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1.


How many stories were there in New York City? Nadine Griffin didn’t know and didn’t really care, but until recently, she was pretty confident hers was one of the best.

Born to privilege, Nadine had gone to the most elite prep schools, summered in the Hamptons, wintered wherever the skiing was good and her fellow children of privilege had been. She’d navigated her way through the complex web that was Manhattan’s social ecosystem. She’d lunched with bankers whose kids she’d gone to school with, had friendly dinners with traders whose attention she gained through family connections, and had known what she was going to do with her life by the age of ten.

Nadine Griffin was going to be the Queen of Wall Street.

She’d achieved that goal by the age of twenty-seven, opening her own brokerage firm with an office on the sacred street. She’d had six billion in assets under management two years after her start, been featured in the pages of every magazine on the planet as a person who was busting balls and breaking her way into the Good Old Boys club. She got wide-eyed attention from the men who envied her rate of return and her legs, and ugly looks of jealousy from the women who talked about her in hushed whispers behind her back.

She didn’t care about any of it. Well, maybe some of the talk from the guys, if they were appropriately attractive and powerful, but her affairs were fleeting and well chosen, even the flings. She might be on the cover of magazines, but she’d never cultivated the wrong kind of attention. She said the right things, did the right things, and always blended in with the orthodoxy.

Until the day the SEC had shut down her firm for insider trading, commingling of funds, and a host of other violations.

Oh, she’d protested, of course. “All lies,” she said to her media contacts, voice hoarse from giving a thousand interviews over the course of days. “There’s no case, and we’ll see it when my day in court comes.”

The SEC didn’t really do days in court, though, and she knew it. She’d just been laying the groundwork so that when the FBI came in a few days later and arrested her, it all seemed like part of the same railroading. The Old Boys had struck back, that was what this was—or so she’d said in the next round of interviews. It was an easy line to spin, after all. There definitely was an Old Boys network, a connection between the powerful that her admirers beyond the Street would have understood because of analogs in their own fields—but it wasn’t the Old Boys who had gotten Nadine Griffin in the hellstorm she’d landed in.

No, it was the fraud, the inside trading, improper use of and failure to segregate client funds—the entire FBI case against her. That had been her real downfall, and she damned well knew it, though she’d sooner have both her stunning legs chopped off than ever say so aloud, where an FBI wire might hear her.

She looked down on her kingdom through the windows of her nearly empty offices, dawn breaking on the greatest street in the greatest city in the entire world while she just sat there, a little Macallan in her coffee, listening to the honking of horns in the distance and watching the business-suited traders head to their offices.

To achieve what she had, she’d accustomed herself to the late-night parties that went until the wee hours and to the early morning wake-up to get everything ready for the day. Now she was wide awake, but barred from trading pending the trial, and she’d done the math. Optimistically, she’d lose six million dollars this morning by being out of the game, her entire brokerage’s funds impounded by the damned feds, waiting to be carved up and returned to her clientele as best they could figure it out.

And here she sat, out on bond, awaiting judgment for the same old story that had happened on this street a thousand times, about to be made an example of because she had the bad fortune to stick her head up and have long, lovely legs and wear suits that played on that fact when the Old Boys did none of those things. That was the real crime in her view, not the half billion in missing assets that the SEC had reported. Well, she’d worked hard for that money, hadn’t she? Selling people on her firm, on her decisions. She’d made them money, dammit. She’d helped them come out of the great recession with a profit, doing any damned thing she had to in order to show them a return.

This was the thanks she’d gotten. Brought low by a system that ignored the same moves when a man made them. She’d seen others do pieces of what she’d done, here and there, and get away with it. It was the system, and she’d worked within it, refined it, put it all together for maximum effectiveness. Because she was effective. She was a winner. She’d played the game with the big boys and shown them she was better than any ten of them put together.

With great reluctance, she pulled herself away from the window, turning back to look at the empty bullpen, all the cubicles cleared out. Two weeks ago she’d had a sales force of stockbrokers yelling and squabbling from one end of the room to the other. It had been precious chaos, trades being closed, congratulations being yelled—slaps on the back, slaps on the ass, voices raised, high fives, whatever. It was energy, pure and simple, and it had run through her offices continuously—as had the reporters who’d dropped by constantly to write glowing features on her.

There were no reporters now. No brokers. No admins, no compliance officer … nothing. Just the silence of an empty office, and a cold cup of whiskey-infused coffee in her hand. Nadine took a sip. It burned on the way down.

They’d taken everything from her, of course. The apartment in the tower in Midtown, the Maybach and the driver. She still had the house on Long Island, technically her primary residence, but she’d be damned if she’d just sit around there all day. Nearly all the dressings of success had been ripped away from her clutching fingers. She’d taken a cab in this morning, almost all her personal funds impounded. She took another sip of the coffee whiskey. It was smooth. At least they hadn’t taken that from her.

She settled in her padded desk chair with a sigh, smoothing her skirt as she did so. It was going to be a scorcher today, and she draped her jacket across the back of her seat, knowing that the damned FBI had nailed the thermostat at 80. There was nothing they hadn’t thought of in their ruthless pursuit of her dollars and reputation. She had lawyers working on this, and she had means that they didn’t know about, of course—money in accounts that the FBI would have a hard time reaching, but she needed to leave those alone for now. She’d surrendered her passport at the bail hearing; it was a condition of them letting her out. For now, she had to play broke, had to play down. The story needed to reflect her place as a helpless damsel, brought low by the stupid FBI and the stupid SEC who’d passed over bigger and badder men in order to pick on her.

It wasn’t the story she wanted to tell, but it was the one she was stuck with, at least until the trial. Maybe after that, she’d be able to get it all back, go on with life … but that was long days away. She had plans. She had aspirations. She had things still to accomplish, worlds left to conquer, and this … this was just a setback. A hill in her story that she needed to climb, a storm she had to weather on her path to success.

And so she sat there, in her chair, already sweating a little, until the door swung open in the main office, and a man was standing there with a gun pointed at her. The look on his round face suggested that there was nothing in the way of mercy or decency in him. That, much like her cup of coffee, there was not even one little drop left.


2.


Sienna

The problem with hitting someone in the face with a sledgehammer is that if you do it properly, you don’t really get to do it again, because there’s no face left. And with the type of asshole villains that I tend to run across, it seems like I’m always left wanting to do the old sledge-o-rama again, but can’t.

Alas.

Of course, after I left government service, I couldn’t really kill people anymore without a really, really good reason. I’d started moving away from hardcore slayage months before I even walked away from the agency, but every once in a while, someone came along that just … needed a hammer to the face. And I couldn’t give it to them anymore, because I was a civilian now.

I missed the power much more than I missed the pension.

But I was trying to be a hero now, walking the good line, resolving problems without violence, or with violence as a last resort. It was exhausting, because punching people in the face is so much easier than trying to reason with idiots whose understanding of English is trumped by their understanding of a fist to the nose. I spoke the latter much more fluently. I was like an interpreter from the civilized world to those who communicated in their native violence to knock that shit off.

I was sooooo good at it.

But that was all right. I made my choices. I did what I had to do.

And as it turned out, violence in the name of government service wasn’t the only thing I was good at.

I was pretty good at violence outside government service as well.

“I have movement in the front window at twelve o’clock,” I said into the wireless mic that was slipped into my ear. I was gliding slowly across a fog-draped, grassy embankment, an HK submachine gun in my hands, black tactical garb on as the sun was rising in the Minnesota sky. Summer was here, the dog days, and even though the August morning was still early, it held the promise of high temperatures to come.

“Copy that,” Augustus Coleman said, a few steps behind me. He was clad head to toe in the same tactical gear I was, with the webbed vest and a pistol on his hip, his submachine gun carried in the same professional way mine was, though I could sense he was feeling a little less confident with his than I was with mine.

We were heading toward the front door of an old farmhouse ahead, and I’d spotted movement just inside. I altered my course accordingly, trying not to give the bad guys within a shot at my pretty face before I had a chance to breach and clear. I dodged behind a pine tree and held position there, trying to see the front window through about a million green pine needles. It smelled a little like one of those car wash air fresheners.

“Nothing at the back,” Reed’s voice squawked in my ear. “Kat and I are moving up.” He hesitated, and when his voice came back, it was filled with jolly. “You know, I hate to be all Admiral Ackbar—”

“Then don’t,” I said, drawing a snort of laughter from Augustus behind me.

“Yeah, you say that one all the time.” Kat Forrest’s voice came through in a low crackle. “‘It’s a trap! That’s a trap!’ Everything’s a damned trap to you.”

“Not my fault we’re always walking into traps,” Reed said, sulky at being called out. My half-brother was many things, but not so graceful at taking criticism. Must have gotten that from the other side of the family. Hah.

“Augustus, do you see anything in that window?” I was peering through the tree like mad, but I’d yet to see the motion I’d caught before.

“No,” Augustus said. I could practically feel him quivering behind me as he leaned out to look at the front window of the house. “But I saw it when you first caught it.”

I stared at the window again. There was a lacy white curtain in there, and maybe it was just an air draft that had moved it, but since we were all stalking up to this house, about to kick the doors in, it didn’t really behoove me to run with that explanation. No, Reed’s number one guess was probably right, again, and we were walking right into a situation where our enemy was ready and waiting.

“Okay,” I said, “here’s how we’re going to do this—”

“Bust through the door, kill everyone, and then go to a bar and talk about how great we are,” Kat said.

I stared straight ahead, like I could see her grinning stupidly on the other side of the house. “No.”

“Can we get on with this?” Augustus asked, and I heard him scratching himself through the Kevlar and tactical gear. “It’s gonna be a hot day, you know. Like, Atlanta hot.”

“Hotlanta,” Reed said.

“You know, I think the heat in LA was a lot more manageable—” Kat started.

“You are the worst SWAT team ever,” I said to all of them in a low hiss. “Augustus, we’re moving on the door. Kat, Reed—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Reed said, “we’re at the back door, ready to breach.”

“And you’re having a conversation right outside?” I asked, indignant. “Where they can hear you?”

“We’re talking meta low here, Sienna,” he said, and the trill of a bird through their mics almost deafened me. This new radio system J.J. had procured for us was pretty good. “We are good to go.”

“Augustus, let’s do our part,” I said and ducked around to run for the front door of the house. There was no motion at the front window to indicate we’d been seen. I mounted the front porch at a run, using my flight power to stay about an inch above the wood planks. Augustus slowed as he came up, realizing what I was doing to quiet my approach and taking some care not to cause squeaks. He was light on his feet, that one.

I dodged past the door and took up position to the right of it. Augustus went to the left, and now I went whisper quiet. “We are in position. Going in three. Two. One—”

I nodded at Augustus and caught his nod in return, then lifted my right leg without pulling my back off the wall. I gave a strong back kick in the inch or two I had to work with. If I were human, it would have maybe rattled the door a little.

But I’m not human. Or at least, not just human.

My metahuman strength sent the door ripping off its hinges, flying into the house. I heard a similar sound behind the house as Reed and Kat kicked in the back door. Augustus and I held in place, just standing there, and he stuck a mirror on a retractable baton around the corner, surveying the rooms behind us before we decided to go rushing in. I caught a glimpse as he spun it to my side, and none of it looked good.

There were guys with guns everywhere.

“Hard way,” I muttered and broke off to the left without waiting for him to answer. I knew he’d get it, and I had work to do.

I rolled in flight a few inches off the ground, no planks squeaking for me, and ended up on my knees just outside the front window where I’d seen someone moving around. I was huddled down, ready to spring, staring right into the waiting window, all glassy and presenting itself as a beautiful alternative to entering through the open door where men were waiting to shoot me.

I didn’t want to keep them waiting. “Front door has heavy coverage,” I said, for the benefit of Kat and Reed, “using alternate entry.”

And then I sprang through the front window.

Glass burst as I shot into a dining room. Time seemed to slow down as I fluttered between the white curtains. The room had a good half dozen guys in it, almost all of them to my left, lined up to protect the door I’d just kicked down—as well they should, because what kind of nutbag comes crashing through a plate glass window?

I could see looks of surprise as heads started to turn. I was sideways, flying through the air, a little blood trailing from where the glass had cut me up and I hadn’t healed yet. Wolfe, I said, but he was already on it.

I fired, aiming at the closest target first. I saw a splatter as I pegged him in the upper chest three times, my HK chattering away with a shot for every pull of the trigger. I missed automatic weapons, but unfortunately that was another thing I’d had to leave behind when I’d passed out of government service. Now I had to do it the old-fashioned way, pulling the trigger once for each shot.

I switched targets, ripping three quick shots at the next guy, then the next guy, dropping each of them before I slid too far behind the wall that partitioned the dining room from the main entry hall. I altered my trajectory in midair, thanks to my pal Gavrikov, and came up just behind the wall, in cover. I debated my next move for about two seconds, which was as long as it took for Augustus to make his entry through the window on the opposite side of the room.

“Ow!” I heard him scream as glass probably tore into him. I heard the pop of his weapon going off a few times, and I surged around the corner. I ignored the three guys I’d already downed, taking advantage of the momentary distraction to catch two more with double taps behind the ear while their heads were turned to watch Augustus’s ungainly entry into the fray. “Ow, shit, oh, gawd, my—damn!” He rolled behind the wall on the opposite side of the entry hall, into a living room of some sort, leaving me in the entry with three more guys with guns.

“Hi,” I said, as two of them turned back. I drilled them each with perfect shots to the forehead, but the last was using his own guys as cover and they just weren’t falling fast enough. I saw him dodge away, and caught a flash of motion as he whipped his gun around to cover me. I heard the sound of return fire spattering against the wall beside my head, and something stung my face like a flick to the cheek as I retreated back into the dining room.

“Kat is down just outside the back door!” Reed shouted into the mic. “We have tangos everywhere in the back of the house!”

I put aside the bit about Kat for now, deciding my best course might be to start moving toward the back of the house to aid Reed, since there was only one guy left between Augustus and me, and he seemed to be keenly aware of us. “Augustus, SITREP,” I hissed.

“I’m sitting, all right,” Augustus muttered. “Got glass all up in my business. It just—ow!”

I rolled my eyes as I listened for movement in the front hallway. I heard it, but it was closer to the living room where Augustus was huddled, and the guy didn’t seem to be coming my way. “Next time maybe use your fancy earth powers to bust the window first? What the hell is the point of controlling glass if you can’t move it out of your way, you know?”

“Oh.” Augustus said, and then he faded, clearly in embarrassment. “That … that makes a lot of sense.”

I lunged around the other entry into the dining room and found myself looking into a kitchen with battered cabinets and hideous old white linoleum streaked with brown, like it was trying to imitate tile and failing horribly. There was an island jutting out, and I saw movement behind it, a flash of black, and I trained my weapon on it.

I could see a broken rear door just past the island, across the open space to my left that led into a family room, and that was about as far as my survey got me before someone opened up on me from that side and I had to dodge back around the wall.

“Did they just open fire on you?” Reed asked. “I’m behind the island in the kitchen.”

“Yep,” I said, listening to the chatter of weapons. I heard a lot of fire smacking the hell out of the wall I’d just leaned out from. “That was me.”

“Ungh,” Augustus said. “I’m—I’m kinda on my feet again. And—”

I heard the hard pop of a shot behind me, from the living room, and felt a burst of panic. “Augustus?” I said tentatively through the mic. I waited a fraction of a second then spoke again, more strongly this time. “Augustus?”

There was no answer.


3.


Jamie Barton

“You suck,” Kyra Barton told her mother, face dark and serious, as she left, blond hair whipping behind her as she slammed the door, leaving Jamie standing in the kitchen of their Staten Island home, her daughter’s parting words echoing in her ears.

Jamie felt the words bounce around inside her, scoring pinball-like hits off the bumpers of her emotions. This was how it was lately: argument after argument, Kyra leaving in a slam of the door, or the sound of her locking herself in her room. It didn’t take much to get them going, either, just a little push, an offhand comment by either one of them and they were off to the fighting races, like they just picked up where they’d left off the last argument.

As though Jamie didn’t have enough on her mind already.

She ran fingers through her long, blond hair, then opened her eyes to see the clock. She was late again, the exchange with Kyra costing her time she didn’t have. She needed to be at her company right now, to meet with the banker to arrange an extension on a loan her business couldn’t pay just yet along with additional credit. She hadn’t counted on this fresh volley with Kyra. She should have, of course, but then, she hadn’t been the one in control of setting the appointment. It was the banker who had the power in that scenario, because it wasn’t like he was the one who needed more money to keep the doors of his company open.

Jamie surveyed the kitchen in a quick glance. Her wholegrain Eggos were burnt black in the old toaster oven, the appliance a remnant of their days in an apartment before they got the house. She picked up her coffee from where she’d left it on the counter before she and Kyra had started really going at it. She’d put it down because she didn’t trust herself not to accidentally break it in her grip. Now it shook in her hands as she tried to calm herself with soothing breaths, drips slopping down the sides of the wide mug that said “I Heart New York.”

“Why today, of all mornings?” Jamie muttered to herself, taking a long drink of the cold, pungent liquid. It was cheap coffee, the best she could afford. She leaned against the composite countertop and took a breath, trying to get her mind right so she could finish getting ready and get out the door for her meeting with the banker.

She turned her head when she saw motion out of her peripheral vision; Kyra had left the TV on, with the volume off. Jamie hadn’t even noticed because she’d been too busy rushing around, making sure Kyra had all her stuff for school, trying to chase down an invoice she was pretty sure she’d need for the meeting this morning. She had a pile on the dining room table that was now utterly out of order. That was okay. They always ate in the kitchen anyway.

Jamie started to turn off the TV, but the headline on the chyron at the bottom caught her attention: QUEEN OF WALL STREET HELD HOSTAGE.

Jamie froze, frowning as she nudged the tiny circular nub of the volume up button.

“—here live, on Wall Street, where a gunman has taken Nadine Griffin hostage. The NYPD has identified the suspect as Joseph Tannen, age 34, from the Bronx,” the lady reporter said, police milling around behind her, holding back the press and other onlookers. “Tannen apparently has a gun to Ms. Griffin’s head and is holding position behind her to keep snipers from firing at him.” The reporter shuffled around and thrust a microphone at a man with a comb-over who looked vaguely familiar to Jamie. “Lieutenant Welch! Lieutenant, what can you tell us about—”

Lieutenant Welch blanched into the camera, turning his head as he was caught with a blinding light in his eyes. “We have the scene cordoned off as best we can,” Welch said, his pupils obviously shrinking under the assault of the lights. “Mr. Tannen is making demands, and, uh—” Welch shrugged, “we’re talking with him.”

“What sort of demands is Mr. Tannen making?” another reporter called from somewhere in the scrum. Jamie watched, riveted. This was all happening real time, the LIVE label emblazoned across the bottom of the screen.

Welch looked pained, though this time it didn’t appear to be from being blinded by the light. “He’s making demands, but we are in conversation with him to try and resolve this situation peacefully.” The NYPD spokesman forced a smile that did not look good on screen—or probably live, Jamie suspected.

“Lieutenant!” someone else yelled. “Given the seriousness of Ms. Griffin’s crimes and the public opinion surrounding her, are you going to pay this man?”

Welch looked deeply uncomfortable to Jamie, as though someone had just turned the screws on him. “Mr. Tannen has asked for … a rather large sum. And he seems fixated on that amount. As you probably know, we don’t negotiate these sorts of things because we don’t believe paying bounties for our citizens sends the right message or incentivizes any kind of behavior we’d want. That said, we’re doing our best to res—”

“Lieutenant, if you don’t meet his demands is he going to—”

“Are you prepared to storm the building and—”

“Is it likely Ms. Griffin will survive this—?”

“Lieutenant, have you thought about seeking help from either of the metahuman heroes here in New York—”

Jamie watched, her eyes wide, and she knew the answers before the reporters even finished answering the question. All thoughts of her meeting with the banker, her argument with Kyra, and her ordinary life were thrown out the window in a hot second, and Jamie Barton sprinted out the door, not even bothering to slam it shut behind her as she unbuttoned her blouse and kicked off her pants with metahuman speed, pulled her mask over her face as she vaulted into the air above Staten Island and launched herself toward lower Manhattan.


4.


Sienna Nealon

“Augustus?” I called again, hoping to hear his familiar voice crackle through the radio line. In its place I heard nothing but gunfire from the kitchen as the bad guys opened up on both Reed and the corner where I’d just popped my head out.

Kat was down.

Augustus was out.

Reed was pinned.

My little op had gone so far south that it was about to cross the Drake Passage.

This shit was just unacceptable.

“Keep your head down, Reed!” I shouted, not caring who heard as I pushed Wolfe and Gavrikov to the forefront of my mind. I launched myself into flight into the main hallway, my gun raised and ready. My opponent was ready, too, facing me from the living room arch where he’d gunned down Augustus, his weapon pointing almost right at me—

I shot at him and he shot at me. I did a sideways barrel roll in midair, some serious John Woo-type shit, unconcerned with gravity or a landing because I didn’t have to be. I watched his shots go streaking past, ready to paint my face if I’d been just a little slower.

I hit the wall sideways and upside down, using the bounce as an opportunity to go lower as I worked my way back across the archway toward cover again, spinning and firing like—like—

You know, honestly, I can’t think of anything I’ve ever seen in any action movie where someone did what I did. It was like rolling on the ground to put out a fire on myself, except without the fire, or the ground, and with shots flying all around me as I stayed head on with my opponent and gave him the smallest possible target to shoot at—basically just my face and shoulders.

I returned fire, the wild thumping of my heart and the insane movement making my aim beyond crappy. I blasted the wall to his right, destroying the patterned wallpaper with my shots. Some streamed past him into the living room behind, leaving their own marks on the far wall. My foe was dodging hard, lunging to my left with pretty damned good speed, and I couldn’t decide whether he was a human with incredible training or whether he was a meta of some sort—it was pretty close to the line and damned impressive either way because he was keeping his head about him like few I’d ever faced.

I heard his shots lance into the wall as I dodged back into the dining room, escaping a shot to the face by a matter of inches. This guy was good.

No, wait. His team was good.

This guy was great.

I didn’t have much time to feel a grudging respect since I was busy not getting shot in the head, but it was there, burgeoning in the back of my mind as I ejected my near-empty mag from my HK MP5 and slapped a new one in. I checked to make sure it was snug and then readied myself for my next move.

I needed to get to Reed, because he and I were the only ones left in this fight, and me trying to take on this enemy alone meant leaving my brother to get shot all to hell by superior numbers. That was bad, and I didn’t need any more guilt in my life, so I bolted for the door to my right that led to the kitchen, and flung myself sideways again, spinning through the air.

I counted eight men with guns in the other room, and they opened up as soon as they saw me launch into motion. I didn’t want to hold out too long, because dodging shots was guaranteed to end in … well, in my end, before too much longer. I hosed them down with my fresh mag as I entered the room, firing, and had the satisfaction of seeing four of them go down under my fire and a fifth get doused by Reed with a double tap to the face as I landed behind the kitchen island next to my brother.

“Oh, what a lovely day,” Reed said tightly as I glided down next to him. The rattle of gunfire against the other side of the island was gnawing at my consciousness, a grim awareness settling in that bullets could rip right through the wood partition between us and danger at any time.

“You’ve been watching too much Mad Max,” I said, listening to the fire die down a little. Some of them had to be reloading, and I dodged out and fired quickly, pegging one of them in the gut and disappearing behind the island again as a dozen rounds flew past in the space I’d just occupied. I kept an eye on the door I had just come through, figuring it was even odds whether my opponent from the living room decided to flank us or join his mates. “Two more behind us and one in the living room that could come either way.”

“That the one that got Augustus?” Reed said with nervous tension.

I didn’t look at him as I answered. “Yep,” I said tonelessly.

“We still haven’t cleared the upstairs,” he said, like I’d forgotten.

“I’ll just nuke the house, we’ll call it good,” I said.

“And if there are hostages?” Reed looked at me in disbelief. “Civilians?”

“Then it’ll be a PR nightmare, of course, but at least I won’t be in charge of cleanup.”

Reed gave me one of his patented big brother looks, unamused at my little joke. “That’s just what we need right now. Like the Federal Government isn’t looking at us suspiciously as it is.”

That was a fair point, though I wouldn’t have admitted it to my brother. Feeding him in that way was dangerous, because he already thought he was right all the time as it was. No one likes a know-it-all. “Let’s save the debate for another time,” I said, since we had at least three guys with guns in the vicinity with hostile intent and two of our team were already down. There’d be plenty of time later to dwell on the fact that the government had filled my old job about two seconds after I left with some mysterious new head of a task force that had been absorbed into the FBI and the Department of Homeland Security.

And trust me, I was spending some time dwelling on that. Had been for weeks. Stewing, even.

The sharp rat-a-tat of fire behind me jerked me out of that rabbit hole before I could go too deep down it, and I raised my gun. I had at least fifteen rounds left, which was enough to deal with these three chuckleheads if I could get a clear line of fire. “Go on three,” I said to Reed, and he nodded. “One—”

And we went, because the whole three thing was just a distraction. The guys shooting at us were just a few feet away, after all; they could hear us. I flew out in a spin again, and I saw the nearest bad guy’s eyes widen as I planted a round between them—pop pop!—and he was out. I turned my weapon toward the other in time to see him train fire on Reed. I heard Reed grunt and heard the wet slap of rounds hitting my brother, then fired as I stabilized in my arc of flight long enough to draw a bead. Splat, I nailed the guy in the side of the head and liquid splattered everywhere.

“Now for the—” I spun, my legs twisting as I came back to the ground in time to see the last enemy—my worthy foe from the living room—come around the corner. He was firing at me and I was forced to pirouette, his shots racing by me as I did my best impersonation of a paper cutout turned sideways while I raised my gun. I fired the HK one-handed and blasted him across the chest, halting him before he could nail me with a shot.

I grinned at him, watched his face go slack in disbelief. He had a strong chin, and wide eyes, and he forced a smile as he looked down. My eyes followed him, and I saw the grenade clutched in his hand, pin pulled.

I didn’t even have time to summon Gavrikov to the fore of my mind before it went off in his hand, the explosion blotting out my vision.


5.


Nadine Griffin

The Queen of Wall Street was feeling the loss of her crown more acutely now that she’d had a loaded gun to her head for the last two hours. She was watching the television in the corner of her office with one eye and the pistol that was squeezed against her temple with the other, her hands shaking and not from the coffee or the whiskey.

“We are dealing with this situation like we would deal with any others,” Lieutenant Welch of the NYPD said on the screen, smug and tight, glorying in her fall. “Ms. Griffin’s legal status has no bearing on our handling of this matter. Our goal is to resolve this peacefully—”

Yeah, right, Nadine thought, the metal barrel of the gun being squeezed tight against her temple giving her a headache. It wasn’t the whiskey, no, nor the coffee; it was definitely the gun. Not her fault but his, this intruder, this vulture after another piece of her flesh. As though there weren’t enough of those already. You’re definitely handling this like you would if it was a sweet, innocent twelve-year-old with a gun to his head. Oh, no, wait. You would have already paid this maniac if that were the case.

“I don’t think they’re gonna come through for you,” Joseph Tannen said, almost crowing. Something Nadine had figured out in the last two hours was that Joseph Tannen was crazy as hell and that he had the worst breath she’d ever smelled, pouring through her hair like stink released from a bottle, stirring the strands against her shoulder and caressing the back of her neck roughly, like that ex she hated.

“Idiot,” she said. Her patience and niceties had been exhausted about fifteen minutes into this—and she’d never had much to begin with. “That means you’re going to die, too.”

“I dun care,” Tannen said, and he sounded like he truly didn’t. That caused Nadine a worried roll of her eyes, almost as much for the pathetically stupid way he spoke as for the suggestion that she was going to die and leave an ugly corpse behind. She almost gagged on the injustice of it, because this wasn’t how her story was supposed to end. She had deals. Plans. She had a sales success system that was going to help bridge the money gap for her until this legal battle cleared up and blew over. It was just waiting for approval, and it was the most deliciously ironic thing, her nastiest slam against the Old Boys.

She called it the Balls Out™! Success System. It fit.

“What’s this?” Tannen asked as the reporters on the screen went breathless again. “Oh, looky. Heroes.”

“It’s one hero, moron,” she said, sagging. She’d figured out early on that Tannen didn’t give a damn if she called him names. That gun in his hand seemed to give him a feeling of boundless security she couldn’t even dent. Either that or he viewed her as subhuman scum. She didn’t really care which, because she certainly viewed him through that microscope, like any other fungus or intestinal parasite. “It’s … Captain Frost.” She rolled her eyes again, involuntarily.

And it indeed was. “Captain Frost!” a reporter shouted at the square-jawed, overmuscled loser on the screen. “Captain! Are you planning to intervene?”

