, so we moved briskly past tables filled with men, women, and all manner of aliens who were eating, laughing, and playing games of chance. Somebody struck a tune on a strange kind of flute. Soon we were moving through a doorway at the back of the space.

      Darkness upon darkness greeted us, then a match was struck and we followed a man who was sucking on a pipe down a long twisting hallway that spooled to a cavernous space.

      I saw a bar and a stage. Upon the stage were a group of beautiful creatures that looked like something you’d find in a woodland or a child’s fairy-tale book.

      There was a woman with soot-black hair who looked like a swan, one who resembled a boar (complete with short, gleaming, tattooed tusks), another one who resembled an olive-hued snake, and finally, a beautiful muscled lizard-woman with a bright yellow stripe running down her cheeks like a skink.

      “A harem of monster women,” Kree said.

      “They’re beautiful,” I remarked.

      “They’ll suck the life from you if you let them.”

      “You’ve seen them before?”

      She gnawed her lower lip. “I’ve seen things like those before. Back on Halja, there was a group of them that were brought to the planet periodically to pleasure the men…and some of the women.”

      The monster women began dancing and cavorting onstage while an audience of men, most humanoid but also a smattering of large-boned aliens, tossed coins and paper money.

      I stopped and looked sideways to see men making out with alien women on plush couches and benches. Beyond them were private rooms shrouded by thin sheets of fabric. Shadows were visible on the other side, the unmistakable forms of humanoids and alien creatures fucking.

      We moved through the crush of people and one of the monster women, a serpent-woman whose green hair was cut in a short bob, shimmied past me.

      Her long tongue flicked against my ear and her hand somehow found a way inside my suit, diving down to my groin. She gave my dick a quick squeeze and regarded me with large yellow eyes.

      Kree grabbed my hand and we moved under what sounded like a fan powering to life in the ceiling. The room was soon doused with golden incense that made my head swim. Sex seemed to be percolating everywhere, and I realized we were in a kind of burlesque house slash bordello.

      Kree flanked me and we shared a long look as the incense swirled. For a moment, the scent of the incense jumpstarted memories of what had happened with the wolf witch down in the underground swamp. I hoped I wasn’t being drugged again.

      “What’s happening?” I asked.

      “They’ve scattered memory motes,” Kree whispered. “A substance that is used on many planets. A sacrament to some, a way to transcend consciousness to others. The elders called it the ‘Cosmic Serpent.’”

      “What does it do?”

      “It disorders the mind and allows one to see and experience the memories of another.”

      I breathed deeply and became light-headed and then time and sound seemed to slow. A twist of warmth worked its way through my innards. Kree and the others around us wavered in and out of focus and then I began to experience the sensation of being on the outside of my body looking in and then—

      BOOM!

      Everything fell away and I was greeted by the darkness of deep space.

      I was in the grip of a strange kind of ecstasy, an overload of my nervous system and then something stirred.

      A figure in the murk.

      I was not alone.

      A scream ripped the blackness and then the world went white.

      Panic reflexes took over and I lunged toward the strobe of light and collapsed on the ground, rolling over and looking back to find that the scenery in my mind had changed.

      I’d been transported out of the bar.

      In front of me was what looked like a shipping container tethered to a kind of parachute that lay on the dusty ground.

      Men, women, and children that looked just like Kree were emerging from inside the container, rubbing their eyes, looking shell-shocked.

      They looked to me and clucked their tongues, and I was shocked to find that I understood what they were saying. Raising up a hand, I noticed that the flesh was covered in a fine layer of golden fur.

      With a creeping sense of disbelief, I realized I was reliving Kree’s memories.

      I’d ingested the drug, the Cosmic Serpent, and somehow I’d gone back in time and was marooned on the place she feared most, the accursed planet called Halja.

      The planet was a moonscape of what looked like colossal baobab trees sprouting up out of a desert that lay in a valley wreathed by a forest of razor-sharp, vertical rocks. The area looked isolated and inhospitable.

      I turned at a sound echoing in the distance.

      What sounded like a horn.

      “Hurry!” I said to the others, the words coming out in Kree’s native tongue.

      The air suddenly filled with grit and I looked up to see a sandstorm approaching, what looked like a curtain being drawn across the land.

      More horns sounded, followed by the shriek of men and animals.

      Whatever was coming, was approaching in the dust.

      “RUN!” I screamed.

      I charged down a footpath as the dust enveloped everything, visibility dropping to a few feet.

      Dozens of Kree’s people were following, some of them darting forward, others running in a zigzagging pattern out to my left and right.

      There was a large-boned male out to my right who was shouting, urging us on when—

      WHUNK!

      He was viciously ripped away in a whirl of whipping appendages by something huge and shadowy.

      My heart bottomed out when I saw the outlines of the nightmarish creatures who were springing an ambush on us. Some of them flew through the air, while others scuttled on two or six or eight legs.

      Before I could warn the others, men, women, even children were being speared or plucked up by jaws and jagged pincers, taken away into the murk.

      I ran ahead, tripped, and fell forward in a gut-twisting spin, only to come face to face with a biomechanical fiend, a beast that was ten feet tall with the upper body of a man encased in some kind of metal armor, and the body of a spider.

      The creature’s deep pulmonary breathing was audible. The thing bellowed and then whippet-thin appendages that resembled silk ropes with sharpened ends shot out of its belly, slicing through the air.

      I ducked and dodged the appendages, scrambling into a forest of stone trees, vertical pieces of jagged limestone that rose twenty feet into the air from the desert floor.

      The spider-beast pursued, but I was smaller and nimbler. I squeezed through gaps in the limestone and broke off a chunk of stone that was shaped like a javelin.

      The monster followed, traversing the tops of the stone.

      I waited for the right moment to strike, and then thrust my javelin up into its soft belly.

      Hot gore showered me as the spider-beast flapped and wailed. I jammed the rock into its belly again and again, and then I retraced my steps and staggered back out into the desert.

      The dust storm had ended and the sky was full of all manner of men, women, and unnamable creatures.

      Heroes, villains, and monsters.

      All of the things that had been sent to the planet.

      They were firing at each other with weapons and bolts of energy, setting the air and land ablaze, and doing great violence to anything that moved.

      The ground before me was carpeted with bodies and most of them were Kree’s people, the Honoria. Those that were left, a dozen men and women and as many children, crowded around me, looking for protection.

      The sight of the dead and dying caused anger to well up inside of me and I loosed a gutwrenching shriek just as something wrapped around my leg—

      My body jolted and I looked up to see that I was back.

      Back inside the bar.

      Kree was staring at me, recognition in her eyes.

      She pointed down at a thick, snake-like tail coiling around my thigh. I followed the tail up to a gorgeous reptilian woman with teal skin who was flashing a high-wattage smile in my direction.

      The woman’s tail slipped away from my leg, but before I could speak to her, a hand reached out and grabbed the length of cloth away from Kree’s face. The hand belonged to a bulked up city dweller in a skintight tank top. The man was in dire need of a shave and whistled upon seeing Kree.

      “How ‘bout you get up on that stage, little lady,” the man said, gesturing back to the stage with the harem of monster women.

      Kree stared at the man’s hand, which was still on her shoulder. “I’ll give you three seconds to remove your hand.”

      “Don’t – don’t do it, Kree,” I said.

      The man grinned. Kree counted. “One, two—”

      WHAM!

      Kree didn’t wait until three. She punched the man hard in the jaw, sending him back on his ass. One of the man’s friends sprang to his defense and then two more, and I was forced to engineer a protective shield which I used to brush them back.

      The women on the stage screamed. I screamed for Kree to run and she did.

      We shot through the crowd, shoving people aside as a siren echoed from somewhere behind. Dashing out through a side door, we found ourselves on a side catwalk and looked in both directions. I was horrified to see the mech plodding down from the other direction.

      “STOP WHERE YOU ARE!” the man operating the mech shouted over a bullhorn.

      We didn’t stop for anything.

      Blasting down the catwalk, we ran with wild abandon.

      We shot down a stairwell, Kree leading the way.

          The stairwell ended at a ramp which led into low-ceilinged, wide corridor. A withering sweep of fire rang out from behind, the mech opening fire with its cannons. Bullets zinged off the walls, zipping past our heads.

      We took cover and looked back. The mech was visible swinging wildly toward us, its cannons spinning so furiously they looked like they might catch fire.

      My hand came up and I threw a plasma ball that caromed off the sloped wall and blasted apart in the middle of the hallway. The shockwave hit the mech and knocked it back. The cannons were silenced for a moment which gave me an opportunity to rise, but the mech had already heaved itself at me.

      The sound of the machine’s gears and pistons humming and popping reverberated in the tight space. The mech rampaged forward, and I ran to greet it.

      Without thinking, I slid between the machine’s legs and hooked a hand on a hydraulic cable that snaked up to the thing’s belly. I could hear the operator cursing and screaming as I grabbed onto the cable and pulled myself around the side of the machine.

      The operator tried to rotate the machine’s cannons around, but I was too fast for it. I made myself small and shaped a ball of pure energy that I slapped against the back of the mech’s power source.

      The operator squeezed off a burst from the cannons as I dropped from the machine and rolled away.

      The mech pivoted as the ball of energy began to glow and—

      BOOM!

      The energy detonated, killing the operator instantly. A shudder coursed through the driverless machine and it began sputtering, staggering forward like a drunken man, headed toward a faraway wall.

      The mech jackhammered into the wall, its legs still pumping. The sound of metal grinding against metal followed and then the machine broke apart.

      I lay there for several seconds, sucking in ragged breaths. “You’re welcome,” I said to Kree. She didn’t respond, instead grabbing my wrist and hauling me to my feet to retreat, darting away under an avalanche of gunfire and two more explosions.

      Kree cleaved her way through the gloom, scrambling up an inner staircase as I struggled to keep pace. In my mind, I was just waiting for somebody or something to appear out of the shadows and cut us down and I was shocked when it didn’t happen.

      Kree led me through a maze of ductwork and metal corridors, passing startled workers and other city dwellers who were frozen by in place, shell-shocked, by our appearance. Soon we entered another deserted tunnel and it was here that we stopped to catch our breath.

      “Not smart,” Kree said. “I can’t believe you did that back there.”

      “Me? You’re the one that sucker-punched that guy in the face!”

      “That was unavoidable.”

      “Oh, and the machine coming to kill us wasn’t?”

      “We could have just run,” she said.

      “Yeah, and been gunned down from behind.”

      She opened her mouth to reply, but I silenced her with a look. “I can’t believe we made it,” I finally said.

      “Me either,” she replied with a faint smirk.

      “I also can’t believe we got double-crossed back there.”

      Kree favored me with a quizzical stare. “You…expected a man named Lout to be honest?”

      “You’re gonna learn, I’m a little naïve sometimes.”

      “Naïveté can get you killed, Quincy.”

      “Hey, we’re making progress,” I said. “You called me Quincy.”

      “Don’t make it out to be anything more than it is.”

      “You can say what you want, but I’m beginning to think we make a pretty good team.”

      She puffed out a breath. “We’re not part of a team, Quincy. You need to know that I’m only doing this to help my people. Don’t think it’s anything more than that.”

      I dusted myself off. “And here I was getting ready to thank you once again for helping us save the universe.”

      “Words mean little,” she said, her eyes aglow. “They’re particularly cheap when you consider what people like you have done to people like me.”

      “And I keep telling you, I’m not from around here.”

      “It doesn’t matter where you’re from.”

      “And the others I was with, Atlas, Splinter, Liberty, and everyone else, they’re not like the fuckers that are in charge of this place,” I added, some steel I my voice. “They’re good people.”

      Kree smirked and began slowly walking as I shadowed her. “I assume you’re going to say next that they’re…different.”

      I nodded and she barked a nasty laugh. “That’s what everyone always says until they take power. Your colleagues may have the best intentions, but if they succeed, if they topple the ones who are in power, in time they’ll become just like them. It’s inevitable.”

      “I don’t believe that,” I replied.

      Her tailed flicked sideways. “Then you’re more naïve than I thought.”

      She dashed forward and I watched her go. I had fleeting thoughts of running off and trying to find the others by myself, but then I realized there was safety in numbers. Besides, I had no idea where I was or how I’d be able to track them down. The truth was, I needed Kree far more than she needed me, so I slipped my helmet back on and threw myself forward, trying to catch up to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            58

          

        

      

    

    
      My body thrummed with adrenaline as I followed Kree up another staircase until we’d exited the underground city and were ambling through a tunnel-like chamber in an Upperworld building.

      A string of tiny LED lights partially lighted the space. We moved past throngs of passersby, but nobody gave us a second look. The sound of screams and sirens had faded, so I allowed myself a moment to get reoriented.

      My eyes found a new focus, fixing on Kree who strode with purpose several paces ahead of me. “Mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Not at all,” she replied, “long as you don’t mind if I don’t answer.”

      “What happened to you on Halja?”

      “I’d prefer not to talk about that.”

      “Because I think I know.”

      She slowed. “How could you possibly?”

      “Back in the bar – the memory motes...”

      “You saw it?” she asked.

      “I saw something,” I replied. “I think I understand things a little better now.”

      “Then you know we don’t want revenge, Quincy. Regardless of what was done to us before, the past is past. We just want what’s ours back.”

      I nodded. “Are we headed in the right direction?”

      She nodded.

      “How do you know?”

      She tapped at her ears, which were now erect and pointed forward instead of pinned against her head. “I can hear things others don’t.”

      “I thought you guys didn’t have any powers.”

      “Any ability I have pales in comparison to yours.”

      “What do you hear now?”

      She turned back, her eyes glowing as if somebody was inside her waving candles back and forth. “I don’t hear anything now,” she whispered. “All I hear are the sounds of silence.”

      “That’s a good thing?”

      She nodded. “That’s a glorious thing.”

      We moved in silence for several minutes and then she cast me a sideways glance. “You know some of how I came to find myself here, but what of you? How is it that you came to be here?”

      “I was kidnapped.”

      She arched an eyebrow and I added: “Well, maybe not technically a kidnapping, but I was on Earth when another superhero named Aurora found me and brought me here.”

      “Because of your powers?”

      “Feats,” I said, correcting her.

      Her eyes shone with anger. “If we, if I, had been blessed with even a portion of those powers our world would never have been conquered.”

      “Be careful what you wish for. What good is power if you only use it for evil?”

      “That is something only a powerful person could say.”

      I met Kree’s gaze. “I think it’s time we separated, Kree.”

      “What? Tired of hearing hard truths?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “You’re mission’s complete. You did what you said you were going to do. You got us to the Upperworld. I’ll find the others and then we’ll take it from there.”

      She clucked her tongue, a volley of unintelligible words escaping from her throat.

      “Translate,” I asked.

      “What I said means ‘bullshit,’” she answered. “It means if I wanted to, I can’t simply rely on you and your friends to save my people.”

      “You don’t trust us?”

      “Was that not obvious?” she answered. “Besides, where I come from, not only do we finish what we start, but we always endeavor to uphold a universal, cosmic oath.”

      “Which says?”

      “The smart have an obligation to safeguard the stupid.”

      She moved off as I stood there contemplating her words. “Hey! Wait! Was that a dig at me?”
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      We walked for ten minutes through a twisting hallway dotted with niches. It appeared that we were in a more industrial section of the city, the nearby structures laden with enormous generators and turbines that made it difficult to hear ourselves think.

      “You would do well to leave this place as soon as you are able,” Kree said.

      I removed my helmet and wiped a sweaty lock of hair back from my forehead. “Even if I could get out of here, you’re assuming I have something to go back to.”

      “You have a family, no?”

      “I’ve got a mother.”

      “Then you have more than me.”

      “What happened to your family, Kree? What happened to them before Halja?”

      “What happened is that privateers and traders from another planet, a place called Nibiru, came to our world. In addition to the things they carried with them to barter, they brought disease.” Her head sank. “Whatever virus they had struck down seven in ten of us. By the time we realized what had happened, it was too late. When the aims of the privateers turned from commerce to conquest, we couldn’t fight back. Those that did were taken away to Halja, along with the women and many of the children.”

      My gaze smoked into hers. “Your family—?”

      “My family never made it to Halja. They went away,” she replied, her eyes misty.

      “Far away?”

      “So far away I don’t think I’ll ever see them again.

      “I’m sorry, Kree.”

      “Don’t be. It’s the way of the universe. The strong have always struck down the weak and they always will.”

      “I know that better than most.”

      She snorted. “Says the man who has always been powerful.”

      “You say that like you know me.”

      “I know people like you.”

      I stopped and stared at her. “I was a security guard back on Earth, Kree, okay? You know what I did? I guarded a friggin’ building where things were made.”

      “You guarded that place with your feats.”

      I shook my head. “I guarded it with a can of perp spray and a bad attitude.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means I wasn’t powerful, Kree, at least not like I am now. In fact, I mostly spent my time sitting around racking up zeroes if you want to know the truth.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “That I was wasting my life. I lived in a country that used to be the most powerful on my planet, but it went bad. I don’t know what the hell happened, but somehow people slowly started turning against each other. Nothing could ever seem to get done and nobody could agree on anything. My mom said it was because people stopped believing in the story.”

      “Which one?”

      “Not any particular one, just the idea of a common story I guess. A myth, that binds everyone together.”

      “The most important resource is trust in the future,” she said.

      I nodded. “You need something that makes people think tomorrow is going to be better than today. Once people stop believing in that, everything falls apart.”

      “What about you? Did you stop believing?”

      I nodded. “My life wasn’t really happy or even what I wanted it to be. Then Aurora showed up and I decided to go with her. I took a risk and even though I might be vaporized in the next five seconds, it was still worth it. I still don’t think of myself as powerful, but at least I have a better idea of who I really am. At least I found something to believe in again.”

      “It’s a shame you won’t have very long to enjoy that self-realization.”

      I shrugged. “I heard someone once say that a flea can trouble a lion more than a lion can trouble a flea.”

      “Please translate,” she said.

      “It means fuck the odds. Sometimes it’s preferable to be the little guy.”
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      We continued down the long hallway and eventually stopped alongside a niche where a ladder was visible, bolted to the stone wall.

      Kree grabbed the rungs and began crawling up. I followed, gripping the cold metal, heading up rung by rung. Kree slipped on a moss-slicked rung, losing her balance. She fell into my arms and we crashed to the ground

      I sat there, dazed, my arms wrapped around her. “You’re making me look like the better climber.”

      She pointed to the fleshy discs on the palms of her hands. “They secrete an adhesive that doesn’t function very well when it’s cold and moist.”

      I nodded and she pressed her hand to the exposed flesh near the base of my neck. “They’re better on hot surfaces.”

      Swallowing hard, I helped her up. We exchanged a look and then she grabbed the rungs and hauled herself up as I watched her go, my eyes locked on her glorious ass.

      The ladder ended at a concrete landing that we maneuvered onto. Steam hissed from a mass of piping and what sounded like powerful generators and pistons thumped from unseen alcoves.

      I removed my helmet and breathed deeply. The air had a tang of biological decomposition. Fetid pools of what appeared to be sewage ran in troughs on either side of a raised walkway that was littered by more pipes and what looked like the remnants of a long-forgotten construction project, a menagerie of scaffolding, trusses, decking, and pilings. Scanning the troughs, I assumed that this was one of the spots where the waste from the Upperworld collected before being jettisoned down into some lower level.

      We picked our way around the debris and stumbled down through an oversized section of stone conduit, melting into the vaporous mist that rose from the sewage in the man-made cavern.

      I slipped my helmet back on as we exited the conduit, moving briskly, crossing ramps and catwalks, passing groups of people going the other way. The people were laughing and frolicking, seemingly oblivious to what was actually going on around them. None of them likely knew that a weapon, the Light Breaker, had been found and its contents stolen. A device, if the stories were true, that could end the universe. I stopped and traded looks with a young man who smiled hugely, shuffling past, not a care in the world. Maybe Splinter had been right after all. Maybe most of those who lived in Fiasco Heights were sheep.

      We stopped in front of a stone wall covered in vibrant graffiti.

      There were images of Greylock and the Harbinger drawn in what looked like chalk. Somebody had gone over them and given them yellow eyes and white fangs that were dripping red blood. Kree glared at the images and muttered something in her native tongue which sounded a lot like “two sides of the same coin.”

      Exiting through a side tunnel, we emerged into an alley and hooked a left, pressing ourselves against one of the buildings so that we could remain as inconspicuous as possible.

      Sweat prickled my brow, and I wondered where Aurora was. Had the Lout been telling the truth? Had she been kidnapped and taken to the Harbinger’s fortress? And if so, what was he doing to her? She was powerful and wouldn’t have gone down without a fight, but still.

      “You’re moving slowly,” Kree commented.

      “Because I don’t know where I’m going and I don’t know where the others are.”

      “They might already be there, Quincy. One of them mentioned a place.”

      “The hideout.”

      She nodded. “They may be there waiting for us.”

      “But I don’t know where it is. The only thing I know is that Splinter called it…a petal building. Something made of different structures that resembles the petals of a flower.”

      “The kind of thing that might stand out,” she replied.

      I held up my hands as if to emphasize just how small we were in the shadows of the nearby structures. “Yeah, if we could see over these buildings.”

      She smiled. “Good idea.”

      Kree turned and ran full-force toward a metal contraption that resembled a fire escape on the opposite building. She scaled the metal like a rock-climber, moving deftly up and over the top of the three-story structure.

      Seconds passed and then she dropped back down. “I see it.”

      “How far?”

      “Four streets over.”

      “Great,” I said, a ghost of a smile gripping my face.

      “There is a slight problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      She blanched. “The building is guarded by a small army.”

      “Yeah, that’s kind of a big problem, Kree.”

      She shrugged. “We either find a way to evade them, or we go somewhere else to take refuge.”

      “There is nowhere else.”

      I kicked at the ground, trying to come up with an angle, a way we could avoid having to confront the Snouts. Then it suddenly dawned on me that I was still wearing a Snout uniform. I still looked like a cop! Jesus, that was the reason the various passersby hadn’t batted an eyelash at us. They probably assumed Kree was under my watch or a prisoner.

      “I’ve got an idea, Kree.”

      “Does it involve going in the opposite direction of the small army?”

      I shook my head. “We’re going to do the opposite of what they’d expect us to do. We’re going to walk right past them.”
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      After taking Kree’s empty pistols and holstering them on my Snout suit, I adjusted my helmet.

      “How do I look?”

      Kree grimaced. “Like one of them.”

      “Perfect, now all we have to do is get our diversion ready.”

      I held up the egg-shaped device that resembled a grenade.

      “Thumper,” Kree said.

      “You know what this is?”

      “I’ve seen some of them used in the mining operations. They can punch a hole five feet into solid rock.”

      “Just what we need.”

      She took the device from me and circled a finger on its face. The device glowed orange and then began beeping.

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “It explodes in two minutes.”

      She tossed the device back to me. I turned and slung it down through the open window of a deserted building.

      Then I removed one of Kree’s pistols and nudged her in the back. Her tail flicked and her eyes glowed.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We moved briskly out and down one of the main streets, Kree marching in front of me as I counted down the seconds.

      I expected shouts and screams and possibly a wave of bullets to greet us, but nothing happened. We weren’t immediately outed and I made damned sure to conceal my boots as much as I could. We kept to the sidewalk and I walked to the left of Kree so that she’d block the view anyone advancing might have of my footwear.

      My mind raced with so many disparate thoughts that I quickly lost track of time. How long had we been walking? Thirty seconds? Forty?

      We crested a rise, moving with alacrity, and that’s when it came into view.

      The structure Splinter had mentioned.

      The Petal Building.

      It was situated at the edge of downtown Fiasco Heights, surrounded by what looked like office buildings, apartments, and sprawling skyscrapers that seemed to perfectly integrate human architecture and the towering trees I’d seen before.

      The tallest of the buildings defied gravity, seeming to sprout at odd angles from the upper reaches of the trees which had to be hundreds of feet in circumference. A raised subway ran through the middle of them.

      The Petal Building looked exactly as it had been described to me. A cluster of different structures constructed of a copper material in such a way that they eerily resembled the drooping petals of a massive flower.

      The entire form had nine sides and in the center of it, rising up like the stem on a colossal flower, was a corkscrew-shaped spire of what looked like steel and glass.

      Below the spire was a compound, a circular space filled with gardens, fountains, and a wide apron of stone or concrete that was filled with a security detail made up of two or three dozen Snouts that appeared to be standing watch.

      “Why do you think they’re there?” Kree asked.

      “I was hoping you’d know.”