Of all the dumbass things that had happened since the day President Harmon had gone on TV to announce that superpeople were real, the arrival of not one but two of them as New York’s very own meta superheroes over the last few months ranked right at the top. Nadine could get behind government task forces with metas on them, but the idea of these do-gooders flying around New York with nothing but heroics on their mind …

It was just stupid. But at least this Captain Frost had figured out how to monetize it.

“I’ve done a little informal survey,” Captain Frost announced, his voice loud and confident, “on Twitter and Facebook, and it looks to me like the people of New York are pretty content to watch Nadine Griffin—just another Wall Street fat cat with her hand caught in the cookie jar, twist in the wind.” Frost grinned broadly, with rows perfect white teeth like he had just had them bleached. “I think this is just justice being done.” There were some hoots in the background, and someone started chanting, “Frost! Frost! Frost!” as Frost stopped to smile at the onlookers.

“Idiot,” Nadine muttered.

“They aren’t fans of you,” Tannen opined.

“Thanks, ass,” Nadine replied as Frost motioned for the crowd to quiet down. “Lacking any self-awareness at all, I guess I didn’t know that.”

“Maybe if you hadn’t tried to be the female Madoff,” Tannen said.

“I’m not—” Nadine flushed. “Madoff stole from his own clients in Ponzi scheme, okay? I didn’t do that. I made my clients money.”

“And also stole from them,” Tannen said flatly.

“Allegedly,” Nadine said. “What do you even care? Were you a client?”

“Nope,” Tannen said. “Just an average Joe sick of seeing you assholes get away with murder.”

Nadine’s eyes narrowed before she could control her reaction, a sudden burst of chill rolling down her. “I haven’t committed murder.” Yet.

“Nah, your crimes are just daggers to the heart of people who saved their money and trusted you,” Tannen said, pushing the barrel deeper into her temple.

“And your crime is to try and extort the people of New York by putting a gun to my head and hoping they’ll see enough value in keeping me alive to pay you for it.” Nadine held her head surprisingly high considering she was in danger of losing it. “At least I—allegedly—stole from rich people. You’re stealing from everybody, including the middle class and the poor.”

“You could just pay me and I’d leave,” Tannen said coolly, rolling the barrel around the side of her head painfully. “Then only the rich would take the hit, see.”

“They impounded my money, moron,” Nadine said irritably. “Locked down all my accounts. Seized my homes, my cars, my yacht—” She cut herself off, furious. “And besides, you have no way out of here even if I had millions to give you. You’d walk right out into the loving arms of the NYPD, and they’d arrest you even if you don’t kill me—though it’s kind of a toss up whether they’d be madder if you did or didn’t do it. I couldn’t say which would get you better treatment—”

Tannen guffawed. “Yeah. We’re in a pickle here.”

Nadine lowered her head, and Tannen followed, keeping the barrel pressed to her skull like a too-tight diamond-studded tiara she’d tried on once, but without any of the glamor. She looked straight ahead; she could see the NYPD snipers moving on the next rooftop, and she’d just given them a clear shot before Tannen pulled her head back up in front of him.

They hadn’t taken it.

“Uh uh,” Tannen said, sounding a little more pleased than he had a second ago. “No help there.”

“Of course not,” Nadine said, and now her voice sounded dead to her own ears.

And why wouldn’t it? The police weren’t going to help.

The hero—Captain Frost—wasn’t going to help.

Her old press contacts that used to answer her calls immediately—they hadn’t rung her back in weeks. They were watching, circling her carcass, and they wouldn’t help one bit. Though if she miraculously survived, they’d want interviews, of course, the scum.

The people of New York wanted her dead.

No one was coming to help.

So Nadine just sat there, a gun to her head, a little tear of impotent rage threatening to well up in her eye as she waited for the crazy man to kill her, and she felt nothing—no regret, no humility, no sadness. Nothing but rage.


6.


Sienna

“Son of a …” I muttered, covered from head to toe in pink paint from the damned grenade that had gone off not three feet in front of me.

“I think that might have killed even you, if it had been a real one,” my opponent said, similarly covered, his grin barely visible beneath his plastic facemask, letting his HK paintball-converted gun sag in its sling. He didn’t let his hand wander too far from a weapon, though, either the HK strapped across his chest or the big pistol on his hip. “You didn’t see a suicide attack coming?”

I pulled off my goggles, which were smeared from my attempt to wipe off the blotches of hot pink that had coated them. The paint smelled a little funny. “I don’t typically get suicide attacked a lot, no. Mostly I have mercenaries and metas come after me, and they’re … you know, not motivated to fight all the way to the death, I guess, at least not as a first move.”

“Well, it wasn’t my first move,” Jeremy Hampton said, pulling back his mask so I could see his handsome face. “It was my last.” He had an easy grin, and brown hair mussed by the tight-fitting mask he’d been wearing. Lines from where it had been suctioned traced around his cheekbones.

Hampton had been the sole survivor of the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team when their helicopter had crashed following an attempted prison break from the Cube—the metahuman facility beneath the old agency where I’d worked. I’d been on board with him, and he’d struck me then as a pretty cool character. When the backer of my new organization had suggested hiring some former law enforcement types to help us with training and also as a security team for deployment in case of emergency, Jeremy Hampton’s name had been right at the top of the list.

Lucky me.

“Those paintballs hurrrrrt,” Kat moaned as she moped her way into the house. She was splattered with red and yellow all across her black tactical Kevlar vest, her goggles hanging in her hand. Her blonde hair was all mussed up and her lips were pouty as ever. “Like a tit punch.”

“Stay classy, Kat,” I said as Reed stood up from behind the island where he’d gone down, rolling his neck like he’d cricked it. “You okay?” I asked him.

“I tried to fall where I got shot,” Reed said, frowning. “I guess I should have just stayed still or gradually worked my way down.”

“That’s what the guys in the front hall were doing,” I said, looking at Hampton with an accusatory look. “I would have had you on the breach and clear if not for some of your boys failing to take a knee when I shot them fair and square.”

“You should know,” Hampton said, grin broadening, “there’s no fair and square in a firefight.”

I did know that, actually, and from anyone else, I might have taken umbrage and come back with ire. I let it pass this time, though, and put my finger to my ear instead as Augustus sauntered into the room, his goggles spotted with green right in the middle where he’d plainly taken a paintball headshot. “HQ,” I said, “what was the time on that?”

“From infiltration to the grenade going off, I have ten minutes, fifty-seven seconds,” J.J. said into my earpiece. He sounded distracted, like his mind was on something else. “This little faux episode of Community is over, and just in time, too.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, frowning.

“There’s something going on in New York,” J.J. said. “Hostage situation on Wall Street. Looks kinda bad.”

I caught Reed’s eye on that one and he frowned. “Doesn’t New York have its own superheroes now?” I said, a little mockingly. I’d seen them on the news, and my clearly professional organization of ass-kickers had done our own little MST3K mocking of the costumes and hero names they’d chosen. Captain Frost had struck me as about two steps away from the sort of third-rate losers I used to bust for using their powers to rob a convenience store when things went sour in life. Instead, this guy—this douchebag—had set up a Patreon and Kickstartered his way to a full-time career as a New York superhero with … I dunno, Twitter or something. Kat had described it as “platform building” in glowing terms, but I’d tuned her out after about ten seconds. I tended to do that with Kat.

New York’s other hero, though … In spite of the lame name and lamer costume, I had to give her some respect. She sorta seemed like the real deal.

“Captain Frost is on scene,” J.J. said. “He’s pretty much sidelining himself, says the, uhmm … well … basically that the victim has it coming.”

That caused me to raise an eyebrow while I did a double take toward Reed, who had a pretty eyebrows-toward-the-clouds reaction of his own. “What the hell?” I asked, seeking some clarity.

“The hostage is Nadine Griffin,” J.J. said. “I guess Captain Frost did a poll and found that people didn’t really want him to save her—”

“That’s some genuine heroing right there,” Reed said in disgust. “Stick your finger up and see which way the wind is blowing.”

“Even I can see the flaw in that one,” I said, causing Augustus to look away abruptly. “Not a great sign for the righteousness of his actions.”

“Well, he seems to be gaining more followers and backers, so I’m not sure it’s the wrong call for him, at least …” J.J. said.

“Brilliant,” Kat whispered.

“I would have gone with unjust, dickish, morally reprehensible—” Reed said.

“Of course you would, sweetie,” Kat said, reaching up to pat him on the head with what to her probably seemed like affection and to the rest of us seemed like complete condescension, “which is why you have a following of zero.”

“I—do not—I have fans,” Reed said, sputtering through his outrage.

“Given the weather, I would have sprung for an air conditioner, personally,” I tossed at him, drawing his annoyance like lightning to the tallest tree. As his little sister and boss, I felt this was my job. “I mean, it’s Minnesota, but it still gets hot here for like two months.” I paused. “Maybe we should get in position to go in case we get the call.”

“Not a bad idea,” Reed said, and everyone started to spring into motion. We had done a decent amount of freelance work for New York State and the city itself in the last few months since we’d gone off on our own. Our little venture had actually been in the black for the last two months, thanks mostly to California, Texas, and New York calling us in to consult on a few things.

“Uh oh,” J.J. said, and all motion in the room stopped. I turned around to look at Jeremy Hampton, who was listening along without saying anything. “Looks like—something’s happening on the scene right now … Sienna, your old pal Lieutenant Welch is the man in charge, and he’s—uh oh … I think this thing is about to go sideways.”

I looked over at Reed, and I suspected his look mirrored my own. Helpless, that’s what we were—helpless to prevent a killing halfway across the country.


7.


Nadine

“It doesn’t look like New York’s other hero is going to show up,” the reporter said on the screen, “and the NYPD is holding their position, waiting to see what happens here on Wall Street this morning. The stock exchange has announced that it will suspend trading for the day while this crisis plays out …”

“So long, six million dollars,” Nadine muttered under her breath. There went the fortune she could have made this morning if she’d been able to place trades. But she couldn’t, so it didn’t matter anyway, except as an exercise in her head, keeping her sharp while this idiocy ran its course.

“I don’t think this is gonna work out,” Tannen said, shuffling to his feet. “I just don’t think they’re gonna pay.”

Nadine held in a scream, mostly out of self-preservation, and though she’d called him names, she held back what she was thinking, which was, Of course they’re not, you idiot! “I could have told you that,” she said instead. “Why would you even pick me for this dumbass plan, anyway?” she asked instead.

Tannen spun her around so she could look right down the dark barrel of the gun. He wasn’t smiling. His round face was completely void of any expression. “Everyone knows your name, don’t they? And you had your own bucks.”

“Had being the operative word,” she said. This was going down in flames fast. It might even be time for really drastic measures. She certainly had some overseas funds she could try and access, if it came to that, but they would be damned hard to get to—and like she’d told him before, it wasn’t like he was walking away from this. Even mentioning them to him would land her in deeper shit with the authorities once this thing settled out, and they’d be zero use to this moron other than to keep him happy for all of five minutes before he realized he was trapped and probably offed her anyway. “Look, if you kill me, it does you no good.”

Tannen seemed to give this one a thought, the wheels clunking along visibly in his head as he chewed it over. “Yeah, but it’ll be fun and I’ll have some street cred on the inside.”

“Wait—” she started to say, but it was too late. Tannen’s finger was already on the trigger and she could see it squeezing. Nadine closed her eyes tight, not wanting to see it coming, but she couldn’t block out the sound of the gunshot as it filled the room.

Nadine just stood there, waiting for the pressure on her forehead to suggest her brains had been dashed out the back, and when the sound faded, a thousand rough thudding noises followed, like rain on a hard roof, and she opened her eyes to see Tannen in flight, his mouth open and hands empty and splayed out like he was falling off a building as he shot toward the glass windows that partitioned Nadine’s office off from the bullpen.

Tannen hit one of the support beams that held the glass panes in place and his head snapped up. He slid to the floor, dazed, and Nadine looked around for his gun. It was just … gone?

She spun to find the glass window between her and the street was missing, a thousand glittering fragments embedded in the walls to either side like diamonds, catching the sunlight as she turned to the figure standing on the edge, between her and the open air.

It was her, that other hero, in her black and white leotard and with the mask that extended around her eyes and nose, hiding her cheekbones but letting her long hair whip around her in the wind.

“That … has got to be the silliest superhero suit ever,” Nadine said, looking at her savior in contempt. It was Spandex, for crying out loud, black and white, and while the lady clearly worked out to keep her tall frame in good shape, she didn’t exactly have the figure of a supermodel. “Also, those ‘shoes’—”

“I just saved your life,” Gravity Gal said, watching her through those eyeholes with barely disguised contempt. “You could stop complaining for at least a few seconds.”

Nadine just closed her eyes and shook her head. Saved by Gravity Gal. Well, it was better than being dead.


8.


Jamie

Jamie hadn’t picked the name Gravity Gal, but there it was. She had an image in her mind of a cigar-chewing fossil, a walking, perpetual human sexual harassment defendant from the olden days of news hoping to sell more papers by assigning the moniker and trying to get it to catch on. And catch on it had, because nobody seemed to have a better name for her or her power over gravity, and all the other options seemed to have been either already trademarked. Not that they’d ever asked her, or that she’d ever have commented, because she didn’t talk to reporters.

And so she’d become Gravity Gal, which was about as stupid a moniker as she could have imagined.

“Gratitude is difficult for you, isn’t it?” Jamie asked Nadine Griffin. The Wall Street maven was just standing there inside the room, the bad guy down behind her. It was never an easy swing over from Staten Island; she felt drained after that long pull, tethering herself to Freedom Tower and creating a gravity channel that tugged her along until she’d reached lower Manhattan and let it go above Wall Street. She’d reversed gravity on a couple channels, like creating invisible legs and “walked” her way to the scene of the crime, where the cops had set up their cordon and the crowds had gathered around to see Nadine Griffin, villain of the day, get her just desserts.

That idea of street justice—even on Wall Street—didn’t sit too well with Jamie.

“Thank you,” Nadine Griffin said, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

“You’re welcome,” Jamie said. Griffin was young, slender, attractive, wearing a skirt that was tasteful but showed off her legs enough that Jamie was feeling the envy. She put it aside, though, noticing the fund manager as she took a step forward and clomped awkwardly as her heel broke. “We should get you down to the police.”

Griffin had a sour look that reminded Jamie of Kyra just before she’d stormed out. “Oh boy. I can’t wait to get down to them, since they pretty much just left me for this maniac to kill.” She hobbled forward on that broken heel, looking expectantly at Jamie. “I suppose you want to carry me down like you’re rescuing me.”

“It’s safer than letting you make your way through the building, isn’t it?” Jamie asked. She expected this kind of crap attitude from her daughter, but from someone whose life she’d just saved? It was a bit much, but she held it in. “In case the police mistake you for—”

“Oh, they’d mistake me, I’m sure,” Griffin said, face like she’d taken a long drink of pickle brine. She walked over to Jamie and extended her arms. “How do you want to do this? Firema—err, person style? You going to carry me like a bride?”

“How about you just put a hand around my shoulder?” Jamie asked, keeping a polite veneer up to try and disguise the fact that she’d already had enough of this lady.

“Sure. Why not?” Griffin said, and did exactly that, threading a thin arm around her shoulder as Jamie snugged her own around Griffin’s waist, as though she were going to help her home after a long night of drinking. Griffin’s hair had a perfumed smell that Jamie suspected hers lacked; it probably smelled like sweat after the long pull from Staten Island.

Jamie pushed off the wall with a gravity channel, reversing it to shove them out the window and then shot another one down into a blank space in the street, setting it to gently push up at them so that they didn’t drop like a stone into the middle of Wall Street, instead descending as slowly as if they were on an elevator.

They landed softly on the street, the crowd of reporters and onlookers parting to give them a space to land. Jamie could hear jeers from the assorted masses, see fists shaking in the air toward them. An NYPD Lieutenant watched them warily, and a host of other police officers edged forward from where they’d been holding the line at the cordon, ready to rush into the situation in case it turned worse, Jamie supposed. She could hear the crowd:

“Shoulda let her die!”

“—wouldn’t have been much of a loss—”

“Yeah,” Nadine Griffin said sourly, “thanks a whole bunch for saving me.”

“It’s not my fault these people hate you,” Jamie said as a reporter rushed in and thrust a microphone in her face.

“Yeah, well … you suck anyway,” Nadine said.

Jamie felt her entire body freeze, a ringing in her ears as a hard flush ran through her cheeks. The whole of the argument she’d had with Kyra not a half hour earlier came flooding back to her as she stood there, the hot morning sun hitting her and adding to the heat in her face. “You know what?” she said, as something inside her snapped and she rounded on Nadine, “if you don’t like people treating you this way, maybe you shouldn’t have ripped off your customers, cheated by insider trading, and in general misled everyone into thinking you were something that you weren’t.” She watched Griffin do a flush of her own, but the woman stayed mute, the fury building behind her eyes. “You built yourself up as some sort of hero in the press, but you did it on a foundation of lies. People don’t like being lied to. They don’t like being stolen from. And they certainly don’t like it when someone expects them to continue playing the fool while she denies everything in spite of overwhelming evidence to the contrary.”

There was a silence around them, and Jamie looked to see the news cameras rolling and a hundred cell phones held aloft, their camera lenses sparkling as they captured her telling off the former Queen of Wall Street.

Jamie froze. Naturally, that’s the first time Gravity Gal speaks in front of a camera. Oh, well. Maybe it’ll disappear quickly? She knew it wouldn’t, though.

“What were you thinking, saving her?” came a voice out of the crowd and a few of the cameras parted to let Captain Frost push his way into the circle. He was a big guy, his muscular chest showing through his tight-fitting costume. Jamie made the mistake of looking down and found that it was form-fitting below the waist, as well. She fought to keep the look of distaste off her face. “You went against the will of the people!” Frost said, and a chorus of jeers followed from the crowd, like trained seals clapping along.

Jamie stood her ground, chin held high. “If your moral compass involves taking a survey in order to decide what’s right, you’re doing it wrong.” And with that, she set a gravity channel against the ground beneath her and then pushed hard, vaulting into the air a hundred feet. From there, she set another to push against one of the stone facades behind her and shot off toward the waterfront.

She was almost to Battery Park before she remembered that she was supposed to be meeting with her banker right now, securing credit for her company to keep the doors open and the employees paid.

“No one said this was going to be easy,” Jamie whispered to herself, trying to find reassurance as she launched out over the water toward Staten Island as she anchored on the Statue of Liberty’s hand in the distance and pulled herself toward it.

But no one ever said it was going to be this hard, either, a little voice followed. She ignored it.


9.


Sienna

“Looks like Gravity Gal saved the day,” J.J. said in my earpiece as I bumped along in the passenger seat of the van, on the way back to my new office in Eden Prairie, Minnesota. “She came in crashing in like—well, like you, actually.”

I didn’t say anything to that, but I might have blushed a little. “It’s good that she resolved it.”

“Why?” Reed said cynically from his place behind the wheel. “What’s the likelihood that they actually manage to convict Griffin on her crimes? And if they do, what are the odds she serves a serious sentence rather than getting a slap on the wrist?”

“I dunno,” I said, having already mostly lost interest now that my brother was ginning up an argument. “What are the odds you’ll stop being ill-tempered as you rail about the state of the justice system?”

“There are two justice systems,” he went on, proving my point, “one for the rich and connected, and one for the not.”

“As a guy who’s fast becoming rich thanks to your new salary,” I said, looking out the window at the green fields of rural Minnesota passing us by on the route from the training center, “you’d think you might moderate your tone if only to show some self-respect.”

“If the day comes I have to face the justice system, I won’t be trading on inside confidences and I won’t be trying to get out of what I deserve,” Reed said—a little snootily, I thought.

“Hmm,” I said. “I would. Again, I mean, since I already kinda did once.” I shot him a sweet smile. “Actually, I remember you got a presidential pardon, too …”

Reed just froze with that sour look on his face. “Thanks for proving my point.”

I sat in silence for a moment, then more tentatively, asked, “You know, you’re not really the ‘vengeance is mine’ type … so why—”

“Hey guys,” J.J. said, breaking into my earpiece. “Ariadne’s here and needs to talk to you.”

“Put her o—”

“Is this thing on?” Ariadne asked, loud enough that all of us metas cringed. Reed jerked the wheel and the van wobbled in the lane until he got it under control again. “Hello?”

“You’re on, Ariadne,” I said, my eyes fluttering from the painful reality of her yelling in my ear. I was used to hearing her voice in my head by now. Like a mom; not like the actual creepy voices in my head. “What’s up?”

“We got a request from Lieutenant Allyn Welch of the NYPD,” Ariadne said, all business. “He wants you to come to New York.”

I frowned, staring out the windshield as dawn broke over the fields on either side of the country lane. “I thought this Nadine Griffin situation was resolved?”

“That one is,” Ariadne said. “But I guess there was an exchange between Captain Frost and Gravity Gal, and Frost … pitched a bit of a fit after she left. Welch says it’s probably nothing to worry about, but he figured better safe than sorry, so the NYPD is willing to throw some consulting dollars your way if you’ll come out for a few days and keep an eye on things. And …” here she took on a little bit of a wheedling tone, very mom-like, “you know … we could use the money …”

“Understood, finance department,” I said. “If the city of New York wants me to come visit and they’re willing to pay for it, I’m all over it. I’ve been looking for an excuse to see Hamilton anyway.”

“So you’re gonna burn your entire consulting fee on theater tickets?” Reed asked slyly.

“Yo, any chance they want anyone else to come, too?” Augustus piped up from the very back seat. “Because if anyone in this car should be seeing Hamilton, it’s me.”

“You’re going to Houston tomorrow with Reed, remember?” I kept my head pointed forward so he couldn’t see me grin. We’d set assignments a couple days earlier when Texas had made a request over a low-level meta who had been starting some problems for them.

“Aw, man,” Augustus said, sounding like a kid. “Still, you ought to take someone with you for backup, right?”

“Kat’s busy,” I said, “you’re busy, Reed’s busy—”

“Wait, what’s Kat doing?” Ariadne asked.

“She’s going back to LA to film the second season of Beyond Human,” I said, trying to keep the sneer out of my voice. “And also, there’s a report of a meta up in Fresno from six weeks back that she’s going to mine for television drama—I mean, investigate,” my sneer grew more pronounced, and I could see Reed eyeing me, “while she’s out there.”

“I’m hoping for something really explosive to happen,” Kat said, bouncing with a little glee behind me. “I need to kick things up a few notches from last season, and a battle with another meta could be just the thing we need to pull out a great season story arc.”

“Try not to get killed on national television,” I said. “You know, in the name of ratings. And if you get into big trouble, remember to call—”

“Veronika, yes, I know,” Kat said, and then she switched to a whine, “but she said that if I needed her help, it has to be without cameras, and that would just ruin—”

I rolled my eyes and ignored the rest of her complaint. Veronika Acheron was a meta I’d run across in Chicago, and one tough lady. She was based out of San Francisco and we’d actually hired her on a couple of jobs out west. She was professional and a total badass, but she, like me, didn’t want to be in the public eye. Probably because her job description also involved assassinating people, which, incidentally, was how we met. I suspect I’m the only target she ever failed to kill.

“You’ll probably be fine,” I said, cutting Kat off in the middle of a fine whine, “but if you get in trouble, don’t be stupid. Call Veronika.”

“So I can tell Lieutenant Welch you’re coming to New York?” Ariadne asked.

“Book me a flight,” I said.

“Excellent,” Ariadne said, as though something really important had just been accomplished. I could almost envision the green dollar signs springing up in her eyes like one of those old cartoon characters. Since she was the entirety of the finance department, they probably had. The four of us metas were being paid big bucks by our organization, but thus far, we were earning our keep. I had figured we’d mostly sit idle and only take a few big cases that came our way every now and again, when the Federal Government got outmatched. But so far, we were getting called in by the states on a regular basis when the feds passed on helping them—which seemed to be a lot of the time. It made me wonder what kind of lazy jagoff had taken over my old job and exactly how he was filling his days. “Uh, over and out,” Ariadne said, jarring me back into the present. “Or … er … out … err … goodbye?”

“Goodbye, Ariadne,” I said, trying to put a bullet in this conversation. I heard a rough crunching noise and then static that told me she’d probably pulled off the headset or set it down roughly or something.

“The gang’s splitting up again,” Augustus said, all false-teary from the back. “This is happening a lot lately.”

“Because we’re working a lot,” I said, a smile of slow satisfaction rolling across my face. I’d worried about this venture. I’d worried before this opportunity came up, too, about how I’d fit into the world. The answer so far had been: exceedingly well. It looked like I did have a place outside government service—and for a lot more money.

“Yeah,” Kat said, sounding drained. “I could really use a vacation. Fortunately, I’m scheduled for a getaway to St. Thomas on my show. We’ve got some great stuff set up to happen there, it’s really going to define the back half of the season …”

Kat chattered away happily behind me and I tuned her out, looking at the Minnesota sun rising over the fields of green. Reed must have noticed my look, because he said. “Everything okay?”

I was a little lost in my thoughts for a minute, but I turned to him and smiled, trying to displace that look of utter seriousness plastered across my brother’s face. “Everything’s working out, isn’t it? We’re booked up. We’re together, we’ve got … like, lives and stuff … it’s all … working out.” I paused, then shrugged slightly. “Plus, the State Fair starts in a few days.”

He looked at me suspiciously. “You’re acting a little weird. I don’t want to say the ‘h’ word, cuz I don’t want to jinx anything … but you seem … ‘h’ word.”

I frowned at him. “‘H’ word? What the hell is—like, harpy?”

“One letter and a world of meaning off. Happy, Sienna. You seem … happy.”

I started to say something, and then I stopped, looking off into the sunrise. “I don’t want to jinx it either, but …” I said, and felt a smile spread slow across my lips, “… I think I am.”


10.


Jamie

“You’re late,” Clarice McDaniel hissed, her face stretched with worry as Jamie hurried into the warehouse office space she’d rented when she’d started her company, Barton Designs. Five years later and they had taken over the whole rest of the building, yet things weren’t really any better for her. She still felt just as behind now as she had the entire time she’d run the business, their cashflow somehow always an elusive thing.

“I know, I know,” Jamie said, walking past Clarice as she fell into step next to Jamie. She said it with a note of apology; Clarice, as Jamie’s assistant, was perpetually stuck trying to cover for Jamie’s tardiness problem, but that was a tall order. She did it with grace and a smile, though Jamie had a sneaking suspicion that the fun of making excuses for her had probably gotten old months ago.

“The banker’s name is Mr. Penny,” Clarice said, walking very uptight and professional. Her cheekbones were high, her skin a dark chocolate shade, her eyes filled with constant worry. She was a damned good person to have in your corner, Jamie reflected. “So get your laughs out before you go in.”

Jamie stopped. “Why would I laugh about—oh, Penny, and he’s a banker. Yuk yuk, got it.” She adjusted her blouse, brushing at the big dust spot down the left shoulder where she’d dropped it while stripping down to her costume. “Anything else?”

“What happened to you?” Clarice said, trying to help rub her shoulder clean but spreading the dust around instead. “You look like you fell under a float at the St. Patrick’s Day parade.”

“Kyra and I had a big blowup this morning,” Jamie said, brushing herself off where her pants had similarly picked up dirt from casting them aside in a hurry.

“Blowout,” Clarice corrected, and when Jamie looked at her questioningly, Clarice said, “because blowup makes it sound like it might have had something to do with a doll.”

Jamie peered at her in confusion. “What?”

“Never mind.” Clarice shook her head, back to business. “Mr. Penny, remember his name. And no—”

“Laughs, yeah, I got it,” Jamie said, and then opened the door to her office and breezed in. “Hello, Mr. Penny, I am so sorry for being late—”

Jamie stopped just inside the door, because the man waiting for her wasn’t entirely what she was expecting. She’d figured old, balding maybe, in a fancy suit.

So when a handsome young man wearing a shirt with the top button undone rose to greet her with a smile on his face, she wondered why Clarice hadn’t mentioned that little detail in her briefing about names and stifling laughter. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Barton,” Mr. Penny said, extending a hand that Jamie shook after only a moment’s delay.

“Thank you for waiting,” Jamie said, a little sheepishly, as she eased behind her desk. There was clutter everywhere, just like on her dining room table at home. She vaguely recalled the days before she opened the business as being perhaps slightly less cluttered, but it felt like there had always been stuff lingering in every space she could cram it in. “So … um …”

“Right,” Mr. Penny said, brushing a little overhanging brownish-blond hair off his forehead as he spoke. “I have the extension paperwork here that you filed, and there are a few areas of concern for us …”

Jamie paused, swallowed hard, and felt like her chair had just dropped her a solid inch without warning. She checked, but no, it was still in the same place; it was her stomach that had dropped. “I know that the last thing you probably want to hear from people you’ve lent money to is that they need more time and more money, but …”

“It’s not our favorite thing to hear,” Penny said, looking a little distracted, a pen poised over a clipboard that had materialized in his hand, “but when a small business is expanding quickly, it’s not unusual.” He looked up and she saw green, green eyes. And that smile … “Looking over your numbers, I see some positive signs. Your growth in revenue over the last five years is impressive. Your margins are the sticking point.”

“They’ve been a little hampered, I know,” Jamie said, pushing her own blonde hair back behind her ear. “I’ve had to hire more people than I anticipated to keep up with the demand.”

“Have you thought about outsourcing?” Penny asked, looking at the papers.

“Uhm, I—I would really rather keep the products made locally,” Jamie said, feeling as though Captain Frost had just blown a breath of cold wind down her back. “We were founded on Staten Island, and the idea of shutting things down here, I mean—I employ forty-eight people—”

“Sure,” Mr. Penny said, and he started to drum his pen on the clipboard. “But there are opportunities to manufacture your designs for a lot less cost overseas, which means you could … well, actually make money within the next few months.”

“I just … I can’t do that, Mr. Penny,” Jamie said. She felt like screaming in her own head; not only was this fairly handsome man asking her to do something she desperately did not want to do, but he was doing it so politely she felt bad for refusing. “I know these people and I can’t … look them in the eye and put them out of a job.”

“Well,” Penny said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. His motion gave Jamie a clear look at his legs, which seemed pretty muscular under the khaki pants. She forced her eyes back up to his. “If you have to close your doors, you’re going to have to do that anyway, but there are other options we could look at to expand the margins before embracing such a … drastic measure. But you’re essentially butting up against the wall for growth. If you add any more people, your expenses are going to soar to the point where you’ll either have to raise your prices considerably or you’ll need to shut down.” He gave her a sympathetic look. “We can probably bridge you with at least some of the loan you’ve asked for. Your credit’s still good, and we’ve backed you thus far, and we do have high hopes things are going to take off for you, but … speaking frankly, just between you and me … if you can’t get your margins up, and soon, you’re going to continue running this business as nearly a non-profit.” He shrugged. “Which would be fine, if that’s what you were registered to do. But you’re not. It’s a for-profit company, and if you don’t turn a profit …” He made a face, all filled with sympathy. “Then it becomes a very expensive hobby in which you lose money and time and … well, years of your life. I’d hate to see that happen.”

Jamie just sat there, listening, feeling like a frog was stuck in her throat. She knew that everything he said was true, with one additional twist of guilt: If I wasn’t Gravity Gal—ugh, that name—I could be doing more around here to make things take off. Like I was before …

She forced a polite smile. “You … had some other ideas for helping to make us profitable?”

“A few, yeah,” he said with a certain youthful energy. “If you look at this …” He was probably almost twenty years younger than she was, and Jamie closed her eyes for a second, trying to put aside dirty old lady thoughts about a much younger man in order to try and get her business back on track.


11.


Sienna

I wasn’t quite so happy a few hours later when I had to squeeze into the belly of a giant tin can that was going to be propelled through the sky by explosive jet fuel, but at least I got upgraded to first class. I found my seat by the window and stowed my carry-on bag, which had enough clothing to last me for a few days, plus a couple cycles of accidentally burning it off, a perpetual hazard of my job. I also had eight burner phones packed as well as some additional credit cards and a couple forms of ID, which probably made me look like a terrorist, but this was all standard traveling gear for me nowadays. Joining my new organization had made my life easier in most ways, but standing in line at security checkpoints while the TSA ran a wand over me was still a pain.

I was sitting in my seat, staring out the window at the workers tossing suitcases out of one of those luggage cars, when I heard someone step up next to me and start going through the standard traveler motions. Grunts and a low clearing of the throat told me this guy was about to hoist a carry-on bag up to put it in the overhead bin. He made kind of a big production of it, and I heard him say, “Excuse me,” to someone trying to get around him. He sounded way too peppy.

I kept my head riveted on the goings-on outside my window. I had some reading material for the flight, which was two hours from Minneapolis-St. Paul to LaGuardia in New York. I could have made the jump myself in about an hour or less if the stupid FAA hadn’t revoked my cross-country flight privileges when I left government service. I kept telling myself I had to take the good with the bad, but fortunately New York had given me blanket clearance to fly subsonic all over the state. I doubted I’d need to jet up to Poughkeepsie for any reason, but it was nice to have the option. Luckily Minnesota had already granted me the right of flight in-state, but I didn’t exercise it as much as I had before because I didn’t want to piss them off and risk them revoking it.

“Excuse me,” the guy next to me said as he grunted his way into his seat. He hadn’t touched or disturbed me, which made me wonder why he was excusing himself. I turned around and confirmed what I’d already suspected when I’d caught a glance at him out of the corner of my eye: he was a salesman, and he likely wanted to network or connect or something. I could tell by his grin.

“You are excused,” I said and turned back to the window. I cursed myself for even saying that much a moment later when he took it as a license to engage.

“Heck of a summer so far, isn’t it?” he asked, peppy, peppy and more peppy. I wondered idly if he’d guzzled ten Five Hour Energy shots before getting on the plane or if this was just his natural state.

“It’s all right,” I said, trying to skirt the line between being rude and giving him an opening. I’d had a great summer so far, not that he needed to know that.

“Hard to believe it’ll be Labor Day in a couple weeks,” he said with a low, fake chuckle. “It’s all gone so fast. We’ll be up to our eyeballs in snow here in just a few short months!”

“True statement,” I said, and turned to look at the guy. I held in a big sigh and watched as his eyes got big as he recognized me.

“You’re her!” he said, his enthusiasm impossibly bumping up a few levels. And I thought he’d already reached his ceiling.

This happened a lot; people were perpetually recognizing me, but then they couldn’t remember my name or called me by someone else’s. One time someone—some beautiful someone, who I will love forever—thought I was Anne Hathaway. That made my day, because I’ve looked in the mirror, and Anne Hathaway’s figure I do not have.

“I’m her,” I said, my own enthusiasm muted somewhat by the fact that this shit was old. Like, super old. Like Janus old.

“Did you see that thing that happened in New York this morning?” he asked, like I was just jetting to the Empire State for shits and giggles and maybe Hamilton. He lowered his voice like it was scandalous. “Things are getting crazy there, aren’t they? Two heroes now, just running through the streets all lawless—”

“New York City still has laws,” I said, shrugging. One of them was that I couldn’t bring a gun into their city, which annoyed me to no end because it forced me to rely on shooting bursts of flame at anyone who engaged me at a distance. They were a lot more likely to survive 9mm bullets, frankly, but whatever, I didn’t make the laws and I didn’t get to ignore them anymore, either.

“But, I mean, these people are vigilantes, aren’t they?” he asked, leaning in, which I found even more annoying. His breath smelled of spearmint Tic Tacs, and I feel about spearmint like Taylor Swift feels about Katy Perry.

“They’re giving the NYPD a helping hand,” I said, subtly backing off without making a horrid face. “I suspect if the city of New York decided it really didn’t want citizens helping them out, they’d make them stop.” At the point of a gun, probably, but it’d get done.

“Hmm,” he said, nodding, like I’d given him something to really think about. I could see by his eyes that he was just trying to formulate the next thing he was going to say, though. “I’ve watched some of your exploits, and I gotta say …” he chuckled again, like this was all part of one hilarious joke we were in on together, “your job is so dangerous—putting yourself out there fighting all these bad guys.” He shuddered, like it was twenty degrees in the airplane or something, and giggled like a little boy. “It sounds like the worst job in the world to me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Worse than manscaper?”

That caught him off guard, and he scratched self-consciously at his chest in such a manner that I mentally cringed. “Well, at least that’s less dangerous,” he said lamely.

“Clearly you’ve never had to shave Chewbacca.”

“Hmmm,” he said, now suddenly preoccupied with his cell phone. He had it out and was typing away with his thumbs like a pro. I took this as a sign that he was done with me, blessedly, and put my head against the bulkhead. I didn’t intend to go to sleep, but I ended up drifting right off with the summer sun shining on my face through the window.

I woke up when the plane touched down, kind of astounded I’d slept through the flight but not at all displeased. I got antsy flying commercial, probably because I wasn’t in control and because I couldn’t feel the wind on my face. Also, I wasn’t the biggest fan of reading since I'd spent years doing it to kill time while trapped in my house, and while I had a few movies loaded on my iPad, I got twitchy watching them on flights. Also, I’d seen everything I had multiple times.

Thanks to being in first class, I was one of the first off the plane, and I drifted through the crowds at LaGuardia, ignoring the temptation to feed at one of the innumerable restaurants around me. I was saving myself for Shake Shack. I carried my bag snug on my shoulder as I left the security area and descended toward the baggage claim, where I was suddenly very regretful that I hadn’t travelled with sunglasses.

About a billion flashbulbs went off as I came down the escalator, blinding me and making me both sorry and grateful for New York handgun restrictions all in one. The paparazzi were waiting for me, with more cameras than I’d believed still existed in the US. Hadn’t everyone switched to phones already?

Apparently not, judging by the strobe light effect of the flashbulbs all around me. I got mobbed as I walked out of the security exit, barely able to see through the crowd to the double doors past the baggage claim and the bright daylight beyond. I heard about a hundred voices shout, “Ms. Nealon!” and I suddenly remembered that my super-peppy seat neighbor had texted right as we were taking off. Maybe it was innocent, or maybe he’d tipped off the jackals that I was coming to town. Either way, I was not disposed to think of him kindly.

“What brings you to New York, Ms. Nealon?”

“Hamilton,” I said, pushing my way through the crowd without committing felony assault. It was not easy.

“Does it have anything to do with the incident on Wall Street this morning?”

“Why, what happened on Wall Street this morning?” I asked, playing innocent. “Did somebody knock over a bank or something?”

“Ms. Nealon, what do you think of Captain Frost and Gravity Gal? Have they inspired you to come up with your own superhero name?”

That one evinced a scowl, though I was trying to keep my head down as I waited for my checked bag. Damn me for not squeezing everything into a carry-on. “Everything cool is already trademarked,” I said.

“What about Power Girl? Or Mega Girl—”

I spun on the crowd of reporters. “If anyone calls me ‘Fill-in-the-blank-Girl,’ I will slap them so hard in the balls that they’ll spit them out like watermelon seeds.” I scanned the crowd, which had fallen into a stunned silence. “I see you believe me. Good.” I caught movement on the conveyer out of the corner of my eye and scooped up my suitcase, which was, at Ariadne’s suggestion, adorned with a pink tassel. So I could recognize it, and, apparently, soften my image in front of the entire world since a boatload of paparazzi took about a thousand pictures of it. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go haggle with a scalper for theater tickets.” And I flew over their heads and shot out the door.

The hot, humid New York summer hit me full in the face. I landed on the pavement just as a black sedan screeched to a stop in front of me, the mob of reporters at my heels. Lieutenant Allyn Welch was waiting behind the wheel. “Get in,” he said.

“But the sign inside says not to trust rides from unlicensed cabbies—”

“Get in before the savages catch up with you,” he said, and I took heed, tossing my luggage over the seat into the back. I jumped in, and he tore away from the curb before I’d even closed the door, clearly as happy to get away from the damned press as I was.

“Good flight?” Welch said, the air from the open driver’s side window blowing through his thin hair, rendering his comb-over even more of a mess.

“Got a little bumpy at the end,” I said, watching the cluster of paparazzi that we were leaving in the dust. “I hope it’s not a sign of things to come.”


12.


Jamie

When Mr. Penny the banker had left, Jamie stayed in her office and put her head down on her desk, giving her forehead a good thud against the wood a few times—gently, of course. It always had to be gentle these days, otherwise she’d break right through the desk.

“How’d the meeting go?” Clarice asked, sneaking into the room almost soundlessly. Almost, because Jamie had meta hearing now, and the click of the locking mechanism was like a cannon shot to her.

“He was a really nice guy,” Jamie said, lifting her head to rest her chin on the surface of her desk. She pushed hair back over her head, then folded her hands in front of her and just laid there, chin on the desk, as Clarice came in and sat down. She had a little buzz of excitement about her, vibrations Jamie could practically feel across the empty space between them. “He had ideas for how we can make things run better around here. How we can maybe get into profitability, finally.”

“That’s good,” Clarice said. She was the soul of encouragement. “And he wasn’t mad that you were late?”

Jamie closed her eyes. “Didn’t seem to be.”

“That’s … interesting,” Clarice said, and it sounded like there was more to tell.

Jamie opened her eyes. “What’s interesting?”

“Oh, nothing,” Clarice said, holding back. It was clearly something, and it only took her a second to break, leaning forward, eyes alight. “He was kinda impatient before you got here.”

Jamie concentrated, trying to put it together but failing. “I … don’t see whatever you’re—”

“He was impatient and irritable with me before you came in—”

“Maybe he’s a racist.”

“—and he’s totally cool when you come in?” Clarice ignored her jibe, giving her a knowing look. “I saw how he was talking to you. I think you walking in turned his attitude around.”

“Uck,” Jamie said, slumping so that her face pressed against the paper calendar pages that lay across her desk. The paper was cool and a little scratchy against her cheek. “He’s probably five years older than Kyra.”

“You could be a cougar,” Clarice said, clearly taking this possibility and running with it. “All, mrow and—”

“Please stop,” Jamie said.

“I mean, did you see that boy? He was built—”

“I just want …” Jamie said, lifting her head off the desk. She stopped, the raw weariness of the use of her powers to cross to Manhattan and back this morning, the stress of saving Nadine Griffin, arguing with her and Frost and Kyra, and then remembering that her life was waiting with an urgent appointment of its own back here on the island … “I just want things to be smoother. I want the business to work. I want for everyone here to be okay.” She lifted a hand and gestured around the walls separating her from her employees. “I just want everything to be okay.”

And I want for things between me and Kyra to be better.

Clarice looked at her pityingly. “I didn’t hear anything about a man in there anywhere, and it makes me sad for you. Squad goals don’t have to be the only goals in your life.”

“But they’re the only ones I need to bring to work,” Jamie said, pulling herself off her desk. She looked out the windows into the building’s interior and saw, fortunately, no one in the hall. Her office was a little off the beaten path, but normally she would have lowered the blinds before indulging in such a blatant display of self-pity as putting her head on her desk. No time for that, she thought, pulling her hair back and grabbing a binder out of the drawer. She whipped a ponytail into shape in seconds while Clarice watched her with something between envy and annoyance, and then Jamie shut her desk drawer firmly, a symbolic closing on a disastrous morning.

“All right,” she said, trying to fill her voice with renewed energy. “It’s going to be a better afternoon—”

“Because a handsome banker with a cute butt and gorgeous eyes walking in to hand you money and profitability is just a bust of a start to the day—”

“Clarice,” Jamie said, back to peppy, positive and affirmed. “We have work to do.”

Clarice looked like she was torn between serving up another piece of her mind and the need to get on about the—surely numerous—things on her schedule. Her mouth was slightly open, a mutinous look in those dark eyes, but a professional smile won out over the look that would have told Jamie that her best friend was about to tear a strip out of her backside. “We’ll talk about this later,” Clarice said. Jamie knew that they would, in great detail, but for now Clarice left, shutting the door behind her, and Jamie nodded once, sure of her direction, and dove into the pile of invoices sitting at the corner of her desk.


13.


Sienna

I don’t like traffic, as a rule. It has a lot to do with my distaste for crowds and waiting. Some people—mostly reporters—have taken this to mean I don’t like people. It’s actually the opposite. I like people, at least in the abstract. Or on an individual basis. Or as a general, whole idea.

But when you put them in crowds and unleash them around me, I get antsy. There are a few reasons for this, none of which really bear discussing right now, save for the one where being surrounded by people feels a little like bugs crawling over my skin. It’s nothing they do; it’s the fact that I can … feel them around me. Walking. Talking. Existing. Ignoring me (hopefully). They’re a presence that presses on my consciousness, and while it’s easy to tolerate a few—like molecules of water—when too many surround me, I can’t breathe.

I can’t think.

They’re just … everywhere.

I’d never tested to see what would happen if I surrounded myself in a crowd in New York City for more than a half hour or so at a time, but I had a feeling it would be bad. I’d walked Times Square before on a Sunday once, when the crowds were in full force. I’d had people brush against me, push against, bump into me, talking as they walked, cell phones to their ear, arguing with their loved ones, laughing with their kids. It was a crush, a glut of humanity, and it felt so close to my consciousness it was like they were poured raw into my mind. They were there, laid bare before me, all humanity and feelings and emotions, and I felt overwhelmed.

I’d needed to retreat to my hotel room after only a few minutes, closing myself off in the closet, no light, fingers in my ears, letting the noise and feeling and talking and living recede into the distance.

“So …” Allyn Welch said, breaking the silence between us as we honked our way across the RFK Bridge between Randalls and Wards Islands and Manhattan, the whole of Manhattan laid out before us. Fortunately he’d rolled the windows up after we’d left LaGuardia, because I had a feeling, based on the number of cars in front of me belching smoke out their tailpipes, that the air quality around us had taken a precipitous drop. Talk about not being able to breathe.

“You sent for me and I am here,” I said, steeling myself for entry to the city of New York. I hoped I wouldn’t feel buried in the crowds during this assignment, but I was a big girl and occasionally I had to confront my fears and the psychological damage from being raised in isolation. Because that’s what grown-ups do in the real world. “What’s the what?”

“The … what?” Welch gave me a frown so deep his crow’s feet looked like they were opening box canyons at the ends.

“Never mind,” I said, looking out at the city through the window. “Why did you break the glass if you didn’t see an emergency?”

He got that one, and went all introspective on me, nodding and looking out at the sea of traffic ahead of us. “You ever get that feeling in your gut? The one that tells you something’s wrong?”

“Usually after I’ve had White Castle in the middle of the night, but yeah,” I said, flashing him a smile. He looked at me blankly, and I suppressed a sigh. “Cop instinct, sure,” I said, letting my brilliant joke go to waste.

“I got that feeling here,” Welch said. “And if I’m wrong when it comes up on a normal case … maybe somebody dies. Bad news, right? But the NYPD can handle the perp afterward. I get that feeling on a meta case …” He looked at me with purpose. “I break the damned glass.”

“Nicely brought around.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I get this wrong … worse happens than a little murder. Here we’ve got people with powers and all possible sorts of trouble.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I didn’t see what Captain Frost said—”

“It wasn’t anything major,” Welch said. “I’ll show you the video at the precinct, but it’s not the sort of thing that’s going to trip many triggers.”

“But it tripped yours?”

“Maybe I’m just an old cop in a new world,” Welch said, which I thought was a pretty brave admission, though obviously the comb-over was a good tipoff. “Not gonna lie, I’m still pretty uneasy that the Mayor’s office lets these ‘heroes’ go running through the city unchecked.”

I held my tongue, mostly because I didn’t have a well-formed opinion about this new phenomenon. Metahumans had mostly been held in check—publicly, at least, kept in secret, for thousands of years—until President Gerry Harmon decided to out us on national television. It probably wasn’t a bad call, since I was in dragon form, battling a supreme evil over Minneapolis at the moment he chose to make his announcement. That might have been hard to explain if he hadn’t come clean.

But this idea of heroes, powered people straight out of comic books, defending their cities and waging war against evil? That was new. Other than me, I meant. I’d set loose the first hero on Atlanta about a year ago, Taneshia French, and she’d done a pretty good job of improving her neighborhood and the city in general. I knew her, and I trusted her.

These other heroes, though? I knew what I’d seen of Gravity Gal, and she seemed like a low-profile, keep-her-mouth-shut-and-do-her-job type. I liked her.

Captain Frost, though? He was like Kat unchecked, and that bothered me, because I was constantly checking Kat to keep her from being a giant idiot.

“It doesn’t bother you that I’m playing Luke Cage nowadays?” I asked, and realized a second later that I’d thrown another reference at Welch that was bound to soar over his head. “I mean—”

“Hero for Hire, I got it,” Welch said, and a smile poked out as he looked over at me. “I used to read the comics as a kid.” He let the levity pass and went serious again. “I guess, maybe because of the way you started—working for the government and all that—it doesn’t bother me as much.” He gave me a slightly sour look. “But if you could keep from trashing any subway trains this time—”

“You never let that one go, jeez. I saved all the gold in the Federal Reserve, but no one remembers that.”

“Anyway,” Welch said, and I saw the end of the bridge in sight, but the FDR looked like it was packed with cars. Welch saw it, too, and another pronounced frown wrinkled him all the way to the eyes. “I just want you to hang around for a bit, like a soothing balm, in case noses get out of joint.”

I passed by the mixed metaphor and went straight to his intent. “Have you met me? Of the many things I’ve been called, soothing? … Not so much one of them.”

“Well, add it to your repertoire,” Welch said and honked his horn pointlessly before giving a massive sigh.

“Might as well try something new,” I said. “How long am I gonna be here?” He looked over at me again, and I clarified. “In New York, not on this bridge. I know, based on the traffic, that we’re going to die of old age here. You much sooner than me, obvs.”

That got me a scowl followed by a smile. “Why do you ask, so long as the money keeps flowing into your company’s account?”

“Well, the State Fair is coming up, you know,” I said, looking over at the Bronx. When he didn’t say anything, I turned back to see him looking perplexed. “It’s like a religious holiday in Minnesota. The Great Minnesota Get-Together, they call it. It’s a big deal,” I finished lamely.

“Hopefully not too long,” Welch said, turning his attention back to the immovable line of traffic in front of us. I thought about getting out, lifting the car and flying us back to the precinct, but figured that might be too much for even the city of New York to fight the FAA over, so I settled myself against the window. We inched forward a little at a time, in silence, as the sun tilted ever closer to the western horizon before us, and onward toward nightfall.


14.


Nadine

She’d had to take a cab back to Long Island after the Uber she’d summoned drove right past her when they’d realized who she was. She didn’t even bother to review them badly, because what was the point? She took a cab and ignored the rearview mirror attentions of the driver, who seemed to be trying to figure out why her face was so familiar.

She got out in front of her Long Island mansion just before dark. She’d spent most of the day in the company of the NYPD, answering questions about that lousy sonofabitch Joseph Tannen, and her utter lack of connection to him, over and over, with a few gentle inquiries about the charges she already had pending. References to her lawyer had turned those back fairly quickly, and fortunately she’d been out of there after wasting only the entire day.

This was the shit she had to deal with now, she thought as she walked toward the front door in her bare feet, Manolos over her shoulder, one with a broken heel, the sound of the cab squealing away behind her. She was living under a cloud of suspicion until this all went away, and it was suffocating her, dulling her mind and turning her attention away from what she ought to be doing—making money.

Then there was the other thing. That stupid Gravity cow and her insufferable snideness. Nadine was still burning from that, and it had been hours. She’d seen the replays while waiting to leave the precinct. The news was having a field day with the superheroine telling off the fallen Queen of Wall Street, lecturing her on virtue, like some sort of mother scolding her child in the middle of a supermarket. Nadine recognized the stunned look on her face in the playbacks; she was sitting there silently, horrified, like her FBI interrogations had been made public.

They hadn’t, fortunately, but it was probably just a matter of time before she’d have to deal with that humiliation, too.

She fumbled with the keys while unlocking the front door, checking the bushes to make sure nobody was ready to leap out at her. That had happened recently, and the dumbass had gotten a key right to the face before he ran off into the night. She opened the tall, heavy front door and slipped through, shutting it and locking the deadbolt behind her.

She drew a few quiet breaths in the darkness, just listening. She wouldn’t put it past some lunatic parasite to break into her mansion and wait, after all. This was what the crazies did, followed people like her, trying to attach themselves to the nearest luminous object like moths.

She waited a minute in the dark, then two. She heard nothing, smelled nothing out of the ordinary, and finally turned on the light to find the room exactly as she’d left it—tastefully appointed with fine wood furnishings, a grand piano in the corner (she didn’t even play), and not a soul to greet her. The cook and the gardener had been fired when her assets had been seized. She didn’t really miss their presence, but she did miss ready access to warm meals and a plush, perfectly manicured lawn.

Nadine dragged herself into the kitchen, looking carefully around as she walked. Someone could still be hiding here, after all, though it was a lot more likely that the FBI was listening to her as she made her way through her home. She hadn’t seen a van on the street, but then, she hadn’t cared to look either, and the street was separated from her estate by a ten-foot-high wall. Her estate backed onto Long Island Sound, though there was a decent amount of real estate between her and the water. Enough that she couldn’t hear the water clearly at night, but she still had the view.

She browsed the fridge with disinterest, mentally counting the minutes. She was almost positive the FBI didn’t have video surveillance on her in her house, but it still gave her pause. They’d searched the place relentlessly when they’d first arrested her, and while her lawyers had seen the warrant, they’d told her it was entirely possible that the FBI had another that allowed for wiretapping and video surveillance, so she was extra wary when she knew she was stepping outside the law.

She tossed her heels and walked across the tile floors toward the master suite. She ignored the messy bed, though it drove her a little crazy, avoided kicking the clothes and shoes she’d left on the floor—Manuela, who used to pick up after her once she’d left for the day, was gone now—and walked into her bathroom, leaving the light off.

She stood in front of the mirror in the darkness, letting her eyes adjust. If they had an infrared camera in here, she was done for no matter what. But if they did, they hadn’t tipped their hand to it yet, so Nadine slipped off her clothes and stepped into the enormous tile shower, her feet cold now that she couldn’t pay for the cost of the floor heat to run anymore.

She turned on one of the eight different jets and looked up and around in the cavelike darkness of her shower. Her mansion was old, the latest renovation a decade past. She’d thought about doing another, it had been on her list, but she’d been hesitant for one reason—she didn’t want to expose the house’s last great secret, the one that the previous owner had made sure didn’t show up during the last renovation. When he’d sold the place, he’d told her about it only after they’d signed on the dotted line. He’d died alone a few months later, luckily for her, which meant—hopefully—she was the only one who knew that the shower held a panic room.

She pushed at the loose tile to her left and it opened just enough to reveal a keypad. It was outdated by any modern standard, but it made a satisfying clicking noise as she punched the code. Squares of tile yielded to her touch after that, the door swinging open as she stepped out of the darkness of the shower and into a deeper darkness inside the panic room.

She shut the door behind her, finally daring to breathe. Her skin was wet from the shower, her hair dripping, but she didn’t care. She kept a towel just inside the door, and retrieved it and the robe she left on the hook, drying off and putting her wet hair over her shoulder.

She slipped into the seat in front of her. An old computer console sat there, with emergency phone line access, its green, phosphor-lit screen the height of seventies technology. In the top corner of the room, there was a blinking light where the previous owner had installed a cell phone repeater with an antenna drilled through the steel so he could get reception. It, too, shone in the darkness. She ignored it, instead reaching into an old shoebox to the left and retrieving a burner phone, one of a dozen secreted away in here, and dialed a number on it.

It hadn’t been built as a panic room. Solid metal all the way around, it was a fallout shelter, designed to withstand the predicted nuclear holocaust that everyone had feared in the days of the Cold War. Nadine smirked at that thought, at the casual idiocy of those who’d come before. It was lucky they’d planned for this, though, because now she had her own little secret lair, cut off from the rest of the house, where the FBI couldn’t get to her. Hell, if she’d known they were coming, she would have hidden out in here, waiting until they’d left, and then chartered a private plane and ditched the country. She could have come back later, after her name was cleared, instead of having to wade through this hell up to her neck.

“Abner,” she said when he answered on the other side. “It’s me.”

There was a pause and Abner spoke in his cool tones, inflected with just a suggestion of worry. “I saw what happened on the news. I was putting together a response when—”

“It’s good you didn’t have to act,” Nadine said, a sense of relief filling her. “I’m sure the NYPD would have wondered—”

“Pre-paid bodyguarding services,” Abner said, precise, as he always was. “A standard preparation in the world of finance. I have a team standing by in case this happens again.”

“Hopefully it won’t,” Nadine said, sagging against the chair, letting it spin lazily as she regarded the steel ceiling by the dim fluorescent light. “How goes the progress?”

“I am making inroads,” Abner said. “The evidence they have against you at the SEC is … strong. The FBI’s case is less so, and easier to sabotage.” She could imagine him, sitting at his desk, his wire-frame glasses catching the overhead light, his long fingers running over a list that he’d written in an innocuous code only he could understand. She’d watched him read it once, and to her it had looked like a simple to-do list: get groceries, pick up the kids from school, buy a hammer to address the nail pop in the bedroom.

But Abner wasn’t the sort to deal with minor things, and he certainly wasn’t the kind to wield a hammer on a simple nail.

“How long do you think it will be?” Nadine stared at her fingernails; they looked atrocious from her steady efforts to bite them down. Usually a manicurist would fix them, but that was another allowance cut.