      Her tail flicked back at me like a snake as we ambled down the road, the sky overhead filled with dozens of wave sleds and other flying machines. I shot a look up and it didn’t appear that any of the machines were militarized or being operated by law enforcement.

      “What happens if they discover it’s us?” she asked.

      “We do our best to take them all down. Two against thirty.”

      “I faced worse odds on Halja,” she replied.

      I clenched the empty pistol, trying to figure out how many seconds we had left. The closer we drew to the security detail the more my breath came in short and sharp gasps.

      In seconds, we were padding across a row of stone lozenges, headed toward the security detail. I began growing more fearful when I noticed a small congregation of Snouts in mechanized fighting machines off to the right. They were loitering near a fountain and didn’t seem to notice us, and for that I was grateful.

      One of the Snouts suddenly stepped over to me and I soundlessly grunted, then jammed the pistol in Kree’s back.

      “Where’d you find her?” the Snout asked.

      “Two levels down,” I said, deepening my voice.

      “The bitch certainly looks tasty,” the Snout said, appraising Kree, glancing at the spiderweb marking on my visor caused by the round from the wave sled.

      “There are more where she came from. Right back up there,” I said, wagging my gun in the direction we’d just come from.

      The Snout whistled to some of his comrades who moved back up the road. I watched them go, sweat burning my eyes inside the helmet.

      We were twenty feet away from a set of sliding glass doors that led into the Petal Building.

      I nudged Kree and she took a step and we were really doing it, cutting a path directly through the heart of the security detail.

      Twelve feet.

      That’s how close we were to those godsdamned glass doors.

      I could feel the air on the inside of the building, we were going to—

      “STOP!” somebody shouted from behind.

      I froze.

      So did Kree.

      Slowly, very slowly, I turned around to see another Snout, a hulking bruiser, gaping at me.

      “Where the hell are you going with her?” the cop asked.

      “Inside.”

      “On whose orders?”

      “The man himself,” I heard myself reply even though I had no idea what the hell that meant.

      The Snout didn’t respond but instead advanced on the two of us. He stopped and cocked his head. “Take off your helmet.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s damaged and I want to see your godsdamned eyes, that’s why,” the Snout snarled.

      Instinctively, I tightened my grip on the pistol, getting ready to use it when—

      BOOM!

      Our planned explosion rocked the street, sending the Snouts running for cover.

      The blast echoed off the nearby building walls with great sound and fury. People screamed and a siren started wailing.

      In the resulting chaos, I was able to grab Kree and lead her through the glass doors, guiding her down a hallway. Those on the inside scurried past us to see what the commotion was, which allowed us unfettered access to the ground floor of the building, at least for a few moments.

      We ducked down a corridor and ran to the end of a hallway whose walls were made of a manufactured product that resembled those old Corian countertops people used to have in their kitchens. At the very end of the hall were two silver doors and a touchpad.

      Kree moved toward the pad, held her hand over it and tapped the arrow pointing up. The silver doors slid open.

      We entered the interior of the elevator which was composed of translucent material on all sides (including the floor). The doors closed and I noticed a gold panel off to the right side with a screen filled with strange icons.

      “Ninth floor,” I said.

      Kree tapped one of the icons.

      “I’ve never seen an elevator like this before.”

      “What’s an elevator?” she asked.

      “Something that moves slowly through a building, moving you from place to place.”

      “Oh, this is what they call a loop,” Kree corrected me. “A magnetic levitation sled.”

      “Levitation meaning it moves slowly?”

      She shook her head. “Not exactly.”

      The loop suddenly rocketed straight up.

      I could hear Kree chuckling as my stomach lurched.

      I forced myself to look down and saw the ground disappearing under our feet.

      “We had the same thing back on my world. It uses magnets and slings to move in almost any direction,” Kree explained as we did indeed move up and down and then shunted to the right, following the building’s corkscrew shape like a rollercoaster. For a moment, looking down through the glass floor at the ground a hundred feet below, I felt like I was going to vomit.

      “I can hold your hand if you want me to.”

      Removing my helmet, I shook my head as the elevator zipped hard to the left and came to a stop inside in the middle portion of the spire, its exposed walls giving it the appearance of an industrial loft back on Earth.

      We exited the elevator and walked briskly down the hallway, the surroundings growing more luxurious. Soon the walls were trimmed in what looked like gold and precious stones.

      “Not a bad place to call home,” I commented.

      Kree stopped, taking in the apartments and the city that was visible through a nearby window. The way she stood in profile, silhouetted against the light from the window, made me realize just how beautiful she was. She swept out her hands. “This is what you get when you live off the labor of others. This is what the Harbinger has wrought as he’s made himself into some kind of…emperor.”

      I registered the truth of this. “There’s a song back on Earth by a singer whose nickname was ‘The Boss’ that talks about how the poor want to be rich, the rich want to be kings, and the kings aren’t satisfied until they rule everything.”

      “There is much truth in that,” she replied.

      “What will you do when all this is over, Kree?”

      “I want what everyone wants: that my people should be set free and allowed to live their lives in full measure. Is that too much to hope for?

      I shook my head. “I’m going to help you make sure that happens, Kree.”

      She smiled as we stopped in front of a door marked “921.”

      I entered the code, one, two, three, four, and waited. A plate on the door glowed green and then there was a pneumatic hiss inside the door, which opened.

      We entered the space and I called out to Atlas and the others, but nobody responded. Supremely on edge, we tiptoed in, not knowing what to expect.

      We locked the front door and then edged through the foyer. I immediately noticed that the walls were rounded. There were what looked like tubes lining the ceiling that snapped on as we advanced, providing enough illumination for us to see that the hideout was comprised of two bedrooms, a fully equipped kitchen, and a large living room with a sweet balcony that looked over downtown Fiasco Heights.

      Even though the apartment was spacious, I was a little bummed. I guess I was expecting something sexier, more dangerous. Something befitting a group of badass superheroes.

      I set my helmet down and moved over and glanced through the transparent doors that fronted the balcony. Pulling it open, Kree moved onto the balcony and snatched looks at the city below.

      “What happens if they didn’t make it, Quincy?” she asked. “What happens if the rest of your colleagues never made it across the city?”

      “They made it.”

      “But…what if?”

      I set my jaw in a look of grim determination. “Then I’ll go after Aurora myself.”
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      We reentered the hideout and sat across from each other on two large rectangular objects made of a rubber-like material that resembled couches. I removed the yellow metal shell I’d pocketed down in the underground and ran my fingers over it, taking stock of the hideout.

      “This place…surprises me,” Kree said.

      “Not what you expected?”

      She shook her head. “I thought it might be…grander.”

      I nodded at the truth of this, then, after repocketing the shell, looked down to see a touch-pad fixed to the side of my couch. I tapped the pad and an icon appeared. The icon resembled a button. I ran a finger across the button and the entire room jolted, then began reconfiguring itself.

      Kree grabbed my arm. “What did you do?”

      “I don’t know!”

      Sections of thick, rugged metal dropped down from the roof, covering the front door, the windows, the balcony. A futuristic console that looked like it came from a jet fighter rose up out of the floor. It contained a bank of computer equipment, including a monitor that showed a live feed of the outside, along with a metal locker filled with several weapons.

      The room stopped reconfiguring, and Kree and I sat there in stunned silence for several seconds.

      “Now that’s what I’m talking about!” I stood up, perusing the metal sheets which I realized were probably blast barriers or ballistic shields designed to protect the space from anybody who might want to break inside.

      We marveled at the gear and moved over and stood before one of the metal lockers. She reached out a hand and lifted a machine-pistol and ran a long finger down the barrel. “I always wanted to see what it felt like to hold one of these.”

      “And?”

      “And it feels like the pistols I had before,” she said in a subdued tone, setting the weapon back down. “It feels like death.”

      “Something changes inside you when you kill another living thing,” I said.

      “Have you destroyed anything besides the Snouts back there, Quincy?”

      “I’ve killed three supervillains.”

      “Gods,” she said, her jaw dropping. “What was it like?”

      “The first time it happened, it was so quick I didn’t know what to feel. I thought it would get easier the second or third time, but it didn’t. It’s almost as if a little piece of you dies every time you take another life.”

      Silence stretched between us. I fished in a pocket and pulled out the gizmo I’d taken off the Snout. I set it down on the couch.

      “Do you know what that is?” Kree asked.

      I shook my head.

      “A tracking device. I saw them on the guards that accompanied us into the mines.  They’re synched to a kind of beacon embedded in your uniform.”

      She picked up the gizmo and pressed several buttons until the device blinked green and something buried deep down in my Snout uniform gently vibrated. She smiled. “Now I can track you at all times.”

      “Wonderful.”

      I turned from her, trying to come up with a plan. Part of me panicked at the thought that we might be alone. That Atlas and the others weren’t ever going to show up because they’d been killed or taken prisoner. I banished those evil thoughts and focused on how lucky we’d been to make it this far. We likely didn’t have much time, but the smartest thing still seemed to involve waiting for the others to arrive. Once they arrived, we’d be able to swap stories and devise a strategy for taking the fight to the bad guys and finding a way to recover the trap bottle.

      Then I realized that we had to make sure Atlas and the others had access to the room if and when they showed up, which meant it wouldn’t make sense to keep the hideout’s defensive assets in place, so I tapped the icon on the touch-pad again and the room reconfigured itself again.

      The metal barriers withdrew, as did the console, bank of computer equipment, weapons (aside from the machine-pistol Kree had handled), and everything else. I tapped a yellow button and a burst of air filled the room that was suffused with the heady scent of spices and freshly cut flowers. My body began to relax and a sense of euphoria gripped me, not unlike the first time I’d smoked weed as a teenager.

      Kree moved over and sat next to me, a loopy grin on her face. “We don’t need those things anyway,” she said, flicking her wrist toward where the barriers and weapons were. “You have enough energy inside to defeat whatever might attack us.”

      I took this in but didn’t respond. She placed a hand on my wrist. “Tell true. How do you do it? How do you summon your powers?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time, Quincy.”

      I turned my hands over and studied them. “I guess the easiest way to explain it is there’s energy all around us. Some of it’s natural, and some generated by people. Only a few can recognize and harness it.”

      “You’re one of them?”

      I nodded. “Ever since I was a kid, I just felt different, y’know? I felt like a freak back on Earth, but now that I’ve come here, I realize what I have is more of a blessing than a curse. At least most of the time.”

      She smiled and nodded as if she understood it. “When you’ve been given a great gift, you have an obligation to use it.”

      I peered up and she pinned me with a look. “I need you to help me,” she said. “I need you to help me free our children from the Harbinger when the time comes. Will you do that for me?”

      Her eyes changed color, sparkling with a bewitching, soft-blue light. She was wide-eyed and gorgeous, the kind of breathtaking creature that you reflexively want to shield from all of the evils of the world. At that moment I would have done almost anything she asked me to do.

      “I’ll do all that I can to help you,” I replied.

      Her tail whipped back and forth and she smiled warmly, her teeth as white as the tops on a mushroom. “I was wrong about you, Quincy. I can see that now. You are different from the others.”

      “Please don’t say I’m nice.”

      “Why not?”

      ‘Cause then I have to live up to that.”

      She smiled. “I was going to say you’re…softer.”

      “Not exactly the compliment I was looking for, Kree,” I said, smirking.

      “More…flaccid?”

      “Nope, still not the one.”

      She laughed and before I knew what was happening, we were kissing. There was a nearly imperceptible fuzz around her mouth which was warm and tasted briny like the ocean, but it seemed to melt like honey the moment my lips touched hers.

      Kree pushed me down on the couch and straddled my chest. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been with anyone, Quincy.”

      My hands explored her body, my fingers running down the muscles of her back. One of my hands pulled back her beautiful hair while the other squeezed her ass. She moaned and then beckoned me to stand and I did.

      She stripped out of her clothes and then helped me out of mine. We embraced and I

      marveled at her naked body, which looked as if it had been ripped from the pages of a men’s magazine. Her breasts and hips were full, her golden flesh glistening with sensual sweat.

      I dropped to my knees and kissed her body, working my way up from her legs which she spread so that I could taste her.

      I eased her back onto the couch. She leaned back as my tongue darted over an increasingly swollen nub of flesh at the top of her vagina. She grabbed the back of my head and forced my tongue in deeper, and I felt her legs spasm when I gently rubbed my finger over the warm, moist nub of flesh.

      Then she forced my head up and kissed me hungrily before pushing me back. She assumed a half-crouch and closed her beautiful lips around my member, deep-throating it, sliding it in and out as I quickly stiffened and swelled.

      I could feel the swollen head pressing against the back of her throat and then she fell back and I on top of her. I eased gently into her and then she grabbed my ass, the suction discs on the palms of her hands keeping me close to her. She forced me in deeper, telling me to thrust harder and harder.

      In seconds, we were fucking with wild abandon. I prayed that the others wouldn’t unexpectedly show up before we could finish. I told her we didn’t have much time, but she answered by rubbing a finger on my lips as I sucked it.

      Shoving me back, Kree mounted and rode me as I smacked her ass. She screamed so loudly I was worried the Snouts (or the other residents in the building) might soon come to investigate.

      She was riding me so violently, I began to gasp for breath. I urged her to slow down. She did, and that’s when I noticed it.

      Noticed that she was having trouble breathing as well.

      She coughed and covered her mouth. “There…there’s something wrong, Quincy.”

      I sat up.

      The air had grown cold.

      I could see my breath and there was a stirring, a vibration in the air.

      I was just about to tell Kree to run when the windows and balcony doors exploded.
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      I dove on top of Kree, shielding her from the fragments of glass-like material that filled the air.

      We rolled over the couch and Kree shrugged on her clothes as I made for the edge of the couch, hunting for the touch-pad so that I could redeploy the hideout’s defensive assets.

      “What’s going on?” Kree asked.

      “The Morningstars are here!”

      I spotted the touch-pad and reached out a hand when something gripped my wrist and yanked my arm back. It was a tendril of smoky light that had speared through the open balcony doors.

      The tendril wrapped like a vine around my wrist with such force that it nearly cut the circulation off. I swung my other arm around and the same thing happened. I was kneeling on the ground, arms pinned behind my back.

      I torqued my head up, struggling to break my bonds and that’s when she appeared.

      Big Dread herself.

      Floating out over the balcony.

      She licked her ruby-red lips, flashing that switchblade smile of hers. Her eyes swung from Kree to me. I was still naked of course which made Big Dread smile even wider.

      “Hope I haven’t interrupted anything special,” the villainess said.

      “We were just finishing up,” I replied.

      “Excellent. It’s always preferable to have a special memory before you cross over.”

      I tried to break the tendrils, but could barely move my arms. Big Dread hovered over the balcony, drawing closer, her expression darkening. “I can’t believe you made it out of the Empty Quarter alive.”

      “I don’t die easily,” I replied.

      “Where is she?”

      “Who?”

      “Aurora, you lort!”

      “How the hell would I know? She double-crossed me!”

      “Liar,” Big Dread sneered, her voice dripping with disdain. “Tell true or I will snatch the light from your fucking eyes!”

      “The word on the street is the Harbinger has her,” I croaked. “He’s got her inside that fortress of his.”

      This seemed to surprise Big Dread. She paused and looked back over her shoulder as if trying to calculate exactly where the Harbinger’s lair might be. Kree used that moment of hesitation to grab the machine-pistol and empty it at Big Dread.

      I couldn’t tell whether the bullets from Kree’s gun actually did any damage to Big Dread, but their explosive force whipsawed her back off the balcony.

      She vanished from sight, and I climbed into my clothes and urged Kree to flee from the hideout, realizing that there were likely more of the bad guys outside and that we’d be trapped in the apartment if we stayed.

      I couldn’t find my helmet, and there was no time to search for it, so we fled into the hallway, hoping like hell that we’d be able to reach the loop before somebody else came for us.

      The nearby residents of the building were out in the hallway, shouting, pointing, as we pinballed through them.

      I still had my Snout uniform on and when one of the residents eyeballed me warily, I pointed back and exclaimed that the Morningstars were on the way.

      The residents freaked and we used the resulting chaos to slip into the loop.

      The doors closed and Kree gripped her gun as we began corkscrewing down toward the ground.

      “Who was that?” she asked.

      “Big Dread.”

      “Big…Dread? But she’s so small.”

      “That’s what I said, but she punches above her weight.”

      Kree’s nose scrunched up. “What does that mean?”

      “It means we’re in deep shit.”

      I pointed, and Kree looked up to see Big Dread zooming through the air. She was standing in such a way that she appeared to be sky-surfing, riding the wind down toward us. There was no way we’d be able to reach the ground before she reached us.

      I watched the villainess call forth a ball of pure energy at the end of her right hand that burned so brightly, I had to divert my eyes.

      “OUT! WE NEED TO GET OUT NOW!”

      Kree slapped the loop’s control panel and we slammed to a stop. Big Dread hurled the energy ball at us as doors to the loop pinged open.

      We threw ourselves forward, hooking a right down a corridor on the fifth floor of the building as the loop exploded behind us.

      The blast wave from the explosion knocked us to the ground.

      The building shuddered and a wall of heat buffeted us.

      I half expected to see the other Morningstars appearing, ready to finish us off, but aside from a few startled residents, however, the corridor was empty. “We need to get down to the ground!” I shouted.

      “That’s impossible now.”

      “What about a staircase?”

      Kree stopped and pointed. At the other end of the corridor was an entrance to what looked like a stairwell. Five Snouts guarded it, and there were five more appearing beyond them.

      “We could attack,” Kree suggested.

      “That would only make things worse.”

      I cursed and kicked at the ground. “We’re trapped.”

      A look of recognition washed over Kree. Her eyes hopped from me to her weapon. “I have an idea.”

      She pulled me back down the corridor and then fired several shots into a door, before kicking the door open. We took cover inside, and I was grateful to see that the apartment was empty.

      “Your idea involves us hiding in a room?”

      She shook her head and pointed to the doors that led to the balcony.

      “That’s a balcony.”

      She smiled. “Nothing gets past you, Quincy.”

      Taking my hand, she led me toward the doors which we pulled open. I quickly hazarded a look over the balcony and wished I hadn’t. I wasn’t a huge fan of heights, and the dizzying view caused my innards to churn.

      Turning away from the balcony, I peered back at Kree. “Say something.”

      “We’re going over the edge,” she replied.

      “Say something else!”

      The door to the apartment burst open and a phalanx of Snouts appeared. Before I could try and reason with them, Kree had squeezed a burst of fire from her gun, cutting all of them down but one. The remaining Snout, a human cop, stumbled out of the room, shrieking for help. Now we were truly fucked.

      “Grab onto my back after I drop down,” she said.

      “Are you insane?”

      “There’s no time!” she answered.

      She slipped gracefully over the edge of the balcony, hooking her long fingers onto the metal bar.

      I said a prayer and then grabbed the metal which was warm and oily. Holding onto it as hard as I could, I lowered myself over the edge of the balcony, fighting not to look down.

      “Grab hold!” Kree commanded.

      I grabbed her shoulders and then wrapped my arms around her chest, terrified that my extra weight would loosen her grip.

      I was wrong.

      Using her natural strength and the fleshy discs on her hands, Kree was able to maintain a tight grip with one hand. The other still clutched her machine-pistol, which she slid, barrel-first, down the side of her suit.

      “We’re going down. Hold on!”

      Kree measured her weight and then let go of the railing.

      We hung there for a second or two, and I’m not ashamed to admit that I shrieked like a little girl.

      Then we fell.

      Straight down.

      We hit a run of black pipe on the balcony below and Kree slapped her hands against it, stopping our descent.

      There we were, a hundred and fifty feet off the ground, dangling like a pair of puppets.

      I nearly fell from her back, wondering what the hell she was doing. Before I could utter a word, we were on the move again, sliding down the metal pipe like a firefighter slipping down a fire pole.

      The wind whipped through my air as we passed the fourth floor, then the third.

      Then I heard it.

      A faraway sound, almost industrial.

      The echo of metal grinding against metal.

      “Don’t look, Quincy!”

      “Don’t look down?”

      “No, don’t look at what’s coming to attack us!”

      My head snapped up and I caught sight of a reflection in the building’s windows. It was Big Dread and she was scything through the air, headed on a collision course with us.

      One hand still wrapped around Kree, I swung around to fire a ball of energy at Big Dread, but I was a few seconds too late.

      Big Dread slammed into me, plucking me off Kree like an eagle snatching a fish out of a river.
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      Before I knew what was happening, she had me in a bear-hug, pinning my arms back, grinning lasciviously as we soared back up the building.

      My world turned over, my equilibrium fucked and then our flight came to an end.

      We were at the top of the building, perched on the tip of the metal spire I’d seen before, a perch that was barely three feet wide. Big Dread dropped me and I tottered, heart in my throat.

      “Watch that first step, Quincy,” she said with a guttural laugh.

      I wanted to fire a wall of raw energy into Big Dread, but I didn’t have a free hand. I was too busy clutching the spire, trying not to fall to my death as Big Dread hovered a few inches away, the air wavering behind her.

      “Not so super after all,” she taunted.

      “I never claimed to be like you.”

      “You’re more like me than you realize.” She levered a finger under my chin to force my head up. “The Shadow Catchers weren’t the only ones watching you. I’ve had an eye on you for some time. I know who you are. An outcast just trying to fit in like the rest of us.”

      “Somehow I don’t remember the freaks being the ones who administered the beatdowns.”

      “We’re merely standing up for ourselves.”

      “By killing people?”

      Big Dread waved a hand. “Mistakes have been made—”

      “That’s what you call the death of your father? A mistake?”

      Her eyes shone with rage. “What do you know about my father?”

      “I know you helped murder him.”

      “And if I did?”

      “For starters, that’s a pretty fucked up thing to do...”

      “It’s of little moment in light of all the things he did to me and others. You have likely heard that he was a good ruler, maybe even that he was just. You have heard only one side of the story. The truth is he was a ruthless man, prone to anger, and fits of paranoia. The things he did to my mother and me…”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re gonna justify blowing up the planet because you’ve got some serious daddy issues.”

      A look of amusement creased her face. “Don’t bother yourself with what my plans for this planet are. The only thing you need to concern yourself with is right now. You need to decide whether you want to live to see another day.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      Big Dread grabbed my cheeks and squeezed them together so hard I thought she was going to press them into my teeth.

      She leaned in tight to me, so close that I could feel her erect nipples pressing against my chest.

      She reached out a finger, traced my lips and then smacked me in the mouth. Then she wrenched my head sideways so that I could see the tallest building in the city. A thick, vault-like structure, pewter gray, with several domes on the roof. The building was a good eight to ten blocks away from us.

      “That’s his keep. That’s where the Harbinger dwells, his fortress. If what you say is true, that’s where the bitch is. That’s where he’s taken Aurora.”

      “So go and get her back.”

      “I can’t without a key,” she replied.

      “Get a key then.”

      Big Dread smiled. “You are the key. You’re the outsider, the one who’s helped turned much of our fair city upside down. The Harbinger knows who you are, you fool. I can use you to get through the doors and once we’re inside, I’ll take him down.”

      “But you’re working with him aren’t you?”

      “We used him to further our goals.”

      “And now you’re going to kill him too?”

      She grinned. “If need be.”

      “What if he decides to do the same to you?”

      Her smile wilted. “Time grows short, Quincy.”

      “What do I get in return if I help you?” I asked, trying to buy some time.

      “Everything that you see could be yours,” she replied. “If you go willingly, if you help us infiltrate his fortress, I’ll make this world bow down before you.” She smiled and drew close, her tongue darting against my ear. “Oh, the things I could show you, Quincy. Riches, power, bliss in perpetuity.”

      She kissed me long and hard, ramming her tongue down my throat.

      I pulled back. “You gonna be offended if I say you’re not my type, Enya?”

      She reacted. “You know my name?”

      “I know all about you, and I don’t cut deals with anybody who would murder her father.”

      Anger flared in her eyes. “I could vaporize you.”

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “I should. I’m divine.”

      “Is divine another word for ‘whore?’”

      Big Dread’s face fell. In a blur of movement, she smashed my right hand so that I lost my grip on the spire. I dangled, holding on by two fingers on my left hand.

      “There won’t be much left of you, Quincy,” she said, hovering around me. “Just a red smear on the ground.”

      “It’s a shame,” I replied.

      “What is?”

      “The fact that you’d be smoking hot if you weren’t such a roaring bitch.”

      She grabbed my arm and pulled me off of the spire and then let me go.

      My arms and legs chopped the air as I fell over the side of the building, the ground rushing up to greet me when—

      WHACK!

      She reappeared and grabbed my arm. “I hope you didn’t soil yourself,” she snorted.

      “Nope,” I said, watching us near the ground. “There are things worse than falling off a building.”

      “Name some.”

      “Getting blown up by rockets and missiles.”

      Her mouth dropped open and I pointed toward the smoke-trail from a rocket that was whistling toward us. Splinter was standing on the back of a wave sled, holding a rocket launcher!

      Big Dread cursed and let go of me, throwing up her hands as—

      The rocket slammed into her with a percussive boom!
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      The explosion flung us in different directions.

      The propulsive force shoved me down to the left, and Big Dread hurtled to the right, crashing into the building, slamming through a set of windows, vanishing from sight.

      Feet first, I fell straight down, screaming all the way.

      Out the corner of my eye, there was movement.

      Another wave sled.

      I couldn’t see who was piloting it, but the craft was skimming the ground, moving so fast I could barely track it.

      The ground was rushing up to greet me, but the wave sled was there a fraction before I face-planted and—

      I landed in a heap in the back of the sled, slamming down so hard that I nearly left an imprint in the vessel’s rubberized flooring.

      My protective suit and the Snout outfit cushioned the blow, but the air was still knocked out of me. Hands grabbed and turned me over and I looked up into the faces of Liberty, Lyric, and Kree.

      “Perfect timing,” Liberty said with a grin.

      They helped me sit up and Kree spun and fired off a burst from her gun at the figures racing across the street below.

      A small army of Snouts along with The Showstopper, Dolly Dagger, and a dozen Fodder, general-purpose members of the Morningstars’ gang, was rampaging down the street, firing at us and the other wave sled that held Atlas, Splinter, and Kaptain Khaos.

      “Yeah, so that just happened,” Lyric said, pointing to the bad guys. “The Snouts and the Morningstars have apparently decided to team up.”

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We get the fuck out of here, that’s what we do,” Lyric answered.

      “HOLD ON!” Liberty shouted.

      She slotted the sled’s controls and juiced the engines as we jolted off, climbing twenty feet into the air.

      Kree knelt beside me. “You’re okay?”

      “Yeah, aside from possibly breaking every bone in my body and pissing my pants, I’m right as rain.”

      She smiled and quickly kissed me on the cheek before helping me to my feet. I moved over to Lyric who was clutching a short-barreled assault rifle.

      “What the hell happened to you guys?” I asked, holding onto the gunwale.

      “We got ambushed down below,” Lyric replied. “A whole squad of Synths had us cornered before we fought our way out. Only good thing is we managed to extract some intel from one of the grunts.”

      “About what?”

      “Aurora. The Harbinger does indeed have her under lock and key in his main building.”

      “What about the trap bottle?”

      “Apparently he’s got that too.”

      “Then we need to go and get them.”

      “Yeah, sure, Quincy. We’ll just walk right into his compound and get them back like that,” Lyric said, snapping her fingers.

      “Where’s Atlas?” I asked.

      Lyric didn’t have an answer as the sound of Kree’s gun firing arrested my attention. I looked back to see her shooting at a pack of synthetic Snouts down below as Dolly Dagger flung a series of fireballs at us.

      “Incoming!”

      “Already on it!” Liberty replied. She swung the controls and the wave sled dove down toward the ground, shooting between a stand of trees as the fireballs slammed into the trunks, setting the trees on fire.

      We buzzed over a park of some kind, a complex network of manmade waterfalls, fountains, and circular areas of grass that were fringed by statues. A crowd of city dwellers enjoying the sights ran for cover as the Morningstars continued to pour fire on us.

      The air quickly filled with a blizzard of orange tracer-rounds fired from another wave sled piloted by Big Dread. How she’d managed to extricate herself from the building and commandeer a wave sled, I do not know, but there she was, relentlessly pursuing us. Her wave sled dipped and dove, appearing to be much faster than the one we were on.

      Big Dread also loosed a series of energy balls that spiraled past us, obliterating whole sections of the park, shattering the statues, sending up geysers of water as the fountains blasted apart.

      Liberty deftly maneuvered our sled, evading the fusillade of fire from our pursuers while nosing the sled down only to see the area up ahead of us swarming with several dozen Snouts who were readying heavy weaponry.

      We were boxed in, so Liberty pulled back on the controls, causing our sled to swing violently back in the other direction, headed directly for Big Dread and the others. She pulled out a black saber enveloped in a fine blue mist that I’d seen her grab back at the Lout’s armory and gestured to me. “TAKE THE CONTROLS, QUINCY!”

      “I DON’T KNOW HOW TO FLY IT!”

      “IT’S IDIOT PROOF!”

      I positioned myself at the front of the vessel which was fast approaching the raised subway platform. A train was on the platform breezing past at what I reckoned to be thirty or forty miles per hour.

      I put my hands on the sled’s control screen, and that’s when it happened.

      The screen went black and the machine dropped toward the ground.
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      “WHAT THE FUCK DID YOU DO TO IT?!” Liberty screamed.

      “YOU SAID IT WAS IDIOT PROOF!”

      “Gods!” she shrieked in response. She moved over and tapped the screen which powered back up as she gave me a three-second tutorial on how to fly, brake and accelerate.

      I looked up from the screen and all I could see was Big Dread swooping down to intercept us.

      The villainess threw up her hands as if ready to fire a blast of energy at us, as Kree and Lyric opened fire on her. Big Dread evoked an orange forcefield that liquified the rounds before they could hit her.

      I slotted the controls and the wave sled banked hard and shot down over a stone boulevard that wound its way along the edge of the subway platform.

      Without warning, Liberty dropped out of the wave sled, soaring ten feet to the ground where she began attacking a pod of Synths.

      I looked up and realized we were once again cornered, pinned in between the Snouts and the Morningstars. If I didn’t do something fast, we’d be overrun.

      “GO FOR THE SUBWAY!” I shouted to Kree and Lyric.

      Lyric hesitated. “What about you?!”

      “I’ve got a plan!”

      “Your plans tend to suck, Quincy!” Lyric replied.

      I smirked. “I’ll meet you down the street!”

      Both of the ladies flung me nervous smiles as I lowered the wave sled and they hopped off. Then, I pulled back on the controls and mashed the accelerator as the area all around me came under withering fire from the Snouts and Big Dread.

      Flicking the controls, I sent the wave sled gliding down and over the street like a sloop.

      I buzzed over the heads of the Snouts, creating a small shield that protected me from their fire which ripped holes through the unprotected sections of the vessel.

      I processed several options and alarming scenarios all at once, most of which weren’t particularly good ones. My best bet was to try and outrace Big Dread, to distract her long enough to allow the others to hide or find a way to ambush her and the other Morningstars. But then I realized, to my horror, that Big Dread’s wave sled was indeed much faster and far more maneuverable than mine.

      I spotted the villain peripherally, her sled propelled by jets of blue flame that roared from the back of the craft.

      She fired on me as she blasted forward, the energy flung from her hands tearing up the streets, the back of my sled, and what looked like a domed amphitheater off to my right.

      I shunted the wave sled down and through an alley and Big Dread pursued, along with several of the Snouts’ mechanized fighting machines. She was closest and unleashed a torrent of fire that smashed the facades of a cluster of nearby buildings.

      There was a gaseous WHUMP! from somewhere behind as Big Dread launched a wave of blue light at me.

      There was an aerial explosion up ahead as the light tore through the top of a building, ripping it clean off.

      The resulting debris rained down and I leaned into the controls and headed into a curving turn—

      Only to see another squadron of Snouts in their mechanized fighting machines, their mechs, rushing forward to take me out.

      I flew right at the mechs, lobbing a pair of plasma balls that detonated, scattering them. They quickly recovered and swung into action alongside Big Dread.

      I flipped switches and toggled the controls, furiously piloting the sled down over the city streets, trying like hell to outdistance my pursuers.

      The wave sled’s engine snarled and sputtered before coming back to life. I wasn’t surprised to see that most of the major systems were blinking red, which I took as a very bad sign. I was beginning to think the machine was running on fumes and my only hope was that it had enough juice in the tank to finish the battle.

      I could hear the squawk and whine of the mechs echoing from behind as they chased me.

      I slouched in my seat and flipped the controls, flying under an arched overpass crowned with a walkway that was soon obliterated by Big Dead.

      Accelerating, I dove over a huge drop off, a chasm, an opening that led down to the lower levels of the city that were swarming with wave sleds flown by panicked city-dwellers. The mechanized Snouts couldn’t follow me down into the chasm, but Big Dread could.

      My stomach lurched as I dropped down into a space that was congested, like Los Angeles during rush hour, people flying down into the hole in the ground or coming back up.

      The drivers and riders in the nearby machines were understandably shocked as Big Dread fired on me and I fired back.

      She continued to shoot at me even as I maintained a protective shield, but it was beginning to falter. Her incoming fire was just too overwhelming, so I cut the power to the wave sled.

      The machine hung in the air for an instant and then plunged down.

      I white-knuckled the controls, riding the wave sled into the chasm, able to somehow juke around the other machines that were swerving—

      Honking their horns.

      Fighting not to crash into me.

      I held on for dear life, thrusting a spiral of energy out in front, shoving aside several other wave sleds that were on a collision course with me.

      The sheer lunacy of the maneuver, of my incredibly dangerous free-fall, worked to my benefit, however. Big Dread wasn’t able to keep up, at least for the moment, and when I got to within a few hundred feet of the first underground level, I powered the wave sled back up and zoomed down a tunnel.

      Slotting the controls, I flew through an open-air emporium, knifing over the heads of startled city-dwellers.

      I passed into another space and had to duck to avoid being decapitated only to see a wave of Snouts moving forward, headed to the Upperworld.

      Yanking back on the controls, I juiced the engines a final time and whipped the sled through an opening in the ceiling.

      Rocketing up through a chute in the ground, I soon found myself back up on the streets of the Upperworld only to see Big Dread circling above. She hadn’t taken the bait, but instead, had headed back up to wait for me.

      I followed one of the subway cars, using it for cover, and Big Dread pounded me with energy balls. Breaking away from the subway, I glided down a side street that the villainess riddled with fire, barely managing to avoid the resulting falling debris. I extended a middle finger to Big Dread and drove the sled through the heart of the damaged structure before slicing out onto another road. I did this for several minutes, whipping down over the deserted city streets, leading Big Dread away on a wild goose chase, hoping like hell that the others might show up and take her down at some point.

      It was when I circled back up toward the park, carving over a section of relatively open road, that Big Dread closed on me. The bitch used the jets on her wave sled to close and then she fired several rockets that buzzed by so closely, I could reach out and touch them.

      Veering around a corner, I pressed down on the controls, the wave sled dipping violently.  I swerved right and shot through a gaping hole in the shell of an office building as the structure around me was atomized by energy balls fired by Big Dread.

      Managing to avoid a number of obstacles inside the building, I neared the rear wall and that’s when I realized what I had to do.

      I had to do something unexpected to turn the tables on the villainess and so running on instinct, I powered the wave sled up and brought it around, slamming the controls down. The machine jolted to a stop as Big Dread’s sled appeared near the original opening.

      Before she could react, I was on her, driving my sled directly toward her. My surprise attack was direct, powerful and alarmingly fast.

      The supervillain stood up and a look of sheer disbelief creased her face.

      I dove from my wave sled an instant before—

      The nose of my sled jackhammered into her machine.

      My vessel crumpled like a crushed beer can, the impact detonating whatever munitions were stored inside hers.

      Several attendant explosions spewed a wall of flames that rolled over the machine, birthing secondary blasts that ripped it apart.

      I tumbled fifteen feet down through the air and smashed through a brick wall, coming to a stop on the ground, ears ringing, breathing revved up, but very much alive.

      Big Dread was nowhere in sight, so I staggered to my feet and picked my way toward a large hole at the back of the structure, hoping to catch up with the others.

      Visibility was obscured when I emerged from the rear of the building, due to the smoke caused by the explosions, but I could see forms moving down street. I couldn’t tell if they were friend or foe and I took a step—

      THUMP!

      Something rammed into my back.

      It felt as if a million volts of electricity had just sizzled through my body.

      My legs gave out and I fell forward.

      I managed to brace my fall and heard the sound of laughter echoing from behind. Rolling over, I gaped up and spotted Big Dread. She was fire-blackened but still so very alive and pulling herself through the smoke, a vulpine grin on her face and malice in her eyes.

      I fought to lift one of my hands, but Big Dread was faster than a gunslinger.

      She flicked a black cloud that slammed into my head, ushering me into complete and total darkness.
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      I woke to the smell of sweat and urine and what sounded like weeping and the gnashing of teeth.

      Groggy, I fought to lift my head and peered around.

      I was down in a vast, semi-darkened room with roughly hewn walls and a floor made of what looked like volcanic gravel.

      Tiny pinpricks of light shafted down from gaps in the metal grating that functioned as a ceiling.

      I was upright, pinned against a wall, my arms and legs bound at my sides by loops of orange energy that glowed and crackled. I tried to move, but the more I fidgeted, the more they grew taut.

      Squinting, I spotted other forms around the wall, other people who were similarly stationed.

      Some of them were barely clothed.

      Others were naked.

      They were chained to metal poles or the wall, while others were lashed across what looked like doors and wooden wheels, and still more hung from the ceiling, harnessed to elastic bands or cocooned in the kind of contraptions that had been used for enhanced interrogation back in the day.

      It was pretty clear I was down in some sort of subterranean torture chamber slash prison.

      My thoughts returned to Big Dread who’d incapacitated me and I cursed her, vowing revenge if I ever found a way out and then I’d—

      A sound echoed.

      A disturbing sound.

      The kind made by something big and bulky as it drags itself across stone.

      I looked sideways. Something was toiling in the murk.

      Several somethings.

      A human, a one-eared, large-jointed man in a gray cloak accompanied by three of the largest creatures I’d ever seen standing on two feet. The beasts were easily nine feet tall, broad-shouldered with olive colored scales instead of flesh, and angular, serpentlike heads.

      The blunt-faced, one-eared man stopped and sighed. The snake beasts stood behind him silently, long tongues flicking back and forth.

      “Quincy?” the one-eared man said.

      “That all depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether being Quincy is a bad thing.”

      The man didn’t seem amused by this. He drew near me, holding a small yellow flower in his hands. The flower was crowned with the kind of spores you might see atop a dandelion.

      “For me?” I asked. And when the man didn’t reply, “Whoever said romance is dead is a liar.”

      The man stared at me, stone-faced, and then he blew the spores in my face.

      I coughed and breathed some of them in and instantly felt more alert.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “A little pick me up,” the one-eared man said. “The man likes people to be wide-eyed when they meet him for the first time.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because it’s difficult to humble yourself and appreciate the lessons of pain if you’re not fully awake.”

      He smiled and withdrew a green baton from his cloak and flicked his wrist. The baton extended several feet. He looked me up and down. “So you’re him, huh? The mortal who’s caused so much trouble.”

      “Impressed?”

      “Not really. You don’t look like much.”

      “Least I have both of my ears.”

      The man hit me in the stomach with the baton, and it hurt like a sonofabitch. Then the man stood back and bowed awkwardly. “My name is Dez.”

      “That’s a helluva greeting, Dez.”

      Dez grinned, showing a mouth full of blackened teeth. “Mind your manners and it won’t happen again.”

      “May I ask a question?”

      Dez nodded.

      “Is Big Dread around anywhere? ‘Cause I’d really love to thank her for all that she’s done for me.”

      He snickered. “She’s gone on to her reward.”

      “Where am I?” I asked.

      “You’re only allowed one question,” Dez barked. “I’ll be asking the others from here on out.”

      “Okay, but you’ve got to come closer because I’m hard of hearing.”

      Dez inched closer, and I spat in his face. Looking back, that wasn’t a smart thing to do, but I was in pain, groggy, and pissed so I wasn’t thinking clearly. I compounded the mistake by spitting again while growling: “That’s for your poor fucking manners, dickhead.”

      He thumped me again with the baton. Then he moved in close so that I could smell the odor of burned meat and sweat on him. He reached up, grabbed my hair and forced me to look at the serpent creatures. “You know what those are, Quincy?”

      “No, but hopefully they’re not hungry.”

      “They’re called Stemwinders,” Dez said. “They’re the personal guard for the man who runs this city now.”

      “The Harbinger?”

      Dez nodded. “You’re in his domain.”

      “He could use a little redecorating.”

      “Mind your manners, boy. This is his fortress, his home.”

      “If that’s true what is this place?” I asked. “The reception area?”

      Dez sucked on his teeth. “You think everything’s a joke?”

      “Not everything. Just you.”

      Dez hit me in the ribs with the baton and then he whistled to the serpent creatures. Two of them loped over, emitting a powerful odor that burned my eyes and curled my nostrils. A scent that smelled an awful lot like a diaper set on fire.

      The things clucked their teeth and then trilled a sound while showing off the fangs that protruded from their oversized mouths.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys stink.”

      The serpents traded a look and chuckled. They reached their tiny, whip-like arms down and undid my bindings.

      I pitched forward and the serpents grabbed and held me up in the air like some kind of sacrificial offering.

      Dez barked orders at the serpents who carried me through an archway on the other side of the prison.

      “What about them?” I asked, referencing the other people being held there.

      “Be grateful you’re leaving,” Dez replied.
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      I was carried through a side door and down a long, twisty corridor. We passed by translucent offices filled with banks of computers, moving faster up a stairwell and down another hallway.

      We entered an airlock and were waved through a security checkpoint, the guards not even bothering to hazard a glance in my direction.

      The structure, a monolith of stone and glimmering exotic alloys, was much more impressive on the inside. We moved over a catwalk and into a concourse that opened to a rotunda that allowed me (given the fact that I was staring straight up), to see almost the entirety of the structure.

      The rotunda appeared to function as the building’s town plaza, a wide apron of stone that was wreathed by massive ramps that climbed the outer walls, stretching from the floor all the way up to the top of the construct, which couldn’t be seen it was so many stories above us.

      It felt like I was inside a pyramid, a ziggurat out in the middle of the jungle. We continued up the ramp, moving between floors.

      I saw what looked like sleeping quarters on one floor and a place where food was served on another, and still another floor where vegetables and fruit were being grown in vertical gardens. And everywhere there was a continuous stream of people and security in the form of the snakelike creatures, bulked-up guards, and heavily-armed drones that flew and wheeled past us.

      It was much more than a building.

      It was a self-contained city.

      “How big is this place?” I asked, stealing a glance at Dez.

      “Large enough that many who enter never see the light of day again.” Dez laughed and continued, “We had another one from your planet here once. He mentioned a song to me that talks about a place called the Hotel California. This place in the song, this hotel, is not unlike the Harbinger’s fortress. It’s very easy to check into, almost impossible to get out of.”

      “Especially if you’re a kid.”

      Dez regarded me with a strange interest and I noticed a look of recognition in his beady eyes. “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? Where are the children who’ve been taken here?”

      “Why would I tell you anything?” Dez asked.

      “Because you know I’m never going to leave this place so why not tell me and rub it in. It’s a sign of power.”

      A zippered grin tugged at the corner of Dez’s mouth. “We call the fifteenth floor the nursery. That’s where the man keeps his little treasures.”

      Something about the words “little” and “treasures” sent chills up and down my spine, but I didn’t respond as we trekked on through the building.

      Higher we climbed, sliding under a forest of massive struts that appeared to be the primary support for the rotunda.

      We slipped between the umbrella-like ribs of the structure and I asked Dez why we didn’t just take a loop. He said in his experience, climbing manually disoriented those who were being taken to see the Harbinger.

      We moved across the fifteenth floor and I spotted a solitary child, a young girl who looked very much like Kree, trundling down toward a security guard who ushered her through a massive black door that was next to a loop. I made a mental note of the area, surmising this was indeed more than likely where they kept the children hostage.

      The sixteenth floor followed and it was here that I saw what appeared to be a zoo of some kind, a menagerie behind a wall of thick glass that contained a myriad of creatures from other planets.

      “The Harbinger’s a collector of sorts,” Dez muttered. “He likes to take trophies from other worlds.”

      I locked eyes with a colossus on the other side of the glass, a creature that resembled the bastard spawn of an octopus and a bear. The thing pressed its mouth to the glass and made a terrible sound as it dragged its hooked beak back and forth.

      “That’s one of his favorites,” Dez said.

      “I think it wants to come out and play,” I said.

      Dez smirked. “Gods help you if those things ever get loose.”
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      We stopped for a moment on the seventeenth floor and Dez pointed to a section of black cages built into the side of the building. There were several dozen figures on the inside, standing erect, slotted inside translucent tubes.

      Dez allowed me enough space to step forward and I was shocked to see Big Dread, Dolly Dagger, The Showstopper and a number of other figures. What I assumed was the entirety of the Morningstars, the whole gang. Big Dread’s face was bloody and bruised. It looked like she’d been worked over pretty good. She noticed me and mouthed something and then looked away.

      I turned back to Dez. “I thought they were working for the Harbinger.”

      A crazed gleam filled his eyes. “That’s what they thought too.”

      “He double-crossed them didn’t he?”

      Dez shrugged. “He changed the terms of the bargain. They served their purpose. They helped bring you to us.”

      “What are you going to do with them?”

      “That ain’t none of your concern.”

      I looked back and cast a final glance at Big Dread who held my gaze, mouthing something again I couldn’t make out.

      Dez pulled me back and ten minutes later, we were standing before a biometric scanner pinned to a metal door. Dez waved his palm before the scanner and the door opened to an industrial corridor where men and women in smocks and biohazard garb were rushing around.

      At the end of the industrial corridor was an elevator, a loop that opened as we entered.

      The doors shut and we rocketed up and I could see through the translucent walls, the entirety of Fiasco Heights spooling out under us.

      The loop came to a stop and the door opened.

      I was carried inside and roughly deposited on a long slab of stone that was covered in a white material that had the consistency of memory foam.

      Dez crouched on his haunches. He used the end of his baton to prop my chin up. “You best show the man some fucking respect.”

      “You’re two seconds away from me spitting your eyes again, asshole,” I hissed.

      Dez smacked me in the mouth, busting my lip, and then stood and reentered the loop with the serpent-creatures at his side.

      I tasted my own coppery blood as I rubbed my split lip.

      I stood and studied my surroundings: walls that were two stories high, the top portions made of translucent material, the bottoms paneled in a dark, wood-like material, set above a single course of rough-cut blocks of stone or bone (I couldn’t tell which).

      Beyond this were human and alien statues made of white stone, along with the ivory-colored ribs of some mammoth, long-dead beast that had been repurposed into a series of strangely-shaped chairs. The floor was hard and composed of an elaborate parquet design made from glowing, alien-alloyed tiles.

      It was an expansive room fit for a one-percenter, a king, or in this case, a wannabe dictator.

      “What do you think?” a man’s voice asked.

      I turned and looked to the far side of the room that was draped in shadows and there he was.

      There was the villain himself.

      The Harbinger.
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      The Harbinger stood and walked toward me with menacing purpose. He seemed to cover the distance between us in four or five paces and when he strode out of the shadows I saw him fully for the first time.

      He carried himself with the casual assurance of someone accustomed to giving orders and having them obeyed.

      Physically, he was in the middle of his years, well over six and a half feet tall and built like a linebacker.

      His eyes were hooded but his face was smooth, giving him the appearance of a man who was aged and yet somehow ageless.

      His silver hair was perfectly coifed and when he spoke, it was in cultured, measured tones. Certainly not what I was expecting, and not the voice of a despot.

      “I like your uniform,” the Harbinger said of the Snout garb I was still wearing.

      “One of your goons said I could borrow it,” I replied.

      He smiled. “I hope you weren’t mistreated down below.”

      “Not unless you count being chained up and slapped around mistreatment.”

      “You’re scared aren’t you?” the Harbinger asked.

      “No,” I replied after a few seconds of silence, looking away.

      “There’s no need to lie. I can smell it on you,” the villain continued.

      The Harbinger smirked and I noticed two things.

      First, the air around us was chilly, as if we’d just pulled open the door of a refrigerator. When the Harbinger moved, I felt a jet of even more frigid air, as if some unseen force was propelling him around.

      Two, the Harbinger’s fingernails were a sight to behold. They were manicured. They weren’t the nails of someone used to physical exertion, but rather the buffed and smoothed nails you’d see on someone who preferred to sit back and order his killings. “I was told you were a man with a salty tongue.”

      “That’s what the ladies say,” I replied.

      “Do you know why you’re here, Quincy?”

      “Hopefully it’s to pick up my one-way ticket back to Earth.”