“Soon,” Abner said. “You know it’s best if I don’t talk timetable. And it would be better if you didn’t call me, even from a burner phone until—”

“I know,” she cooed, intending to give him a thrill and nothing more. “I have to look like I’m innocent, like I’m standing here helplessly while the FBI and the SEC tear me apart every way they can.” Her face hardened, and the amusing idea of making Abner twitch with lust across the river evaporated in her anger. Another idea occurred to her. “If you saw what happened, does that mean you saw what Gravity Slut said to me?”

Abner’s hesitation was obvious, though she wasn’t sure whether it was because he was still pondering her offhand come-on (which she meant nothing by except to tease him) or because he had some inkling of where she might go with this thought. “I saw,” was all he said.

“I don’t like how she spoke to me,” Nadine said, bringing her thumbnail up to her lips and working it between her teeth, weakening it. She hated thumbnails, they were the worst, the hardest to sever. She usually worked on them for days before finally popping them loose between her teeth. “Like she was better than me.”

Abner held his silence for long enough that Nadine was about to ask if she was still there when he finally spoke. “Would you … like something done about that?”

“Can you do it without it looking like I was behind it?” She asked, then listened for the answer, canines clenched on that stubborn thumbnail.

Abner cleared his throat. “She has accumulated … enemies … in the public eye. She’s a presence in the city—”

“I don’t just want her public presence hit,” Nadine said, her voice rising uncontrollably. “She’s someone when she’s not this self-righteous ho-bag. She probably even has friends, or people who care about her. Not a boyfriend or husband, because she shows all the signs of needing to get laid, but … probably at least one person that cares about her.” For some reason, that thought burned Nadine.

“Then you don’t want her Gravity Gal persona destroyed?”

Nadine took the thumbnail out of her mouth and pushed at it with her index finger. “Of course I want it destroyed. But that’s not all.”

“Oh?”

“No,” Nadine said, and a small hint of perverse glee bubbled up at the possibilities. “I wouldn’t have stopped there for any other enemy, and I’ll be damned if I’ll stop there for her. Yes, I want you to destroy Gravity Gal. I want you to make it so she can’t show her masked face anywhere in this city. And then I want you to find out who she is when’s she not wearing that mask—and ruin her damned life.”


15.


Sienna

I was pretty well starving by the time we defeated New York traffic and reached the precinct. I hadn’t even made it to my hotel yet, but it was after dark and I was ready for some food and, surprisingly, an early night. Flying on a plane takes it out of me, though I suppose not as much as doing it under my own power does.

“I’ve got the video over here,” Welch said, directing me toward an office in the corner of a bullpen that was pretty sedate. My guess was that the night shift was mostly out on the town, doing their thing, because I only saw a half dozen guys milling around, a couple clustered in a corner with their heads put together around a computer screen. I got a couple looks, but they’d seen me come through before, so it was nothing out of the ordinary for them by now.

The precinct smelled like a thousand other old public buildings that had seen better days. It had that aroma of hard use and old paint, an air conditioning system that probably needed a good flushing, or bleaching, or whatever it is they do. The walls weren’t peeling, but even without Cassandra powers I could tell that would happen in the near future.

Welch eyed me as I looked over the precinct. I had been here before, but it blurred together with all the other cop shops I’d visited in the last few years. “Try not to destroy the place in an epic battle,” he quipped. “This isn’t Chicago; we look dimly on that sort of thing here in New York.”

“Honestly, would you even notice?” I asked, nodding at a portrait of Fiorello LaGuardia that looked like it might have been hanging on the wall since the man himself was actually in office. It had the weathered look of the Grace painting that hung in the house of every Lutheran in Minnesota.

“I expect the city would notice when the insurance company refused to pay their claim,” Welch said, halting in place, hands on his hips. “‘Acts of gods,’ right?”

“So sexist,” I mused lightly. “They really ought to change that to ‘Acts of goddess’ just for me. I mean, I’m like the O.G. of destroying property—hotels, police precincts, subway trains, stadiums, public parks, museums. You probably shouldn’t stand close to me.” He gave me the stinkeye, and I frowned like I was thinking it over. “I hope my hotel doesn’t get destroyed this time, actually. I’m getting really tired of that.”

“Maybe it’s because I’m the one who hired you,” Welch said, “but I guess I don’t find this line of thought all that amusing. Fears of a darker future, you know.”

“Relax, I try and keep my chaos to a minimum,” I said reassuringly. I kept back the part about how my plans rarely seemed to do much to hold back the tide of mayhem in my wake, though, because, duh, that’s not very reassuring. “Let’s watch this video.”

He ushered me over to a computer and pulled something up on YouTube. I almost scoffed that I could have viewed it on my phone while getting a burger, but felt like I’d done enough to annoy my employer for the day, so I just sat back and watched the clip, which was titled, “GRAVITY GAL DESTROYS CAPTAIN FROST!!!!” I didn’t know who wrote that headline, but I felt like they probably needed a change of undies after all those exclamation points.

The video started up like I remembered, with Gravity Gal delivering some well-placed critique that slapped the snot out of Nadine Griffin. Her face got all frozen, and then Captain Frost’s turn came up.

“If your moral compass involves taking a survey in order to decide what’s right, you’re doing it wrong.” I watched Gravity Gal deliver what one of the commenters had declared a “sick burn!!” with a wary eye. Her voice rang with conviction, which was why the critique probably stung Frost so hard.

I hit the pause button as the camera zoomed in on Captain Frost’s face. Gravity Gal was already shooting up into the air, and I watched her go. I’d seen enough videos to have figured out she didn’t have flight powers like I did. What she had used was something I’d seen once before, which was a command of gravity itself. She seemed to be able to reverse it to push herself up or around, but only if she had a solid object to work with. She arced her way through the air like a thrown ball, pushing herself back up when she sagged, like she was walking on a giant, invisible pair of stilts. The news camera caught her pushing off a nearby building with unseen force, launching south toward Staten Island, which seemed to be where she was from. Again, this was according to the news broadcasts I’d seen and the dossier J.J. had put together for me.

The camera caught Captain Frost’s reaction after Gravity Gal had shot off. They zoomed in on it, just to be sure. He looked he was probably a handsome enough guy beneath the cowl mask that covered his cheeks and face, leaving only holes for his eyes, but his square jaw just begged to be punched, what with all the arrogance that dripped off him. He watched Gravity Gal as she left Wall Street behind, and shouted something angry as hell after her that was lost under the crowd noise. I caught, with my enhanced meta hearing, “—you’ll see!” and that was about it.

“What do you think?” Welch said, looking like he needed a pat on the head.

That was not normally my thing, but like I said, I was trying to be reassuring to the guy who was paying me. “He does look mad,” I concluded with a frown. I didn’t get any of his gut feeling out of it, but I couldn’t deny that Frost was more than a little red-faced at Gravity Gal as she flew off. “I should probably talk to him,” I went on. “See if I can track him down, maybe have a heart-to-heart, get my own sense of him. He could have just been blowing off steam, after all. She did, uh …”

“Kick him in the jimmies?” Welch asked with a smirk.

“On live TV and internet, no less,” I said. “You know how it is with people that have power—big egos and all that.”

“I don’t, actually,” he said with a shrug. “I only deal with metas through you.”

“Oh, I wasn’t just talking about metas,” I said, standing up. I adjusted my short sleeve shirt and wished it was jacket season. My tee was black, my jeans were loose, but the only thing I was carrying in the form of a weapon was the sort of thing legally allowable in New York. So basically a pen and myself. “Anyone who’s got power tends to have a little bit of an ego to go with it. If you’re lucky, though, there’s some humility to keep them out of trouble.”

Welch smiled faintly. “And you have humility, then?”

“Most days, it’s the only thing keeping me out of jail,” I said, folding my arms in front of me. “How do I find Captain Frost?”

Welch put two fingers in his mouth and literally whistled. I blanched because it was especially loud to my meta ears, but a thirty-something guy with a fresh face came popping up behind me a moment later. “You called, Lieutenant?”

“Richardson,” Welch said, like people just came whenever he whistled for them all the time. “Any idea where Captain Frost is right now?”

“Yes sir,” Richardson said crisply. He had a manner about him that told me that in another time and place, I would have enjoyed smacking him in the nose like one of those blowup clown punching bags. He probably wouldn’t pop back up like those, though. Richardson just smiled contently as he answered, clearly unaware of my nascent desire to do violence to his nose. “He’s holding a fan meet-up in Times Square right now. He’s at the Starbucks on the north end at—”

“Got it,” I said, and headed for the door.

“You need a ride?” Welch asked after me, like he already knew the answer.

“Nah,” I said, “I’ll just fly over and have a quick chat.” I did a spin and walked backward, looking supercool as I smirked with all my confidence. “Plus, I kinda wanna stop at Shake Shack on the way there, so …”

“Best of luck,” Welch called after me. “And … try not to destroy anything, will ya?”

“You’re lucky I’ve got humility, Lieutenant,” I said over my shoulder, ribbing the poor bastard as I stepped into one of the offices and unlocked a window before I squeezed my way out into the night, “because otherwise, that might have hurt my massive ego.” I caught him shaking his head and smiling as I flew off into the sky, to get myself a burger, a shake, and a good talk with the blissfully self-unaware douche who had named himself Captain Frost.


16.


Jamie

Kyra was waiting in silence when Jamie got home a little after nine. The TV was on, and Jamie could see the CW symbol in the bottom corner of the screen, a repeat of some show or another playing out with teens and young adults having a dramatic conversation against a dark, brooding background.

Jamie shut the door behind her and put her keys on the counter, trying to summon up the mental energy for the fight that she knew was coming. “It’s after your bedtime,” she said, starting quietly. She always started quietly, and mostly stayed quiet. It was Kyra who took the decibels to new levels.

“I’m just watching my show,” Kyra said, not making a move to comply with the rules. Jamie leaned against the kitchen counter, marshaling up her righteous indignation. “It’ll be done in a little bit.”

“Kyra,” Jamie said, and it came out in a low sort of sigh, “you know your bedtime is nine o’clock. And this is a rerun anyway.”

Kyra bristled visibly on the couch without even turning her head. Her posture got stiffer, more straight, and Jamie could tell she was gearing up for the battle, too. “I’m sixteen, not two. I don’t need a bedtime anymore.”

“But you have one,” Jamie said. She didn’t want to escalate this. The rules were the rules, and Kyra might have been pushing at them constantly lately, but that didn’t mean anything good would come from her pushing back. “There are rules. Dress codes. Curfews. Bedtime … someday you’ll be all grown up and you won’t have to worry about me telling you what to do anymore. But for now … you’ve got summer school tomorrow and you need to be rested for it.” She braced for the inevitable return fire. The fact that Kyra had needed summer school at all had been a major source of friction between the two of them.

Kyra’s head snapped around, outrage flashing through her eyes. “I like how you get to run my life and I don’t.”

“Well, have a daughter of your own and you can run—or ruin—her life like I do yours,” Jamie replied, and then softened her tone. “The rules are for your own good and you know it. If you don’t pass summer school—”

“Fine,” Kyra said, though it obviously wasn’t. She stood up abruptly and left, retreating with a slam of her door that heralded nothing good. It didn’t even feel like closure for their current argument, which was just a continuously running battle on all fronts lately.

Jamie slumped into the barstool seat next to the counter. “Why is everything suddenly so difficult?” she wondered aloud. Kyra hadn’t always been like this. She’d been mostly easy until a few months ago, and since then … it was like she was a different kid. Summer school had been like a flashpoint for the whole problem.

Maybe it’s because her mother isn’t around very much anymore. The thought was a cold knife-blade of guilt right to her heart.

Jamie’s stomach was starting to rumble; she’d skipped lunch and dinner was now late, so maybe it was time to do something about that problem since she’d been dealing with other ones all through the day. She started to get up to turn off the TV, but the picture cut out on its own, and a news alert popped up instead.

“Good evening,” the newscaster, a blond, attractive young lady said once the ALERT screen had clicked off. “We’re interrupting this broadcast to bring you news of a fire raging out of control on West 55th between 9th and 10th Avenues—”

Jamie didn’t wait to hear the rest; she went out the door in a flash, locking it carefully and quietly behind her, pocketing her keys as she started to slip off her clothes in the darkness. She barely had her pants off, leaving them there in the bushes next to the door when she vaulted herself up into the night, soaring over Stapleton, over the quiet rooftops. She heard someone through an open window say, “Who gives a shit! This is Staten Island, not Manhattan, dammit! Go back to the show! No one here cares!”

If only it was that easy to ignore people in danger, Jamie thought wistfully as she caught sight of Freedom Tower lit up in the distance. Anchoring herself to it, she reversed gravity and launched herself toward the island of Manhattan for the second time that day, hoping that she’d get to the fire in time to help.


17.


Sienna

I was chewing on the most perfect burger as I walked through Times Square. I hadn’t had a problem flying to Shake Shack, because it wasn’t like the streets were super crowded or well-lit from the precinct to the location on 8th where I got my food, but I figured given the amount of lights and foot traffic, I’d probably get seen flying around Times Square, and I doubted that would give Lieutenant Welch any reassurance. More like ulcers.

I had a shake in my other hand, too, and it was peanut butter perfection. I felt like I was in perfect bliss, the crowds around me nothing more than a minor inconvenience rather than cause for panic and fleeing. I took a bite of my bacon and pepper-covered burger with one hand, then raised the shake to my lips a few seconds later for a dose of happiness.

I bumped into like five people and sent them sprawling, but I maintained my Zen all the way to Starbucks, which seemed like a fair trade. Watch where you’re going, people.

Even better, no one had screamed, “It’s her!” or anything of the sort, probably figuring me for just another tourist. Or maybe they were simply too cool to care if they did recognize me. I had stopped and bought a baseball hat that simply said New York on it, and I had the bill pulled way down, so it’s also possible that my disguise was so perfect that no one looked beyond their obvious disgust at another tourist in their midst.

Ha ha, New York. You’re too cool for your own good. Never change.

I walked past the windows at the Starbucks twice in order to surveil the scene before I went bursting in. I might also have finished up my shake and burger, because walking into a restaurant with another establishment’s food in hand felt too tacky even for carefree me to pull it off. Captain Frost was Captain Obvious here, taking up half the seating area on one side of the coffee shop, his admiring fans a little too close and admiring for my comfort. I judged him silently in the two passes I took while scouting the place, watching him tell animated stories to his little groupies and trying not to throw up my fabulous dinner in disgust at how crassly he was dishonoring our profession. We weren’t rockstars, dammit, and if I slept with my groupies—all three of them—I’m pretty sure there would have been reams of newsprint calling me a slut or something.

I came into the Starbucks keeping my profile low, still hiding behind the bill of my hat as I listened to Frost. “… up in the tree,” he said, snatches of his tale wafting across the restaurant as two girls who looked like they’d get thrown out of any nightclub that served alcohol hung on his words, spellbound, his arms around each of their necks, drawing them close as they drooled in his lap. Frost looked relaxed, confident, and I cringed for the dignity of my putative profession. I mean, I didn’t put on Spandex and soar over the skyline in the grandiose style he’d chosen, but still … I was like the world’s first superhero, and this was just below our dignity, I thought.

Hell, this was below Keith Richards’s dignity.

I drifted closer to the story, getting little bits and pieces. “… and when I got him down, you could just see the gratitude on her face …” Frost said, glowing with pride that looked a little fake—or at least applied with a trowel by a ham-handed idiot. His audience was eating it all up, and mentally I filled in the blanks I’d missed: He’d saved a kitten from a tree, and then slept with the owner, a fading beauty in her thirties who had probably been grateful for the chance to bump uglies with fame.

I thought about voicing all this as a cautionary tale to the floozies who had Frost’s arms draped around them like pythons, but I suppressed the urge. I know a lost cause when I see one, and by the gleam in their eyes, these sisters were not looking for solidarity. They were looking for superhero d—

Uh. You know.

“Oh, hi,” Frost said, directing his attention to me. “Come on in, join the group.” I froze, like I’d been caught peeping at someone’s window, as about thirty heads in this little drum circle turned to look at me. “Don’t be shy.”

“I’ve been called a lot of things,” I said, taking off my hat and raising the flag, “shy … not so much one of them.”

“Whoa!” Captain Frost launched to his feet, disentangling himself from his future conquests with meta speed. I was actually worried he might have injured their necks in the process, but the nasty looks they gave me seemed to say that it was only their pride at being quickly discarded that got hurt. “It’s … you,” he said, giving me a look not unlike that which his cabana girls had just been sending his way.

“I don’t know why people say that. It’s so vague and general, it fits everyone.” I stood there, riffing in the middle of his awed groupies. “No matter who you say, ‘It’s you!’ to, yes, it’s them. But they might not be the them you’re thinking of—”

“You’re Sienna Nealon,” Frost said, breaking the stunned silence of his fan base first.

“See, now that’s more specific,” I said, “and undeniable.”

“You’re like the great-grandmother of all superheroes,” a young guy said in awe.

“I’m twenty-four, not a hundred,” I said, giving him an ireful look that he blinked away from. I was blaming the hat hair for this one. And the baggy jeans. And … whatever else I could. I sighed. “Guess I’m not gonna get mistaken for Hit Girl anytime soon.” I smoothed my hair self-consciously.

“Wow,” Frost said again, coming forward and seizing my hand, pumping it hard while I looked at him warily. “It’s just … such an honor, you know.” He stopped and let go of me. “What are you doing here?”

I kept a straight face. “I’m here to talk to you about the Avengers initiative.”

A goofy smile spread across his lips, his eyes lighting up. “Really?”

“No, not really,” I said, and his face fell. “Can I talk to you privately for a minute?”

He looked around at his mostly female fans, and I noticed a lot of them were torn between adulation and sudden jealousy, which was directed at me in the form of dagger eyes. “Sure,” he said casually, but he puffed up a little as he did.

“Great,” I said, trying to convey by tone that I wasn’t that excited about it. The last thing I needed was his happy harpy groupies to boil over while I was questioning him about his tantrum on Wall Street.

Before we even took two steps, what seemed like fifty cell phones went off in his little trust circle, and I cringed involuntarily at the sudden eruption of volume. Frost did the same, and I could tell he was feeling that one across his meta senses. He reached down into a pouch on his belt and extracted a cell phone. I watched him do it, and he flicked his finger across the screen at lightning speed.

Not as fast as a dark-haired fangirl, though. “Building fire on West 55th between 9th and 10th Aves!” she shouted breathlessly, bouncing to her feet like she was about to light the bat signal on the roof. I watched a few others wilt like she’d just stolen their candy.

Frost puffed up even more than when I’d asked to speak to him privately. “Sorry, ladies,” he said, and then turned to a small knot of guys. “And gentlemen,” he amended, then he seemed to get caught up for a second, his lips moving, as he scanned over a couple of people in leather jackets that defied easy categorization. “And you,” he seemed to settled on, “honored fans.” I caught a raised eyebrow or two, but Captain Frost was already moving on. He favored me with a wide grin. “You want to go be a hero?”

“Sure, why not,” I answered before I had a chance to summon up something appropriately sarcastic.

“Awesome,” Captain Frost said, and he dodged right past me, leaving me slightly flatfooted as he shot out of the Starbucks into Times Square, and I stood there for a moment longer, uneasy not only because of the proximity of his fans, staring at me, but also the thing he’d just said, about being a hero. Shaking it off, I turned and ran out the door, leaving the doubts behind me and shooting off into the sky, following the trail of ice he left behind that led upwards, after the man in the … the …

Wait. Was he wearing yoga pants?
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I caught up with Captain Frost about two blocks away. I could have done it sooner, but I didn’t want to go supersonic in Manhattan for various reasons—busting windows is bad, I’d overshoot my target, I wasn’t sure where I was going, overtaking him would really just be me showing off for shits and giggles, I’m cool enough without having to prove it, etc.

“Dude,” I said, wind whipping my hair as I came alongside him. He had his hands out like Superman, creating an ice bridge that he rode through the streets like Frozone as he dodged between two buildings, “are you seriously wearing yoga pants?”

Frost looked back at me, his brow a visible line beneath his cowl. Flecks of ice were shooting up at me like I was caught in conversation with a spitter. “Absolutely. They’re designed for comfort and freedom of movement—and Spandex? Not the thing anymore. And armor is way too bulky.”

Maybe for the first time in my life, I was at a loss for words. Frost took this as a cue to babble on, ignoring my scornful remarks about his attire. “It’s such an honor to meet you. You’re like … the inspiration to us all, you know.”

That broke me out of my silence. “Well, at least you’re not killing people all willy-nilly like I … uh … have in the past. So that’s good. That you … weren’t inspired by that part.”

“You’re a hard-hitting hero for modern times,” Frost said over a sudden gust of wind that ripped down the channel of Broadway. “You do what it takes to save the day. If it came down to me needing to put an end to one of my villains like you have, I like to think I could do it, too, but so far I’ve mostly been taking down lame humans who can’t really do much.”

I raised an eyebrow at him. “A human with a gun can kill you, you know.”

“Yeah, but I can make an ice shield fast enough to stop bullets,” he said, blowing off my warning. “I don’t worry about it, much.”

“Might want to give it some thought,” I said, casting a few pearls out to see if he was a swine. “You know, before a bullet plasters your brains on a wall and takes that possibility off the table.”

Frost stared at me like he was deciphering my mixed metaphor like a code. “Wait, what table?”

I ignored him and looked at the buildings around us. “Is this really Hell’s Kitchen?” I asked. “Because it doesn’t look anything like it does on Daredevil.”

Frost’s face evidenced his confusion at my sudden jump in topics. I had that effect on people. “It’s called gentrification,” he said, catching up.

“There’s the fire,” I said, pointing toward the billowing clouds of smoke a street ahead. I put on my game face and got ready to descend.

“You can just put it out, right?” he asked, grinning broadly and vibrating slightly from excitement as we started to descend for our landing. “With your powers?”

“Uhmm … not really.” I looked at the building, which seemed to be an old brownstone, fire coming out of its window in great, leaping flames.

“What?” His mouth was ajar, and I wanted to shut it for him. “I’ve seen you use your powers on YouTube, and you can control fire—”

“Yes, I can control it—sort of,” I said, feeling sheepish. “I could draw it toward me to snuff it out, for example. But if I do that, I’m basically going to pull the fire through, uhm … anyone who might be between me and it. So, if there’s anyone trapped in the building …” I waited for him to get it.

We were almost on the ground before he did. “Oh, they’ll get burned!” His face fell. “To death. Oh. That would be bad.”

“Yup,” I said, striding up to the front entrance to the building. There were no flames here, but it did not lack for smoke. “I can pull off some of the fire up at the front of the building, though, maybe reduce the size of the blaze. Gavrikov?”

I am with you, but be careful, Gavrikov said in my head. This is a dangerous situation, even for you. The building could collapse, and if you are not ready and it explodes—

“Trust me, I know my weaknesses,” I said as I slipped back into the air and held myself between the third and fourth stories, drawing the fire out of the front windows and into my hands. It was blazing hot and pretty soon I was sweating even as I drew the flames to me and snuffed them in my palms. I considered myself fortunate I was wearing short sleeves, because otherwise I would have singed them for sure.

I tried to look into the building where I’d just pulled out the fire, but now there was just smoke replacing it. “I’ll go in this way, you go in the ground floor, see if there’s anyone down there you can get out, okay?” I shouted to Captain Frost and heard an “Okay!” in his mellow voice before I squinted my eyes against the billowing smoke and flew slowly in through the window.

I flew into the darkened world of the burning building, the smell of smoke overwhelming me. I could hear screams somewhere in the distance, and I hoped like hell they weren’t Captain Frost already getting himself in trouble. They probably weren’t. I figured them for the screams of a full-grown man in absolute panic, and Frost was probably half-grown at best.

I kept my hands in front of me as I walked slowly through the smoke. The heat was intense, way worse than Minnesota summer, a dry sort of burning feeling rolling across me. I felt a flare-up of fire to my right and raised my hand, drawing it to me, squelching it before it could consume the wall where it was smoldering. I ripped all the nearby heat out of that potential fire zone and drew it to me, then waited, feeling for another.

I could see another hot zone burning a little farther ahead. I wanted to be sure no one was fallen in front of me, because as I'd just explained to the hero who should have been known as Sleazy Snowman, drawing the flames to me with someone in between was pretty much a death sentence for them. I could see the fire crackling, and I bent low, sweeping out with my feet with every step to make sure there wasn’t someone prone on the ground, overwhelmed by the smoke.

I could hear the creak of the floors protesting at my weight. “Oh, shut up,” I told them, “it was one burger and one shake. I didn’t even have the cheese fries.” They’d looked good, though.

The screaming started again, followed by a pounding. I cringed; there was definitely more fire in that direction, and doing this slowly was not helping my rescue effort. I sped up, hurrying to the nearby wall that was on fire and quickly drawing out the heat and snuffing it, leaving the wall smoking behind me as I slid forward into the black smoke, feeling for bodies with my feet as I shuffled, bent low to try and avoid asphyxiation.

The smoke was so thick it was like swimming in a pond at night. My eyes burned from the touch of the thick fumes, tears streaming down my cheeks. Wolfe, I said, can you just … like … heal my eyes as I go?

I could hear Wolfe grunt in my head. It’s not damage, Sienna. It’s just irritation.

“Heal my lungs, then,” I said, and I coughed hard, expelling all the toxic air. I suddenly felt a little better, a little less light-headed, and I knew he’d done as I asked. I avoided saying, “Good dog,” out loud, but unfortunately, I thought it, and he growled in reply. But he didn’t stop healing me, thankfully.

The thumping was growing fainter, less persistent as I made my way down the hallway. I could see more flames ahead, wrapping a staircase, and I was already tired of being in a burning building. This was why I didn’t become a fireman. Woman. Person. Whatever. That, and yellow isn’t in my color wheel.

I came up to the open stairway and looked down; the wood was burning madly. “Shit,” I whispered, and hurriedly drew the fire to me.

It got very dark after I extinguished the fire around me, no windows to shed light through the smoke, and I cursed softly under my breath before coughing heartily again. I heard a knock again, to my right, and I plunged into the darkness in that direction.

I found a door between me and the noise, and thumped it a few times with my palm. “Anyone in there?” I asked. I tried the handle and found it locked, like anyone sensible would keep their doors in New York City. I broke the lock with a hard twist and pushed against it. It resisted me, like there was something blocking the door.

“Ah, hell,” I muttered, shoving gently into the apartment. I got the door open wide enough to figure out there was definitely something trapped behind it. I slid down, my body stuck partway in (I didn’t want to shove it with all my strength, cuz that would kill whoever was lying there), and felt down to the floor to see what was blocking me from opening it.

There was definitely a body there, but it wasn’t human. I felt short fur, like someone had gotten a buzz cut, and when my fingers found a soft belly, I heard the unmistakable whimper of a dog. “You poor thing,” I said, and hurriedly slid the pup around so I could open the door all the way.

I put the dog on my shoulder and felt steady breathing. I crouched low; I might be able to constantly heal my lungs against the assault of chemicals and smoke from a building burning up around me but that was what made me a special snowflake. I needed to find an exit and get the dog out, or at least search the apartment quickly so that I could be sure that only the dog needed to be evacuated from this floor.

This was hard. Maybe this was the reason I wasn’t a fireperson.

“Hello?” I called into the smoke-filled apartment. Smoke-filled, but not fire-filled. Did that mean the person I’d heard knocking was the dog? No, there’d been screams, manly-ish screams. Maybe the person I’d heard screaming was in here, maybe they weren’t. I lit my free hand as a torch and stumbled through the apartment, which was roughly the same dimensions as a refrigerator box, looking for anyone else to save.
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Jamie

Jamie made it to the burning building as the fire trucks were pulling up, their sirens wailing in the night, their lights casting red flashes on the buildings opposite, down the alleys that weren’t already illuminated by the fire light. She came in on a hard channel from the top of Freedom Tower, racing at well past terminal velocity. She dropped it in the last hundred feet or so before she reached 55th, sending a channel to the ground to reverse gravity and hold her there, over the street, as she tried to figure out what needed to be done first.

The front fires were already extinguished, smoke pouring out the windows. The roof, however, was in flames, fire licking out into the night, the brick at the top floor already cracking and crumbling, threatening to fall onto the street below. From this distance, the building reminded her of a doll house in a way, and—

She blinked.

It did look like a doll house.

And that gave her an idea.

“Never done this before,” Jamie muttered as she pushed herself up above the burning building, into the cloud of smoke. She ignored the urge to cough at first, then adjusted herself so that she was on the edge of it, just outside its billowing reach. She set up twelve channels, small ones, on the buildings around the flaming one, reversing the gravity so that she sat atop a pyramid of wells, balancing her above the buildings with considerably more strength than just one channel alone would.