      The Harbinger chuckled and turned to face the nearest wall. “We could sit here all day and talk, but in the parlance of your planet, I was hoping we could have a brief, mature conversation. Superhero to superhero.”

      “More like Earthling to dictator.”

      He turned to face me, his smile slipping away. “I’m not a dictator.”

      “You mean you didn’t orchestrate a coup, have Greylock assassinated, and murder most of your enemies?”

      “Sure, if you want to get technical about it...”

      He smiled darkly. I didn’t.

      “What do you want from me?” I asked.

      “I want you.”

      “I’m flattered, but I’m sort of spoken for. In fact, I’ve got dinner reservations with several lovely ladies if you’d be kind enough to let me go.”

      He breathed through his nostrils. “I didn’t mean I want you in that sense, you lort. I’ve heard you possess unusual feats, including powers that I do not have, like the ability to handle that which was contained inside the Light Breaker.”

      “You mean…the antimatter? The trap bottle?”

      He nodded. “I need you to assist me with it.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re going to learn that I’m not a big fan of ‘why,’ Quincy. And the reason I need you, is to help set my people free.”

      “Who are you? Moses?”

      He quirked an eyebrow. “What?”

      “What I meant is, how is you possessing the antimatter going to set anyone free?”

      “Freedom will come when I use the antimatter to destroy the Caul.”

      I took this in and peered at the Harbinger, who was a spooky sonofabitch. The guy didn’t blink once during the entire conversation. Not once. “What happens if I say no?”

      “Oh, things wouldn’t end well for her, Quincy.”

      My mouth went dry. I instantly knew he was referring to Aurora and I was thankful that she might still be alive. “Where is she? Where’s Aurora?”

      “In a safe place and she’ll continue to remain safe as long as you make wise choices.”

      “I want to see her.”

      “And I’d really like to see your friends,” the Harbinger replied. “My old friend Atlas Jackson and the rest of the Shadow Catchers. Do you happen to know where they are?”

      “Hopefully, trying to find a way to come say hello.”

      He smiled again, flashing teeth that were a brilliant white. “You’ll find it difficult to get in and out of this building.”

      “Is that what you said to the kids you’ve got locked up in here?”

      He answered this with silence. Then his eyes drifted heavenward and he nodded. “The offspring of the Honoria?” he said.

      “The people you’re using as slaves down in the lower levels. From what I can tell, you’ve got their kids locked up in here.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny that, but I assure you any little ones that might be in this building are well cared for in our tender age shelter and will remain so.”

      I sighed, realizing I wasn’t going to get anywhere with him. Instead, I thought it might be more appropriate to try the direct approach. “Look, Harbinger, may I call you that?”

      He nodded.

      “I’d really love it if you let me, Aurora, and the kids go. I promise not to tell anyone what you’ve got going on in here.”

      “Well, I certainly appreciate that...”

      “Because I can tell you’re a man who gets things done.”

      The Harbinger smiled. “Flattery will get you everywhere, Quincy.”

      He sat in silence for several seconds, deep in contemplation. Then he steepled his long fingers under his chin. “You may not believe it now, but I believe there’s a place for you here in Fiasco Heights. I really do. In point of fact, I see great things in your future so long as you do the right thing.”

      The Harbinger pointed to a door at the side of the room. “Walk with me.”

      Realizing I didn’t have any other options, I followed after him as he moved through the door and up a short flight of stairs that opened to reveal an impressive terrace.

      The terrace was under the translucent dome and resembled a Garden of Eden five hundred feet up in the air.

      By that I mean there was lush vegetation everywhere, immense fruit-bearing trees and vines that sprouted from the walls, the floor, giving everything the vibe of a primordial jungle. Exotic, birdlike alien creatures flew through the air, which was laced with a sickeningly-sweet odor that dizzied the senses. I watched the creatures soar over a pair of infinity pools that were bisected by a raised walkway.

      We moved slowly over the walkway, the water peopled by a handful of long-limbed goddesses, some naked, others clad in barely-there clothing. The women larked in the water, but made sure to turn and wave at the Harbinger…and me.

      “See anything you like?” the Harbinger asked.

      “How long do I have to answer?”

      He chuckled and led me to the end of the walkway and through a glass door that fronted a long ledge, a lip of solid-looking masonry, that looked down over the city. The view was staggering.

      “Not many people get to see the city from this spot,” the Harbinger said.

      “What about Big Dread? Did you take her up here?”

      He slowly nodded. “When we were brokering our original agreement.”

      “The one where she agreed to murder Greylock?”

      “It’s all about plausible deniability, Quincy. I couldn’t get my hands dirty. She was looking for a reason to take out some of her frustrations. That girl was so sore of heart that she was willing to do almost anything to change her situation.”

      “You took advantage of her and the others.”

      A bemused smile played at the corners of his mouth. “I believe the expression back on your planet is, I have always been playing chess, and Enya and the others have always been playing checkers. Do you understand this?”

      “Yeah, it’s a fancy way of saying you fucked them over.”

      The Harbinger waved a hand dismissively. My gaze wandered up and I noticed a haze, a barely perceptible veil in the air, a cone of faint, bluish light that enveloped the top of the building.

      Suddenly, the Harbinger grabbed me by the arm and led me down the ledge. I struggled, but couldn’t break his vicelike grip. We stopped eight or ten inches from the edge, my hair whipped by an updraft of air.

      “Do you know what my primary feat is, Quincy?”

      I shook my head.

      “I have the ability to hasten phase changes. I can freeze things. I could freeze you if I wanted to. Just turn you into a block of ice and drop you off the building.”

      “I’d really prefer if you didn’t do that.”

      He released my hands and just stood there, peering down at the streets below. I turned to face him, expecting him to snarl and swat me off the building, but instead he smiled.  “Go and do it. Try and destroy me. You’ve wanted to do it ever since you laid eyes on me.”

      I didn’t respond and he reached out a finger and nudged me back. “Do it.”

      “You’re insane.”

      He pushed me again until I was tottering two or three inches away from the ledge’s lip. Anger swelled up inside me and the Harbinger’s face morphed, taking on the appearance of all the thick-necked brutes who’d bullied me when I was younger. The ones who mercilessly mocked me for being different, a freak who could channel electricity. I brought my hands up, ready to let the villain have it with a ball of plasma, but nothing happened.

      Not a damn thing.

      I was bone dry.

      My current was shorting out for some reason.

      I wasn’t firing.

      Hell, I couldn’t even muster up enough energy to light a match.

      The Harbinger smiled and pointed at the veil. “It’s a little something I came up with. A shield around this particular space.”

      “Against what?”

      “People like you. It blocks out all extraneous signals and energy, the source of power for the feats that certain people possess.”

      “Like me?”

      The Harbinger nodded and pulled me back from the ledge.

      “Your abilities are of no moment here, Quincy.”

      Great. I was stuck at the top of a skyscraper with a lunatic and I was powerless to do anything about it.

      “What do you want?” I asked. “I mean, I heard your pitch back there, but what do you really want?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Besides a good psychiatrist.”

      The Harbinger smiled and swept his hands before the city that spread out below. “Violent change is the common thread that weaves itself through our shared histories. This world is no different than yours. There comes a time when you have to bring things low to build them back up. I have a dream that involves rebooting this place to develop a nation of believers marching forward in unity, everyone thinking the same thoughts and supporting the same agenda. What’s wrong with that?”

      I shrugged. “It worked for the Nazis…at least for a while.”

      “The people down there are asleep, Quincy.”

      “What happens if they wake up? What happens if they figure out what’s going on?” He was silent, so I added: “They’ll fight back, that’s what they’ll do.”

      He chuckled. “Until they become conscious, they will never rebel. Until they have rebelled, they will never be conscious.”

      “So basically everyone’s screwed unless they follow your orders.”

      “Do you know who Voltaire was?”

      I had a vague recollection that he was some kind of philosopher guy, so I nodded my head.

      “He said there is no God, but don’t tell that to my servant, lest he murder me at night. Do you know what that means?”

      “Voltaire was seriously paranoid.”

      “It means there has to be a power that holds everything together. A figure that wields the carrot and the stick. A person who has the ability to bring about a desert and call it peace.”

      “And you’re that figure?”

      The Harbinger grew thin-lipped. He didn’t respond, but I already knew what the answer was. The guy was fucking nuts and thought he was some kind of god.

      He motioned for me to follow him back in through the doors until we were standing on the raised platform, the beautiful women still canoodling in the water at our feet.

      The Harbinger knelt and held out a hand. One of the women took it and he kissed her hand gently, then looked back up at me. “I know what’s right for my world and for you. Choose wisely and all that I have will be yours.”

      “But only if I help you with the antimatter, right?”

      He nodded and stepped to me. “Do we have a deal?”

      I had seconds to process everything and I realized no matter what I did, no matter how much I helped the Harbinger and all of the other villains, there was no way in hell he was going to let me, Aurora, and any of the others live. It just wasn’t going to happen. I surmised that he was holding Aurora in another prison cell and that the only way I’d ever be able to see her again, is if I did something to deserve punishment.

      “Okay, yeah, we’ve got a deal. But we have to shake on it.”

      “Shake?”

      “Hands,” I replied, nodding. “We shake hands, press the flesh. It’s a custom back on Earth.”

      He considered this and stepped toward me. The anger I’d been feeling as a result of the day’s events spread through me like a virus, my body filled with animalistic rage, and then, without thinking, I did the unthinkable.

      I headbutted the Harbinger as hard as I could.
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      I felt a meaty crunch as I flattened the dictator’s nose, listening to cartilage shatter as blood flowed and the impact sent me reeling.

      There were several seconds of terrible silence and then the Harbinger howled like an animal being led to the slaughter, stumbling around, throwing punches, bludgeoning anything he came into contact with.

      The door to the room opened and in came the one-eared man, Dez, and a cadre of the snakelike creatures, the Stemwinders, along with an assortment of other humanoid guards. Realizing my feats, my abilities, were of no use given the Harbinger’s energy-stifling veil, I decided to go old-school on the Harbinger’s goons.

      I slugged Dez in the stomach and cantered, throwing punches at the Stemwinders. I hit one of them in the face and it was like striking a brick wall. My breath went tight as the other monsters body-slammed me.

      I had a crushing headache from head-butting the Harbinger as the Stemwinders pinned me to the ground. A voice sounded in my ear: “You’ll do it,” the voice whispered. “You’ll do whatever I ask of you once you’ve been…reformatted.”

      I looked up and the Harbinger was peering down at me, a loop of bright red blood dangling from his pulped nose. “Take him away,” he ordered.

      Dez came for me and I kicked my boot, connecting with his balls. He howled in agony while the Stemwinders pulled me to my feet. They wrenched my hands behind my back and somebody jammed a hard object in the middle of my back, forcing me back down to the ground.

      Having nothing to lose, I screamed until my lungs burned.

      I yammered and cursed and shouted all of the horrible things that the Harbinger had done, hoping that somebody, anybody, might hear and come to help. One of the creatures inserted its fingers in my mouth to stifle me and I bit down on them.

      A ball gag was stuffed in my mouth and I looked up to see the Harbinger kneeling in front of me.

      His front had vanished.

      The façade of professionalism and propriety that he’d worn earlier had melted away and in its place was raw hatred. His eyes were like two candles in a mine and the blood running from his broken nose streaked his face and dripped between his beautiful white teeth.

      He didn’t bother to blot the blood from his face. Instead, he pulled back a fist and I closed my eyes, expecting him to let me have it, but nothing happened. My eyes flipped open and I saw that he was shaking his head.

      “You’re not worth it,” he said. “You’re just a gnat, Quincy, a collection of fucking atoms. We will squeeze you dry and fill you full of ourselves. Soon enough you’ll do whatever I want you to do. When that’s over, I’ll snack on your soul while incinerating the children and everyone else you care about. And when I grow bored with doing that, I’ll reduce the Earth to ashes. Just because I fucking can.”

      He signaled to Dez. “Take him down to the re-education room.”

      Dez punched me in the gut as the Stemwinders bound my hands behind my back and roughly dragged me from the room.

      They manhandled me across a hallway that ended near the spine of the building. Then they dragged me into a loop with a rugged finish, what I reckoned was a kind of freight elevator that serviced the rear of the Harbinger’s keep.

      I was dropped roughly to the ground and looked up to see Dez aiming a palm-sized pistol with a glowing green barrel at me. His lips curled up in a sneer. “You disrespected me in front of the man, motherfucker.”

      He rammed the barrel of the pistol into my chest.

      Even with my protective singlet, the blow stung.

      I tried to curse and spit in his face, but the ball gag made that impossible.

      The loop shot sideways across the back of the structure and finally stopped. The doors opened to reveal a semi-darkened corridor with twelve-foot ceilings and a hovering wave sled with a smaller serpent goon behind the controls. Dez deposited me in the back of the sled before sitting across from me, pistol still in hand.

      I tried to say something to him, but the ball gag was still in my mouth. Dez reached over and wrenched it free.

      “It ain’t easy breathing with one of those, is it?”

      “Well, you would know.”

      Dez shook his head and ran a finger down the barrel of the pistol. “I told the man we should’ve put you down as soon as we brung you in, but no, he said we needed you.”

      “You do.”

      “You’re disposable,” Dez hissed.

      “What about you?” I asked as the wave sled jolted off, gliding down the corridor.

      “What about me?”

      “Everyone here is supposed to have a feat, aren’t they?”

      Dez considered this. “Just so happens that I’ve got one.”

      “Sweating and smelling like shit aren’t feats, Dez.”

      He grinned darkly. “Being able to help other people reach their pain thresholds.”

      “That’s a pretty shitty feat,” I replied.

      “I’m thinking we’re going to have to take a good long while with you, Quincy.”

      I swallowed hard. “I’m pretty sure I can’t be killed.”

      Dez smiled. “Well, we’re gonna see about that, aren’t we?”
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      The wave sled stopped several minutes later, and I was led at gunpoint down a stairwell and across several walkways.

      We stopped before a green door guarded by two well-armed security toughs who threw it open to reveal a short flight of stairs that dropped to a sunken room. There was a metal chair bolted to the floor in the middle of the room.

      Long straps dangled from the chair.

      Metal gutters were visible in a circular pattern around the chair.

      I don’t know if you’ve ever been in a room like that but this much I can tell you: straps + metal chair + metal gutters = not good.

      “I think we’re in the wrong room,” I said.

      I tried to exit and Dez shoved me down the flight of stairs.

      I stumbled forward and collapsed on the ground before the chair. I crabbed back to see Dez moving with menacing purpose toward me. He’d been handed a rather large knife by one of the guns and was running the blade back and forth across his thigh.

      “I don’t know how it is back on Earth, but you’ve never experienced true freedom until you stalk, kill, and eat something.”

      “You should put that on a b-bumper s-sticker,” I said, my teeth chattering.

      “You ever reached an alpha state?”

      “Not since yesterday,” I quipped.

      A zombified look filled Dez’s eyes. It appeared as if he was staring right through me. “There comes a point when you’ve done things, when you’ve reached the point that your mind is no longer telling your body what its limits are. When that happens, when you enter that state, I swear you are capable of anything.”

      We traded a long, terrifying look.

      “You’re not going to do it,” I said, gulping.

      “Do what?” Dez asked.

      “Stab me. I saw a documentary on soldiers once and it said stabbing someone is too close, too personal, which is why people don’t do it anymore.”

      Dez paused. “Is that right?”

      I nodded, trying like hell to buy myself some time. I remembered a podcast I’d watched on a military channel. It was the only thing that came to mind. “Did you know that the one continuous thread that has woven itself across the fabric of humanity is the depersonalization of war? Think about it. A thousand years ago you had to kill a man mostly with your bare hands. Now you can hit a button and kill millions.”

      Dez sneered. “So, what are you saying?”

      “So, I’m saying this isn’t the Dark Ages and you’re not going to use that knife.”

      In one swift movement, Dez plunged the blade into my thigh.

      I didn’t react.

      I guess I was so hopped up on adrenaline that I didn’t feel the cold blading sliding into my flesh.

      Dez was shocked that I hadn’t screamed and he withdrew the blade. My singlet was so tight that it staunched the flow of blood even though a little ribbon of red ran down my leg.

      “When did it happen?” I asked him.

      “When did what happen?”

      “When did you lose your humanity?”

      He grinned. “I’m not exactly human, am I?”

      “Well, you and your boss sure are a hundred percent asshole.”

      He smiled and held the knife up. “Where are Atlas Jackson and the others?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay, so that’s it then. It is what it is.”

      I nodded and then Dez punched me in the face.
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      When I woke up, my thigh ached and I was in the back of a wave sled coming to a stop at the end of the corridor.

      Dez grabbed and pulled me off, and I staggered because of my leg wound. He dragged me forward, flanked by the serpent goons, frog-marching me toward a silver door.

      The distant sound of screams and shouts echoed.

      We stopped a few feet away from the door.

      “Can I choose to see what’s behind another door?” I croaked.

      Dez slammed me into the door.

      “People are going to figure out what you’ve done. They’re going to realize you and the others murdered Greylock.”

      “And?”

      “And they’ll rise. They’ll fight back against the Harbinger.”

      Dez chuckled. “You ain’t from around here, so let me tell you how it is. The average attention span of the sheep in this city is basically the same as a goldfish back on your planet. Fifteen seconds, give or take. They can only focus on one or two things at a time, usually big-ticket items, real concerns such as whether there’s gonna be more free food or water for their godsdamned sex showers. Plus, now we got us a group of traitors who are threatening all of that.”

      “You mean…me?”

      Dez laughed. “You’re the bogeyman now, asshole. When we’re finished the people out there are gonna think you killed Greylock.”

      “But that’s a lie.”

      Dez pursed his lips. “Alternative facts. The only thing that really matters is that we needed an enemy. The order around here can’t be sustained by violence alone. We need us some true believers. Every society needs a bad guy, something horrible to happen so they can band together to prevent it from happening again, and that bad guy is you and your friends.”

      “What does it get you?”

      “The ability to do almost anything. People don’t want to be free anymore, they want to be safe. And that’s what the Harbinger is gonna give ‘em. Safety from traitors like you and Aurora. And while people are focusing on that threat, we’ll be taking over the whole fucking planet. If you tell me where your family is, I’ll be sure to make them my slaves when we eventually make our way to Earth. I promise to go easy on the one that birthed you.”

      Dez cackled and grabbed my arm, waving his palm at a scanner at the top of the silver door, which hissed open.

      A whistle of escaping air greeted me along with a frigid breeze.

      I stepped several paces inside, stopping on a ledge, and that’s when I saw her.

      Aurora.

      Yep, there she was.

      Encased in a hovering glass box.
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      Aurora sat in the box, hands similarly bound behind her back, in a room that looked roughly the size of an indoor sporting arena. There was easily a hundred feet from floor to ceiling, and the walls, which resembled the cells in a honeycomb, spewed torrents of air or gas (I couldn’t tell which), which kept hundreds of the glass boxes aloft.

      Aside from Aurora, there were other figures imprisoned in the boxes, mostly humanoids, but a few alien creatures as well.

      The boxes made a faint whirring sound as they slowly rotated up and around as if being slotted by an invisible hand into the world’s largest 3-D puzzle.

      “What is this place?”

      “A place where we’ll help you to become depatterned,” Dez answered. “A prison and a room where we use pain to help reorder your thoughts.”

      Dez stomped on a red button on the floor. A sudden blast of wind rocketed another empty glass box up. The box hovered in front of me, kept aloft by the powerful, constant jet of air billowing up from the ground. A door opened on the front of the box and Dez shoved me into it and slammed the door closed, locking it in place.

      I reached out and touched the walls of the box which felt like they were made of cold gel. There were nearly imperceptible holes in the walls which allowed air inside. My hands were still bound behind my back, so I was unable to try conjuring up a plasma ball to try and escape.

      “We’ll be back for you in a while!” Dez shouted, waving, before returning through the silver door which slammed shut.

      I turned back, realizing I was in deep shit. The only thing that was keeping me alive was that the Harbinger needed me to assist him with the trap bottle. Once he figured out a way to break me and harness my abilities, my usefulness would be over.

      I torqued my body around so that I could face Aurora who was just on the other side of a bald woman who was crouching in another of the glass boxes.

      “Funny meeting you here!”

      She glared daggers at me.

      “I want you to know that I’m not going to hold this against you!” I continued. “Especially after we had that little moment back down in the Empty Quarter!”

      Aurora didn’t respond, and the bald lady babbled in some unknown language as I shifted my weight to get a better view of Aurora.

      I was shocked to find that I could alter the position of the glass box by merely heaving my bulk sideways.

      I did this again and again, and then I threw myself forward until I was only eight or ten feet away from Aurora.

      Aurora’s face was welted, and her clothes were torn. It looked like the Harbinger and his goons had slapped her around before bringing her up here.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      She pinned me with a nasty look. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Do I look like I’m okay?”

      “You’re still alive.”

      “For the moment.”

      “You shouldn’t have left us down there, Aurora.”

      “I shouldn’t have done lots of things,” she snapped. “I should never have brought you to this place.”

      “Then you would never have reached the Light Breaker.”

      “Which is in the hands of the Harbinger now, you fool!”

      “Whose fault is that?”

      Aurora was so pissed that her lip quivered. “Don’t talk to me again.”

      “I can’t agree to that, because we need each other if we want to get out of here.”

      “The only way out of here is on a stretcher after the Harbinger comes for us.”

      “He can’t hurt us yet. He can’t do a damn thing with the trap bottle unless I help him, which means we’ve still got some leverage and a chance.”

      “Are you that stupid, Quincy?”

      “You’d be surprised how stupid I am.”

      “They’ll force you to do his bidding. And when they’re done with you, they’ll make it as if you never even existed.”

      “That’s certainly one way to look at the situation, Miss Sunshine. I tend to like to look at the brighter side of things.”

      “There isn’t a brighter side.”

      “Bullshit. It’s like that old song says, as long you’re grooving, you’ve still got a chance.”

      I shifted my weight and studied the room, taking in the sights and sounds. Some of the other inmates were laughing and pointing at me. They’d overheard my conversation with Aurora and were asking if I could save them. I would’ve flipped them a middle finger, but my hands were still tied behind my back. Speaking of which, I worked my sweaty hands and fingers, tugging, trying to separate my bindings, which still wouldn’t budge.

      “Don’t bother. I’ve already tried. All of us have. The loops around your wrist are likely slicked with Akash. Very difficult to break.”

      “More good news,” I replied without looking up.

      “You should’ve escaped when you had the chance,” she muttered.

      I did look up at this. “They’re my friends, Aurora. Atlas and the others. I’m not the kind of person who leaves others behind.”

      “There are no more friends,” she replied, a sad expression stamped on her face. “Just…enemies and allies.”

      “What does that make me?”

      She didn’t respond. Her head sunk and she looked very small and insignificant inside the glass box.

      Seconds ticked by, then twenty or thirty minutes.

      I listened to the roar of the air and the murmurs and grunts of the other prisoners. The cube stayed in perpetual motion which gave me a constant headache.

      I sat very still, plotting, trying to devise a way out of it.

      I kicked at the cube, but the pliable clear material it was made from never completely gave way. It was like trying to boot your way through a box made of taffy.

      “It’s no use, Quincy!” Aurora shouted.

      “I’m not listening to you!”

      “You’re just tiring yourself out!”

      “It’s a new form of Crossfit!”

      This silenced her and I continued to hoof at the cube. The interior reeked of ammonia and the walls were soon lacquered with condensation from my efforts.

      I repeatedly punted the bottom and sides of the box which made the other inmates hoot and holler, and then I kicked some more until my legs ached and blood oozed from my thigh wound.

      Easing my head back, I began to contemplate how long it would be until Dez and the others came for me. How long it would be until I was marched down into the interior of the Harbinger’s keep and made to do something terrible so that the villain could destroy the Caul and take over the planet. Minutes? Hours?

      A soft whistle echoed.

      I closed my eyes, thinking I’d imagined it.

      Another whistle.

      Eyes opened, I turned and shifted around and caught sight of a spectral form at the rear of the building. Just on the other side of a panel of octagonal windows.

      It was a face on the other side of the glass peering in.

      A face I knew well.

      It was Kree.

      She was smiling and waving at me.
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      I didn’t want any of the others to notice Kree and frankly, I thought my mind might be playing tricks on me.

      I closed my eyes again then looked back up and there she was.

      Fighting to remain as inconspicuous as I could (given the circumstances), I gently nudged my cube back, shifting it over toward the window.

      Aurora noticed what I was doing and her eyes flitted from me to the rear wall, going wide at the sight of Kree. She nodded, realizing she needed to keep quiet.

      The closer I drew to Kree, the more the other inmates grew agitated. I didn’t turn around, but it was obvious they’d spotted her. Some of them were whispering, and others were shouting and exclaiming that we’d all been saved.

      I wrenched myself forward, moving faster, figuring I only had a few minutes, maybe less, before the bad guys arrived.

      Drawing to within a few feet of the window, I noted that Kree was clutching a short-barreled rifle. I mimed hitting the window and she did from the other side, bringing her weapon back and down against the glass, over and over again.

      The sound from the other inmates was deafening.

      They were howling, egging Kree on and when the window spiderwebbed they cheered.

      The window frame rattled and then Kree, with one final violent movement, bashed the window completely in. She swatted away a few jagged shards of glass and crawled halfway through the window, before crouching on a sloped inner sill that was two feet wide.

      “I’ve got questions,” I said.

      “There’s no time.”

      “How the hell did you know where I was?”

      Kree held up the small tracking gizmo I’d taken from the Snout. The one that was synced to the beacon in my uniform.

      “How did you get up here?”

      “I guess you could say it’s my feat, remember?” she replied. “I can scale a building like nobody’s business.”

      I smiled and then the reality of the situation broadsided me. Kree might have arrived to save the day, but I was still locked inside a box, suspended a hundred feet in the air.

      “Can you smash your way out?” she asked.

      I shook my head and she spotted the bindings looped around my wrist.

      “I have an idea.”

      “A good one?”

      “A really, really crazy one.”

      “Which was the exact opposite of what I’d hoped you’d say.”

      “I’m going to shoot that cube,” she replied, angling her gun at me.

      “And when I fall?”

      “I’ll grab you.”

      I felt my breath draw in and out very slowly. “Just like that?”

      She nodded. “If you’ve got a better idea, let me know in three seconds.”

      “What happens in three seconds?”

      She pointed and I looked back to see Dez!

      Shit!

      He was visible back near the entrance to the prison room, flanked by a small army of snake goons. He looked super pissed and was gesturing wildly in my direction.

      “Shoot it,” I said to Kree. “Shoot the goddamn box!”

      Kree fired a single shot that ricocheted off the box.

      I cursed, and she fired again.

      The same thing happened, but this time the round from her gun nicked the exterior of the box.

      “AGAIN!” I screamed.

      She fired again, then two more times, as I ducked and the glass frosted. I pulled my legs back and kicked at the compromised pane, eventually shattering it.

      The only problem was that the box folded up like a punctured balloon.

      Before I could react, the box splintered then broke apart, and I fell.

      Stopped only by Kree, who managed to grab the back of my Snout uniform. Lips draw back, she tugged me up until I was seated on the sill next to her.

      “Hold your hands back as far as you can,” she said.

      I did and watched her pull the small gun (cold to the touch) that I’d removed off the body of the unconscious Snout out of her pocket.

      She pulled the trigger and there was a burst of icy cold mist as a beam of blue light hit my bindings.

      The beam was so cold I yelped.

      “Breathe deeply and pull your hands sideways,” she said, keeping the beam on my bindings which were slicked with ice. Kree then brought the gun down on the bindings and they shattered.

      “Hey! You did it!” I screamed, holding up my hands when—

      Shots rang out.

      I looked sideways to see Dez firing at us with his pistol while the snake creatures were boarding what looked like skateboards that hovered in the air.

      “Let’s get out of here!” Kree said.

      “We have to get her first!” I replied.

      “Who?”

      I gestured at Aurora. “That’s Aurora.”

      “The one who left you stranded in the Empty Quarter?”

      I nodded.

      “Why would we want to get her?”

      “Excellent question, but I’m pretty sure she’s the only one who can help us defeat the Harbinger.”

      Kree squinted, measuring the distance between Aurora and us. “You owe me for this, Quincy.”

      “Put it on my gigantic tab.”

      Kree bent low and then propelled herself forward, long-jumping the distance between the sill and Aurora’s glass box.

      She slammed into the box and dangled off the edge by one hand. If it wasn’t for the fleshy discs on her palms, I doubt she would have made it. Twisting in the air, she rotated her body around and crawled onto the top.

      Aiming her weapon, she fired a burst at the snake goons, cutting several down, the recoil from the shots shunting Aurora’s prison cell close enough to the sill that I could grab it.

      Shots from the weapons fired by Dez and his goons whizzed over my head and bounced off the back wall.

      Hands up in front of my face, I conjured up an energy shield that deflected the subsequent incoming fire, allowing Kree to drop back down on the sill. Then I twirled my wrist and manufactured a corkscrew of plasma that ate through Aurora’s glass box as we grabbed and pulled her toward us.

      “We’re free!” I said.

      Aurora nodded, absolutely no emotion on her face. “Yeah, that’s great and all but we’ve got a pretty serious problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “How do we get down?”

      Crap.

      In all the excitement, I hadn’t thought about that.

      “We’ll go back down the way I came up,” Kree said.

      “We don’t have your abilities though,” I replied.

      “And I’m not going out that window,” Aurora said.

      Kree held Aurora’s gaze. “Then you can stay behind.”

      I gestured at Kree. “I forget to do the intros. Aurora, this is Kree. Kree, this is Aurora. Feel free to talk amongst yourselves while I figure out how not to get us killed.”

      The ladies stared at each other and then I heard a humming sound and looked back to see several of the snake goons flying toward us on their hoverboards.

      I fired a blast of energy that knocked the snakes back through the air toward Dez who ran for cover.

      “What about the other prisoners?” I said.

      “We’ll come back for them once we take down the Harbinger,” Kree answered, before ducking out through the window.

      My gaze swung to Aurora. “You’re welcome by the way.”

      Aurora did a slow burn, then noticed the blood leaking from my leg wound. “Courtesy of Dez,” I said, flicking a finger at the wound.

      She grumbled and engineered a thin band of energy that she tied around my leg like a tourniquet.

      I quickly thanked her and crawled out after Kree and a draft of wind hit my face.

      Kneeling on the ledge, I breathed deeply, the cool air reinvigorating me for a moment, even as I tried not to look down.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked, swallowing my panic as a more powerful gust of wind nearly ripped me from my perch.

      “You’re looking at it,” Kree replied.

      Aurora looked over. “Hanging on the outside of a skyscraper is the plan?”

      Kree shrugged. “I never said it was a good plan.”

      She pointed and I looked over the ledge which protruded from the rear of the building. A  sloped, curtained wall of glass and steel lay fifteen feet below us.

      The wall, which was thirty feet wide and appeared to function as the roof for some kind of solarium, was fastened in diagonal grids that resembled diamond shapes.

      On the other side of the wall of glass was a bumped-out balcony and a set of doors. If we could just drop down, make our way across the glass, and slip through those doors, we’d have a fighting chance to reenter the Harbinger’s fortress and head down and once we’d done that we could—

      WHAM!

      A round fired by a weapon from back inside the prison grazed my head. We were out of time.

      “WE’RE GOING TO HAVE TO JUMP FOR IT!” Kree shouted.

      I stole another look down and bite back a scream. We’re so high up that the people and objects on the streets below look like dots.

      “That is so far down,” I mumbled.

      “It’s all in your head,” Kree said.

      “Tell me something to ease my mind.”

      “There were a number of tall buildings on Halja. In my experience, from this distance, if you fell you’d fragment upon impact, your inner cavity basically becoming one with the ground.”

      “How the hell is that comforting?”

      “You won’t live long enough to feel the collision.”

      “Still not comforting.”

      Kree grabbed my left hand and Aurora grabbed my right and we jumped. We fell in what seemed like slow-motion, buffeted by the wind. I steeled myself, sucked in my abdomen, and tensed the muscles in my core, preparing to stick a landing.

      We hit the glass with a terrific thud.

      The ladies threw out their arms and managed to stop their forward momentum.

      I wasn’t as lucky.

      I bounced off the glass, which was curved at an unusual angle, and skidded sideways, streaking down toward its edge.

      My palms slammed down, the friction erasing the top layer of flesh, but I was able to skid to a stop.

      Momentarily disoriented by the play of light off the glass, I sat there and then I heard Kree and Aurora shouting for me to hurry.

      Pivoting, I crawled back up the glass as a whirlwind whipped past, nearly sucking me down to my death.

      Kree and Aurora were at the top of the curtain of glass, urging me to double-time it when three of the snake creatures from inside the prison appeared through the broken window.

      They aimed their weapons at us at the instant that Aurora and Kree slid down the glass toward me.

      One of the snake creatures flung a baseball-sized device at us and since I was too busy helping the ladies, I couldn’t deflect it.

      The device bounced off the glass and detonated, shattering the curtain of glass as we plunged down into the solarium.
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      Everything that happened next happened incredibly fast.

      The three of us rode the wreckage of the shattered glass down into a circular room. We crashed through a wooden statue and splashed down in a fountain fringed with green and yellow plants.

      We lay there in a heap, listening to the gurgle of the water, and then we were on the move again, slashing past a pod of startled building workers.

      I stared at the palms of my hands which were raw and bloody from the curtain of glass. “There’s a saying on Halja,” Kree whispered. “Be grateful for pain because it’s weakness leaving the body.”

      “I am never going to Halja,” I replied as we ran down a catwalk that led through a series of interconnected conference rooms with impressive stone-topped wooden tables and excellent views of the city.

      We exited the rooms to a walkway made of metal mesh and looked over its edge to see that we were situated within the huge rotunda that lay at the center of the Harbinger’s keep.

      Down below us was a ramp, and we could see dozens of armed Snouts and snake goons running up to greet us.

      “Where to?” I ask.

      “We have to find the children,” Kree answered.

      Aurora arched an eyebrow. “What children?”

      “The children of my people,” Kree replied.

      I nodded. “The Harbinger is holding them captive down on the fifteenth floor.”

      “Children are not our concern,” Aurora said.

      “They’re the only thing that matters!” Kree shot back.

      Anger flared in Aurora’s face. Her teeth clenched and her jaw locked. “The trap bottle is the only thing that matters, right, Quincy?”

      I stepped between the two ladies, trying to head off a confrontation, realizing both of them had a point and both of them had saved my ass on multiple occasions. I was indebted to the pair, but the bottom line was I wasn’t going to leave a group of children in the clutches of the maniacal Harbinger. Frankly, I didn’t care what the cost was. There was just no way in hell I was leaving  them behind.

      “I’m going back for the kids, Aurora. Once they’re safe, we can go for the trap bottle.”

      Aurora cursed and I stepped over to her. “This is your chance to right some wrongs. To make up for what you did before.”

      She recoiled. “That wasn’t a mistake. I did what I had to do before and if given another opportunity, I’d still leave you and the others down in the Empty Quarter. It was the right choice. Everything I do is for the greater good.”

      “Don’t be so selfish.”

      She sneered. “Haven’t you realized that selfish decisions are usually the right ones?”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” I replied, “but I gave Kree my word. I promised to help her people.”

      “Don’t feel sorry and don’t ever apologize. It’s a sign of weakness.”

      And with that, Aurora took off in the other direction, vanishing down over the walkway as I shouted at her to stop. Kree took my hand and smiled. “Thank you.”

      Before I could reply, the area all around us was peppered with small arms fire from the Harbinger’s security goons. They were firing non-lethal bullets and flash-bang grenades designed to disorient us.

      Sparks flew and light flashed as the munitions bounced off the walls and detonated. Kree grabbed my hand and we took off down over the walkway in a crouching run. I noticed stenciling on a faraway wall that denoted we were on the twenty-second floor. The kids were seven floors below us.

      We stopped and crouched even lower, jets of smoke filling the air. Dez, the Snouts, and a small army of snake goons were coming at us from both directions.

      “What do we do?”

      “Where I come from, there’s an old saying: the best defense is a good offense.”

      “What does that mean, Quincy?”

      “It means we need to do the opposite of what I’d like to do. We have to run right at them!”

      Dez lurched into view at the other end of the walkway, huffing and puffing from exertion. I narrowed my gaze, assembled a forcefield of energy, and ran at the bastard, Kree following behind.

      Dez brought his gun up and fired at us, but the forcefield deflected the shots. Picking up speed, I curved the forcefield into the shape of a shield and lowered my shoulder.

      I slammed into Dez and sent him flying back into the serpent goons.

      Rolling to my side, I came up on the balls of my feet as a round from one of the attacker’s weapons clipped me in the shoulder, tearing out a nugget of flesh and spinning me back to the ground. Bruised but not bloody, I picked myself up and flung a ball of plasma at the enemy.

      The plasma crashed into the nearby wall and the resulting blast wave radiated outward, knocking some of the snake goons over the edge of the walkway where they plummeted down through the rotunda.

      More incoming fire gouged the walkway, throwing up bits of metal and fiberglass-like material as the snake goons counterattacked.

      One of them rushed from the other direction and grabbed Kree in a bear-hug.

      She growled and head-butted the beast, then slammed a boot into its groin.

      The thing fell to its knees and she shoved the freezing pistol in its mouth and pulled the trigger. The snake’s head turned to ice and Kree karate-chopped it into smithereens which was one of the coolest things (literally) I’d ever seen before.

      Before I could turn back, huge hands latched around my throat and nearly squeezed the air from my lungs.

      Heart pounding, I forced myself sideways and caught sight of Dez, who was bleeding from a gash on his forehead and grinning like a madman.

      “TO HELL WITH THE HARBINGER!” he shrieked. “I’M CROSSING YOU OVER RIGHT NOW!”

      He lifted me off my feet and I saw the ground pass by underfoot.

      I threw out my hands and caught the edge of the walkway just in time. Dez tried to muscle me over, but I brought a boot back and into his groin. The impact doubled him over, but only for a few heartbeats.

      I dropped down onto the walkway, but before I could regroup, he was on the move again, charging at me with his hands upraised like a villain in a kid’s Saturday morning cartoon.

      I juked to the left and whipped a ball of energy that exploded mid-air, slightly over and behind Dez, the blast washing outward like a wave breaking on the beach.

      The impact propelled Dez’s body forward and through the walkway’s railing.

      He tried to grip the railing and stop himself but was unable to.

      Smashing through the railing, Dez flailed about in the air, falling twenty-two stories to his death.

      The path ahead was now relatively clear and we ran from the bad guys who were approaching from the other direction.

      The walkway fed into a ramp one floor below, and we galloped across it, lungs straining, running with everything we had.

      Shouts echoed in every direction: the screams of men, the guttural notes made by the snake creatures, and far-off klaxons. It sounded like the entire building was on red alert.

      On the twentieth floor, we were confronted with a cadre of Synths who fanned out and loosed a wall of energized rounds that I was barely able to divert with my forcefield, sending the rounds back into them and turning them to scrap.

      We hurdled what was left of the Snouts, the walls blurring past.

      Our pace was so rapid that we surprised another round of Snouts, causing them to fire upon each other. I flew around the corner of the ramp, leaning into my run like a downhill skier.

      We followed the contours of the ramp as it swung from left to right and soon we were on the seventeenth floor. I spotted the room where the Morningstars were imprisoned. Kree saw it too. My hands came up and she grabbed them. “But they tried to kill us!”

      “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” I replied. “Translation: there’s power in confusion.”

      I thrust a wall of energy at the prison and blew the outer wall in. Acrid smoke filled the walkway, and then I saw Big Dread rising.

      For a moment I had fleeting thoughts of approaching Big Dread and making the suggestion that we should form a united front against the Harbinger and his goons. But then I remembered that they were supervillains with a predilection for duplicity and all-around nastiness.

      I grabbed Kree’s hand and we charged forward, galloping down the walkway. I hoped that Aurora had somehow found a way out of the building or was waiting for us to reach the bottom even though I knew that was unlikely.

      Kree slid to a stop and I stumbled into her. There was a squad of Snouts rushing up to greet us and I could hear the sounds of the Morningstars echoing from behind as they battled the Harbinger’s security detail.

      We were bottled up again. That’s when I noticed that we were on the sixteenth floor. I didn’t really want to get caught in a battle between the bad guys, so I sucked in a breath and did the only thing left to do.

      I looked to the right.

      To the area where the Harbinger’s menagerie of alien monsters was.

      I paused and then I blew the doors off the zoo.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            73

          

        

      

    

    
      The outer wall to the zoo fell in with a great crash and we watched, awestruck, as the monstrosities caged inside funneled out.

      The first two creatures moved on their bellies through the smoke like centipedes, long tentacles sprouting from their mucous-coated flesh. The tentacles slashed at the air, tiny fleshy disks attached to their ends which held the creatures’ eyes.

      Beyond them was a monster that had the body of a pig and a raw red bulb-like head, the tissue near the jawline exposed to reveal rows of blunt teeth that were gummed with flesh.

      Behind this beast were two more creatures with pustulent skin that pulsated and spread open in certain sections like flowers to reveal forked tongues that were not unlike giant eels.

      Kree’s gaze wandered to mine. “Remind me how this is going to make things better.”

      “I never said I was making anything better.”

      My eyes ratcheted from the monsters in one direction, to the Morningstars and the Harbinger’s security goons who were battling it out in the other direction.

      “We need to go down.”

      Kree nodded and moved to the edge of the walkway railing. We peered down into the rotunda and saw people scurrying about below.

      “Grab onto my back.” she directed.

      “Not this again.”

      “It’s either that or you face them,” she stated, gesturing to the alien fiends slithering out onto the walkway.

      Kree gripped the railing and swung over. I did the same and wrapped my arms around her upper chest, feeling her muscles contract. Her breaths came in short, stabbing gasps as she threaded down one of the metal beams that supported the walkway.

      I could see the fifteenth-floor walkway below us as Kree slid the remaining ten feet under heavy fire from the Harbinger’s security personnel who were shooting down at us.

      I glanced up only once and watched the things from the zoo wade into the Morningstars and a group of Snouts.

      The alien beasts roared and flailed their limbs as the Snouts shouted and fired into them.

      Somewhere in the din was Big Dread and the Morningstars and I smiled while watching the bedlam, realizing the chaos would serve as an excellent distraction and purchase us some much needed time.

      Hopefully enough to extricate the Honoria youngsters.

      We landed on the fifteenth-floor walkway and spotted a pair of Synths who were busy watching and gesturing at the brawl taking place overhead. When they spotted us, it was too late. I fired a pair of plasma balls that atomized them.

      Waving my arm, I led Kree down to the spot where I believed the children were held, the space hidden behind the massive black door I’d seen earlier.

      Kree pressed her head to the door and made a high-pitched trilling sound, calling to whatever was on the other side.

      Silence greeted her for several seconds and I worried whether we’d made a mistake. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe this wasn’t where the children were at all. Maybe it was a trap and the Harbinger and his brawlers were somewhere waiting for us.

      “Take down the door, Quincy,” Kree said, pulling back.

      “What if they’re not here?”

      “We have to risk it, just like I risked everything to get you here.”

      She was right of course. I owed her everything, but mindful of not injuring the children in the event they were behind the door, I pressed my hands to the metal and waited for the energy to coalesce.

      Blue flames slithered between my fingers and I directed them into the corners of the door, manipulating them up and down so they acted like a saw, burning through the metal hinges.

      The door’s hinges split and the slab of black metal fell forward as Kree and I sidestepped it. The door crashed to the ground, sending up a plume of dust that obscured visibility for a moment. I swatted away the silty light, squinting, searching the space on the other side which was a warren of cubbies.

      Forms moved out into the hazy light.

      Figures of various shapes and sizes.

      Small shapes, the outlines of children.

      Kree’s hand covered her mouth, stifling a cry of delight.

      A kaleidoscope of emotions welled up inside of me.

      Astonishment.

      Elation.

      My breath caught because we’d actually done it. We’d freed the Honoria children the Harbinger had been keeping captive!

      I followed Kree into the room, reminding her that we didn’t have much time. The children, twelve of them, ranged in age from four to nine. They appeared to be in good spirits, and Kree quickly rounded them up.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” I shouted.

      I led everyone back outside and noted the explosion and rattle of small-arms fire coming from the direction of the walkway. We couldn’t go back out the way we’d come in.

      “We need to go down,” Kree said.

      “Easier said than done.”

      She gestured to a nearby loop and slapped her palm against the control panel. I thought it was unwise to crowd everybody in a loop and told her so, but she replied that we didn’t have a choice. We either risked a ride in the loop, or we fought our way—with children in tow—down the remaining fifteen floors.

      Kree led the kids inside and I squeezed in after them.

      The loop shot straight down and opened to the ground floor.

      I led the way out as building personnel tore past us, running for cover. Glancing up I watched bodies from the battles on the floors above slam down all around, mostly Synths, but a few human security guards and a couple of aliens from the zoo as well.

      Their bodies landed with concussive booms, and the ground quickly sheeted with their blood. The battle was still being fought overhead and I caught sight of Big Dread, hovering in the middle of the rotunda, shooting bursts of energy at the Harbinger’s security personnel.

      Kree signaled for everyone to head to the far side of the building and I gathered a sphere of energy that I heaved into the wall, tearing a huge hole through it, opening a passage to the outside world.

      She herded the children through the hole and turned to me. Before she reacted or even spoke a word, I could tell something was wrong.

      I could feel a change in the quality of the air. My breath was visible and the hairs on my wrists stood at attention. Before I turned around, I already knew he’d found me.

      The Harbinger.

      I pivoted and there he was: big as life, and twice as nasty.

      He smiled and then rocketed right at me.
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      I powered up a forcefield and stood my ground, planning on fighting to the end to buy Kree some time to escape with the kids. I watched her duck through the hole in the wall just as the Harbinger swung his hands around.

      Bolts of blue light erupted from his wrists, frozen tendrils that slammed into the forcefield.

      Gritting my teeth, I fought to maintain the forcefield, but the Harbinger was so fucking strong that he pushed me back.

      The villain’s icy tendrils snapped out like snakes, slipping around the forcefield and latching onto my wrists.

      The cold bound my arms to my side.

      The big man laughed boisterously and pulled back on the tendrils as if I was a fish snared in a net that he’d just cast.

      My legs gave out and I tumbled to the floor.

      The Harbinger yanked me forward until our faces were separated by mere inches.

      “Where’s Dez?” the Harbinger asked.

      “Working on his anger management issues,” I replied.

      “How did you escape the prison?”

      “With a little help from my friends.”

      The Harbinger grinned. “You’ve caused me a lot of problems, Quincy.”

      “I’m glad I could help.” I tried not to wilt under his fiery gaze.

      “But none of it matters,” the Harbinger sighed, twisting his tendrils around my wrists. “We’re nearing the end stages.”

      “Is this where you start to tell me your dastardly master plan to destroy the world?”

      He grinned. “I probably should, shouldn’t I? After all, you’re going to play a starring role.”

      Instead of telling me about his plan, the Harbinger slugged me hard in the jaw and my head snapped back. I was disoriented as the Harbinger laughed and let me flop to the ground and then he began dragging me like a sack of trash across the ground level of the building.

      The sounds of battle still echoed and I envisioned the Harbinger’s army shooting it out with Big Dread and the Morningstars.

      The Harbinger wasn’t distracted by any of it.

      He was focused on hauling me through a pair of doors that swung open to reveal a set of stairs that I was dragged down. The Harbinger picked up speed as we passed a dozen well-armed Snouts standing guard, bowing to the villain as we slipped by. Next, we moved through two airlocks and past more rows of Synths and human guards who pointed and jeered at me.

      Through it all, the Harbinger didn’t utter a word until we’d arrived at a lower level in the building which looked like a combination bank vault and mad scientist’s lab.

      There was an enormous open vault door with a steel and brass-colored locking mechanism on one wall, and on the other wall was a long clear screen that showed what looked like a real-time image of the sky over Fiasco Heights.

      The middle of the space was cluttered with banks of computer equipment, vials of multi-colored liquids, and a wide array of gadgets and gizmos strewed across tables and workbenches.

      I struggled to my feet (my hands were still bound) and that’s when I noticed the metal circle on the floor in the center of the room, which corresponded to another circle visible on the roof.

      The Harbinger waved his hands and what looked like a length of frozen rope shot from his fingers. The rope hit the ground and oozed around the metal circle which began thrumming and glowing.

      A metal cylinder moved piston-like out of the ground, revealing what looked like one of those tubes that are used to launch torpedoes on a submarine. The cylinder moved up and locked into the metal circle on the roof.

      “Do you know what that is?” the Harbinger asked.

      I shook my head and he grinned. “A device of my creation. A pulse cannon that lacks only one thing.”