“This will be dicey. And fun,” she told herself. “But mostly dicey.” She took a deep breath and then pushed a hand toward the nearest corner of the building.

It took her a few minutes to set up the channels the way she thought it would require. She’d only had the powers for a few months, but she’d practiced in that time, trying to learn everything she could about how they worked. Her gravity channels were only as strong as whatever they were anchored to; in this case they were anchored to her, and she was anchored to the nearby buildings.

“Here’s to the sturdiness of the modern building code,” she murmured. A second after she set her plan in motion, she realized that a lot of these buildings probably hadn’t been built to modern codes, but it was a little too late.

Jamie reversed the flow of gravity on all the channels she’d just tethered to the burning building, reeling them toward her. She could hear brick and wood straining and breaking, and watched carefully as pieces started to fall off toward the street below. She threw wide, weak gravity channels down over the street like nets, and watched as brick and wood was caught in them, suspended in place over the streets.

Jamie turned up the power of the channels below, closing her eyes as she balanced many more channels than she’d ever dealt with simultaneously and with more power than she’d ever put out at one time. The top floor of the burning building broke apart in eight pieces, and she slipped a hard edge of gravity like a blade below them to its connection to the rest of the building. That was new, too, though she’d experimented with a gravity blade a few times at the place she’d used as her training ground on Staten Island.

She pulled the top floor of the building off as neatly as if she’d taken apart a doll house. The flames were visible within, burning in the walls and halls and apartments. There were four or five bright, blazing spots, and she could see them through the smoke.

“And now for something completely different,” she muttered to herself.

She set up channels directly to the spots where the fire was burning brightly, circling about a ten foot square; it was plain to her from this distance that the top floor wasn’t fully engulfed yet, that the fire on the fourth was just starting to burn through in these spots, and maybe, just maybe, she could contain it here if—

“Oh, damn,” she said, as she caught the first signs of motion in the labyrinth of exposed rooms beneath.

She could see a family, three or four people, one with a cat in their arms, waving from one of the apartments that was yet untouched by the blaze. She reached out and caught them all in a gravity channel, lifting them up, then tethering them to a building down the street. Gently, she slid them down, their screams of terror at being picked up in the air like children crackling through the city night over the sirens wail. She let them drop the last few feet to a gentle, wafting landing.

Jamie was sweating furiously, and it was getting harder to concentrate. She felt like she had a hundred different irons in the fire, like she was multitasked to the maximum and had almost no concentration left to give. She caught sight of a body in a hall and lifted it, dragged it up, then brought it down on 55th behind a parked ambulance. She saw the paramedics rush toward the fallen form, casting their gaze skyward to her as they did.

“Fire, fire, fire,” she muttered, sweat cascading down her forehead from beneath her mask. It was in her eyes, it was burning, and the wind seemed to be shifting direction, because now she was getting more of the smoke. Holding up the pieces of this building was a burden, threatening to pull her down at any moment. She threw down three more heavy gravity channels using the fire trucks as her anchors to fight against the increased weight as she ripped the flaming segments out of the top floor of the building. She lifted them high, to her, and then looked west, to the river.

“I have … to get rid … of some of this … weight,” she said, unable to even muster the strength to close her mouth when she finished speaking. She anchored the pieces to her and set the channels toward the river, letting them roll west with all the power she could give them, which wasn’t much. The fragments of the building looked like they were ziplining toward the river, still aflame, smoking like falling meteors as they sizzled across the sky.

An anchor slipped as a fire truck moved beneath her, and Jamie’s little pyramid suddenly felt unstable. She felt a surge of panic, like she’d fallen out of bed in a deep sleep, and thrusting out an emergency channel to stabilize her. It hit the building down and behind her, and she felt the facade crumble. She threw out another broad-based net, but it was weak and flimsy, and she could feel the pieces threatening to tumble out of it like it was bare threads straining under the weight of tons.

The billowing cloud of black smoke shifted, and she caught it full-on, the darkness enveloping her. It burned her eyes, blurring her vision with darkness and pain. A great racking cough welled up within her, rolling up from deep within her lungs and hacking out, fresh air gone and replaced by something painful, like knives in her chest.

“Oh … hell …” Jamie said, sweating, her arms and legs in agony from all the weight, her mind sluggish, a hundred gravity channels thrown up around her. She could feel them now, like they were rats gnawing at her paralyzed body. She couldn’t move, couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t breathe—and she couldn’t let a single one of them go, or else people below her would die.
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Sienna

I was carrying the dog across my shoulders like a furry, whimpering scarf. It was fortunate that my powers didn’t affect animals because if they did, I would have absorbed this poor fella already. At least he would have been better company than Wolfe, I thought.

Grr …

There he went, proving me right again.

I coughed again, the air thick and heavy, smoke clouding the little apartment. I fought my way through the darkness and felt into the bedroom, my blazing hand casting a little light. Thick wafts of smoke curled in front of me, and I peered into the darkness.

There was someone on the bed. I could see them in the shadow, bedcovers all piled up in a human shape. I hurried over and ripped them off to find a woman there, her features in shadow, wearing some pretty classy silken pajamas. I nudged her, then felt quickly for a pulse. It was there, but damned slow, so I put her on my shoulders as the building seemed to shake and dust came falling down from the ceiling, flecks in the hazy air.

“Ruh roh,” I muttered as I hurried back the way I’d come, darting out into the hall above the staircase. I listened for that pounding noise, the sign that someone was in need of help, but I couldn’t hear it. The dog whined meekly on my shoulders, and I had a bare arm against the silk pajamas of the unconscious woman. This was not good; there was someone else here that needed saving, but I was already loaded up and in danger of touching this poor woman’s skin if I held out much longer. Not to mention she desperately needed first aid and treatment for smoke inhalation.

Damn.

I made my choice in a heartbeat, lunging toward the front of the building where I’d entered. I could see the fire starting to crawl its way back into the room where I’d entered, restarting the embers where I’d extinguished it. There wasn’t much I could do about it at the moment, however, with my hands occupied with the pup and the lady.

I eased my way out the window, the street cloudy with black smoke, and floated down to the first floor. I darted a glance back and saw ice everywhere, like Captain Frost had just shot first and asked questions later, hints of flames melting their way out from behind his handiwork. He’d covered every surface that looked like it had been burning in a sheen of glassy frost, and now sat next to an ambulance, an oxygen mask over his face, eyes glazed over as I stumped up with the dog and the woman.

“Hey,” he said, nodding, looking completely wiped out. His eyes were dull, his face was black from the smoke, and he moved aside the oxygen mask to speak. A couple paramedics watched him humorlessly, kind of resentfully, actually, as he huffed oxygen to recover from whatever the hell stupidity he’d done. “How did you do?”

“I got a dog and a woman, but there’s at least one other person trapped inside.” The street felt really dark from all the smoke. I gave him a once-over as I set down my burdens and the paramedics came forward to do their thing. “Did you clear the first floor?”

“I got overwhelmed,” he said, the huskiness of his voice reminding me of Lego Batman’s imitation of Christian Bale.

“And I’m underwhelmed,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t know whether the person I heard is trapped on the second or the third floor, but here’s an idea for you—don’t try and ice everything. Just put out the fire where you have to and clear the damned rooms.”

I turned to leave but Captain Frost stood up behind me. “You’re not actually going back in there, are you?” There was a note of disbelief in how he said it.

“I said there was someone else trapped, numbnuts,” I shot back, sliding him from the useful idiot column into the one without the “useful” appellation. “I’m not leaving them in there.”

“Did you not see what’s going on up there?” He pointed skyward, and I finally looked up.

“Whoa,” I said under my breath. Because it was a whoa kind of moment.

The top floor of the building looked like it had been deconstructed, pulled apart and left strewn in midair above the street. There were pieces of it everywhere, visible through the clouds of smoke draped over the street, pouring out of the fourth floor windows. Brick and glass just hung there, threatening to fall like a rain at any moment, and I could see rescue personnel edging clear of the debris zone as best they could. The fire trucks weren’t moving, probably because they needed to be close. I could see the firemen watching warily as they charged their hoses, trying to prepare to unleash on the blaze. It was probably coming soon.

Way up above us, barely visible through the edges of the cloud, I could see Gravity Gal, hanging like a goddess above the scene. She was moving her arms like a puppeteer as she drifted in and out of the cloud of smoke—or the smoke cloud drifted over her. She was breaking apart the building piece by piece, clearly trying to save lives and demolish the fire as best she could. I cringed, not really sure this was the best approach, but it was probably better than just running in, icing everything and hoping for the best. After all, anyone trapped on the top floors was probably screwed unless they could get to a window. She was opening things up, making it more likely someone—either the firemen or me—could save those people. I saw a hook and ladder moving into place with a few firemen in big yellow coats and their gear moving to take a look at the exposed top floor.

“I have to get back in there,” I said, feeling like I’d hesitated long enough.

“Are you insane?” Frost called after me as I started to take off.

“No, I’m not in a river in France,” I shot back, and watched as his face clouded over in confusion as my lobbed softball of a pun sailed past unappreciated.

I shot back into the window I’d just passed through, zipping down the hall where I’d rescued the last two survivors. I listened, hoping to hear the pounding and the screaming of the man I suspected was still in here. There were a few doors open down the hall, which seemed to me to herald the departure of those residents who’d realized in time and gotten out. There were also three closed doors, and my problem now was figuring out which one the yelling man was behind.

There was nothing for it; caution was going to have to go out the window. I smashed down the first door, busting into an apartment that was totally empty. I swept through the phone booth sized bedroom just to be safe, and then shot back into the hall. I burst through the next door and found an apartment that looked like it had come right out of an episode of Hoarders. “Hell,” I muttered, wondering how hard I’d have to search to find a person in here. If there was anyone, they were probably hidden somewhere in the back, just past Ravenclaw’s Lost Diadem.

“Hello?” I shouted, almost knocking over a stack of newspapers or something as I surged through an all-in-one kitchen and living room no larger than a commemorative postage stamp. I went into the bedroom and sure enough, there was another figure in here. By the torchlight I could tell it was a woman, but when I pulled back the covers to rescue her, I got hit with a smell that overpowered the smoke and fire, and I thought for a minute I’d discovered a corpse.

I gagged, and then she stirred, making me sad, because I knew I’d have to pick her up in spite of the fact that she was plainly not into that whole personal hygiene thing that I held so dear. “The things I do for you people,” I muttered, not for the first time noting the irony of me going out of my way to rescue people when more than one person had commented on my apparent misanthropy.

A study in contradictions, that’s me.

I situated Stinky upon my shoulders and she did a full body writhe while trying to get in a more comfortable sleeping position. “Knock it off!” I told my unconscious passenger as she threatened to upend my balance, and I tried to cover my nose with my free hand. I was ready to weep, and not just because of the noxious fumes; she had been unconscious in her bed, and therefore was not the man I’d heard screaming and pounding at the walls.

Which meant I was probably going to have to carry her until I found him. I thought about just leaving her on the ground near the hallway where I was going to exit, but she might wake up and wander and that would be bad, so I just resigned myself to gagging quietly as I flew through toward the last door.

I kicked it down carefully, and of course hit something behind it, because naturally that would be where my unfortunate guy looking for salvation passed out. I pushed the door back slowly, moving the insensate body out of its path while doing my level best not to break bones in the poor soul trapped behind it. Once it was open wide enough, I snaked a hand through and grabbed a bare ankle, yanking the person out of the apartment and heaving them over my shoulder.

“Sorry,” I said, apologizing more for their position on top of the human garbage dump than for the slightly rough landing. I turned about, zipping out toward the front of the building, where the fire was starting to get heavy again as it crept its way back through the territory I’d left bare after putting it out before. It was spreading quickly, annoyingly so, but again I didn’t have time nor optimum circumstances to snuff it, so I wormed my way carefully out the front window and shot back to the ground.

“Here,” I said, dumping my passengers with utmost care at the feet of the paramedics, who had moved back beyond the debris-clouded skies above us. There were still a bevy of fire trucks out in front of the building, the ladders up at the exposed fifth floor. I could see them helping someone down one of them, getting another civilian out of harm's way. “I think that’s … aw, hell.”

My shoulders sagged as I looked down. I had two women at my feet—Stinky and, uh … well the second lady was sleeping in heavy flannel pajamas. Which was lucky for her, because if she’d been starkers, I might have absorbed her soul through my bare arms without even realizing it, because my shoulders were aching a little from carrying the two of them as I flew. Neck cramp.

But the fact that I’d discovered two women meant that the guy I’d heard? Still inside.

I sighed and flew away again, catching only a shout of protest from Captain Frost, who was still huffing away at his oxygen mask and proving me right once again about his uselessness. I saw a black SUV sliding up through the crowd, looking like it was going to bump Captain Frost. I was rooting for it to happen, personally, but was gone before I could see if it did.

I shot back into the third-floor window. I’d been at this for a while and I hadn’t even cleared one damned floor. Flames were dancing around again as I came inside, but I was determined to get this done fast, so I didn’t stop to snuff them this time, either, instead shooting back toward the last apartment I’d visited. I pushed through the door to find another scandalously small unit. I figured maybe since I’d rescued the lady without checking the rest of the apartment, I’d missed someone in here. A quick search of the bedroom turned up nada, and then I realized that there was another door besides the closet, and it was sealed shut.

A bathroom.

I turned the knob and pushed slowly, and was once again rewarded with resistance. Someone was passed out behind the door, and they grunted as I forced my way in. The smoke was particularly strong, hanging heavy at the ceiling, probably coming in through a vent fan. I looked around the room just to be certain I wasn’t missing anyone else, but the guy behind the door was it. He was nothing more than a shadowy figure in the haze, but I picked him up, adjusting him carefully on my shoulders. He was wearing nothing but boxers and a wife beater, which was kind of a problem considering what I was wearing, so I grabbed a towel off the rack by the shower that was roughly the dimensions of a reasonable cup of coffee and wrapped him up quickly before getting the hell out of there.

When I flew back into the hall, a flaming beam came crashing down into the open stairwell, fire consuming it from top to bottom. A wave of heat hit me, and I threw out a hand to try and absorb it. Gavrikov, I said, and felt it come to me, heat bleeding into my open palm.

Another beam burst through the ceiling above me and I darted sideways, pulling the fire with me as I tried to put it out. It came from the ceiling like wafts of smoke drawn right to me, and as the room lit up from the other spots where fire was burning through the plaster, I started to get the feeling that this was a losing battle.

“Sonofa,” I muttered, giving it up and starting back toward the front windows. The hallway was wreathed in smoke, and timbers popped above me. I heard something crash down behind me as a wave of heat ran over my back, then another started in front of me as the smoke was displaced by a ceiling collapse. It came down hard, cutting off easy escape with a burning blaze, my forehead breaking out into an immediate sweat and dripping black dust into my eyes.

I felt heat on my shoulders and looked back to see that somehow, the towel I’d wrapped my passenger in had caught fire. Letting out a bark of surprise, I tossed him off my shoulders with care and caught him in my arms, throwing off the towel. It lit off fast, engulfed in mere seconds as another beam behind me collapsed and pushed me forward, away from the continued structural failure consuming the building at my back and toward where it was, uhh … also collapsing at my front.

“Out of the frying pan,” I groused, lifting a hand to try and suppress the flames in the debris in front of me. “But I’m not going into this fire just yet.” I couldn’t even see the windows I had been using for egress, which was worrying considering the building was starting to come down around me. There was no easy escape this way, at least not until I cleared the inferno that was blazing there. I started to draw the fire to me, and then suddenly, I felt a burning in my shoulders that had nothing to do with the flames.

“Unghhh,” my passenger moaned, and I realized that I was keeping him from falling off by holding my bare hand and arm against his chest.

“Dammit!” I shouted at no one in particular, trying to readjust but finding that his shirt had been burned with the towel and was flaking off in my grip. He writhed in my grasp, my skin touching his entirely too long, and the warmth grew in my hands, in my arm, in the rest of me as my powers began to consume his very soul.


21.


Jamie

The smoke was choking, filling Jamie’s lungs and causing her to gag. Spots flashed in her vision in the darkness, little sparkles of purple, like she’d stared into the sun too long and then shut her eyes. It felt like tons of lead were hanging from her—from her hands, feet, arms, hips—all around, ready to drag her down.

The smoke cleared briefly, and she sucked in hungry lungfuls of the warm night air, still heavy with the harsh chemical smell. She opened her eyes and coughed, the sparkles still flashing in front of her eyes, her eyelids as heavy as if she’d caught them in a gravity channel of their own.

She looked down and could see, just for a moment, all she’d wrought; pieces of the building were strung out all over the street like a jungle canopy. Firemen were climbing up through the gaps, their ladders extending so they could reach the disassembled top floor of the burning building. She watched them move, beneath the haze of light smoke that wafted off the cloud, swarming like ants heading into a hill.

She coughed, and her head felt slightly clearer. Something sagged, and she felt the weight adjust. She looked to the west and saw the flaming debris she’d shot toward the river had hit its mark, extinguished after landing in the water past the West Side Highway and Pier 94.

It wasn’t much, but it was a help, having that weight off. Her mind felt a little clearer. Need to get more weight off, she thought, and she brought the first loads of debris higher, pulling them toward her. She made an exhausted wave of the hand and sent them off to the west like she’d done with the other, ziplining them along a gravity channel toward the river and off her plate. She watched them streak across the sky, probably tons of brick and wood, and felt lighter when it hit, the splash visible in the darkness because of its epic size.

Jamie steadied herself, suddenly feeling stronger, like she’d blown past the threshold for weariness and come out the other side. She could see hints of flame beneath the structure of the fifth floor, but she didn’t dare take it apart now; there were firemen inside, doing their work.

“I’ll just hold it all steady,” she said, under her breath, as she watched the others work. There was still a massive amount of debris in her grip, and she couldn’t send it all to the river. No, she’d just have to hold still here, keep it from falling until things were settled down. She’d play Atlas, and hold the sky back from collapsing on New York’s Finest, as long as it took. She settled in to wait, the weight bearing down on her and her bearing it right back. She’d hold it all night if she had to.


22.


Sienna

I could feel the burn, and it wasn’t the good kind, the kind that told me I’d gotten off the couch and put down the Cheetos to build some muscle mass. No, this was the other kind of burn—err, well, one of the other kinds—a kind exclusive to me and my kind, the kind that told me I was about to get another passenger in my head.

Needless to say, I freaked the hell out.

“Ahh!” I shouted and dropped the dude immediately. He clunked hard on the floor, shaking the exposed, smoldering plywood beneath us. I cringed because I felt bad for him, but not as bad as I would have felt if he’d ended up ride-sharing my brain forever. “No! No! No!” I said, brushing myself off as I tried to stave off panic.

We could use some new company, Wolfe said. So very lonely in here with only the same faces to stare at.

I think you mean eat, Zack said. Faces to eat.

You still have yours, pretty boy, Eve Kappler sniped back, so clearly he hasn’t devoured it yet.

“Plus you’re all in my head,” I said, reaching my hands out to try and draw away the fire toward me to extinguish it. “How is he going to eat your face in my head?”

Oh, Wolfe can do it, Wolfe said, and I had a flash of a Cheshire smile tinged with blood, and then a brutal image of him ripping and rending someone’s face off. I jerked as it overwhelmed me, catching me unawares, and a stream of fire shot up and hit the ceiling, clinging to it and starting the timbers alight again. I stared at my accidental handiwork and felt the rage bubble inside.

Sowwy, Wolfe said, playing cute, which was irritating in its own way.

My face! Zack screamed in my head, like I hadn’t just seen what Wolfe had been imagining.

“Shut up, you don’t even have a face to get eaten anymore,” I said, trying to get the fire above me under control. I coughed, the air getting heavy with smoke again, the sound of footsteps on the ceiling above clunking past as I assumed the firemen on the ladders evacuated the floor. I ran a hand over the ceiling and sucked all the fire out of the place where I’d just accidentally hosed it. I glanced down at the man at my feet and muttered, “You should consider yourself lucky you’re not getting stuck in my brain. You see what I have to deal with? And people think I should absorb more souls? Hah,” I said, not really finding any humor in that idea.

The man at my feet stirred, and the ceiling in front of me collapsed even further, more fiery debris raining down as I yanked the guy back while retreating.

“Dammit,” I said. The fire was really going now, completely cutting me off from the windows and my escape. I glanced behind me, but the situation there wasn’t any better. If I tried to draw the fire in from above, it was entirely possible some poor firefighters were gonna get roasted alive as I pulled it; if I tried to retreat downstairs, I doubted the guy at my feet would survive the trip because he had maybe ten seconds left before I absorbed him, and there weren’t any ways I could carry him without touching him. Way to sleep nearly naked, guy.

I set my feet, determined to draw off the fire in the debris ahead. If I could get it out, I could maybe worm my way through with this guy and get him to the ground in time to save him from being absorbed. Or from dying of smoke inhalation. Or building collapse, because I had a feeling that was coming, too.

I held up my hands, said, “Gavrikov,” and I could feel the Russian’s wariness. We will try, he said, and I started to pull the flames to me—

A sizzling burst of smoke stopped me before I could even get to it; water was streaming in through the windows at high pressure, steam filling the air, giving it a damp sensation, a sudden swampy sense that somehow made the smell of the flames so much worse than they had been a minute ago. I could see the water streaming in, dousing the flames in the debris ahead, and in that moment, I saw an opening on the right hand side, a clear path right out of the building.

“Thank you, New York Fire Department,” I said, and I snatched up the guy at my feet, not wasting a second. I clutched him close and felt the burning start in my arms as I pressed my flesh to his. I zoomed out the front of the building as he started to jerk in my grip, and I backflipped into a landing, setting him down on the street a little inelegantly, but just before I started to take his soul into me.

The stream of water in the front windows stopped as soon as I was clear, moving up the building to the top as firemen piled onto their ladders and started to move away from the building. I got a feeling I knew what was coming in the next few minutes—collapse, probably, though I wasn’t experienced enough with these things to know.

I thumped down right on my butt, exhausted, and sat there with the guy I’d just saved at my feet while the paramedics came rushing over to attend him. I blinked as they rushed up, letting out a breath and expelling smoke and nastiness in a cough.

“We got a pulse,” one of the paramedics said. “Pretty weak. If it had been another minute or two …” He looked at me and nodded appreciation.

“Yeah, well, thank the firefighters for that one,” I said, my neck sagging under the weight of my head. I was exhausted, like I’d just gone through all my adrenaline and had to borrow some from a neighbor. I closed my eyes and the flash of flame and the lights blinked in the darkness. “If they hadn’t gotten their hoses going—”

“Oh, that wasn’t the fire department,” the paramedic said, and my eyes snapped open. He wasn’t even looking at me, he was tending to his patient. “They’re still charging them. Ran into a water pressure problem, I guess.”

I felt my brow furrow. If it wasn’t the FDNY, then who sent the water geysering into the front window to save …?

I found the answer a second later, as I saw the blue flashing lights in the government SUV’s grill—the kind we’d had in the agency. He was standing right there, clad in a suit, sandy blond hair catching all the colored lights, but unmistakable in its coloring even still. I caught him looking at me, though he turned his head at the last second to try and play it cool, and in that moment I knew I’d just seen my successor at the agency.

“Oh, shit,” I said, and the paramedic turned his head as Captain Frost came wandering up, his oxygen finally put aside.

“Hey,” Frost said, chucking a thumb over his shoulder, “isn’t that your ex?”

Before I could construct an answer, and apropos of the moment, the building fell down in front of me in a long, controlled destruction that sent a billowing cloud rushing over me and obstructing my vision. When it faded, I was left spitting out dust and smoke, and blinking out the remainder of the cloud from my eyes.

“Yes,” I said finally, wishing Captain Frost had kept his stupid oxygen mask on so that he couldn’t speak from his stupid mouth. I caught a glimpse of Scott Byerly through the fading haze, and he was looking at me again, but harder this time, like he didn’t care if I saw. “Yes … it is.”


23.


Jamie

When Jamie felt the building start to go, she knew there was no way she was going to be able to stop it. It was too much tonnage, too much uncontrollable force and not enough counterweight. She felt the pull, knew it was coming, knew the firefighters were clear, and then there was only one thing to do for it.

She hitched as many gravity wells into place as she could to slow it down, to control the collapse, and she let the building fall.

The floors came down, one by one, and she used the gravity channels she’d set up to push the debris inward rather than letting it bloom uncontrollably outward. It took some doing; she had to set up the pushes so that they didn’t catch too much weight in any one place, destroying the other buildings around the fire site. The bricks came caving in, the floors burst, and the remainder of the top floor collapsed onto the one below, which could not hold the weight.

At every turn she tried to anchor, to push inward, to hold it back, to buy a few more seconds, to break the fall of each story as they came down. It was exhausting, it was frantic, and she wasn’t even sure she was doing any good. Anyone caught inside was doomed regardless of her efforts; this was intended to spare those below from a fall to any side. She pushed it in toward itself, pushing a gravity channel, the biggest yet, right into the center of the building like a black hole. She dumped all the little pieces, pushing them off from the buildings around and funneling them right into the center of the mass, like water circling a drain, and watched it all fall together.

It was, in its way, rather spectacular. Especially from above.

When it was all in motion, she felt herself go weak, the nets she’d cast to catch falling pieces of the building gone, the only remaining channels in place the ones she was using to hold herself aloft and the massive one at the center of the building collapse. The ones holding her up were faltering, and she walked herself backward, landing a little harder on the building across the street than she’d intended.

Jamie’s legs buckled when she hit the gravel rooftop, and she fell, collapsing as she heard the job finish across the street with a thundering boom. She killed the last channel, the one at the center of the building collapse, landed on her backside hard, then slumped, pitching over, her head hitting the rooftop as the exhaustion came over her in a wave.

She’d never done anything like that before. The scale, the scope of taking apart even the top floor of a building as surgically as she had … it had taxed her powers to the utter limit. She raised a hand up in front of her eyes and it shook like the muscles had been through a hellacious gym workout after years of couch living.

“Did … it,” she mouthed, staring up at the cloudy sky above. She felt like she was lying in her pillowy bed after a long day. And it had been a long day, hadn’t it? She blinked, and the sky was dark, like someone had switched out the lights. It must be time to sleep, she figured, and she closed her eyes and drifted off right there.


24.


Sienna

It didn’t take long for Scott to ditch the furtive looks and come wandering over to me. Which was good, because I was sitting there in a combination of dread and utter exhaustion and couldn’t muster the motivation to get to my feet just to go speak to him. Though part of that was because I had realized shortly after seeing him that he wasn’t alone.

He came shuffling up coolly, hands in his pants pockets, his partner at his side, hanging back a little. His partner didn’t wear a suit, because he couldn’t really fit in one when he was using his powers. His arms were the size of hams, and he wore a black mask with a slit for his eyes and his mouth, and when Scott came to a halt a few feet away from me, the dude took up position behind him and crossed his massive arms in front of him in a totally forbidding way.

“Sienna,” Scott said, with a note of obvious disgust.

“Scott,” I replied, cool in my return. My gaze flicked to his partner. “Gimp.”

Guy Friday’s eyes narrowed beneath his mask slits. “My name is—”

“Yancy,” I said. “I know.”

He guffawed. “It’s actually not. Fooled ya.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’ll always be Guy Friday to me.” I turned my attention to Scott. “What are you doing in the Big Apple?”

“You don’t get to ask me questions,” he said snippily.

“Why? Because you’re a federal bigwheel in charge of an FBI meta task force now?” I asked, trusting he would go leaping at the bait in surprise that I’d figured him out.

His eyes widened. “How did you know—” His face darkened. “Hey! I said—”

“I’m a contractor for the NYPD.” I turned my head away from him under the pretense of surveying the damage. Really, I just kinda wanted to look away for a minute as I got the lay of the land around us; my ex running the meta task force suggested nothing good to me. He probably hadn’t gone looking for the job, since he’d been done with law enforcement. Which meant either he’d changed his mind or someone—probably President Harmon, that ass—had recruited him, and either way, he was here because he had an axe to grind with someone. Someone who was five-foot-four and sitting here in my pants, which were soot-stained and slightly burnt. “If you want to pull your federal credentials out of your pants and wave them around, there’s not a lot I can do to stop you, but last I checked—at least when I was in your job—I couldn’t forbid people from asking me questions. First Amendment and all that.” I looked back at him, composed, and smiled with irritating sweetness.

“Last I checked, the First Amendment didn’t block a punch to the face,” Guy Friday said with menace.

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Did you just threaten a city employee? Because that’s against the law, even for you federal types.”

“Hey,” Scott said to Friday under his breath in an obvious command that said, Back off! “We’re not here to threaten,” Scott said, regaining his composure after my verbal push had set him off balance.

“Why are you here?” I asked, taking my liberty to question and running with it. “You know, as a city contractor just trying to prepare my report on the meta activity that just took place here.”