      “Whatever it is, I’ll go out and find it if you let me go.”

      The Harbinger laughed. “Ammunition, Quincy! It lacks ammunition!”

      “Then, I guess we’re done here, so I’ll be on my—”

      The Harbinger turned and grabbed me by my arms, lifting me up off the ground.

      I was carried over to the vault door and slammed roughly to the ground.

      I looked inside the vault and a green light glowed near the back. I didn’t need to be told what it was; I already knew that the trap bottle was stashed inside.

      “Get inside,” the Harbinger ordered.

      “Are you nuts? I can’t expose the antimatter. If I do that it will blow the whole fucking universe up.”

      The Harbinger moved his arms in a circular pattern and spun a web of blue light that soon encased me. “Meet my latest creation. An electromagnetic containment field. Alas, I can’t manufacture a field as small as the one you can and I can’t channel the antimatter itself, but I do believe my larger field will enable you to work your magic.”

      “You sure about that?”

      He smiled. “You’ll have to go in and let me know. This is the first time I’ve used it.”

      Great. I was the guinea pig for a device that if it malfunctioned would destroy creation. Fantastic.

      He produced a clear vial the size of a thumb drive. “I need that filled.”

      “And if I choose not to?”

      “Then I’ll choose to detonate the whole thing.”

      “But then you’d die.”

      “I’m divine, Quincy. I’ve been touched by the Creator of everything. I win either way because even if the universe is destroyed, the bythos and a portion of me will remain. Rest assured, I will find a way to resurrect myself.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re fucking batshit crazy.”

      He smiled. “Most gods are.”

      The Harbinger nudged me into the vault.

      I stepped into the gloom and paused, allowing my eyes to acclimate. The shadows fell away and I spotted the trap bottle hovering in a field of green light.

      I inched ahead, listening to the electrical hum of the Harbinger’s containment field which snapped and crackled.

      Nearing the trap bottle, I removed the top from the Harbinger’s minute containment vial as a beelike buzzing sound, a note emanating from the trap bottle itself, filled my ears.

      Pearls of sweat formed at my brow as I stood before the trap bottle, trying to determine how I was going to fill the containment vial.

      I recalled how difficult it had been to contain the antimatter, how’d I created an energy field that surrounded the Light Breaker even as it caused the glass casing to shatter before me.

      Reaching out my hand with the small containment vial in it, I waved it around the trap bottle and the small containment vial began hovering.

      I squinted, focusing on the trap bottle.

      My gaze fixed on the inky black cloud, the antimatter, that shifted inside the bottle. Concentrating, I began harnessing all of the ambient energy, channeling it through my fingertips. For a moment I had thoughts of turning and attacking the Harbinger but realized the antimatter would likely be compromised and explode in the attendant struggle. My only option was to buy some time by filling the small vial.

      Blue fire appeared at my fingertips and soon enveloped my hands. The fire fused into points of light, lasers that pulsed. I directed the lasers toward the trap bottle and they shattered, cloaking the bottle in a magnetic field of golden light.

      I reached out and opened the trap bottle.

      The inky black cloud, the antimatter housed inside, rocketed toward me and then—

      It stopped.

      Mid-air.

      Captured in the middle of my small, contained magnetic field.

      As before, I held my hands out and brought them together. The antimatter was forceful and nearly pushed my hands apart. This time I was able to channel a portion of the antimatter into the Harbinger’s small containment vial before slotting the rest of the antimatter back into the trap bottle.

      I held the trap bottle in my left hand and the small containment vial in my right. The sound of hands clapping echoed and I looked back to see the Harbinger grinning. “You’re better than I imagined you’d be, Quincy.”

      “I do what I can.”

      “Bring the bottles to me.”

      I held them up and the Harbinger’s smile slipped away. I was a man with absolutely nothing, which meant I had nothing left to lose. I think the Harbinger could see that and it unnerved him. Still, he knew that I wasn’t like him. I wasn’t some amoral asshole who’d blow an entire world up just to make a fucking point or prove my divinity.

      “The bottles, Quincy,” the Harbinger demanded. “Now.”

      I was frozen by irresolution and the Harbinger used that against me, surging forward. He grabbed me by the throat and lifted me up. I fought to pry his fingers from my throat, wheezing.

      The Harbinger grabbed the small containment vial from me. He dropped me to the ground and moved away, studying the vial as if it was an object of unparalleled beauty.

      He moved over to the torpedolike weapon, his pulse cannon, and pulled back a breech, opening a slot within the device.

      He slid the small containment vessel inside and slotted the breech back in place.

      “This is it,” the Harbinger said, grinning like a fiend. “Consider yourself fortunate, Quincy. One day you will be able to say you were there when the new universal order was created.”

      I nodded and then I pointed. “I think she might have something to say about that.”

      The Harbinger’s face fell.

      He turned sideways and reacted, shocked to see her.

      Aurora.

      She was standing near the entrance to the room.

      Her face set in a look of grim determination.

      Oh, and a gigantic rocket launcher was sitting on her shoulder.

      The Harbinger raised a hand and Aurora fired her weapon.
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      I blinked and the rocket flew from Aurora’s launcher, and frankly, I’m not sure what happened next. All I know is there was a flare of light, then an explosion and a blast of hot air.

      I was flung sideways by the blast but managed to roll over, cradling the trap bottle like a newborn baby.

      “WATCH THE ANTIMATTER!” I screamed.

      Pushing myself up, I dodged the Harbinger who was lying on the ground in a heap, on fire. He stirred and I realized he was down, but definitely not out. I wanted to destroy his pulse cannon once and for all, but the damned thing was loaded with the containment vial and I couldn’t take the risk.

      I drew near to Aurora and our eyes met through the smoky light. She engineered a slight smile. “I had a feeling you might need some assistance.”

      “Couldn’t have come at a better time,” I replied. “Thanks for coming back for me, although I’m pretty sure it wasn’t because you had a change of heart.”

      “I came back for that,” she replied, pointing at the trap bottle.

      Before I could respond, there came a roar from the Harbinger who was staggering to his feet. His hands flashed and bolts of cold blue light filled the air.

      “Do not hit his weapon!” I shouted. “Some of the antimatter’s inside!”

      Aurora and I dodged to the left, barely missing the light that slammed into a wall of computers, showering the room in sparks and acrid smoke.

      Whistles followed, coming from outside the room along with the echo of footfalls. We both knew that the Harbinger had called for his security detail. Sure enough, I looked back and spotted a dozen Snouts glaring at us.

      We ran right at the Snouts, firing energy balls that atomized them. Two of them fired back at us, but we quickly put them down.

      I glanced back a final time to see the Harbinger powering his pulse cannon up. The device was trembling and glowing as a section of the roof opened.

      Aurora aimed at the villain with the launcher, but I pushed the weapon down. “Jesus, Aurora, we can’t risk it!”

      “So what then?”

      “We wait and see what happens.”

      This wasn’t what she wanted to hear, but there was nothing else we could do. If we could make it out of the building, there was a chance we could meet up with the others and find a way to confront the Harbinger collectively.

      Turning, we bolted across the ground floor of the Harbinger’s keep, making for the hole I’d blasted in the wall earlier, the one that Kree and the children escaped through.

      We fled through the hole and found ourselves on a side street. Hundreds of people were gathered, staring up at the sky.

      I followed their gaze and what I saw chilled me to the bone.

      There was a pulse of destructive light issuing from somewhere inside the Harbinger’s keep.

      It was beaming into the sky.

      People in the crowd were crying out, asking what was happening, but it was obvious. The Harbinger was doing exactly what he said he would do. He’d harnessed the small portion of antimatter from me to use as ammunition for his weapon.

      “He’s destroying the fucking Caul,” a man said from somewhere behind me.

      Turning, the crowd parted to reveal Atlas, Splinter, Kaptain Khaos, Liberty, Lyric, and Kree. Atlas was holding a short-barreled rifle which was aimed at Aurora.

      “Get away from her, Quincy,” Atlas said.

      “No,” I replied, placing myself in front of Aurora who was aiming her rocket launcher at him. “She came back. She saved me.”

      “She fucked all of us!” Splinter snarled. “She betrayed us and the Harbinger got what he needed to destroy Fiasco Heights!”

      I shook my head as some in the crowd began to disburse, seeking shelter. “We don’t know that yet. We still have time and I’ve got the trap bottle,” I said, holding it up for all to see.

      “What do you propose we do?” Kaptain Khaos asked.

      “We need to go back inside the building and take the Harbinger down before he’s able to destroy the Caul.”

      Suddenly, from high above us came a flash of light.

      People cried out and dropped to the ground as a wave of pressure crashed over everything.

      I closed my eyes but then cast a look to the heavens as the flash was followed by a soul-shattering—

      BOOM!

      Those that remained around us, gasped and pointed to the sky.

      “What’s going on?” one of them asked.

      “It’s happening,” said another.

      Someone pointed and that’s when I saw them. What looked like immense panes of glass tumbling down through the airless sky, shattering all over the city.

      I knew at that moment that we were too late.

      We were fucked.

      The Harbinger had used the antimatter in the vial to carve a hole in the planet’s protective shield and now the sky was falling.
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      “It’s the Caul!” somebody in the crowd cried. “It’s been destroyed!”

      The hole in the Caul appeared like a speck to me, but that was simply because of the distance.

      The speck widened as did my eyes as the panes of glasslike material, what Liberty said were the Caul’s protective panels, grew in size as they neared the ground. The panels, which were visible only over certain sections of the city, were immense, infinitely larger than the screens I’d seen in New York’s Times Square when I was a child.

      “BACK!” I said. “GET BACK!”

      The remaining city-dwellers panicked. Screams cries and shouts filled the air as the debris from the Caul began crashing to the ground.

      The panes of glasslike material ripped through the nearby buildings as if they were made of papier-maché.

      This set off a chain-reaction as the buildings, some nearly shorn in half, began collapsing.

      A terrifying sound roared down the street as metal beams, slabs of concrete, and alien-alloyed struts, the innards of the buildings, slammed to the ground.

      I ran with Atlas, Aurora, and the others, trying our best to dodge the debris, but people were being struck down in all directions.

      I saw a woman cleaved in half by a section of falling glass, a man crushed by a building strut, and an entire family flattened by a slab of stone.

      There was nothing I could do about any of it.

      I spotted Aurora running down the sidewalk, clutching the trap bottle, her rocket launcher still slung over one shoulder. She ducked and dived, barely evading the rain of debris.

      I threw up both hands, waving at her. “OVER HERE!”

      She ran to me and I grabbed her hand, turning to see Atlas and the others regrouping at the end of the street.

      We moved toward them only to have the path forward blocked by a forest of struts and umbrella-like metal ribs, pried loose from an adjacent fifteen-story building that slammed to the ground before us.

      The blast mushroomed grit and dust into the air, obscuring our visibility. More objects rained down, shards of metal and fragments of the Caul itself.

      Hordes of people were obliterated by the waterfall of structural materials, cut down mid-sprint out across the city.

      “You know what we need to do,” I said, clutching Aurora by the shoulders.

      “Try to find a way to survive this disaster?”

      “Besides that.”

      “There is no ‘besides that,’ Quincy.”

      I held her gaze. “We need to go back and take him out. He fired his weapon and probably used up all the antimatter he had. It wasn’t enough to bring the entire Caul down.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I’m working on assumptions here, Aurora.”

      “Assumptions have a way of getting people killed.”

      The city continued to collapse all around us as I leaned in close to her. “I’m not strong enough to take him on by myself, but with you…the two of us…we’ve got a chance.”

      “What do I get in return?”

      “You get my respect and this…”

      I kissed her on the lips and was shocked that she didn’t pull back. In fact, she kissed me right back and then slapped me on the cheek. “Now is not the time.”

      “Actually, now seems like the perfect time since we probably won’t live another five minutes.”

      “I’ll go with you too,” somebody said.

      I peered through the smoke and there she was.

      Kree.

      She clutched a rifle and wiped a smear of blood from a gash near her forehead.

      “Your lady friend is back,” Aurora said.

      I nodded. “She’s loyal. Unlike a certain someone, she didn’t leave me when the going got tough...”

      Aurora muttered and I stepped over to Kree. “The children?”

      “Safe for now,” Kree answered.

      “They won’t be for long unless we stop the Harbinger.”

      Kree nodded. “You lead and I will follow, Quincy.”

      I turned back to Aurora who slowly nodded. “I’ll go,” she said. “I’ll stand and fight with you.”

      “What about the trap bottle?”

      “It stays with me,” she said.

      “But what about—”

      “You heard what I said, Quincy,” Aurora replied, her eyes pinching to focus on me.

      I reluctantly nodded and without uttering another word, turned sharply on my heels and led Aurora and Kree on a ragged run back toward the Harbinger’s fortress.

      We picked our way across the landscape of destruction, slashing through the curling smoke, listening to the sounds of mayhem.

      The sky was no longer filled with the falling sections of the Caul, but the damage had been done and several buildings continued to totter and fall sideways as fires broke out all around us.

      The ground shook as structures collapsed and we could hear the moans of the dying off in the distance, the air heavy with the funk of blood, piss, and what smelled like burning rubber.

      We neared the Harbinger’s fortress which had remained relatively unscathed.

      “What happened to her, Quincy?” Aurora asked. “What happened to Big Dread?”

      “Well, for a while she was caged up inside the Harbinger’s fortress,” I replied.

      “Why for a while?”

      “Because I released her from her prison cell.”

      Aurora stopped and grabbed my wrists. “You did…what?”

      “I set her free.”

      “Why?”

      “It was the right thing to do at the time,” Kree offered.

      Aurora glared at her. “If I wanted your opinion, I’d ask for it.”

      “I don’t need your permission to speak.”

      A scornful expression gripped Aurora’s face and she stepped closer to Kree as I stepped in between the two. “Ladies, ladies, we need a ceasefire here.”

      “This is between us,” Aurora said.

      I shook my head. “That is between us.”

      I pointed to the building and it was obvious something was happening inside. Something big, very big.

      The entire structure seemed to be vibrating, pulsing with life as if something enormous was on the inside trying to break out.

      We moved through the hole in the building and the interior looked like a war zone.

      There were bodies everywhere.

      Some humanoid, others alien, and still more that were synthetic.

      They lay in all attitudes of death, covered in the rubble from a hole that had been burned through the center of the building, presumably by the Harbinger’s pulse cannon.

      We crept forward, silent as thieves stealing through a temple, tiptoeing down the stairs into the Harbinger’s mad scientist lab.

      The air was sparking wildly, ropes of sulfurous white light whipping around in the air like caged birds. The Harbinger was visible down below us.

      He was hovering in the air which wavered like a heat mirage, wrapped in a cone of light that was beaming down from what I could see was the hole in the Caul.

      His body thrummed as if it was being jolted with electricity, sparks showering him even as the smile etched across his face suggested he was in the throes of pure ecstasy.

      I knew then that we were too late.

      He’d been bathed in the radiation that the Caul had blocked.

      The very same radiation that purportedly magnified a superhero’s powers.
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      Aurora brought her hands up and without warning fired a plasma ball at the Harbinger. The sphere struck the cone of light and was immediately extinguished. She summoned up another plasma ball and I shook my head. “Save your energy.”

      The Harbinger was laughing now.

      Standing down below us, the air shimmering all around him.

      Here’s the kicker.

      He wasn’t alone.

      He was surrounded by three of the terrible beasts that had previously been locked up in his zoo. Yep, the ones I’d released.

      One of the things, a mass of tangled limbs sprouting from a multi-segmented body with the elongated head of a crocodile, turned and howled at us.

      The beast next to it, a cross between a lobster and an elephant, swung its pincer-like hands in a circular pattern as the third monster, a great alien bird of prey with the body of a pterodactyl and the head of a lizard, flicked an impossibly long yellow tongue at us.

      The three monsters were similarly enveloped in the cone of radiation.

      Kree fired her rifle at the Harbinger and the creatures, but the villain swatted her bullets away as if they were gnats. He turned and strode forward and that’s when I noticed it.

      He was taller.

      More than ten feet in height.

      With every stride, he seemed to sprout up another few inches. By the time he’d reached twelve feet tall his outerwear had split and he was standing before us naked as the day he was born. It was a gruesome sight to see as he continued to grow in size. His appendages extended, his muscles inflated, and his jaw lengthened to twice its normal size.

      I watched teeth tumble from his mouth in a pile of saliva and blood as new larger, fanglike choppers took their place. It was obvious—painfully obvious—that we were too late to stop his transformation.

      “I think we’re in serious trouble,” Aurora said.

      “What gave it away?” I asked, my mouth as dry as the desert as I fought to muster some courage in light of the supercharged villain (and monsters) lumbering toward us.

      “Should we keep firing at them?” Kree asked.

      I shook my head. “I don’t think it’ll do any good.”

      When the Harbinger reached twenty feet tall, he no longer resembled the humanoid he once was. His face was bulbous and misshapen, and his body was so muscle-quilted that it looked like the backside of a dinosaur had been grafted onto his torso. He stepped forward and the ground shuddered and the roof began to collapse.

      “GET BACK!” I screamed at the others.

      I fired a flurry of plasma balls that the Harbinger smacked away as if they were mosquitoes.

      We turned and retreated back through the hole in the hall as the building began to break apart behind us.

      I looked back to see the Harbinger punching his way through the fortress’s outer wall. He had swelled to superhuman proportions, easily twenty-five feet tall, and resembled the bloated, muscle-striated love child of a cartoon superhero and Godzilla, just getting ready to flatten Tokyo.

      He loosed a roar that was so loud, it shattered the glass in the nearby windows and nearly collapsed my eardrums.

      “Are you seeing this?” I asked.

      Aurora nodded. “But I’m not believing it.”

      “What is that thing?” Kree asked.

      I shuddered inwardly. “The Harbinger two point oh.”

      Stomping through the smoking ruins of the street with enough force to crush stone into powder, I heard the Harbinger laugh.

      It was the deep, harsh laugh of something that no longer fears anything.

      He grabbed a light pole and swung it like a baseball bat just because he could. In so doing, he battered a five-story building, bringing it down in one fell swoop. Then he swung his hands wildly, dashing more buildings, turning them to matchsticks, before punching an overpass that collapsed in a symphony of sound and fury. The air grew thick with choking dust and powder.

      To make matters worse (if that was even possible), the three alien creatures had also grown to impressive heights. The lobster beast was twenty-feet tall, the crocodile was even larger, and the fucking giganto-bird had a thirty-foot wingspan which I was able to measure as it swooped down over our heads like a jet fighter.

      The Harbinger watched his beasties run amok and raised his mighty hands up in the air like a prizefighter. He peered at us from thirty yards down the street.

      “And so it’s come to this!” he shouted, his voice so loud it sounded like an approaching locomotive.

      “Are you ready to give up?” I shouted back.

      He threw the light pole at us. It whipped past our head and took out the ground floor of an office building, cleaving the structure in two.

      “Guess not,” I whispered to Aurora and Kree.

      “GIVE ME THE GODSDAMNED ANTIMATTER!” the Harbinger bellowed.

      I raised my hands. “Come and take it!”

      Looking back, I probably shouldn’t have said that, but frankly, I was trying to look cool in front of the ladies. The Harbinger was not pleased and crossed his arms in front of his bulbous chest, his fingers trailing glowing colors that dripped to the ground.

      He pulled his arms back and pointed a finger at us.

      Tendrils of blue ice blitzed from his fingers as we ran for cover.

      The ice crashed to the ground and froze anything it came in contact with, including a few unlucky city dwellers who’d just emerged from the underside of a damaged domed structure. I ducked behind a small mountain of refuse, crouching near Kree and Aurora.

      Aurora set the trap bottle down on the ground. “He can’t kill us,” I said.

      “He certainly seems to be trying,” Kree replied.

      I pointed to the trap bottle. “That contains the antimatter. It’s the one thing that he needs to destroy the Caul. If he tries to destroy us, he’ll destroy himself.”

      “What do we do?” Kree asked.

      “We use it against him,” I replied. “We use it to draw him out and then we find a way to destroy him.”

      “Easier said than done, Quincy,” Aurora said, pulling her rocket launcher around to inspect the two rockets that remained in its firing tube.

      “Give Kree the bottle,” I said.

      Aurora’s face fell. “You can’t be serious.”

      “It’s the only way.”

      “I don’t want the bottle,” Kree said.

      “You’re just going to run out into the open and draw the Harbinger off,” I said.

      Kree’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?”

      “Trust me.”

      “But then he’ll try to capture me,” Kree replied.

      “We’ll ambush him before that happens.”

      Aurora registered this as the sounds of the bad guys grew closer. The ground was shuddering and there was a change in the quality of the air. It was colder, much colder, which meant the Harbinger was drawing near.

      Aurora set her jaw and then handed the trap bottle to Kree.

      I signaled for her to move laterally, out into the open street.

      A look of recognition washed over Aurora. She could tell by my hand gestures that I intended for us to link up, as we’d done before, and generate an enormous blast of energy to knock the Harbinger back on his heels.

      It was time to create what Aurora had called a starquake.

      Kree dodged out into the open and I took Aurora’s hand and we picked our way up onto the top of the mountain of refuse, still partially concealed by a mass of girders that had fallen to the ground.

      The Harbinger and two monsters, the bird and the lobster beast, were visible down below us, several thousand yards away. I searched for the third monster, but it was nowhere to be seen. It didn’t really matter anyway as the other beasts were laying waste to everything that lay before them.

      The Harbinger hadn’t noticed us yet. He was too busy staring at Kree and the trap bottle. Aurora grabbed my hand and the resulting contact showered the ground with sparks.

      Just as before, a powerful pulse of energy locked us in place, and then Aurora torqued us sideways and we unleashed a bolt of blue lightning.

      The air seemed to catch fire as the lightning from the starquake flew forward stretching from the ground to the sky.

      It blasted into the Harbinger’s chest with a pulse of light that was as white as a summer cloud. The villain appeared to absorb the blast, but the impact nevertheless knocked him off his feet. His enormous body spiraled through the air and past the two monsters before smashing through what remained of his fortress, bringing it down to the ground.

      We cheered, and that’s when I noticed it.

      A blur of movement at our flanks.

      With a sinking feeling, I realized what had happened to the third monster.

      In all the excitement, it had crept up behind us.

      Before I could turn to confront it, the thing opened its mouth and sprang at me.
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      The crocodile monster snapped at me, its mighty jaws ratcheting down as I shoved Aurora out of the way, barely missing being a snack for the great beast. Tumbling to the right, I slid down the edge of the rubble pile and came up on the balls of my feet.

      Fingers going wide, I squared up on the monster and flung my arms wide.

      Like a pitcher, I hurled balls of plasma at the crocodile monster, doing great damage to it. The thing roared in anger as streamers of skin and tissue peeled off its belly. Its tone turned plaintive and it drew back as I felt the time was right to finish it off.

      I plunged back up the rubble pile and brought both hands around, ready to finish it off, when it swung its segmented tail, striking me in the chest.

      My world spun a few times as I sailed back through the air, landing hard enough to steal the air from my lungs.

      Fast as a reflex, the beast moved toward me, kicking up plumes of dust that clouded the air and obscured visibility.

      Elbowing myself up, I caught sight of a silhouette rising out of the murk.

      The crocodile monster was rearing up over me, its obsidian eyes widening along with its oversized mouth, the monstrosity preparing to swallow me whole when—

      An object shot through the crocodile’s skull, making a sound like a cannon blast.

      Looking to my right, I saw Atlas, his hand still extended. He’d done it. He’d literally punched a hole through the crocodile’s head!

      The monster sputtered, gore running from the wound in great abundance, sheeting the ground.

      With a terrific, whining moan, the creature rose up a final time and then began collapsing in stages before flopping on its side and expiring twenty feet away from me.

      Atlas’s fist snapped back and I saw him and the other Shadow Catchers raising their hands and cheering.

      I stood and thumped my chest, pivoting to Aurora and Kree who were gesturing toward the other end of the street.

      They were pointing at the Harbinger who was rising from the shell of his keep.

      The big bastard was unharmed and looked pissed as all get out.

      His face was a mask of unhinged anger.

      He picked up hunks of his broken fortress and started bombarding us with them as the other two monsters went on the attack.

      Aurora and I fired back at the monsters, but one of them kicked a structural girder, sending it corkscrewing toward us.

      “WATCH OUT!” I screamed, but Kree didn’t turn in time.

      She managed to fling the trap bottle back to Aurora in the instant before she was struck in the back by the girder.

      My screams were drowned out by the howls of the Harbinger and the other monsters. I danced between their incoming fire as Aurora and the others covered me.

      I dropped to the ground near Kree and, with much effort, shoved the girder away. She was lying on her side, wheezing. Her color was bad and I could see that the girder had left a nasty gash in her lower back. A small fountain of red seeped from the wound which didn’t appear to be life-threatening.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “There’s no reason to be sorry,” I said, holding her wrist. “You probably saved all of us.”

      “Just…leave me,” she said.

      “Never,” I replied.

      I picked her up, carrying her back across the field of fire. I set her down before Liberty and Splinter who quickly assessed her, confirming that the wound hadn’t impacted anything vital.

      “She’ll live, but we need to get her to shelter,” Liberty said.

      Liberty carried her off toward one of the city’s few remaining undamaged buildings, a blocky structure that lay at the other end of the street.

      I moved back next to Aurora and we commenced firing on the Harbinger and other monsters.

      “We’re losing the fight!” I shouted.

      She glanced at me. “Really?! I hadn’t noticed what with all of us getting our asses kicked and whatnot!”

      We strafed the bad guys with heavy fire, but the Harbinger seemed to gain power with every step. He deflected our blasts and shot bolts of frozen energy at us that dug craters in the street and sent shards of the road whizzing through the air.

      Kaptain Khaos and Lyric were both wounded by the detritus of the explosions. His neck and her cheek were ripped wide by jagged pieces of metal.

      Atlas covered our rear, throwing a punch at the bird monster that whipped its wings around, causing the big man’s fist to ricochet back and nearly take off my head.

      “Fall back,” Atlas said. “Fall back.

      We were running on empty.

      We were losing the fight, and the bad guys knew it.

      Still, we fought back.

      We didn’t have a choice.

      Lyric, though wounded, unleashed her sonic bullets, and Splinter fired splinters and his fiery sap at the approaching creatures while Aurora and I continued to rain fire and brimstone on them. The Harbinger concocted a shield that we couldn’t breach, so we turned and ran.

      Down the street we flew, Aurora safeguarding the trap bottle as we headed toward the building where Liberty had taken Kree.

      I could see the wending blood trail on the ground left by Kree and the anger welled up inside of me.

      Signaling back to the others, I ducked under a tangle of debris into a space that was shrouded by dust and smoke from the fighting.

      Two forms wavered out in front of me.

      I assumed it was Liberty and Kree.

      I waved my hands, but the two forms didn’t wave back.

      Stumbling to a stop, I realized there were three figures in front of me, not two.

      The forms materialized to reveal Big Dread, The Showstopper, and Dolly Dagger.

      Their hands were raised, their eyes were as wide as saucers, and they looked ready to do battle.
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      Big Dread, who hovered a few inches off the ground, swooped down toward me. She looked up, met my eyes, and cocked an eyebrow. “The game is over, Quincy.”

      “Nothing’s over yet!” Atlas thundered, arriving with the others who adopted defensive postures.

      We slowly circled each other, everyone supremely on edge, arms raised, ready to strike at a moment’s notice.

      I was the first one to lower my hands.

      “Don’t do it, Quincy,” Splinter said. “You can’t trust the bastards.”

      “We’ve got bigger problems,” I replied. “We’ve literally got a fucking giant who’s trying to kill all of us.”

      “I’ll take my chances with the Harbinger,” Splinter replied. “I’m not afraid of dying. Hell, the way I see it, it’s a godsdamned occupational hazard.”

      “Stand the fuck down, barkskins,” Atlas said.

      Splinter grunted and I swapped a look with him. “We need to come together. We were all double-crossed and now we’re facing a common enemy.”

      Lyric’s eyebrows were high. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying we need to do the impossible. We need to join forces.”

      Splinter and Lyric snorted and laughed at this. “It’s the only way,” I continued. “Whether we rise or fall, it’s going to be together. There’s no way around that. The time for fighting each other is over.”

      Atlas looked warily at Big Dread. “What say?”

      Big Dread pursed her plump lips. “I say…what do we get in return?”

      “Our thanks,” I said.

      She spat on the ground.

      “And forgiveness,” I added. “The slate will be wiped clean.”

      Aurora fumed, growling under her breath, but I silenced her with a look.

      “You’ll also get an agreement from us,” Atlas said, lowering his hands. “A promise to find a new way forward.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” The Showstopper asked.

      “It means we lay down our arms,” Atlas replied. “We find a way to live together.”

      The ground shook.

      Dust filled the air.

      The Harbinger was close.

      “We don’t have much time,” I said. “Either we fight together, or we die together. It’s time to choose.”

      Big Dread sneered but traded looks with The Showstopper and Dolly Dagger who slowly nodded.

      “We will fight with you,” she said. “We will destroy the Harbinger and those that fight with him, and then we can discuss the future.”

      “You can’t seriously be considering this,” Splinter said.

      “What choice do we have?” I asked.

      Splinter looked at me and opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He fumed, but nodded, the look on his face letting me know that he knew this was as good a deal as we were going to get given the situation.

      “Let’s go,” Atlas said.

      We turned, fanning out and moving across the rubble-strewn streets toward the Harbinger and the remaining two monsters who were rolling across the city, flattening buildings, searching for the trap bottle.

      I made sure to keep as far away as I could from The Showstopper. I’d taken down two of his family members, and I didn’t want to be the one to shatter the uneasy alliance. I ran with Aurora on my left, keeping pace while staying between her and Big Dread out to my right.

      We moved in a crouch, down over a trench that had been carved in the street by the fighting. I slowed and watched a tempest of light build around Big Dread who fired bolts of molten metal at the approaching villains.

      The metal ripped through the bird monster as the Harbinger engineered a protective field to shield him and the beasts. Everyone, including Aurora and I, opened fire on the protective shield, letting loose with a withering sweep of plasma balls, conventional bullets, and explosives.

      The Harbinger’s protective field held and soon he was encased in a spiral of light. He cast the protective field aside and strode down the street, alight with electricity.

      He jumped into the air and came down with a thud, birthing a mushroom cloud of dust and smoke that brought visibility down to a few feet as the two monsters approached, squealing, hurling sections of buildings at us.

      “I’ve had enough of their bullshit,” Kaptain Khaos said. “Less lip and more grip!”

      He raised his arms, steam rising from his ears. The monsters plodded forward and he brought his arms down, triggering a tremor that collapsed a building atop them.

      Our cheers quickly faded when the beasts shrugged off the detritus of the building, yammering in pain, redoubling their efforts to reach us.

      “Good job!” Big Dread shouted. “Now you’ve made them even angrier!”

      “My bad!” Kaptain Khaos yelled back.

      Tendon-like appendages shot out of the lobster beast, rocketing forward. Some of them speared into nearby objects.

      “TAKE EVASIVE ACTION!” Kaptain Khaos screamed.

      We ran in different directions and I soon found myself chugging alongside Big Dread as the birdlike monster flapped its wings, flying toward us. The avian leviathan sliced by overhead as Big Dread grabbed my arms and yanked me to the ground.

      I rolled over and pressed myself low to the ground as she did the same. It was the strangest feeling in the world to be inches away from someone who was trying to kill me only a few hours before. She cast a wary gaze in my direction and we looked at each other with mutual irritation.

      “I should’ve let the bird take your head off,” she hissed.

      “Are you still holding onto the anger?”

      Her eyes enlarged. “Don’t fuck with me, boy.”

      “That’s Quincy or Night Fire, Enya!”

      We watched the bird fly a sortie around the far end of the city and then head back toward us.

      “I think one of us needs to distract it and the other one shoot it down,” I said.

      “You need to know that this isn’t going to end it,” she said, holding up a piece of rock from a fallen building and crushing it between her fingers.

      “What?”

      She turned to me. “This…temporary truce. What exists between your people and my people.”

      “Can’t we all just get along?”

      A dark smiled played at the corner of her mouth. “There’s too much history between us.”

      “History’s meant to be rewritten.”

      “Give me the antimatter and I’ll end all of this,” she said.

      “I can’t do that.”

      She took this and flung me a look of contempt. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Quincy, but when this is over, I will continue to have a strong desire to kill you.”

      “You can certainly try.”

      Before she could respond, the bird wailed and dropped low like a bomber cruising in to release its payload.

      Without warning, Big Dread rose up and waved her hands. She jetted across the top of the rubble pile firing energy balls at the bird, drawing it off. I remained where I was, breathless with anticipation. I could feel a breeze generated by the monster as it approached, chasing after Big Dread.

      When the flying fiend had approached to within five hundred feet of me, it banked and I knew my moment was at hand. It had exposed its stomach and so I rose and sucked a breath through my teeth.

      I took several halting steps and then brought my hands together as my body quaked. A torrent of pure energy leaped from my fingertips in the form of a spear that I slung into the air. The spear accelerated and punched into the monstrous bird’s underside.

      A bloodcurdling shriek issued from the bird as it convulsed, the spear ripping a hole in its flesh which geysered red.

      The monster was instantly crippled as it cut through the air, its wings faltering.

      In obvious agony, the bird fell to the ground, landing with such force that I felt the earsplitting percussion from where I was standing.

      From my vantage point, I could see the monstrosity gouging a crater ten feet deep into the city streets, kicking up a great plume of dust that obscured visibility. The bird made an eerie sound, like a million snakes hissing all at once. It tried to push itself up, but the damage had been done.

      It rose once, faltered, then toppled to the ground in stages and didn’t move again.

      The dust dissipated and I searched for Big Dread, but couldn’t see her.

      The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood at attention and I whipped around to see her. She was standing behind me, hovering a few inches off the ground. Red fire danced at the end of her fingers.

      For a second she looked capable of almost anything, and then she nodded and the fire vanished and she beckoned me to follow her.

      Against the drum-like beat of my heart, I followed after Big Dread, thundering over the city’s broken streets, taking in the apocalyptic scenery up ahead.

      The Harbinger was going psycho all over the city, spewing ropes of icy-blue energy that blasted apart whatever buildings remained intact.

      While this was happening, the two other monsters, the lobster and crocodile creatures, were doing their part to maul Fiasco Heights mercilessly.

      Aurora, Atlas, and all the others were engaged in a firefight with the Harbinger and the lobster monster. The Harbinger stomped on the streets again, creating a whirlwind of grit that soon resembled a cyclone by way of a sandstorm.

      Everyone stumbled back and that’s when I noticed it.

      A glow in the sky.

      Before I could warn the others, the glow had coalesced into the shape of a fiery meteor, an energy sphere hurled at us by the Harbinger. The projectile dropped directly toward an unaware Big Dread like a mortar shell.

      I ran forward as fast as I could and shoved her to the ground out of harm’s way as—

      BOOM!

      The energy sphere crashed directly behind me. The blast jolted me, raining down stone and gravel. I rolled over and watched a girder from what was left of a build twist and break off. It curled down toward me as I threw up my hands and—

      A blast of energy smacked the girder away at the last second.

      Elbowing myself up, I saw Big Dread, little wisps of blue light dancing at the end of her fingertips.

      “Tell me why I just did that,” she said.

      “Because deep down, you’re not so evil after all.”

      She smiled, but there was no levity in it. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      Another explosion rocked the street and I rolled over and spotted Dolly Dagger bounding across piles of debris while firing back over her shoulder, releasing a storm of fireballs in the direction of the Harbinger.

      She landed next to me and grinned. “Are you taking notes?”

      “He’s coming,” I replied.

      “So let him come,” she said. “Follow me and I’ll take you to the place where heroes are made.”

      She rose up and confronted the Harbinger by herself, pummeling the villain with shots to his midsection.

      She was doing it, she was actually beating him back and then she made a fatal mistake.

      She turned her back on the supersized villain for a split-second.

      But in that instant, the Harbinger let out a scream of rage and cast a web of blue light that shot forward and enveloped Dolly Dagger.

      She struggled, but almost instantly was flash-frozen, her mouth wrenched open in a silent scream.

      Then the Harbinger grabbed the tendrils of blue light and violently pulled back, causing Dolly Dagger to shatter into a million pieces.

      Big Dread cried out and went on the attack, firing blasts of energy as I stood and caught sight of another form careening out of the half-light.

      It was the lobster creature and somehow it had crept up on us in all the confusion. It staggered out of a hiding spot on a side street and veered toward Splinter and Kaptain Khaos. It lumbered past Atlas, missing him as he knelt in a scooped-out section of the street.

      Oblivious, the monster passed Atlas who rose up and heaved a punch, burying his fist in the monster’s side, ripping out a hunk of steaming viscera.

      The monster’s ropy innards spilled to the ground and Atlas followed up with an impressive series of uppercuts that caved in a portion of the thing’s head.

      The fiend rose in a series of spasmodic hitches, striking out at Atlas who dropped under its talons and jabbed it in the stomach.

      A gunshot-like sound echoed as Atlas shattered the bones in the thing’s midsection.

      The big man punched it one more time in the jaw, sending it flying back into the dust where it vanished from sight.

      I ran in the direction of the stricken monster, intending to finish it off when I became disoriented by the dust.

      Something stirred out beyond me and I braced myself for anything, creeping forward and that’s when he appeared in front of me.

      The Showstopper.

      I held up my hand in a gesture of goodwill and that’s when he did it.

      He brought his hands together while muttering, “This is for what you did to my brothers.”

      His palms touched and a sudden jet of air, harder than stone, erupted and hammered into my chest.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was sailing through the air, my whole life unwinding before me.
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      I was driven sixty feet through the air, stopping only when I crashed through the front windows of what had once been a restaurant. Covering my head, I hit the ground and slid to a stop.

      With slow, groaning movements, I staggered to my feet, coughing, and witnessed The Showstopper striding across the street, pure homicide in his eyes.

      I lit off through the window, trying to get a shot at the villain, but he was already on top of me. The bastard grabbed me around the neck and I was shocked to find that I couldn’t move. I was immobilized, unable to do anything other than peer up at his twisted face.

      Spinning, he drop-kicked me through another window and I crumpled to the ground. I hardened myself, resting on my elbows as The Showstopper appeared. His face lowered to within inches of mine and I could smell the funk of sweat and burned blood on him.

      “Don’t do anything you’re gonna regret,” I said.

      “We are well past that point.”

      “What’s with all the anger?”

      “Anger implies some kind of emotional connection, asshole,” The Showstopper said. “There is none, absolutely zero. You’re worth less to me than the dirt on my boots.”

      “I thought we had a deal.”

      “You actually thought that we’d side with you?!” he said, sniggering, a pendulum of spittle dangling from the corner of his mouth.

      “It’s a win-win,” I replied, trying to pry his hands loose.

      “There are no win-wins, you asshole,” he said. “There are only wins and losses, hunters and prey.”

      “I think I remember your brothers saying the same thing.”

      “Is that right?”

      I nodded. “Right before I kicked the shit out of them.”

      He screamed and threw me back into the side of the restaurant where my body left an impression in the malleable exterior. I slid back down to the ground and he grabbed me again, sniggering. “After you die, I’m gonna take part of you as a totem,” he said. “I just wanted you to know that.”

      “That’s all well and good, but what do you think that thing’s going to take after it kills you?” I croaked in response.

      I bobbed my head and The Showstopper hesitated. A strange look came over him and slowly, very slowly indeed, he looked behind him. “What in the name of…” The Showstopper stopped mid-sentence, awestruck by the large beast that rose up from its reptilian crouch.

      It was the lobster monster.

      The thing was grievously injured, but there it was, bruised, bloody, and looking for

      something to kill.

      Given where I lay, I had an exceptionally closeup view of the monster, and I can tell you it was a beast straight out of a madman’s nightmare.

      The abomination’s misshapen head was the size of a small car and the mouth opened to reveal rows of golden teeth that looked like they could bite through steel plate.

      The colossus moved with the dexterity of a much smaller beast, rising up to its full and terrible dimensions and then its mouth shot out and enveloped the upper portion of The Showstopper’s body, head and all.

      There was the sickening sound of bones crunching and I saw the villain struggle to fight back, but the monster was too powerful for him.

      The thing reared up with The Showstopper in its bear trap of a mouth, his legs still kicking, and then it swallowed the villain whole.

      I teetered back and then I heard a whining sound as—

      The lobster monster vanished in a greasy orange fireball that smeared across the road.

      I watched its immense body flap in flames, hoping that the fire had finished the beast off.

      Aurora rose up out of the dust, clutching her smoking rocket launcher. She bounded down over a cluster of ruined wave sleds and we stood there silently for several seconds, watching the fireball devour itself until only a few embers were left.

      Before either of us could say anything, the ground trembled and I looked back in horror as the lobster monster rose unsteadily. Its hide was charred and two gaping wounds were visible near its neck which foamed red, but the thing wasn’t dead. Its pincers slammed into the ground, pushing the thing up so that it could get a better look at us.

      “Big boy is giving us the stink eye,” I said.

      “Is that good or bad?” Aurora asked.

      “Definitely ain’t good.”

      The puckered flesh near the monster’s wounds pulled back and tentacles the size of firehoses shot out.

      The thing’s head rotated toward us and I peered up into the beast’s mammoth gaping maw, a bottomless well of nothing. The mouth opened and closed rapidly, exposing serrated teeth that sawed together, the alpha monster hissing at us.

      “That is one ugly mother!” I said.

      We stared in stunned silence as the beast arched its back, rising up into the air, exposing its midsection for a moment. And then the tentacles snapped at us and the beast reared back.

      “LOOK OUT!” Aurora cried.

      I looked up as the monster threw itself at us. 

      Our gut instinct to survive sheer reflex, that’s the only thing that saved us. Aurora grabbed my arm and yanked me violently to the right, seconds before—

      The lobster monster flopped on the road, its weight carving a deep ravine in the asphalt, sending up banners of dirt and dust.

      The creature hesitated for a moment, seemingly disoriented by the smoke and dust it had just kicked up. We both saw that the creature, positioned with its soft belly to us, was vulnerable.

      “FIRE ON THAT!” I yelled.

      Aurora did, tossing plasma balls at the monster’s belly, and I did likewise.

      The creature, as if recognizing what we were doing, shifted one of its mighty arms like a matador pulling its cape in the face of an oncoming bull. 

      Our incoming fire bounced off the hardened arm, doing minimal damage.

      The creature swung at us, obliterating a building as we juked back and to the right, opening fire again. This time we hit the beast’s belly dead center and it reacted in anger, thrashing about, knocking down a portion of a multi-story building.

      “WE GOT IT!” I shouted.

      “GO IN FOR THE KILL!” Aurora screamed.

      With one deft motion, I juked to the left and Aurora headed out to the right. Our movement disoriented the beast, causing it to make a split second decision.

      It chose to come after me (lucky me!) which meant Aurora was able to move in for the kill.

      The lobster fiend staggered toward me as Aurora birthed a length of energy that she shaped into the form of a javelin.

      She tossed the javelin at the monster’s belly and there was an explosion and an intense pressure wave that nearly blew out my eardrums. It was like being trapped under a tsunami, the pressure was so intense.

      The air was stolen from my lungs and I watched, absolutely rapt, as the monster’s body broke into pieces that collapsed to the ground.

      Like a lizard with a separated tail, the two portions of the monster flopped about before Aurora finished them off with another burst of searing energy.

      Aurora rose up out of the dust, slinging her rocket launcher over one shoulder. She bounded down over a cluster of ruined wave sleds and we stood there silently for several seconds, watching the fireball devour itself until only a few embers were left.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For back there. You saved me from the monster and The Showstopper.”

      She nodded. “The Showstopper was a dead-ender anyway. He’d never allow himself to be brought into the fold.”

      My eyes raked the street and the partially obliterated city. “At some point you’ll have to lay your weapons down, Aurora. The fighting will have to stop.”

      “You actually believe there will be a reconciliation?”

      “There was before wasn’t there? After the first war, right?”

      “Times have changed.”

      “I don’t believe that. Tomorrow’s reality comes from today’s dreams.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I shrugged. “I saw it once on a bumper sticker and thought it was cool.”

      She actually managed a smile at this. Then she pointed at the Harbinger who was visible over a section of the city’s wrecked subway. “We’ve still got some unfinished business.”

      The heavy sound of footfalls echoed.

      Glancing back over a shoulder I spotted Atlas, Big Dread, and the others. They were covered in dirt and grime and several of them were bloodied and sporting superficial wounds. Big Dread’s eyes pinballed in various directions, and I could tell she was looking for The Showstopper, so I looked away from her. Luckily she didn’t say anything and I sure as hell wasn’t going to volunteer any information. I figured I’d confront her about it once the battle was over.

      “What about the other monster?” Atlas asked.

      “We destroyed it.”

      “Which is more than we can say for the Harbinger.”

      “We should retreat,” Lyric said. “Take shelter in the middle of the city and lay a trap for him.”

      “How we gonna kill him?” Kaptain Khaos asked. “He’s too big, too powerful now. None of our weapons or feats can take him down.”

      Lyric was silent and the Harbinger roared again, turning toward us. We had a few minutes, maybe less before he was on top of us. It was at that moment that my gaze wandered over the others to the trap bottle in Aurora’s hands and the still-smoking rocket launcher at her feet.

      I latched onto a thought. The antimatter combined with Aurora’s rocket launcher. Yes! If I could find a way to feed a portion of the antimatter into the weapon, I could use it to destroy the Harbinger. It was a long shot, but it was the only thing that made sense.

      “What does the Harbinger want?” I asked.

      “The antimatter,” Lyric replied.

      I smiled. “So why don’t we give it to him?”

      “Did you get hit on your godsdamned head, Night Shade?” Kaptain Khaos asked.

      “For the last time, that’s Night Fire, and no I didn’t. What I’m saying is, we need to use the antimatter against him. It’s the only thing that can destroy the Harbinger.”

      “We’d destroy the planet if we did that,” Atlas replied.

      I shook my head, thinking about the yellow shell in my pocket. The one I’d found down in the underground with Kree’s people. “Not if we only used a portion of it.”

      The others took this in and then Splinter looked over. “Raise your hand if Quincy’s plan sounds like the worst fucking idea ever.”

      Splinter raised his hand, but there was instant recognition in the faces of the others. I could tell they’d realized there were no other options. The use of the antimatter was a last-ditch effort, a Hail Mary, but it was the only thing we had.

      The only difficulty lay in trying to figure out how to channel a portion of the antimatter into the launcher. Before I could begin processing how to do that, the Harbinger launched a ball of icy blue energy that landed nearby, eating through what was left of the street.
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      My breath caught as the explosion warped the air all around us. I managed to dredge up some strength and thrust my hands upward at the last moment, creating a forcefield that shielded all of us from the shrapnel flung into the air.

      The Harbinger was visible now, plowing through the city, supremely confident, unconcerned by us, a collection of mere gnats when compared to him. He laughed and flung broken machines and whole sections of the road at us.

      We hadn’t yet come up with a full game plan so Atlas signaled for everyone to move evasively and we did.

      I ran sideways with Aurora. The Harbinger spotted us, and the trap bottle, and gave chase. The villain was so large by that point that he could cross a city block with one gigantic stride.

      We tried attacking him from every direction.

      Aurora and I concentrated our fire on his midsection, but we’d been separated in the confusion and couldn’t combine forces. The Harbinger blocked our incoming fire, redirecting it back at us.

      Ducking, I cowered under a destroyed wave sled and watched Atlas throw a punch that caught the Harbinger in the jaw. This knocked the giant off stride, but only for a moment. He turned and whipped an energy bolt at Atlas who barely avoided getting incinerated.

      Splinter flung sap and splinters at the villain while Big Dread and the others did what they could, but it was no use. The Harbinger seemed to be getting stronger. Then he did something unexpected. He threw up his mighty hands and clasped them together as if he was praying. I stood there watching this and then a spoke of blue light burst forth from his hands and turned into a mesmerizing dome that slowly began to descend on us.

      “RUN!” Aurora screamed.

      Planting my foot, I tried scrambling to safety, but the dome dropped to the ground and the next thing I knew, the air was on fire.

      I dove under a fallen wall and felt the heat, which was like being at the door of the world’s largest furnace when it’s thrown open, kissing the back of my neck.

      The blast of heat rolled right over me, and I had trouble breathing as an explosion sounded next, a titanic boom that shunted me sideways and rained a seemingly never-ending supply of rocks and refuse down as I curled into a fetal ball.

      I lay there on the ground for several seconds as the echo of the back-blast reverberated off what was left of several nearby buildings. It felt like a giant hand was pressing down on my back, the pressure from the detonation was so strong.

      My hands ran over my body and I felt gashes on my head and cheek. Blood was in my mouth, and even though I hadn’t yet reached it, I knew that something had broken in my right leg. The left side of my body was covered by several feet of debris and was numb, but I could at least move my arm and leg which was a good thing.