I saw a subtle twitch at the corner of Scott’s eye at having his authority challenged. His nostrils flared. “You know who we’re with. This scene is one of metahuman activity. We’re here to monitor and assess the situation.”

“Two metas just saved a bunch of people from a fire,” I said, frowning.

“Three metas,” Captain Frost said from across the way. Of course the ass was using his meta hearing to eavesdrop. “You’re forgetting Gravity Gal.”

“Two,” I said, “because you didn’t do a damned thing except cause the ground floor to steam up and then steal oxygen from those truly in need.”

Frost’s mouth dropped open, and a bevy of firemen dragging a hose stepped between us just then, saving me from whatever witless repartee was surely coming from his mouth.

“It’s a scene of meta activity,” Scott said with a shrug, like he had no control over being there.

I wasn’t buying his line of bullshit. “What? Because I’m here? Or because, wherever three or more are gathered—?”

“You’re a person of interest,” Scott said. Then, as if he’d realized what he’d said, he reddened. “But … not to me.”

“Me either,” Guy Friday said. “I find myself very disinterested in you and your off-putting personality.”

I’m not exactly sure what kind of look I shot at Guy Friday, but I know it included loathing and disgust. “You realize that’s the playground equivalent of saying you have a crush on me, right?”

“When were you ever on a playground?” Scott sniped. That one hit home.

“Yeah,” I said, ignoring his shot about my childhood, “I’m sure you guys came here from DC to see anyone but me. Right.”

“Maybe you should watch your step,” Scott said, in perfect imitation of a Jersey mobster, but with a Minnesota accent.

“I’m here because the city of New York asked me to be,” I said. “You’re here because apparently you have unresolved relationship issues.” I turned my attention to Guy Friday. “And you’ve got some sort of weird, third-grade crush, I guess, or maybe an addiction to pain, I dunno, psychological trauma—”

“Pot to kettle,” Scott muttered.

“Point is, I’m here doing my job,” I said. “You guys are verging on stalking.”

“Maybe if you weren’t a walking disaster area,” Scott said, and his gaze flicked to the burned-out building behind us.

I looked at the wreckage of the building. “Oh, no, you did not,” I said. “I go places where there’s already trouble—like a building on fire, as a not-random example—and I stop it or try to help, okay? I don’t go starting problems for the hell of it.”

“There are a lot of people who think differently,” Friday rumbled.

“There are a lot of people who think kale tastes good, or that Iowa is a wonderful place to live,” I said. “Them being terribly wrong is not my fault nor my problem.” I eyed the big guy warily, because truthfully, he might end up being my problem. I sensed him heading in that direction now. “I’m here to do a job for the NYPD, one which, frankly, is down to just monitoring, keeping an eye on things around here in case a little meta trash-talking gets out of hand.”

“Uh huh,” Scott said, plainly not buying it. I’d known him long enough to realize when he was glazing over because he’d shut down. “Well, we’re here watching, too. So keep that in mind.”

I rolled my eyes harder than usual. “If I’m the lawless lunatic you seem to think I am, then why would you warn me about that? I’m destined to get myself in trouble regardless, aren’t I?”

Guy Friday spoke first. “You know, she has a point there—”

“Because we’re the good guys,” Scott said, way too righteously. “We’re the law.”

“You’re the federal law,” I said, correcting him, “I’m the state law. So technically, we’re on the same side.” As per usual, I filled my words with sweet, sweet snark, and a little bit of hopeless, naïve idealism, because that goes well with irony.

Scott just gave me a smoky look. “Just remember … we’ll be watching.”

“Okay, Big Brother,” I shot back and staggered away, sending both him and Friday a salutatory wave. “You keep your eye in the sky on me while I go do my hero thing.” I practically snorted over the hero part, because it wasn’t really how I saw myself. It was, however, a nice way to dig at Scott, who I could tell was full of his mission.

Unfortunately, it looked like his mission was me, and I doubted it was something nice like, “Bake a cake for Sienna to make her feel better after a bad day.” It was more like, “If Sienna steps out of line or ends up killing anyone extra-lawfully, bring her down like Capone.”

I should have known Harmon wasn’t just going to let me walk away and make a nuisance of myself outside of government service.

“What the hell was that?” Captain Frost stepped into my path, all puffed up, his breathing finally under control.

“A confrontation,” I said, shoving my hands into my pockets to keep from accidentally decking him. “Angry words exchanged, some not-so-subtle-threats, some—”

“I meant you saying I didn’t help here,” Frost said, as peeved as a poltergeist. “I went into the building and—”

I started to walk away from him. I didn’t really have anything else to say, after all; my report to Welch was going to be short and not-sweet, and include the assessment that this guy was a moron who probably spoke out of his yoga-pants-clad ass at least as often as out of his pretty-boy mouth.

“Hey!” Frost bellowed. “I’m not—” He ran after me, and wisely decided not to grab my shoulder or something similarly stupid. He came wide around and parked himself in my path, looking hurt and a little offended. For my part, I was seething inside, a lot, which might help explain why I did what I did next. “I thought we were gonna … team up,” he said softly. He eased closer to me, and I caught a whiff of crying puppy dog that had been kicked mixed with horny guy hoping to get laid. I wasn’t sure which was stronger, and neither one impressed me.

I sighed. “Listen …” I pulled out a pen and fished one of my new business cards, slightly crumpled, out of my pocket, and wrote something beneath the phone number. “This is my card.” I held it up and he puffed up a little. “If you call, make sure you mention the reference number here,” I pointed to what I’d written, “so that they can connect you through to someone who can help.” I handed it to him and then started to circle away, figuring I needed to find Gravity Gal so I could chat with her real quick and then go home. Hamilton would have to wait; I wanted to get out of New York before Scott and Friday got too antsy and did something dumb. Or I did something dumb in response to them doing something dumb. I may have been more restrained lately, but I was by no means an angel.

“Hey!” Frost called after me. “This isn’t a reference number at all!”

“It’s just a figure of speech,” I said, not turning around.

“It says, ‘This guy is a total jackass’!”

I shrugged and glanced back at him. He was mad again, and all that horny guy vulnerability was gone. So was the sad puppy dog look. Mission accomplished. Self-pity and rampant hormones are such an ugly combo. “I’m bad with names.”

“I’m Captain Frost!” he screamed in the middle of the street, sounding pretty pathetic.

“You’re a savvy internet guy,” I said. “You might consider crowdsourcing a new name. Even Boaty McBoatface would be an improvement over what you’ve got now.” And I shot into the sky, an awful lot of eyes trailing me, a few of them not at all friendly.


25.


Jamie

When Jamie woke up, the headache was well settled in behind her eyes, like pain poured directly into her brain, ten thousand volts of electrical current jumping back and forth in her skull. She sat up and the world seemed to flash around her. Every muscle felt exhausted. Simply standing up seemed like a dicey proposition that might end in her collapsing like the building across the street.

She stood anyway.

Once she was on her feet, it was a battle not to collapse again and accept the gravel-covered rooftop as perfectly valid bed choice. She wiped at her face with a gloved hand and it came back covered in grit, scratching against her skin. She took a breath and felt like she’d smoked a whole pack of cigarettes. Not that she smoked, but she’d tried one once and had a coughing fit that felt like it lasted for days. About like now, actually.

She wobbled as she took a step. The mask felt heavy and hot, even though it was normally light. She was sweating profusely, drips of salty, soot-heavy liquid running from beneath the cowl and down her face. She steadied herself, standing there experimentally, and then looked south.

There was the Freedom Tower, winking in the distance. The Empire State Building was closer and felt like an easier anchor, so she reached out for it. Once she had a solid grip, she reversed gravity on the channel and yanked herself into the air, heading for the tip of the observation deck.

The night air felt cooler against her wet, clammy skin. The sensation of being pulled through the night was a relief; she had a good grip, and it didn’t feel like she was taxing herself too hard. It reminded her of running, of hitting that point where the exertion didn’t matter anymore, she was just in the rhythm and could go on for a while, some of the pain erased by endorphins. Mid-air, she changed course, attaching to Freedom Tower and launching herself forward, faster.

The night air was sweet, and she wanted to take off the cowl, feel the wind fully on her face, but she didn’t. There were cameras everywhere, after all, and someone might catch a glimpse of her without it, and they could track her back to her origin … and that would be no good for her, no good for Kyra—

Kyra.

She’d forgotten their little spat, forgotten that her daughter had charged into her room and slammed the door behind her. It lacked conclusion, their quarrel, and she needed to get back, get it resolved before the morning.

Jamie was moving on rote memory by now; she’d made the trip back and forth to Staten Island so many times she couldn’t even count them anymore. The way back was a little more difficult, and she made the hand-off, establishing a channel to the Statue of Liberty and zooming along it. The last bit was the trickiest, finding a place to tether on solid ground on Staten Island. There weren’t a ton of great options, and she couldn’t stilt-walk on gravity channels over the water, unfortunately. Trying to set up a channel on an unstable surface tended to end in disaster, like trying to walk on water.

She came down over the north end of the island near the St. George Terminal and started her stilt-walk, loping along with channel after channel, pushing off the ground and angling herself forward with each movement. She could see her house ahead, the back door light revealing her clothing scattered over the yard.

She drifted to the ground and settled softly on the grass, a strange sense of ease rolling over her as she landed. The pressure behind her eyes abated a little, and she pulled off the mask, which hugged tightly to the top of her head and face, leaving room for her hair to flow out the back. It slipped off wetly, the heat contained inside it from her efforts and the warm air leaving her scalp soaked with perspiration. She ran fingers over her face, and already knew what she’d see in the mirror—soot-stained skin, damp, tangled hair—she looked like hell, basically, probably either flushed red or pale as death. Based on the clammy feeling, it was probably the latter. At least no one would see her like this, she reflected as she scooped up her pants and her blouse, then grabbed the shoes she wore over the skin-tight leotard of her costume.

She froze, bent over, a tingle running up her spine. It was an eerie feeling, like she was being watched. She snapped her head around, butt still up in the air, and caught a glimpse of—

Oh, no.

Oh … no.

“Sorry,” Sienna Nealon said, looking more than a little shamefaced as she floated to the ground behind Jamie. “I, uhm … didn’t mean to catch you, uh … here …” She was covered in soot, probably the same as Jamie, but the embarrassed expression on her face was nothing compared to Jamie’s sudden horror at being found out. Nealon took a breath, almost not daring to meet Jamie’s eyes. “Sorry. But we need to talk.”


26.


Sienna

For some reason, catching Gravity Gal picking up her clothes outside her house felt way, way more uncomfortable to me than my confrontation with Scott. It shouldn’t have been. In one case, we had my ex-boyfriend who was basically laying out the fact he was looking to arrest me if given a chance; in the other, we had a middle-ageish woman in Spandex picking up her clothing from the ground in her own yard.

Should have been no contest, and yet somehow, middle-ageish woman in Spandex was winning, hard.

Gravity Gal was staring at me, giving me the kind of look my mom might if she’d been caught … um … yeah, I shoulda knocked, but still … anyway …

Gravity Gal looked like that, with a blouse thrown over her shoulder and pants covered in dirt clutched in her hand, rump in the air like she’d been trying to vacuum under the couch. She was red in the face but really pretty, in a way that wasn't reflected through the mask.

“I am so sorry,” I compulsively apologized again. “I was trying to catch you over the harbor, but I’m not allowed to fly at supersonic speeds here … or, at anywhere, really, most of the time …” I stopped myself mid-babble, drifting to the ground. “Anyway, by the time I caught you were already in your yard, and I didn’t realize what was happening until you’d already pulled off your mask and—”

“It’s okay,” she told me, but I could tell by her voice that it wasn’t, really. She stood up and held her clothes in front of her like she was carrying them in a basket, or like a shield. She swallowed heavily. “I, uhm … what did you want to talk about?”

I looked at the high fences that hemmed in her yard. They weren’t that dissimilar from the ones in my neighborhood in Minneapolis, the ones I used to stare out at when I’d been confined to my house. “Can we … maybe step inside? I’m feeling kinda exposed out here.” I paused. “Did I just invite myself in? I am so—”

“It’s all right,” Gravity Gal said, a little higher now, the strain plainly getting to her. “I just, uh … my daughter is in there, and … hopefully sleeping, but …”

“Oh,” I said. “Uhm. Like … little, or—”

“She’s sixteen,” Gravity Gal said, still cradling her clothes before her. “And, uhm … she, uh … doesn’t know I’m …” She raised a hand, pointing at her costume.

I stared at her. “I bet your life is super fun.”

She sighed. “You have no idea.” She blinked. “Well, I mean … maybe you might have … some idea.” She hung her head. “Come on in,” she said, and walked over to the door and opened it wide.

I followed as she led me in to a clean but weathered kitchen and open family room. Once again, I was reminded of my house a little, with the construction being of the same vintage, even though the styles were different. Gravity Gal picked up some other laundry as she went, hurriedly scooping it up and tossing it all unceremoniously into a closet where I could see a washing machine and dryer standing one on top of the other to save space. She shut the door behind her, then surveyed the room in front of her and hurried to scoop up a dirty dish sitting on the counter.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said, now self-conscious. This woman was cleaning her house because I’d invited myself in. It was kinda hard to get an exact age off her because her face was powdered with soot stains, but I estimated early forties. In meta terms, that could mean she was pretty old. Maybe.

“I haven’t been home all day,” she said, taking care not to rattle the dishes as she settled them into the sink. “Messes tend to accumulate with a lazy teenager around who seems to think chores are suggestions.”

“I remember being that teenager,” I said, watching Gravity Gal concentrate as she turned the sink on and squirted soap into the rising water. She made a quick round to the counter and picked up a stray coffee cup and then slid it into the hot water, steam rising out of the sink. “I, uhm … listen, this doesn’t need to take more than a couple minutes—”

“No, it’s fine, do you—do you want something to drink?” She looked at me like she was seeing me for the first time, and I saw mom concern well up on her face. “Do you want a washcloth for the …?” She mimed washing her face, and I realized I probably had soot on me, too.

“Ahhh,” I wiped at my face and my hand came away even blacker than it had been before. “I can wait until I get back to my hotel.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said and opened a drawer next to the sink and fished around until she pulled out a dark-colored towel. She dipped it under the running faucet and came around the peninsula to dab at my face. I froze, a little surprised that a stranger was doing this, but it was like she couldn’t suppress her mom instincts enough to let me do it myself. Probably realized I couldn’t see my own face, so it would have been fruitless for me to try without a mirror.

She finished in a minute or so, and while she was gentler than steel wool, she wasn’t much gentler. I was pretty sure she used meta speed to expedite the process, too, which had caused a little more exfoliation than I generally preferred. “Ow,” I said mildly as she stepped back to study her results. My hair was damp around the top of my forehead where the rag had daubed it with water, and I suspected my thin eyebrows had a little extra charcoal in there, probably more than all the make-up I’d ever applied in total, but Gravity Gal seemed pleased with her result.

“Better,” she pronounced. “You’ll need to wash your hair tonight, though. And your clothes are filthy. They need to be laundered—”

“You offering?” I snarked.

“No,” she said, frowning. “I’ve got enough to do.” She backed off a few steps, looking suddenly sullen as she turned the rag around and scrubbed lightly at her own cheek. I didn’t possess the keenly honed mom instincts she did, so I didn’t step up to wash her face as she’d done for me. “Why are you here?”

“Because this morning, when you saved Nadine Griffin, you pissed off Captain Icicles-for-genitals,” I said, trying out the new moniker for him. Gravity Gal regarded me with a raised eyebrow. “Don’t pretend it’s not a better fit for him.”

She pursed her lips. “He’s just a kid. His temper runs a little hot and his moral compass spins in whatever direction his fans point. Why does it matter?”

“Because he kinda threatened you,” I said. “And the NYPD took it seriously.” Or at least Lieutenant Welch had. “They have to treat these things as real threats, probably because a brawl between super-powered people is the sort of thing New York assiduously wants to avoid.”

“Yeah, well, I want to avoid it, too,” she said, going back around the counter and shutting off the sink after tossing her rag into the laundry closet. Her efforts had done her no good; she was just smeared with soot in heavy, circular lines around her face. It looked like the world’s worst tattoo job. “I doubt Frost meant anything by it.”

“I doubt it, too,” I said, “but I’ve seen idiots like him do dumber things when hit right in the pride—which is exactly where you got him, by the way.”

That gave her pause. “I figured it’d bounce right off him. He seems so …” She made a slightly disgusted noise in the back of her throat.

“Yeah,” I said. “And have you ever gotten the vibe from him like he … kinda wants to …?” I just threw it out there.

“Sleep with you?” She looked unimpressed. “Only every time we’ve met.”

“Ugh, I thought it was just me.” I made a sour face. “He’s just looking to score a pair of super panties for his wall.”

“A super-notch in his bedpost,” Gravity Gal agreed. She paused. “I guess you’ll be able to find out anyway, so … my name’s Jamie. Jamie Barton.”

“I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Jamie said, looking at me like I was Captain Frost—an idiot, in other words.

“I was just being polite,” I said. “So … Gravity Gal …?”

She made a disgusted noise. “I know,” she said. “Isn’t it appalling?”

“Honestly, they ought to call me Gravity Gal,” I said. “I can repel people like nobody’s business.”

She stared right at me. “Gravity is technically about attraction.”

“Well, I attract weirdos,” I said. “Captain Frost being the most obvious recent example.” I looked right at her. “I think you’re right about him, by the way. He probably just lost his temper after being made to look like an ass on TV. It was a good call, what you said to him. He was way out of line.”

“Seems like most people don’t think so,” she said, watching me carefully. “Yourself included.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

She folded her arms in front of her. “I didn’t see you streaking in to save Nadine Griffin. Time was, big news like that, you’d pop in and see to it. I mean, I guess if they didn’t get word out in the Midwest—”

“No, we got it. But I’m not allowed to fly across the country anymore,” I said. Her brow furrowed, and I went on explaining. “The FAA hit me with a cease and desist order when I left government service. New York suspends it locally, when I’m in town, and so do a few other states, if I’m working for them. They allow me flight in their area, but I have to take a plane when I want to go cross country.”

“That’s …” She looked appalled. “That’s terrible. How are you supposed to—”

“I don’t think the government really wants me to … whatever,” I said. “I think it might be more convenient for them if I just sat in a corner somewhere and let things proceed apace. Whatever that would mean.”

“That’s awful,” she said. “That plane in Milwaukee … that bomber in LA … the … whatever happened in Chicago—”

“Biogenic plague,” I said, and she frowned. “Targeted to meta DNA.”

“Good grief,” she said, sounding shocked. “You do a lot of good, it seems to me.” She got a little stiffer, suddenly. “Not that it’s all good, what you do—”

“Yeah,” I said, “I know. I’m a mess.”

“Well, at least you acknowledge it. But—”

“No buts,” I said, shrugging. “Crap happens, and if it involves metas, it typically ends up hitting the fan when I’m around. Once again, I attract it like gravity.” I smirked. “Anyway … like I said, I think you’re right about this Frost thing, and I’ll tell my guy at the NYPD so.”

Jamie looked a little sick. “But you’re not going to mention …” She looked around, a plea in her eyes.

“Oh, no, no,” I said, shaking my head. “He doesn’t need to know who you are. No one does, not even me, really. Though, take it from someone with experience …” I chucked thumb toward the door behind me. “If you keep taking off out of the backyard, your neighbors are going to realize sooner or later. I assume they’re not blind, and a woman flying out from behind your fence is gonna generate some talk, and eventually, if you make enough enemies, you’ll be followed by someone less capable and less scrupled than myself … so … get ready.”

Jamie closed her eyes, like she was trying to get to a happy place. “I … I don’t even know what I could do about that.”

I shrugged. “You could stop heroing.”

Her eyes snapped open, and she smiled faintly. I knew that feeling. “No, I can’t.”

“Lots of people with powers don’t,” I said softly. “It’s a really popular choice, actually. It doesn’t mean you have to embrace a life of crime like the a-holes I chase down, but it also doesn’t mean you have to go sprinting and throwing your clothes off every time something goes wrong.”

She gave me a pitying look. “I don’t see you stopping.”

“I don’t have a kid,” I said. “Or anyone outside of my job, really. This is what I do. It’s my life, and I get to own all my screw-ups—and under my own name, no less. The fun of being a celebrity without—well, until this new job I got—any of the money to go along with it.”

“This isn’t a job to me,” she said, and she sounded a little said. “It’s a responsibility. It’s a calling. I can’t just … stand aside while innocent people get hurt if I have the power to help them—”

“I get it,” I said. “But there are consequences coming that you haven’t seen yet. I’m the voice of experience, just giving you a friendly warning, Jamie.” I smiled tightly. “I hope you maintain your secret identity forever. But …”

“Thanks for the heads up,” she said, and she sounded like she meant it, though the discomfort I’d brought her was obvious.

“I’ll, uh, leave you to it,” I said. “Gotta get out of here before you decide to pull out a vacuum or something.”

She froze and looked over the room. “Oh … oh no … it needs it, doesn’t it? I—”

“Whoa, cowgirl,” I said. “It was a joke. About your compulsive need to clean. I, uhm …” I shuffled backward toward the door. “I’m just gonna … go file my report and make for the next flight to Minneapolis.”

She froze and gave me a pitying look. “They really won’t let you fly?”

“Sadly,” I said. “Which is a real bummer, because the State Fair opens tomorrow, and I bet I won’t land in time to make it for the opening. They have these fried Australian potatoes with ranch dressing and cheese sauce—” I cut myself off mid-babble. “You probably don’t care about that.”

“I could listen politely,” she said, looking uncomfortable.

“Best of luck, Jamie Barton,” I said, nodding at her. “New York City is in good hands with you on watch here.” I opened the door and shot out into the night before she could answer me, parkouring my way over the fence, keeping low and running a couple blocks before I launched into flight. She didn’t need me outing her, after all, I reflected as I shot into the air above Staten Island and turned northeast, flying through the cool night and back to Manhattan, where I hoped my comfortable hotel bed would be waiting for me, undestroyed.


27.


I woke up way earlier than I wanted to, my phone alarm buzzing loudly, warning me it was time to get up. I thought about ignoring it, but when I saw the time, I hopped out of bed and got dressed.

My clothes from the previous night were irredeemable. Gravity Gal—Jamie—might have secret ninja Jedi laundry abilities, but I didn’t have much faith in my hotel’s laundry service to fix what ailed my attire, so I’d just tossed them in the garbage and billed the twenty-dollar pair of jeans and five-dollar t-shirt to the NYPD.

I yawned as I thudded my bottom into a chair and set my phone in front of me. It was almost ten o’clock, and I was feeling the effects of the late night and the exhausting efforts to save people. My throat was scratchy and dry in spite of Wolfe healing it, a layer of ashy soot probably still coating it in spite of drinking all the pricey Fiji water that was waiting in my room before I went to bed—plus some right out of the shower head as I rinsed last night. It hadn’t helped.

My phone started buzzing right on time, and I activated the specially tailored videoconference app that J.J. had designed. The phone paused as its processor and internet connection chunked along for a minute, and then the screen split four ways, giving me three filled squares and one that was black as a moonless night.

“Who’s on?” I yawned, and then shook away my sleepiness as I tried to focus my bleary eyes on the faces in front of me.

“I’m here,” Reed said, in the bottom left hand corner. Augustus peeked around behind him, nodding, but didn’t say anything. I could see a white hotel wall behind them, an old-timey photo of something that looked like a wagon wheel sticking into frame.

Ariadne was just above him in the top left corner, looking all put together in her suit with her new white string of pearls around her neck. She was sitting at her desk, all prim and proper as usual, a light smile on her face. “Ariadne Fraser is on the call,” she said, like we couldn’t see her, or like there was another Ariadne that might join in.

I looked at the top right corner and saw my own face. My hair was a fuzzy mess that I hadn’t styled after my shower, but at least I wasn’t covered in soot anymore. “Where’s Kat?” I asked, looking at the bottom right hand square, the one that was pitch black.

“I’m here,” Kat said, her voice muffled. “I’m just … it’s so early here.” I heard a thump, and then a click, and light came on in her frame. She looked down at the phone; apparently she had it clutched above her. I wanted to scowl but tried to hold it back. She had on makeup, her hair was perfectly coiffed, and she was wearing silken pajamas. She yawned and sat up in bed, the phone moving with her. It was clear to me that she had risen before the call and prepped herself, then lain down and tried to appear as though she just woke up that way.

Unless she actually did just wake up that way, but I doubted it, because this was some movie-magic shit. I bet she’d brushed her teeth, too, even though it wasn’t a smell-a-phone.

Reed rolled his eyes in his little corner of the screen, probably mirroring my own reaction. “Right. Well. Here we are, morning videoconference, day 8,957,362—”

“We’ve been doing this for like, three weeks,” I said, stifling a yawn. Damn. I was in the earliest time zone of all of them, and I looked the worst. Well, at least I had that whole burning building thing as an excuse.

“Feels longer,” Reed said.

“I don’t know,” Augustus said, popping his head into the frame. “I like it. It kinda makes me feel like we’re a team, you know, like we’re working toward something here—”

“Exactly the point,” I said. “Anyone want to report first?”

“Well, we’re starting filming today,” Kat said, leaping right in, “so I’ll begin the investigation after some production meetings this morning—”

“Anyone else?” I asked, talking right over her. Kat knew better than to drag her reality TV BS into my meetings. I only wanted to hear about concrete results, not her dog and pony show.

“We’ve got something,” Reed said, Augustus weaving back and forth behind him like he was dancing to something. “Looks like they want us to handle something else while we’re here, some new problem out in San Antonio, so we could get a few more days of business coming our way.”

I sniffed. “Good. Ariadne? How’s the view from HQ?”

“Placid,” Ariadne said with a faint smile. “J.J. sends his best—”

“Where is he today?” I asked, feeling the lines wrinkle along my forehead. He was usually on the call.

“He’s having a late start this morning,” she said. “He made a rather labored excuse about entertaining a woman last night—”

“There was a pro gaming tournament last night,” Reed said. “He was probably up late for that.”

“Let’s make the allowance that he could have been with a girl last night,” I said, and a shocked silence followed. “I mean … there’s somebody for everyone out there, right?” They all frowned at me, suspicious. “Cynics,” I said instead of fully retreating.

Reed just raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re awfully optimistic all of a sudden. Did you sleep with Captain Frost last night or something?”

“Ugh and no,” I said. “He’s an idiot, and I don’t mean just the unsophisticated kind. I’m talking like, full moron. Like, you know how everyone sees Kat as incredibly vapid and self-centered?”

“Who sees me as like that?” Kat asked, eyes widening, aghast.

“Relax,” I said. “Really, you’re only mildly vapid and moderately self-centered. Frost … not so much on the mild or moderate.”

“Oh, well, gee, thanks,” Kat said.

“Anyway, I think I’m almost wrapped up here,” I said. “I talked with Gravity Gal and Frost, and it looks like he was just being a dumbass, which is totally in his purview. Nothing to see here … well, except for one thing.”

“Ooh, the suspense,” Augustus chimed in.

“Probably just her way of announcing squad goals—oops, forgot the hashtag,” Kat said, stifling a yawn.

“What the hell?” I asked.

“She’s making a Taylor Swift reference,” Augustus said.

“It’s a Taylor Swift—DAMMIT,” Reed said, looking back at Augustus behind him.

“I know that. Now my question is—how do you two know this?” I asked, and there was a lot of hemming and hawing from their quadrant of the screen, suddenly.

“Gotta keep your eyes out for—” Reed said.

“Finger on the cultural pulse, you know,” Augustus said.

“—and she’s clearly popular, and, uh, Isabella—uh, listens to her, yeah—”

“All right, fine, I got a little crush is maybe all,” Augustus finished, shrugging his shoulders.

There was a full five seconds of silence, and then Ariadne, Kat, and I all burst out laughing at the same time. Not small chuckles, either, but full-on guffaws.

“Laugh it up,” Reed said sourly.

“Taylor Swift is a titan of song-writing power and a mesmerizing stage performer,” Augustus said, nonplussed. “Y’all just jealous of her.”

Reed blinked, staring straight at the camera. “I doubt that’s going to shut them up.”

I stopped chortling. “It’s not so much that either of you like Taylor Swift, because I’ll cop to making ‘Shake it Off’ my personal theme song. It’s more that you dudes are probably not her typical demographic. Playing against type there, boys.”

“I figured you more for a ‘Red’ girl,” Augustus said.

“I like ‘Style,’” Kat said. “And ‘Blank Space.’”

“You’ve got a ‘Blank Space’ where you’re supposed to keep your brain,” I shot at her. “Anyway … can we get back to my big revelation, which is …” I took a deep breath. “Scott is the new head of the agency. Err … the FBI task force that replaced the agency. Whatever it is, he’s the head of it.” I waited for reaction.