      Lying there in the shadow of what had once been a mighty building, I looked heavenward and focused on the hole in the Caul. The Harbinger had been able to breach only a small section of the protective shield, but look what had happened. The radiation had increased the size of the villain nearly tenfold. I could only imagine what horrors awaited the planet (and indeed the universe) if the Harbinger was able to secure all of the remaining antimatter and completely destroy the Caul.

      I thought about the people, about Aurora, Atlas, and all the others. And what about Kree and the children and her people who were still being held captive far underground, who had no idea about the battle that was unfolding above them? What would happen to them if the Harbinger was victorious?

      I couldn’t let them down. I wouldn’t let the villain win and butcher all of those innocent people.

      The sonofabitch might kill me, but I wasn’t going down without a final fight.

      I muscled myself up and searched for the others, but they were nowhere in sight. The Harbinger was present, however, roaring in anger one street away.

      Kneeling, I fisted the dirt from my eyes. That’s when I spotted two objects lying on the ground fifty feet away: Aurora’s rocket launcher and the yellow shell I’d pocketed down in the underworld.

      Both were covered in dust, but otherwise in good shape.

      Suddenly, an idea struck me.

      A half-baked idea, but an idea nonetheless.

      If I could find a way to create a magnetic shield, to siphon off a portion of the antimatter that remained in the trap bottle and channel it into the yellow shell, I just might have something capable of bringing down the galaxy’s worst villain.

      Tremors gripped the ground under me as the Harbinger turned and plodded toward me. It was obvious that he’d spotted me and was coming to finish what he’d started.

      I rose and a final storm of energy gripped my body, electricity running up my arms, giving me a much-needed jolt.

      I took a step and felt a pain in my right leg. It was blackened from the explosion and the smoke, but I appeared to be all in one piece otherwise. But then I took another step and it gave out completely and I fell to my side, unleashing a savage, brutal shriek. A fireball of pain shot through my right knee and I knew that the tendons in my knee were likely shredded.

      Sucking in a lungful of air, I grabbed a metal bar from the twisted remains of the building and used it as a crutch as I stood again. This time I maintained my balance, and pushed my left leg forward, dragging my right behind me. I did this again and again, using the crutch for leverage and soon I was hobbling down the street.

      The muscles in my arms and back were tightening, and I wondered how long I’d be able to maintain my pace before the pain became too overwhelming.

      Small sounds reverberated underfoot, and I looked down to see something moving. With much effort, I dropped to the ground and saw a pocket, a small area covered by the aftermath of the explosion. Someone was down there.

      My hands clawed at the rubble which I brushed aside to reveal Aurora. She was cowering down in a hole in the mountain of refuse, a space large enough for a handful of people that had been carved out. The trap bottle was visible at her feet. By some miracle, the antimatter stored inside the bottle hadn’t been detonated during the explosion.

      Groaning, she thrust up a hand. I took it and pulled her up out of the hole.

      “Thermobaric,” Aurora muttered. “The bastard used a thermobaric weapon.”

      “We’re going to give as good as we received.”

      “How?”

      “Just…help me,” I said.

      “It’s over,” she gasped.

      I shook my head. “Remember what I said before? As long as we’re grooving, we’ve still got a chance.”

      The Harbinger was closing so, with Aurora’s support, I shuffled toward the olive-colored tube, Aurora’s launcher. The pain suddenly ebbed because I had one goal left in life: to reach that launcher and make the Harbinger pay for all of the death and devastation he’d caused.

      I reeled like a zombie, my forward progress measured in inches. In my heart, I knew that even though I might not have amounted to much back on Earth, at the very least I was standing up for something. I finally had the guts to stand in the face of evil and be counted. If I were crossing over, I would do so boldly.

      The Harbinger was just ahead of me, raging over a rise like a beast eager to taste my blood. He was screaming about the trap bottle and the antimatter, but I could barely make him out. I’d crept down into my zone and was focused solely on the olive-colored tube that was a mere four feet away from me.

      I collapsed in front of the launcher and groped for it.

      The tube was smooth and surprisingly cool to the touch.

      I pulled it around and felt the weight of the weapon and the rocket that was still secured inside. I hoped to God that it hadn’t been damaged during the blast and would still fire when I needed it to.

      Aurora opened the back of the weapon and removed the explosive rocket slotted inside. I dropped the yellow shell on the ground and unthreaded it.

      “What now?” Aurora asked.

      “Now we open the trap bottle.”

      She shot me a look and I nodded. “We have to do this.”

      The Harbinger was wildly firing bolts of energy at us as I took Aurora’s hand and then closed my eyes. A pins and needles sensation gripped me for a moment and then the same warm surge of power began down at the soles of my feet and continued up my spine toward my outer extremities.

      Blue fire appeared at my fingertips, enveloping my hands.

      I pinched my fingers, grabbing the ends of the blue fire, pulling them back like a sheet, expanding the energy’s mass.

      The energy became like molten glass and I was able to spin, stretch, and shape it into a powerful magnetic field that soon covered Aurora and the trap bottle.

      Aurora opened the bottle and the inky black cloud of antimatter escaped.

      The antimatter stopped like a butterfly trapped in a net.

      It was snagged in my magnetic field.

      The antimatter remained suspended in mid-air as I reached down and grabbed the yellow shell. A portion of the magnetic field had entered the interior of the shell, and I was able to use it to channel a portion of the antimatter into it that was no larger than the head on a nail.

      I screwed the shell back together and handed it to Aurora who used a tendril of energy to tether it to the tip of the rocket.

      I assumed a shooter’s crouch as the Harbinger fired another projectile at me that churned what was left of the street down below.

      A gust of wind from the explosion knocked me over and it was only by sheer luck that I maintained my grip on the launcher as Aurora steadied me.

      Fighting off the waves of pain shooting through my body, I brought the launcher back up and this time there was another set of hands to assist.

      Kree was there.

      She looked like a mirage for a moment and I wondered whether I’d become delusional. But then I saw her bloodstained clothing and the crimson bandage wrapped around her midsection, and knew she was real. She’d risked her life again, coming back to help us a final time.

      She moved to my left and Aurora sat on my right, and the three of us, acting as one, positioned the launcher over my shoulder.

      The Harbinger had turned in the other direction for an instant.

      He was distracted by Atlas and the others who were standing in the middle of the ravaged street, waving their hands and shouting. Big Dread was hovering in the air, offering him her middle finger.

      I knew our moment had come.
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      We pulled the trigger and there was a puff of smoke as the rocket leaped from the end of the tube.

      It seemed to hover in the air for a second and then a tongue of flame erupted from its exhaust and tiny wings deployed before it zoomed off.

      We watched it curl down the street and there came next a great stillness, a span of three or four seconds where almost anything seemed possible.

      I could hear the blood rushing in my ears and the tom-tom-like heartbeats of Kree and Aurora.

      And then the rocket dipped down and slammed into the Harbinger’s chest just as he turned back at the sound of our rocket firing.

      The villain’s arm cut an arc in the air, just as he’d done before when engineering a protective barrier.

      But this time he was too late.

      I saw two things happen at once: Big Dread manufactured a dome of white light that covered her and the others, and the rocket exploded.

      A sterilizing column of fire burst forth from the villain’s stomach.

      An enormous rending fireball shot hundreds of feet into the air and fanned out, the back-blast rattling the city streets as the three of us gimped back and dove into the hole under the rubble pile that I’d found Aurora in.

      We covered up as the blast-wave roared over top of us.

      I felt something on my hand and looked down to see that it was Aurora. She was clutching my hand and Kree was holding hers. I’m sure all of us looked very tiny and terrified, huddling in our makeshift foxhole, expecting the worst and praying for the best.

      I glanced through a gap in the debris pile as concussive thunder rolled through the city, the shockwave vaporizing any structure within thirty yards, turning the buildings to ash, sucking the oxygen from the sky.

      Only by providence did Atlas and the others survive, shielded by Big Dread’s protective barrier.

      As for the Harbinger, a hole had been hollowed in his chest by the warhead and when the antimatter disintegrated, his body did as well. The kinetic energy in the explosion ripped the villain’s body apart. Shards of his corpse sprayed outward, like a light bulb that’s been dropped on the ground. What was left of it, his headless trunk and legs, glowed with surreal colors for several seconds before catching fire and then winking out.

      The three of us crouched and from above came a surge of light and boom that echoed off of what was left of the city and then a cool breeze painted my face.

      I closed my eyes and silence followed.

      I knew it was over.

      We remained where we were for several seconds just to be sure. Then, with the skill of a contortionist, I crawled out of the hole and peered at the road.

      Where the Harbinger had been standing was gone, and in its place was a black smoking ruin, a landscape of destruction. There was a colossal crater where the villain had stood, and it was as if he had never even been.

      I looked down at Kree and Aurora and smiled because we’d done it.

      We’d defeated the Harbinger.
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      The cool breeze picked up, blowing down the street and then I saw all that remained of the Harbinger, down in the crater where he’d once stood, was a large pile of ash.

      The wind carried the ash, scattering it across the city as Aurora and Kree helped me to my feet.

      “We did it,” Aurora said softly.

      “We did,” Kree nodded, smiling.

      The ladies supported me as we moved down from our position, following a gully carved in the street by the fighting.

      The scale of the destruction was shocking as we gimped down through the wasteland. Every structure for at least eight to ten blocks in every direction had been destroyed or severely damaged. We’d done our best to warn the city dwellers, to tell them to sequester themselves underground, but scores of them lay scattered about, arms and legs protruding from an avalanche of building debris.

      But even in the midst of so much destruction, there were signs of life.

      A few people, then a few more, popped their heads up out of the entrances to the underground sections of the city. Kree left my side and sprinted back up the street toward a relatively unscathed entrance, an archway that led to the underground. We stood and watched as she entered, vanishing from sight. I heard her call out in her native tongue and then reappear.

      Behind her were the children we’d rescued.

      All of them.

      Emotion gripped me, and even though Aurora would deny it, I swear her eyes were red and just a bit misty as she watched the children walking single-file behind Kree.

      Atlas and the others staggered up the street toward me. They were road-filthy and sported the haunted eyes of a pack of combat veterans. Even Big Dread, whose hair was plastered to her forehead, looked completely drained, leaning against Atlas at one point for support.

      “What say?!” Atlas shouted, his lips pulling back in a broad smile.

      “I wish it had never come to this,” I said, studying the partially demolished city.

      “The old order has passed away,” Atlas said.

      “Say goodbye to the fallen,” Splinter added.

      “For they’ve gone on to paradise,” said Kaptain Khaos.

      “To prepare it for the rest of those who still live,” Lyric said.

      I could see that those words had great meaning to Atlas and the others who’d closed their eyes and then everyone bowed their heads.

      An explosion rocked the street.

      I started and looked up to see Aurora had blasted Big Dread with a pulse of energy. The explosion flung the villainess back on her ass as Aurora swooped down on top of her.

      Red-faced with anger, Aurora grabbed Big Dread and whipped her around like a centrifuge. She cast her down to the ground with such force that Big Dread’s body made an impression in the city’s wreckage.

      She strode forward and summoned a whirlwind of light, adding to it in a blur of motion, building it up, shaping it into a coil of pure light that she held in her hands like a lasso.

      She hopped up onto a metal girder and whipped the lasso around, intent on bringing it down on Big Dread who was splayed on the ground, wounded from the initial blast and attack, blood crowning her head.

      Aurora brought the lasso down and Atlas flew at her, grabbed it, and yanked her back.

      The lasso shattered and Atlas grabbed Aurora with both of his hands and lifted her up.

      “STAND DOWN!” he screamed.

      Aurora writhed in his hands, shaking her head. “SHE MURDERED HIM! THE FUCKING WHORE MURDERED HIM! WE SHOULD EXILE HER TO HALJA!”

      “It’s over!” Atlas replied. “The battle, the fighting, it’s all over!”

      “Not for me,” Aurora said, tears in her eyes as Atlas released her and she slumped to the ground. “He wasn’t perfect, but he was my father.”

      “The time for vengeance is over.” Atlas crouched, holding Aurora’s hands in his. “Either you stand down, Aurora, or gods help me, I’ll destroy you myself.”

      “You’re not strong enough.”

      “Try me,” he replied, bringing his mighty fist back, absolutely no emotion in his face as he readied to smote her. “This is bigger than you now, and your father would’ve recognized that.”

      “That’s a lie.”

      “I served the man for more years than I can remember, Aurora. I know how he thought.”

      “I need this,” she said through bared teeth. “I need to see her bleed.”

      “There’s been enough blood spilled, girl.”

      Nobody said a word as Atlas and Aurora stared at each other. Then a look came over Aurora, and she closed her eyes and whispered something to herself that sounded an awful lot like a prayer.

      “So what happens now?” She finally capitulated.

      Atlas let out a big sigh (as did the rest of us), and lowered his fist. “We rebuild. We rebuild and repair the Caul and then—”

      “We try to find a way to forgive and forget,” Big Dread broke in as she rose, wiping the blood from her forehead. “It won’t be easy—”

      “But we have to try,” Atlas replied, finishing her thought. “For the sake of everybody…we have to try.”

      The tension was palpable, but eventually, Aurora nodded.

      We turned and began moving back down the street. Several additional city-dwellers had appeared from their hiding places and were moving around, eyes wide as saucers, like a group of survivors who’ve just emerged from a cave-in.

      “What will you do, Q?” Kaptain Khaos asked. “I mean, seeing that you’ve done what we set out to do.”

      “I hadn’t even thought about it.” It was true. In all the excitement, I’d totally forgotten about what might happen if we actually accomplished the impossible and defeated the Harbinger.

      “We could use you around,” Splinter said.

      “Sure could,” Lyric added with a wink.

      Kaptain Khaos pursed his lips. “But I’d understand if you’ve got to get back to your world.”

      “From what I remember, Earth is in desperate need of a few good people,” Splinter commented.

      I stood there taking everything in as I watched the Shadow Catchers set out. Then I saw Aurora and everything became clear. After considering all my options and Aurora’s original promise to transport me back to Earth just as quickly as she could, I decided to stay in Fiasco Heights, at least for a while. I could go back anytime to visit my mother and the few people I considered friends, but I had new friends now, a new family.

      I’d grown up while fighting alongside the Shadow Catchers. I’d finally found some purpose and that, in and of itself, was reason enough to stay. Also, there were feelings of guilt over playing a role in the destruction of the city, which created a sense of obligation on my part to help with the rebuilding efforts and the plan to chart a new way forward.

      Then there were the children.

      The children of Kree’s people and the city dwellers who were crowding out into the streets, taking everything in.

      A strange thought came to me, something someone famous had said in the past. That children are the living messages we send to a time we will not see. They’re our future, something to build around. I hoped like hell that they wouldn’t make the same mistakes that Atlas, Greylock, the Harbinger, and all the others had made.

      I hoped they’d see the futility in dividing rather than uniting. Kree looked back at me and smiled. I walked toward her as the children gathered around us, and more people appeared from the underground. Aurora whistled to me and I turned as she held the trap bottle up. I smiled because I realized there was one last mission, one final thing we had to accomplish.
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      And so it came to be, that later in the day, after working to secure the release of Kree’s people underground, that I found myself seated in the back of a wave sled piloted by Aurora, the wind whipping through my hair. She’d worked her magic on my knee, rubbing a salve into the flesh that restored my body and spirit. My knee still throbbed, but it had miraculously improved. Given where we were headed, I was going to have to walk.

      We were headed out beyond Fiasco Heights, deep into the dead forest Aurora called the Tanglewood, the area where the first war had been waged.

      We were going to bury the trap bottle in a place where nobody else would find it.

      I looked over the edge of the sled, watching the mammoth grey trees that were all that was left of the desiccated woods whip past, and then we began to descend through the trees. The area was heavy in shadows, the day nearly over. I’d come to discover that this side of the planet, the one where Fiasco Heights was, never experienced the full darkness of night because of what Aurora said was “tidal locking.” Instead, a kind of twilight lingered during the hours when it should have been dark.

      Aurora lowered the sled into a clearing as dusk descended and powered it down. She remained behind the controls for several seconds, pensively staring at the trap bottle.

      Then we exited the sled, walking up a tramped path of leaves and gravel.

      We climbed under fallen trees that were the size of skyscrapers and scampered over deadfalls, and beside a tiny brook that gurgled up from under a slab of stone.

      The day wore on and we hiked through another forest of considerable dimension. We followed a web of trails across a field of tawny grass and down through another stand of monstrous trees that were thick and wild, and similarly gray in color.

      I stopped aside a snarl of branches and looked around.

      “This is where it happened?” I asked.

      Aurora nodded. “There is where our world nearly ended.”

      I dropped to my haunches and studied a length of bleached bone from some long-dead creature. The beast was immense, partially covered in heaps of what looked like regolith, appearing to be as large as the creatures we’d defeated back in Fiasco Heights.

      I shot a look back at Aurora. “You can’t let this happen again. You can’t let someone try to destroy your world.”

      “That’s why we’ve come isn’t it?” she replied. “To make sure the secret is hidden for all times.”

      She took a step and I grabbed her arm. “I know how angry you still are.”

      “You couldn’t possibly.”

      “Will you promise me, that you’ll let it go? That you’ll do as Atlas says and stop the fighting.”

      “For the time being.”

      “Because there’s an old saying back on Earth, that only the dead get to see the end of war.”

      She smirked. “That sounds like something one of your people would say.”

      She leaned over and kissed me and I wrapped my arms around her body and held her tightly. I know how ridiculous it probably seems for me to be sucking face with a woman who betrayed me not once but twice within the span of a single day, but what can I say? The fact that she was so unpredictable was strangely intoxicating and besides, we both still had feelings for each other.

      When we were done kissing we just held each other for several seconds and then we continued on, the air redolent of the smell of what seemed like pine and freshly turned earth. Aurora pointed and I saw the first speck of green in the ocean of gray.

      Life.

      A tree.

      Then a row of flowering shrubs, and a tapestry of emerald-colored vines, and unknown plants.

      The woods there had returned, and were busily conquering the dead forest we’d just marched through.

      We shuttled through a stand of trees and then entered a wide plain that was completely barren, denuded of vegetation.

      The ground consisted of what looked like charcoal, studded every few feet with thin silver rods that jutted up out of the ground.

      I knelt and studied one of the rods which was filigreed with strange markings. Looking, I counted the rods, but realized there were thousands, tens of thousands of them.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “The Barrows,” Aurora answered.

      I remembered Kaptain Khaos mentioning the place, that it was the area where the inhabitants of the planet buried their dead, particularly those who’d fallen in combat. This was holy ground and so after watching Aurora bow her head, I did likewise, following her as she moved gingerly across the graveyard.

      Soon we were on the other side, and Aurora whistled for me to hurry. We traced a treacherous path along the banks of a wide stream, and then hiked down over a depression filled with pine duff, that wound into a deep canyon.

      There were no sounds save the rasping of our breath as we trekked down through the canyon that ended at a gorge.

      The area below was heavy with dense shadows. Soon the shadows give way to form and depth and that’s when I spotted it.

      The opening to a cave.

      Barely visible on the other side of the stream.

      Unless you knew what to look for, or were at the exact spot I was standing, you would never have seen it.

      We crossed several slippery boulders and it was only by her inborn sense of balance, that Aurora avoided falling into the water.

      Soon we were striding into the cavern and I watched Aurora move forward. She was barely visible in the semi-darkness, but I saw her move to a spot and pull aside a large rock, as big as two men.

      There was a space burrowed out under the rock, five or six feet deep, and seven or eight feet long. It looked very much like a grave.

      A figure was visible down in the hole.

      A body.

      Its features were obscured by a shroud.

      I listened to the patter of the water dripping down from the ceiling of the cave, as Aurora stood there, peering down at the body.

      “That’s him isn’t it?” I said.

      Aurora slowly nodded. “This is where I buried my father. This is where I placed Greylock.”

      “Nobody will ever be able to find their way here.”

      “They can’t,” she said.

      She set the trap bottle down into the grave and muttered what sounded like a prayer. I moved to her and she took my hand, and we birthed a field of energy that surrounded the trap bottle, protecting it. Aurora lowered the rock back into place, and we retraced our steps until we were standing on the banks of the stream.

      “It’s over,” Aurora said. “The past is done. Gods have mercy on anyone who tries to find or defile this place.”

      She hopped back over the rocks and I looked back at the cave, realizing that not only was this the end of one thing, but it was the beginning of another.

      I knew that what had happened to me, everything from the first time I laid my eyes on Aurora until we’d hidden the trap bottle, was, in a sense, the beginning of me, my origin story. A myth, because, let’s face it, who the hell would ever believe my experiences in Fiasco Heights, about how a mortal ventured to a distant land to help a group of heroes save the universe from the clutches of a maniac, and ended up discovering himself in the process.

      I’ll admit it’s a story that’s probably been told hundreds, maybe thousands of times down through the ages, but that story, at least as it applies to me, happens to be true.

      Aurora turned and we shared an uneasy smile. For the sake of the souls of the living and the dead, for everything in the universe, I hoped that what she said earlier was true. I hoped that the trap bottle remained hidden forever and that Aurora would never be tempted to return here to settle old scores.

      I turned and looked a final time at the cave. A chill snaked up my back, and I pivoted and bounded across the stream, uncertain of what the future might hold. I mean, I didn’t know where I would end up, or whether I’d find my place in Fiasco Heights, but I remembered something an uncle had told me when I was a child: you take chances when you’re young, so that you can tell stories when you’re old.  I smiled at the thought of that, and hustled up after Aurora.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

          The End Of Book Two

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for picking up a copy of both books.  If you liked what you read, please leave a review on Amazon as reviews are the lifeblood for indie authors. Thanks again!
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      “You’ve got to explore all of the different levels of the planet, from top to bottom.” That’s what an author friend kept telling me as I was outlining Book 2. “You’ve got a cool world established, so why not explore some of it?” Excellent idea and so that’s what I focused on when writing Book 2.  My goal was to maintain the frenetic pace of Book 1 (which some readers loved and called “cinematic harem,” and others detested), and ultimately have Quincy come full circle, to have him literally begin the book at the lowest of low points, cast down into the planet’s basement with a group of aliens who’ve been pressed into servitude, essentially forced to mine minerals that help power the rest of Fiasco Heights. Starting at the bottom set the stage for a literal and figurative arc for Quincy and the others as they’re forced to confront some of the dark secrets of Fiasco Heights while teaming up with Kree and the others and fighting their way up to the top of the city, only for Quincy to become the prisoner of the city’s worst supervillain and imprisoned at the very top of his fortress.

      As for the Harbinger, the villain, I tried to make him as three-dimensional as possible. In his twisted mind, he’s doing wrong for all the right reasons. That is, he thinks he knows what’s best for the planet and will act accordingly, no matter how much collateral damage there is. Once Quincy confronts and escapes from the Harbinger, I wanted the final battle to resemble a Japanese monster movie on steroids, with the villain and his monstrous minions laying waste to the city, only to be confronted by Quincy and the good guys, including one of the book’s villains, Big Dread, who eventually throws in her lot with Quincy and the Shadow Catchers. I ended the book on a bit of an uncertain end as we’re not quite sure whether Fiasco Height’s superheroes and supervillains will ultimately reconcile. Quincy hopes like hell that they will and he’s willing to stay to assist in the city’s rebuilding efforts.

      Along the way, I also tried to explore the idea/theme of keeping secrets.  Fiasco Heights certainly has its dark secrets, namely that it partially runs on power from slave labor as demonstrated by the forced servitude of Kree and her people. In addition, the good guys, the Shadow Catchers, are also keepers of another secret, namely that Greylock, the murdered ruler of Fiasco Heights, may not have been so benevolent after all. These are things that Aurora, Atlas, and the rest of the heroes don’t want to necessarily confront, along with the fact that the supervillains in the story have legitimate reasons for why they became bad in the first place. As another writer once said, secrets are often like scars. The cut may eventually vanish, but the white line’s still there, and unless you recognize that, it’s like you’re hiding a part of yourself that the whole world can see. Secrets are often meant to be confronted, and that’s ultimately what Quincy and the rest of the heroes have to do to defeat the Harbinger and carry the day. I hope everyone enjoyed the ride. Keep checking back as I’ve got a pretty cool idea for how to explore Halja. I definitely think there’s another book or two that could explore the terrifying planet that’s essentially a battle royale, a hellhole in the middle of deep space where the galaxy’s worst villains are pitted against each other.
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