“So he took your old job,” Reed said, chewing it over. “Huh.”

“I thought he was done with government service after the war,” Ariadne said, a frown creasing the corners of her lips.

“You really pissed him off, didn’t you?” Kat asked, sounding somewhere between amused and sympathetic.

“What’d you do?” Augustus asked, leaning in over Reed’s shoulder.

“Little breathing room here, man,” Reed said, looking up at him and motioning with his hand to back off some.

Augustus ignored him. “Come on, what’d you do?”

“She stole his memories of their relationship,” Ariadne said after a moment of silence, and Kat held up her hand in front of her mouth like she was surprised.

“Ohmigosh!” Kat said.

“I told you that myself, blondie,” I snapped at Kat. “Don’t fake shock.” I turned my attention to Augustus. “Yes … I … I did that.” Then I looked at Ariadne. “How did you know?”

“A suspicion,” Ariadne said, a little archly, “which you just confirmed. Though it wasn’t difficult to come up with, since every time I talked to him about your breakup he would stare at me blankly.” She looked off the screen. “Speaking as someone who has a few holes in her own memory courtesy of you …”

I flushed a little. “Yeah … he’s not taking it perhaps as well as you did.”

Ariadne gave me a faint glare. “I didn’t take it well, but there were graver concerns at the time that required our entire focus.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Scott isn’t that distracted, I expect, no war to win him back to your side.”

“It’s beginning to look suspiciously like President Harmon might be gunning for me,” I said. “Does that count?”

“Hiring your ex into your old job doesn’t necessarily count as gunning for you,” Reed said, though he was frowning. “But it’s not exactly a great sign, is it?”

“Umm, a few hundred metas left in the world and he picks the only one I used to sleep with, one who has a major axe to grind,” I said. “Yeah, seems suspicious to me.”

“Lots of people have an axe to grind with you,” Augustus said.

“None that are still above ground,” I said.

Augustus did not let that one pass. “There’s the ones in the Cube—”

“Which is below the ground,” I said patiently, and he got an Ohhhh expression on his face. “Anyway … suspicious timing. I ran across him last night when I was trying to save people from a burning building. He did not seem pleased to see me.”

“Wait, there was a burning building?” Ariadne asked.

“That explains why you look freshly showered,” Kat said, nodding as if the world suddenly made sense. “You did it before you went to bed. I was wondering, you seemed way too clean, lacking your skin’s usual morning shine—”

“What the ass?” I asked, looking daggers at her. “Are you seriously competing with me for who has the better morning look?”

“Oh, yeah, just casually drop that reference to a burning building and don’t elaborate on what happened,” Reed said. “Classic Sienna.”

“What?” I asked, trying to turn my ire away from Kat. “There was a fire, I went to it, I saved some people, maybe a dog—”

“Awww,” Kat said, her face turning all mushy.

“Awwwwwww,” Augustus said, outdoing her.

“Ughhhhhh,” Reed said, rolling his eyes.

“—and then I encountered Scott and Guy Friday at the scene,” I said. “And he … maybe saved me with his water jets. That’s it. Nothing more to tell.” I paused. “Except that Captain Frost and Gravity Gal were both there, and—”

A series of groans ran through my phone’s beleaguered speakers as my entire audience voiced their disdain at once.

“—listening to status reports when we could be talking about this—”

“—some quality hero work and probably an interesting story and we just go skipping right over it—”

“—worry about you, Sienna. You should really—”

“—but the dog’s okay, right?”

“The dog and the people are all fine,” I said. “And also not the point of the story, which was really more a chance for me to mention my ex working for the government and possibly trying to bring me down, if my suspicions are correct.”

“Which they usually are,” Ariadne said. “You might not be much of an investigator, but when you do finally get a hunch, it often ends up being right.”

“Yikes,” Kat said, shifting around and looking concerned all the while. “What are you going to do? Blow them up? Fight them? Shoot them?”

“This is the government,” I said. “Fighting and blowing them up are not options.”

“So … you’re going to shoot them, then?” Kat asked.

“I don’t have my gun with me, so I figured it would go without saying I wasn’t going to shoot them,” I said. “Apparently it did not go without saying, since I had to fricking say it for you. I don’t want to cross these guys if I can avoid it. Even Scott.” Especially Scott, I didn’t say.

“Why?” Kat asked, particularly dense this morning. “Scott’s a Poseidon type and Friday is a … what is he again? A Hercules? You could mop the floor with both their faces and not break a sweat.”

“I could,” I said. “And then I could have the entire government make it their mission in life to ensure I don’t get to have a life. Maybe I could beat them all, down to the last FBI agent and National Guardsman … but I don’t get to live like a person while I’m going to war with the US government, and that’s assuming they don’t tranq me or shoot me or whatever just to get it over with. I’m not invincible, and I can’t live my life in society unless I live like a normal person, which includes following the law as best I can.”

“As best you can?” Ariadne cocked an eyebrow at me.

“I may push the speed limits a li’l bit when I drive,” I said. “Like the rest of you don’t.”

“Yeah, you’re one of the people all right,” Augustus deadpanned. “Except for that goddess complex you’re carrying around with you.”

“Point is, I’m not looking to start a blood feud with the US government,” I said. “So … like I said, I think I have things pretty much wrapped up here. I’m gonna make my report to Lieutenant Welch, tell him he’s worried over Captain Frost’s brain—which is to say, nothing—and then I’ll bail.” I leaned back in my chair and ran my hands over the smooth top of the hotel desk. “I might even make it back to Minnesota in time to get some fried cheese curds at the State Fair.”

“Those cannot be good for your hips. Or your skin,” Kat said. “Think of the grease!”

I ignored her. “So that’s my plan. Who’s next?”


28.


After my conference call concluded, I typed up a basic report on my tablet with my assessment of the likelihood for conflict between Captain Frost and Gravity Gal. Frost could have been lying, but I doubted he was really into making this feud a thing, and Jamie—err, the Gal in question—seemed to have enough on her plate already without starting something with her crosstown hero rival. I put all this into my report, plus additional lines which were mostly padding (to really earn my pay, you know) and ass-covering (because it was for a government agency, duh) and then emailed it all to Welch and packed my crap. I figured I’d drop into the precinct in person after it had marinated in his inbox for an hour or so, just to let him know I considered this case nice and closed, and he could save that steady trickle of money he was sending my way for a real emergency. It wasn’t like the NYPD had all the money in the world, after all. As much as I liked earning my keep, this felt like a waste of their resources, and I was fully prepared to tell Lieutenant Welch so.

I rode the elevator down to the lobby, admiring the fact that I’d made it through another case without inflicting physical violence on anyone. It felt like a personal victory, if nothing else, and as I stepped out into a light, still-sunny rain, I counted my blessings that I was getting out while the getting was good, because the thought of entering into conflict with Scott made me a little queasy. I was fully assured of my status as a preeminent badass, but I was under no illusions about what would happen if I got into a battle of wills with the Federal Government—they’d make it their mission to make an example of me, because law and order only works if you don’t allow big honking exceptions to wander your streets like deities.

I should know. I spent years of my life trying to make sure the lid stayed on that particular cauldron.

I was only a few blocks from the police station, and since my hair was fully frizzed anyway and I didn’t have any makeup on, I walked through the light summer rain with the sounds of the city alive around me. I heard sirens in the distance, but ignored them. They were most likely for an ambulance after all, though I listened harder for the next few minutes to see if I could hear more. I didn’t, and when I popped into the precinct, I found the place only slightly more alive than it had been yesterday evening.

“What is this, lunch hour?” I asked as I stepped into Welch’s office. No one had stopped me on the way up, probably because I looked like I knew what I was doing. Also, the desk sergeant buzzed me through because he knew me. Helps having a familiar face.

Welch looked up, his comb-over in perfect order today. “No, there’s a bank robbery going on in lower Manhattan. Guys with lots of guns. They’ve taken hostages, so we called in everybody we had. I’m heading that way in a few minutes myself.”

I stared straight at him. “You’re … not kidding about that, are you?”

He shook his head. “Serious as the grave. You come to elaborate on your report? Because I got the gist, and the gist was an empty hamburger bun.”

I tried to decipher that. “Disappointing, especially during lunch hour?”

“More or less what I meant,” Welch said, looking at the papers on his desk. “So this is a nothingburger, then? This beef between Frost and Gravity?”

“Yes, there is no beef,” I said, my mouth watering. Dammit, I wanted Shake Shack again. “Just a hothead with ice powers and insufficient brains—and probably insufficient genitals, if we’re hewing to that whole beef theme.”

Welch chuckled. “Fair enough.” He looked around. “Say … since you’re technically still on the clock, any chance you want to stick your nose in on that bank robbery?”

“I’ll give it a glance on my way out of town,” I said, flashing him a smile. “This Frost/Gravity feud may have turned out to be nothing, but thanks for thinking of me. And let me know if anything else comes up—”

“You’ll be the first one I call,” he assured me with a smile. “I’d rather deal with you than those FBI peckerwoods, after all.” He looked down. “Don’t you know one of—”

I zipped out of the precinct before he had a chance to finish his question or look up. There were just some questions I was tired of dealing with—and Scott was definitely one of them.


29.


Jamie

Kyra was already gone when Jamie woke up, which was probably fortunate, Jamie reflected. She’d woken up late, so the idea of hashing out their difficulties—or trying, at least—while she was supposed to be at work seemed like a failing proposition. It had left a little sting buried in her heart, though, a nettle that was worming its way into Jamie, one that she was doing her best to ignore as she walked into work and up the stairs, nodding to her employees as she passed each of them.

“Running behind again, huh?” Clarice asked, meeting her at the end of the hall.

“At least I don’t have a banker waiting for me today,” Jamie said. Her stomach rumbled, and she had a headache doing much the same to her skull. “Is there coffee?”

“In the break room,” Clarice said, eyebrows knitted close in concern. “Why? You didn’t bring your own?”

“Late night last night,” Jamie said. “And the morning came a little earlier than I expected. Or … later, I suppose. Anyway, I didn’t have time to brew a pot before I ran out the door.”

Clarice looked her over. “I didn’t want to say anything, but since you don’t have any meetings to worry about … you mismatched your pants.”

Jamie stopped in the middle of the dimly lit hall, looking down. “No I didn—” She let her head tilt forward. “These are the maroon slacks.” She put her forehead against her hand and felt her pulse beat in a hard throb. “I honestly thought they were black when I was dressing.”

“You’ve made worse mistakes,” Clarice said with a shrug. “And like you said, no handsome bankers visiting you today, so no big deal, right?”

“I guess,” Jamie said, getting back up to speed. “Are there bagels with that coffee? Because I skipped breakfast, too, and I’m not fully sure, but I think my stomach might be entering a full revolt.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Clarice said with thin amusement. “Is that your not so subtle way of telling me you need me to get you something? Because I am technically your assistant, and can do this—”

“I don’t like to ask,” Jamie said tentatively. “I know you have a full plate—”

“Oh, and yours is empty?” Clarice asked with the due amount of sarcasm. “In more ways than one, apparently. Get to work, I’ll get you a bagel and coffee.”

“Thank you,” Jamie said, shooting her a wan smile. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Clarice.”

“Well, the doors would shut here, I’m pretty sure,” Clarice said with a smile of her own as she peeled off, turning around and heading for the break room.

Jamie stopped, watching her go, feeling strangely stricken. They may just do that anyway, she thought, with a sudden, paralyzing burst of fear, but she didn’t dare give voice to that thought. Instead she shook it away, trying to clear the headache, and headed for her office, feeling as if a cloud of smoke was still lingering around her.

She flicked on the fluorescent lights and listened to them hum as she slid behind her desk. She created a little gravity well around each turner for the blinds and shut them all, cutting off her view of the hallway as she leaned back against her chair and put her feet up on her desk. She frowned at them, realizing her shoes were utterly mismatched with the maroon pants, and she took them off. She didn’t like to feel idle enough to put her feet up on her desk anyway, especially when there were mountains of paperwork to claw through.

She was almost ready to start tackling the first task of the day when her phone buzzed with an alert. A bank robbery in lower Manhattan, with hostages. She blinked as her eyes scrolled across the text and she glanced at the paperwork crowding the edge of the desk.

Paperwork could wait. Hostages couldn’t.

Jamie was out the window before she even fully realized what she was doing, not that full consideration would have stopped her in any case. Minutes later she was launching herself along on a gravity channel toward Freedom Tower again, the wind in her face renewing her energy far more effectively than her office work ever could.
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Nadine

Nadine was sipping her coffee in her abandoned office when she heard the sirens. She hadn’t moved to a different office even though this one was now open to the elements. It was a sunny day and it hadn’t gotten hot yet, and it wasn’t like she was doing anything, so why move? The FBI was watching her regardless, so what was the harm in letting everyone else on Wall Street with a view have an opportunity to gawk at her?

And gawk they did. She could see their faces whenever she turned around. The more cowardly ones looked away quickly. The bold (or stupid) ones didn’t even try to hide it. She was used to being stared at—mostly by men—and it didn’t bother her.

When the first sirens echoed through the canyons of the New York streets, she almost didn’t dare to hope. When they got louder, trilling from a few streets over, increasing in volume and strength, she broke into a smile that she hid by turning toward her desk. Maybe this was it. This could be the start of her return to power.

Now all she had to do was wait, and soon she’d rule the Street again, and the looks of contempt and the derisive whispers and gossip would be replaced by admiration, adulation, and worship once more.
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Sienna

I found the bank in question pretty easily. It’s hard to miss twenty police cars bounded by a street cordon in lower Manhattan.

As I came drifting down slowly, I saw the cops already moving back and forth behind the cover of their cars. They had a mobile command center set up about half a block away, parked unobtrusively between the massive number of standard patrol cars. A SWAT truck was parked at the end of the block. I stared at it for a second, a little curious, because I didn’t see any SWAT team members up near the bank. Maybe they were trying to keep the black-tactical-garbed cops off the street and out of the view of the robbers.

I set down outside the command post and waved at the officer in charge. He had a walkie-talkie up to his ear and frowned at me, waving me off from inside the truck. I shrugged and wandered down the street toward the bank, where the cop cars were set up like barricades to obscure fire in the event this thing went to hell fast. I could see the getaway vehicle parked out front, a black Ford Expedition with dark tinted windows. A cop was leading a bomb-sniffing dog away, presumably because he hadn’t found anything of interest.

The patrol officers were all crouching down, so I did the same, taking a peek at what we were dealing with. The bank was a storefront at street level with two paned-glass windows that looked in and a stone facade that blended with the rest of the Financial District architecture. The glass was reflective, but not totally, and I could see that on the left side was an office that appeared empty. On the right-hand side I could see the teller line that snaked its way up to the counter, completely empty, with a little motion in the window that suggested to me a robber was waiting in ambush on the right side of the entry door to unload on anyone who came in. It was not a bad setup. If there was an alley out back, they probably had a man stationed there as well—if they were smart in addition to being well funded.

How did I know they were well funded? Because Ford Expeditions aren’t cheap, and if they went to the trouble to either buy or steal one for the purposes of this robbery, it suggested they were more than petty bank robbers who were just looking to make a quick buck and vamoose before the cops showed up.

I edged sideways, trying to get a better look in the front window on the right. The haziness of the pane’s reflection made it increasingly difficult to see the deeper I tried to look into the bank. I caught a glimpse of shadows that looked the heads of people, all in a line, with someone standing tall over them. I squinted, using my meta-enhanced eyesight to try and make something of the scene, and when I realized what I was looking at, I felt a little chill run through me.

There was a robber with a high-capacity rifle, probably of the AR or AK variety, and he had his hostages all kneeling in a line in front of him, from tallest to shortest. His barrel was extended to just a few scant inches from the first victim in the line, and the trajectory was perfect for him to fire through and get multiple kills with a single shot. If he was good on the trigger and quick to adjust his aim, he could probably kill them all within three seconds.

“Holy hell,” I muttered to myself. These were no amateurs. They’d planned this, and if they were setting up in-case-of-emergency plans for their bank robberies, it didn’t suggest good or happy things were looming in our future.

I ran at a crouch back to the command center, where I swept into the open truck and caught a dirty look from the officer in charge just as he was bringing his walkie-talkie down from his ear. “What?” he asked me, like he was put upon for even having to lay eyes upon me.

“I’m Sienna Nealon,” I said.

He stared at me dully. “No shit.”

I stared back. “… And you are?”

“Forsythe,” he said, flicking his badge, which was hanging out of his front suit pocket, with a long fingernail. “I’ve got a lot going on here, Nealon, so—”

“I agree,” I said, “so I’ll make this quick. Do you have a band of professional bank robbers working in the five boroughs right now with this MO? We’re talking at least five guys inside, maybe more, with probably AR or AK weapons platforms who regularly use expensive getaway vehicles?”

Forsythe gave me a glare. “We’re not idiots here, Nealon. No, there’s no gang like that working the five boroughs, or active in the entire state—the whole fifty states, as near as we can tell. Trust me, we’re professionals, and we’ve noticed all the same things you have, the abnormalities, the skill of their preparation—”

“Did you notice that they’ve got the hostages lined up tallest to shortest, with a rifle lined up to take them out with three to five shots in the event you decide to breach?” I asked, folding my arms in front of me.

He paused. “That … wasn’t something we observed. How did you—”

“I have superhuman senses,” I interrupted. “Did you get a match on the plate for their vehicle?”

“Are you gonna tell me how to run my scene and investigation?” Forsythe asked, more than irritated now. “I’m just curious so that I can start screaming to HQ now.”

“Have I given you an order yet?” I asked, firing right back at him. “I’m an observer with some experience dealing with a harder-edged, more prepared class of criminal. I guarantee I’ve killed more professional mercs and guns-for-hire than you have, and these guys? That’s what they are. They are professional guns, with probable military experience, carrying out an op. You want to piss all over this scene, mark your territory, go for it. I’m just trying to help, and I fully recognize I’ve got no authority here, so if you’d like, I’ll just see myself out.” I threw a thumb behind me.

Forsythe gave me a simpering smile. “We’re the NYPD, okay? Not the JV team out in Iowa, okay? We’ve got this.”

“You know what they have in Iowa that you don’t?” I asked as I started to step out of the van.

“Pigs and chickens?” Forsythe asked.

“Yep,” I said. “And also, humility enough to realize that they don’t know everything.” I gave him a smartass salute. “Best of luck, numbnuts.”

I started to fly off, rising into the air, fully intent on heading back to my hotel and picking up my suitcase, but something stopped me. And no, it wasn’t guilt, or shame, or some sense of obligation. Those were all overwhelmed by a flaming desire to go back to the command center and turn Forsythe’s head into a piñata for my fists. Sometimes restraint means having the wisdom to fly away before you commit homicide. Dr. Zollers taught me that.

No, the thing that stopped me was almost like a tug on my shoulder, like someone had put an invisible hand on me and dragged me backward. I spun to face the empty air behind me, and threw up my hands to guard against what seemed to me like an invisible perpetrator before I caught a glimpse of the responsible party, still a few blocks away over Wall Street but heading north fast.

“Neat trick,” I said as Gravity Gal—Jamie—lurched to a stop a few feet away. The way she moved over the skyline was weird-looking; sometimes it almost seemed she was walking on uneven, invisible legs over the rooftops, and other time she was zooming like she was flying—like me—just zipping toward a destination with the wind whipping through her hair. “What’s up?”

“You leaving?” Jamie asked as she settled into a hover mode right in front of me. She had some bags visible through the mask’s eyeholes, and her stomach rumbled loud enough that a meta in the Bronx could probably hear it.

“The guy in charge of the scene here is not a great reflection on the NYPD,” I said, pointing down at the command center. “He basically told me that they had this under control, and he didn’t even pat me on the head first.”

Jamie tilted her head slightly. “Is it more or less condescending when they do that? Because I’m honestly not sure.”

“Probably depends on the situation,” I said. “You here to throw a monkey wrench in the NYPD’s plans? Because they are facing some hitters here, guys who might actually be ready for the SWAT—” I looked down to where the SWAT van had been parked a few minutes earlier. “Huh.”

“What?”

“Well, the SWAT van is gone,” I said. “Maybe they decided to breach at the rear of the building.” I flew over the back alley and peered down. She followed behind me, but slower. There were patrol cops down there, but no sign of the SWAT team. I did a quick loop of the block while Jamie watched, but there was no sign of SWAT at all. “That’s just weird. Why would they leave?”

“Coming up through the sewers?” Jamie asked.

“I doubt it,” I said. “In spite of what they show on TV, most businesses don’t have easy sewer access, or tunnels, or anything like that.”

“Could they have dropped their guys and moved the van?” she asked.

“Maybe …” I said, and watched below as Forsythe stalked out of the command center, walkie in hand, suit coat flapping in the wind. I held up a hand to hush Jamie as I listened to him a few hundred feet below.

“Where the hell is SWAT?” he shouted at the nearest patrol officer, who shrugged and pointed to where the van had been a few minutes earlier.

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Jamie said.

“Yeah,” I said, frowning. This was weird, no doubt, but I had other priorities at the moment than solving this mystery. “Without SWAT to breach and clear, my guess is they’re gonna have to sit on their hands for a bit, because these robbers have got a pretty sweet setup inside. They try and go in, it’s gonna end with a lot of bodies on the floor.”

“What if we went in?” Jamie asked after a brief pause. She sounded almost sly suggesting it. “Our way, you know.”

“You got a method for moving those hostages out of the line of fire?”

“I could probably do something about that,” and now she sounded really sly. “It’s not difficult.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, all right then. I think we might have just become these peoples’ best hope, cuz …” I looked down at Forsythe, screaming frantically at the cops around him and waving his hands like a madman, “… I’m guessing if we leave this to him, it’s not going to go well.”
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Jamie

Outlining a plan hadn’t taken long at all. Jamie was surprised, though she realized partway through their discussion that she shouldn’t have been. This was Sienna’s job, after all, and whatever else she’d heard about this woman, she was brutally effective at it.

The sun was already heating Jamie up in her costume and it wasn’t yet midday. She drifted closer to the ground, the cops on the pavement below glancing up and trying to wave her off. She got the gist; they thought they had this under control, and while she admired their enthusiasm, everything she’d seen and heard jibed completely with Sienna’s assessment—the cops were fine people, but the commander of this post was some kind of moron.

She stopped about fifteen feet off the ground, drifting against the wall of the building opposite the bank. From here she could see the hints of the layout that Sienna had mentioned. Shade was scarce, and the glare of the overhead sun was making it exceedingly difficult to see through the windows. There were shadows there, but only shadows, and it took her a few minutes to really discern what she was looking at.

She picked out the man with the rifle easily enough, and marked him. He did, indeed, have his weapon trained at the heads of the hostages, she could see that much. She did her thing once she’d picked him out, waving a quick hand and then checking again to make sure she’d done as she thought she’d done. Verify, verify, verify. She couldn’t be too careful here, not with so many lives at stake.

It took her about five minutes to set up, and another five to feel confident that she’d done everything properly. She took a few breaths of the stifling, warm air, and then yanked a patrolman’s cap off his head down the street, causing it to zip right to her fingers. Once she had it, she held it her hands for a few seconds, feeling the cloth bill between her fingers.

Then she raised a hand and propelled it up into the air, using channels along the way to send it arcing over the block in front of her.

Go time, she thought, and then she activated all the gravity channels she’d spent the last ten minutes setting up and then verifying. The next sound she heard was breaking glass, followed by gunfire and screams.
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Sienna

I was hovering in the back alley when the thump! of a cop’s hat landing on the roof next to me caught my attention. I let out a long breath, then drew another, dropped several stories to the ground, and ripped the steel alley door off the back of the bank.

Something exploded behind the door, and I ducked away as a claymore mine peppered the wall opposite the door with steel ball bearings. A cloud of dust filled the air, and as soon as the explosion was finished I ignored the ringing in my ears and jumped through the half-destroyed doorframe.

Normally, when I’m breaching and clearing, I have a gun. In this case, though, I didn’t, and since I was presently being slightly rebellious in my following of the law, I just had a finger pointed in case I needed Gavrikov to swiftly fire a blast of superheated plasma the size of a bullet. It was a little more effective (read: lethal) than a handgun, but I wasn’t aiming to kill anyone here.

I just wanted to put these dogs down so the police could question them and find out I was right and Forsythe was wrong, wrong, wrong. Sometimes happiness and results go hand in hand.

The sound of breaking glass echoed through the hallway in front of me as I snaked through a long corridor. I passed a break room on my left then what I suspected was a vault on my right as I hurried ahead to a blind corner. I paused when I heard footsteps over the ringing in my ears. They stopped as the sound of gunfire blasted hard from the lobby of the bank, and I paused, hoping like hell that Jamie had done her thing.

There was someone right past this corner, probably an armed someone who had come to check on the alarm—the explosive—on the back door. I darted low and slid on my knees, guessing that whoever was waiting for me was momentarily distracted by the hubbub in the bank.

I came around the corner at a glide, using my flight powers to lift me a centimeter off the ground as I slipped past under the barrel of a rifle. The wielder of the weapon had made a rookie mistake; his gun was pointed like he was about to corner, but his eyes were facing the opposite direction.

Whoops.

I grabbed the barrel at meta speed and yanked, ripping it right out of the guy’s grasp. It caught, bound to his shoulders and body by a sling, and ripped him forward, taking him off balance. I raised a forearm and altered my course to get back to my feet, leaping up to his height and clotheslining him with a strong forearm. His legs flew from beneath him, and he made a gagging sound from the impact at his throat. I slammed him hard into the ground, his tactical helmet protecting his skull from splitting open on the tile.

I flicked out the pin holding the AR-15 assembly together, and then twisted the whole damned thing so that the rifle would never work again. Then I grabbed the guy’s pistol out of his holster as he was reaching for it, eyes glazed over behind his bulletproof visor, snapped up the Plexiglas and punched him in the face before I threw him back around the corner without a lot of ceremony. I heard him hit the concrete wall and slide, unconscious, to the ground.

There was one more corner in front of me, and now I had a pistol in hand, a nifty Sig Sauer P226 TacOps model. Hampton had trained me with one of these; he called it the best 9mm he’d ever shot. The Secret Service and a ton of police departments swore by it, but Parks hadn’t loved the original so I’d never given the variants a look until Hampton had shown me this one. I didn’t love it enough to give up Shadow, but it was a near thing.

I hurried toward the last corner and saw an open vault door ahead of me. It looked like these robbers had already done their thing; the door was wide open, like they’d just come in and gotten whatever they wanted. I could hear the commotion beyond, and I didn’t hesitate. I ran the last few steps, my feet flying on solid air so as not to make any noise, and I came around the corner with my pistol raised, hoping that I’d made it in time to save the lives of the hostages.
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Jamie

When she activated the gravity channels she’d painstakingly set up, Jamie had been expecting a mess. She’d been expecting chaos, surprise, broken glass, gunfire, scared people shouting at the top of their lungs.

She got all of that and more.

Jamie felt like a symphony director when she set it all off, waving her hands. It all seemed to happen at once, but she knew that what was going on was actually launching off in phases.

The first phase was the gravity wells attached to the robber hiding just inside the door. She’d set up a channel between him and the black SUV just outside, and also between his gun and the back wall of the bank. These two were in opposing directions, and when she activated the channels, she did not spare the force on them.

The result was immediate, and loud.

The robber smashed through the glass front door with a heavy tactical helmet meant to stop bullets. The impact was about the same as a modest-sized car going thirty miles an hour, and his scream cut off as he ripped through the bullet-resistant glass, the gravity well tearing him through as the SUV bucked against the curb. The door tore off its hinges and the robber slammed into the SUV before thumping to the curb.

The second thing Jamie heard was the smashing of the front windows of the bank as the channels she’d set up along their surface shattered them outward, covering the sidewalk with glass and giving her a clear view into the bank now that the reflective surface between them was gone. She’d already set the next bit into motion, but now she was able to confirm that her assumptions had been correct, and she could make any adjustments needed without having to worry about operating blind.

The third thing she heard was the sound of gunfire as the robber with his rifle primed to execute the hostages fired. She could see him clearly, his finger touching the trigger as the weapon was ripped from his hands and pulled in the opposite direction. She’d set up a channel to the wall behind him and the rifle broke his finger on its unerring path away from him, drawing a scream as the robber was ripped in the opposite direction, hurled through the now-broken window by the channel she’d set between him and the nearest police car. He slammed into it like a javelin, smashing into it head first and dropping, insensate, to the curb.

Jamie had moved as soon as things started into motion, hurtling toward the open window. She ducked inside just after the gunman shot out on his path toward the police car. She caught his landing out of the corner of her eye, but paid no heed after that, because she had done almost everything she could from outside.

Now it was time to finish the job from within.

Fifteen gravity channels ran from the street outside through the front door and to the hostages. She’d activated every one of these with the rest, on a slight delay from the one she’d attached to the robber by the door. She’d also set one against the remainder of the front door and anchored it to the facade of the building across the street. She activated this one now and heard a satisfying sound of hinges giving way as the door ripped free and flew across the street to smash against a brick wall, held in place by her power.

And then, out of the corner of her eye, she watched the hostages dragged screaming out the front door single-file by the channels she’d attached to their ankles. They slid along on their backs, flailing at the sudden loss of control they were experiencing at the hands of an unseen force.

Gunfire sounded in front of her as a robber stepped up from behind a desk to her right. She saw him just as he was leveling the gun, and she had almost no time to respond.

But she was still ready.

Jamie threw out a hand and watched the robber stroke the trigger as though in slow motion. His finger pulsed, and the sound of a gunshot went muffled as the bullet tried to escape the barrel but hit the gravity well she’d set to plug it from within. The gases released in the chamber as the chemical reaction that propelled the bullet were left with nowhere to go, shut in by Jamie’s maneuver.

The gun exploded in the robber’s hands. The man staggered back, his black tactical clothing and helm disappearing in a brief fog of chemical smoke.

To her left, Jamie could see the office that had been in the front left window of the storefront, and hiding just behind it, here in the main lobby, were three more men with guns. They had been using the office for cover, and now she could see them plainly, their weapons poised, like they’d been trying to get a shot off at the hostages before they’d been dragged out the door. They’d failed fortunately, but now they were adjusting their aim for her—adjusting, and apparently taking in what she’d just done to the other member of their team.

She raised her left hand and threw gravity wells into each of their weapons before they had a chance to pull them, even as she moved forward to engage them herself. She was working on instinct, hurrying because they were still a potential threat, the three of them, if they managed to get free of the building. Jamie anchored herself to the wall behind them and launched herself forward into their midst as they shed their weapons. One grasped for a knife, another for a pistol, and she dropped between the three of them, at the center of an oblong triangle, as they came at her with intent to kill.

The one to her left, between her and the office, swung a short-bladed knife at her. Jamie set up a channel between the blade and the teller counter, then activated it and swept back, letting his blow drag him forward as she slowly upped the intensity of the channel. It took the robber a moment to realize what was happening, to feel the unnatural tug of gravity taking him off course, and he stumbled before he let go of the knife, buying her a moment while he was off balance to deal with the next threat.

She could feel another in motion behind her and she threw a clumsy back kick to try and divert his attack. She connected, but weakly, hitting him in the side and knocking him back several steps and out from behind the cover of the office. She heard gunfire from outside, and the man leapt forward in a hard dive, hitting the ground and rolling as Jamie moved to deal with her last foe.

This one had a pistol out and was taking aim when she came back to him. She pointed a finger and activated a gravity well within this weapon, this time anchoring the bullet within the cartridge. When he stroked the trigger, the slide mushroomed off the top of the gun and hit him in the Plexiglas visor, causing cracks to blossom as he stumbled, lurching to one side.

The robber who’d dived behind her was up on his feet again, this time between her and the office, pulling a knife as he rose. He slashed at her, and Jamie didn’t quite get a bead on him in time; he caught her in the leg, and she felt a searing pain run down the outside of her left thigh. She grunted and threw out a hand, reacting without thought.

The robber with the knife was propelled back, hitting the glass window that separated the bank from the manager’s office. He backflipped, hit his head with a solid thud on the desk within, then cartwheeled outside and slammed into the black escape SUV that they’d left parked on the curb.

Jamie cringed. She hadn’t meant to do that; it looked like it hurt quite a lot.

The sound of a gunshot behind her made her spin, dropping her back into the fight. The robber whose rifle she’d blown up across the lobby was on his feet again, a pistol in hand now. She anchored him to the back wall and set the channel to motion. He was ripped off his feet and hurtled over the counter with a scream, where he slammed into the back wall about five feet off the ground and then fell out of sight behind the wooden teller counter with a crunch.

There were still two more enemies here, though, and Jamie thrust out a hand to deal with the first, the one she’d taken off balance by channeling his knife toward the counter. He was up and coming at her with his fists up like boxer, and she neatly dodged his first punch as though he were a drunk and she were a world champion. Metahuman powers will do that, she thought, and sidestepped his next attempt.

She ran a gravity channel from the back of her elbow to the wall behind her and pushed her punch forward with all her strength and the channel itself to give it a little extra oomph. She hit the man in the midsection and even through his thick vest she heard ribs break as he went flying. She anchored him to the wall as he hit and he stuck there, suspended, unconscious and sideways, against an indentation in the drywall.

And that leaves one.

She spun on the last robber to find him with his hands up and a grenade dangling, without a pin, from his fingers. “Let me out,” he said simply, “or I let this go.”

She stared at him blankly for a second, and then set up a channel that ripped the grenade right out of his hand. It shot to hers, and she made twelve fast channels all pointing within, so that when it detonated, it did so with a Pffffft! sound, and not a single fragment made its way out of her palm, nor did she feel any effect from it. It remained nothing but a little lump of metal and gas as the heat from it fizzled out within a second.

“Next?” she asked the last robber with a smile, but before he could answer she anchored his helmet to the floor in front of him and activated the channel, causing him to lose his footing and faceplant into the ground at high speed. His body went limp and his fingers went slack, no more weapons clutched within them.

“So …” came a droll voice from the hallway behind the teller counter as Sienna Nealon popped out with a pistol in her hands, “you kinda didn’t really need me for this …” She slid to the right and hurled an unconscious robber from behind the counter. He landed a few feet away from her, still unconscious, without making so much as a moan of protest.

“What if they’d had more hostages in the back?” Jamie asked, feeling a little weak and lightheaded from her effort. Also, exhilarated. She hadn’t really engaged in hand-to-hand combat before, and it had been one heck of a frightening experience, but also something of a rush. “It’s nice to have help.”

Sienna slipped out from behind the counter. “I dunno, seems like you might have had it in hand even if they had.” She blinked, looking around her. “This is … I mean, wow. Nice powers, great usage, beautiful execution.” She paused. “Execution is maybe the wrong word, cuz these guys all look like they’re still breathing. Which is, uh, obviously good. For justice. And stuff.” She waved toward the door and shouted, “Clear!” to the police outside.

Jamie felt a grin break across her face. Heroing had been an adventure so far, but this … this was a new one for her. Something completely different even than the times when she’d faced down minor criminals who’d attempted to resist. This was … thrilling, really. “I see why you—” she started to say, but something caused her to break off.

The sound of metal smashing and shouts of alarm from the police outside.

“What’s—” Sienna started to say, but she was interrupted by something—the SUV outside, Jamie realized too late—exploding. She was thrown to the floor and slammed into the counter as if she’d anchored herself to it by a gravity channel.
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Nadine

Nadine heard the explosion through the broken window, her face still carefully turned, head down, focused on her coffee mug resting on her desk. It was several blocks away, she knew, but it was the sound of something far beyond the ordinary—a plan, on schedule, and it rang through the streets like a bell signaling the end of school, or the market closing after a triumphant day.

It sounded like glory—and it sounded like freedom.
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Sienna

When the SUV exploded outside, the shockwave hit me like a punch to the chest. I felt the hard compression quivering through my internal organs. Warm liquid oozed out of my ears, something thumped me in the forehead, and then I smelled metallic tang of blood as I keeled over, blood dribbling into my eyes.

Something burned just below my hairline, like someone had taken a knife and hacked into my skull with a chisel. I moaned low but couldn’t hear it, trapped in my own head, the world dark and fuzzy around me.

“That’s … probably not good,” Zack said quietly, sounding like a real person speaking in my ear instead of a faint voice inside my head.

“I’m guessing skull fracture,” Roberto Bastian said in his clipped tones. “Blood in the eyes, lack of clarity of thought.”

“She’s never had much of a brain,” Eve Kappler deadpanned.

“This is not good,” Aleksandr Gavrikov said.

“Brain injuries tend not to be,” Bjorn said in his thick Nordic accent.

Sienna, Wolfe said, and his voice faded as he continued to speak, I am healing you, but you’ve taken some sort of shrapnel to the brain. I blinked, listening to this low, gravelly voice speak. It’s going to take a minute to get your mind right again after this.

“More like … mind … less … am … I right?” I said, not really sure what I was saying.

Yes, said Eve Kappler, you are mindless sometimes.

“Thanx,” I said, putting an x on the end as I slurred my speech. An x just belonged on the end of that word, I felt. Like xylophone should have been spelled with a damned z. I tried to lift my head and failed, thumping it on the bank’s tile floor. I blinked my eyes again. They were shaded with warm, dark liquid, and grainy dust had settled in it. I could feel it getting stuck in my eyelashes as I tried to clear my vision.

I ran a hand over my face clumsily and brushed away a strip of my vision. It still hurt to have my eyes open, though. I dragged my sticky fingers down my cheekbones like I was painting my skin for war or a football game or something. I blinked over and over, trying to get that awful feeling out of my eyes so I could see, so I could see what was going on, but it wasn’t really working. All I could see was a haze over me, and faint hints of a scarred ceiling somewhere above.

I jerked as feeling returned to my toes. I hadn’t even realized I couldn’t feel them until the sensation came back and it felt like I stubbed my right big toe before that pain faded with Wolfe’s healing ability. I tried to lift my head again and succeeded, the warm blood dripping out of my ear like I’d gotten water stuck in it.

I turned over onto my belly in hopes it would let the liquid run out of my eyes, but it didn’t help as much as I hoped it would. I ran my bare forearm over them, and that made it a little better. I could see again, though I was still blinking heavily against the grit and blood, and there was a smear of red all down my wrist now.

“I’m giving at the … office today,” I muttered to myself, swiping at my eyes again with my other wrist. They were tearing up now, and my head was just throbbing like someone had clenched a vein inside. Every beat of my heart was like a drum beat, and someone was going kind of wild with the bass line.

“Olympic One,” came a voice from out of the periphery of my vision, “this is Torch. Extract in ten seconds.”

What the hell did that mean? I wondered, and then my hearing fully returned.

Something slammed into metal outside, and I looked up, trying to see through the front window of the bank, searching for some sign of where the noise was originating. I blinked in the harsh daylight. Cops were sprinting in all directions, hustling out from behind the cop cars still parked out on the street. The SUV that had blown up was still smoking, and I wondered how they’d passed the bomb inspection dog on that one.

“Five seconds to extract. Respond please, Olympic One.”

I realized at last that the talking was coming from a radio that one of the downed robbers was wearing. It was attached to his tactical vest like a SWAT or Special Forces operator, except the earpiece had fallen out of his ear during the fight with Jamie, so I was catching the broadcasts with my meta hearing. A vein in my temple throbbed as I realized that this was the escape plan, that these guys had intended to get caught in the bank all along. This wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t a bug in their plan.

It was a feature.

I staggered to my feet and stumbled toward the front door. Be careful, Sienna, Wolfe warned me, you are still not well.

“I’ll be fine, just keep the healing going,” I mumbled as a piece of metal the size of three of my fingers popped out of my forehead and clanked against the ground, covered in blood. I staggered out through the front door, onto the sidewalk, the sounds of metal crashing getting louder. I looked to the east, figuring maybe I’d get a hint of what was coming—like a school bus, or another SUV, anything, really, but what I saw.

It was a garbage truck.

And it was on the sidewalk.

Barreling toward me.

If I’d been at the peak of my capacity, I might have been able to do something about it, like punch the engine out through the grill, or hurl a fireball, or transform into a dragon and bite it in half.

As it was, I sat there, slow-witted as though I’d just woken up, locking eyes with the driver, whose face was hidden behind a ski mask except for his eyes, which widened at the sight of me. A moment later I heard the sound of him accelerating before the grill smashed right into me and sent me flying through the air, my limbs not even responding to commands.
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Nadine

The sound of the explosion made Nadine look around, though she tried to keep her expression neutral. Was that the scent of something burning on the breeze that was wafting into her office? Could be. Could very well be. The sounds of crashing cars were prevalent, too, and she turned back to her desk and put her head down again, only letting one little comment out, under her breath, in hopes the FBI microphones would lose it under the wind.

“Sweet, sweet music.”
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Jamie

“Snake One, this is Torch. Olympic One must be down! Sienna Nealon just came out of the bank!”

“Roger. Switch to alternate frequency three.”

“Roger that.”

Jamie opened her eyes as the words filtered through her consciousness, the pain in her head like she’d stuffed it into a metal vise and gone wild spinning it tight. She couldn’t even see straight. As she lifted her head, she noticed an indentation in the counter where the wood had chipped from her striking it when she’d been knocked down by the blast.

She pushed up on her hands, palms covered in dust and dirt from her fall. Her thigh still felt like it was on fire from where that robber had slashed her with the knife.

Something snapped into place in her mind, and she remembered the words she’d heard as she was waking up, like a conversation that had woven its way into her dreams. “Sienna …?” she said, getting to her feet on unsteady legs. “Sienna?”

Hadn’t the voice said something about her walking out of the bank? Jamie looked to the door, which was missing, along with all the glass from the front window she could see. The little pylons with their interlaced nylon straps that formed the snaking line to the tellers had all been knocked over, though whether it happened when the robbers had secured the scene or sometime during the brawl or even perhaps during the explosion, she couldn’t recall. They were all tipped over now, though, like a massive latticework of black straps and poles, the world’s largest rope line. “And I’m not even at a club,” she muttered. Not that she’d ever been into the club scene.

Jamie made her way to the front door and out into the street. The cop cars that had been parked out front looked like they’d been smashed, one with a destroyed rear and the other spun about so that she could see the damage on the front right side. They’d been parked so that they could provide cover to the cops, but now they were positioned like a great big battering ram had run through and—

“Oh,” Jamie said and looked to her right.

Off in the distance she could see something—a garbage truck, it looked like, making a hard turn to the left. She stared at it for a second as it threatened to disappear from sight, and then she remembered that—

These are the bad guys.

Gotta stop them.

She made the channel direct to the ground beneath her feet and shot into the air, a hundred, two hundred, three hundred feet in a second. She launched off of one she set up on the building behind her, setting it to repulse and shooting her up like she’d been blown out of a gun barrel. She used a steady sequence of pulsing channels to keep her aloft as she flung herself after the truck, but when she turned the corner it was making another wide swing, this time onto—she glanced at the street sign—Albany Street.

The truck sped up again, slamming into a taxi with a sickening crunch and knocking it cleanly out of the way. Jamie bounced around the corner as she started to lose altitude, ping-ponging off of quick channels she set up off the ground on either side like tilted light posts.

She flew over the top of a short parking garage and latched herself onto the roof of the garbage truck, trying to drag herself along. If she could get close enough, she might be able to set up enough channels directly to the roadway beneath to slow it down, probably even stop it.

But where was Sienna? That was the question that didn’t seem to have an answer at the moment.

The garbage truck blew an intersection, smashing through an old Jeep and mangling its hood, sending pieces flying in every direction. Jamie latched hard onto the corrugated metal rear of the truck and held on. She threw up a quick channel and anchored it to the street, reversing the pull, and the truck slowed for a moment—

Then a chunk of pavement a few inches deep ripped free and started to drag behind the vehicle.

“Uh oh,” Jamie muttered. This was getting complicated.

She considered latching it to the buildings on either side, but it had to be going forty, fifty miles an hour now, ramming everything in its way. The roar of the engine was like nothing she’d heard from one of these trucks before, like it had been supercharged. It smashed the heck out of a Volvo, and came barreling up on a circular cul-de-sac that marked the end of the road.

Jamie stared, drifting above the truck, hanging on by a gravity channel as it sped up and headed toward the Battery Park City Esplanade, a stone walkway that meandered along the Hudson River. She stared at it, uncomprehending, then glanced down to see if the driver was bailing out of the truck.

He wasn’t.

Ahead was a series of stone pillars built up in a little monument that looked vaguely like the ruins of a Greek temple. The truck jumped the curb from the cul-de-sac and plunged right into the columns, making the ruined temple even more ruined as the truck raced madly toward the Hudson River.

Jamie unlatched herself just as the grill smashed into the rails, concrete and metal grinding as the garbage truck launched into the water. It hit with a splash and started to sink as she stared, hanging in the air twenty feet over the edge of the water, disbelieving.

Why would someone do … that? she wondered.

Jamie looked around to either side, waiting for the driver to come up. A quick examination of the towers on either side gave her pause; maybe she could latch the garbage truck to them and dredge it up, but more likely she’d peel the facade off the buildings—or worse—in a futile effort to drag it to the surface.

She waited only another moment before she made her choice, and dove into the river. Maybe the driver had panicked, maybe he’d just been in over his head—in more ways than one, now—but he didn’t need to die for it. She hit the water and it rushed around her, cool and smelly.

She swam down, thrashing her arms through the Hudson, eyes open and peering into the murky darkness. Her costume was going to need a hell of a laundering after this, she reflected as she tried to follow the natural trajectory of the garbage truck to the bottom. It didn’t take long.

She found it on the riverbed, among a whole mess of other discarded garbage. The truck was easy to see, daylight filtering down well enough that she could see its outline. The front door was open, and driver was gone, she realized as soon as she reached it. She looked around the truck, but there was no hint of him in the water, no sign that he’d swum off …

Jamie could feel the pressure on her lungs as she started back to the surface, hurrying up as quickly as she could for a breath of air when she glimpsed it. It made her stop, holding off the panic that came from not being able to draw breath as she stared down at the rear of the truck.

It was open, wide, as though something had come out.

As she broke the surface, Jamie’s head was spinning, and not just from the lack of oxygen. She blinked, gasping, in the overhead sun, the smell of the river rancid in her nostrils.

What had been in the back of that garbage truck? Some kind of submarine?

Who was doing this?

And where was Sienna?
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Sienna

“Are you all right?”

Urk.

Well.

That hurt.

As far as pain goes, getting leveled by a garbage truck riding at high speed on a sidewalk is right up there with some of the other anguish-laden experiences of my life—getting my foot blown off, getting electro-shocked to death, listening to Reed try to explain the virtues of Windows 10 as an operating system and why he’d forgiven Microsoft for all their suckitude up to that point. It was right up there with those experiences.

“Can you hear me?” a voice asked, right above me, and I opened my eyes to see a guy with dark hair and geek glasses—hell, geek everything—staring down at me with obvious concern.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m not deaf.”

“Jeez!” He jumped to his feet from a kneeling position. I hadn’t even realized he was down, though as he rose it became pretty obvious, even through my half-closed eyes. “Are you … are you Sienna Nealon?”

I sat up, grunting at the residual pain. Take it easy, Wolfe said in my head. This is a lot of hurt in a very short time. “‘A lot of hurt in a very short time’? That’s gonna be the title of my biography, I swear.” I looked at the guy hovering above me, and realized I was on a white tile floor in a bathroom, with a busted wall and window opening to the street at my left. “Yes,” I said, my brain finally lurching back to his question. “I’m Sienna Nealon.”

“Wow,” he said, positively burbling. “You are … like … so amazeballs. Is …” his voice changed tone from awe to confusion, “… Is that blood?”

“Usually,” I said, the answer coming out low and miserable, which was exactly how I was feeling by no coincidence. I got to my feet and stood there, hunched over in his bathroom, leaning against a towel rack. He was dressed in a worn-out cotton hoodie and jeans that looked like they might have been considered vintage during the first Roosevelt’s presidency. “What the hell happened?”

“I was in there,” he pointed behind him to what looked like a broom closet but was probably a living room, “and I heard a crash, and I came in here and, uh …” He laughed weakly, “… well, I was wondering for a second if, uh, all my dreams had come true.”

I cocked a bloody eye at him. “You dream of a woman smashing her way through your bathroom wall looking like she’s been through a street fight?”

He froze, mouth slightly open, eyes looking at the ceiling as he searched for the right answer. “Uh, well, no, uh … really I just, uhm … kinda wanted to meet you, because you’re … really kickass and cool and everything.”

I stood there, staring at him. Breathing hurt at the moment, but glaring wasn’t having any adverse effects. “I have a boyfriend,” I said.

“Oh, uhm, well, sorry,” he said, eyes turning down. “He’s … I’m sure he’s a really lucky … and … and wonderful guy.”

“He’s a poor bastard who probably doesn’t know what he’s in for, but thanks,” I said, straightening up. My entire spinal column popped as I readjusted it now that Wolfe had done his thing and healed it. The guy standing before me cringed at the sound. I cracked my knuckles and looked out the hole in the wall. “Did you happen to get the license plate for the truck that hit me?” I looked back at him after I was sure the truck was gone, and he was just shaking his head. “Oh, come on. There was a bank robbery down there. You didn’t think I dropped in from heaven?”

“I … what? No.” He was just shaking his head. “I have … noise-canceling headphones and my music was probably up kinda loud—”

“Right. Well.” I shook my head. It didn’t help clear it any more than any of the other times I’d tried. It was probably habit at this point. “Best of luck, guy. Sorry about your bathroom. And that your fan experience with me was probably shit.”

“Oh, no, it was, uhm … well, not everything I dreamed of, exactly, but—”

“Lemme just stop you right there, slick,” I said. “Bad guys to catch and all that. My suggestion to you—get a girlfriend on the internet. You strike me as the kind of guy that’s going to be a lot smoother online, and you can probably parley that into offline success with some time and practice.” His face was one scrunched-up mass at my rejection and subsequent advice. “Best of luck, dude,” I concluded. I rolled out the wall of his apartment and down to street level and the chaos that waited for me there.
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My bones were still popping as I settled on the street, which was quite a mess. The sidewalk was clear, no surprise, but the cop cars that had been parked all along the avenue had been totaled by the garbage truck from hell’s out-of-control charge. I saw pieces of cars everywhere, and cops were running to and fro. The twisted wreckage of the getaway Expedition was still burning, but it had been knocked into the street by the barreling garbage truck.

One thing I didn’t see, thankfully, was body bags or anyone being worked on by paramedics, at least not urgently. That was usually a good sign.

“There she is!” someone shouted, and I turned to look in the direction of the speaker. They sounded pissed.

I looked over to see Forsythe, the NYPD asshole, striding over to me with his walkie-talkie in hand and a couple guys coming along behind him. I wanted to take that walkie and shove the antenna up his nose, then the rest of it, too, but when I saw who he had following him, I held off.

“Well, what do we have here?” Guy Friday rumbled through his mask as he sauntered up, bulked out and arms folded in front of him like he was Forsythe’s enforcer.

“Like you don’t know who I am, idiot,” I said, just letting it roll off the tip of my tongue. “Ugh. I just … uh, I was so hoping to leave town before I ran into you two again.”

Scott perked up at that. “You were going to leave the scene of a crime before speaking to the law?”

I leveled my no-BS look at him. “You’re not the law here, Scott. You’re a federal-level pain in my ass while I’m trying to help the state and city solve their problems.” My head twinged, that vein pulsing in the back. “I’m not … I was totally going to leave before this happened, and then Lieutenant Welch asked me to stop by before I left, but I met this … idiot,” I threw a hand toward Forsythe, who recoiled in outrage, “who is clearly the biggest idiot in the history of big fucking idiots—I mean, seriously.” I was looking at him through half closed eyes because the sun was entirely too bright for my taste. “You’re like when a dog poops on the rug, and you roll it up without realizing it, but then like three months later you unroll it and—surprise! There’s a turd. You’re the turd in this analogy, Forsythe. You’re a stinking, stupid, aged turd, flattened into shape by your time in a carpet—”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Scott said, all serious. Forsythe was sputtering behind him, struggling to form a cogent sentence under my withering fecal analogies. “Looks to me like she’s out of bounds here—”

“She is,” Forsythe said, all self-righteous and stupid. “I didn’t ask for her help on this scene—”

“How many times were you dropped on your head as a child?” I asked. “Lieutenant Welch asked me to come over here and handle this.” I looked for a rank on Forsythe and found nothing since he was plainclothes. If he was higher level than Welch, I got the feeling this might not end so well for me.

“I think we should take her into custody until we get this settled,” Friday said with something approaching glee.

“I think you really should not,” I said, “but then, what I think has never stopped you from making any of your other terrible life choices, so, why start listening to reason now?” I undercut it all with a layer of menace, because the idea that I was going to go quietly with Friday would have been laughable if it wasn’t so certain to result in terrible, terrible violence.

“What is going on here?” came a shout from behind me as Lieutenant Welch stormed onto the scene, taking in the destruction with a horrified look.

“Saved by the bell,” I muttered.

“Great show,” Friday said. “But don’t think this saves you from anything.”

“I was talking about you being saved, Bane wannabe.” I turned to Welch. “Will you please tell dumb,” I pointed to Scott, “dumber,” I moved my finger to Friday, “and El King Dumbass,” settled it right on Forsythe, “that you sent me to resolve this disaster?”

Welch twitched a little as he walked up, looking like he was vacillating between giving me a piece of his mind and backing me up in front of hostile forces. “Yes,” he said, voice strained, “I did.”

“See,” I said, turning with my full gloat on, head still feeling a little light from traumatic injury’s aftereffects. I waved my hands in front of my face. “Yeah. You got nothing.” I made a PBTHHHHHH noise with my tongue right in Friday’s face. I would blame the brain injury but honestly, it felt good.

“What is our status here?” Welch said, and I could tell by the look on his face he was probably regretting defending me.

“No fatalities,” Forsythe said, with enough strain of his own I thought maybe his kidneys were about to burst out of him like an alien hatchling. “A few injuries. Some property damage.”

“Yeah, no fatalities,” I said, rubbing it in. “Would you care to guess how many you would have had if you—you explosive diarrhea mountain shaped into a human being—were left in charge of this?” I held up my hand and made a zero. “It wouldn’t have been none. Asshole,” I added because it seemed—not appropriate, by any means, but at least warranted.

“Will you stop acting like a rogue detective from a bad cop movie?” Welch seethed, pulling me aside by my ragged t-shirt. “We have bigger problems right now.”

“Yeah, tell me about it, these idiots are following me everywh—”

“I’m talking about this mess,” Welch hissed. I looked over his shoulder; Scott and Friday were watching, and I knew they could hear every word. “Why didn’t you just let SWAT handle this?”

“SWAT wasn’t here,” I said, looking over his shoulder at Forsythe, who was watching me with his bottom lip stuck out in a pout. “I mean, they were here at first, then they were gone, so—”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Welch said, cutting me right off with a raised hand. He turned to Forsythe. “Where’s SWAT?”

“I don’t know,” Forsythe said, a couple degrees above a sulking little boy who’d just had his favorite truck taken away. “I was about to start looking for them when this lunatic unleashed hell—”

“And saved civilians, hostages, and oh, got you all the robbers—alive, I might add,” I said as I watched a cop dragging one of the robbers out of the bank in cuffs, tactical vest and garb stripped off. He had a rough look about him, a nice scar that stretched the length of his cheek. He looked at me briefly, then looked away, and I got the feeling he didn’t fear jail all that much. “You’re welcome.”

“I’m not thanking you for this!” Forsythe said.

“I don’t care about your petty personality differences,” Welch said, stepping between us with his hands extended, palm out, like he could separate us from brawling or something. As though I’d brawl with a tool like Forsythe. Murder, maybe, but brawl? Laughable. “How do we not have a SWAT team on the scene?”

“I told you, they were here,” I said, and pointed at the far corner where I’d seen their van. “But they left, because after I had my dialogue with Mr. Limpdick over there,” I pointed at Forsythe to make it obvious, “they were gone.”

“This makes no sense,” Welch said, bringing a hand up to his forehead. “SWAT wouldn’t just leave in the middle of a crisis.”

“And yet they did,” I said. “I scoured the air before J—uh, Gravity Gal and I got involved. They weren’t anywhere in a five-block radius.”

“Where did they go?” Welch asked, frowning and bringing his walkie to his lips. “A—”

“Big problem,” Jamie shouted as she slid down and came to a landing next to me.

“Oh, hey,” I said, blinking away my surprise, “I was totally going to come looking for you, but I got thrown through a bathroom window, propositioned by a geek, and—”

“Yeah, I’m glad you’re okay, too,” Jamie said. “Listen, I chased that garbage truck—”

“Why was there a garbage truck?” Guy Friday asked.

“Because it’s trash day and they were coming to pick you up,” I snapped at him.

“—all the way to the Hudson, and the driver plowed it right into the river.” Jamie was soaked, her mask sagging a little from being waterlogged, and her Spandex dripping. “I went down to investigate and found the driver gone and the back open.”

“Oh, man, the EPA is gonna have our ass over this,” Welch said.

“I would consider the Hudson a lost cause if I were them,” Forsythe said.

“Like they should criticize. Did you see what they did to that river in Colorado?” I asked, parroting one of Reed’s favorite drums to bang on of late. “They’ve got zero room to get pissy about accidental pollution, the hypocrites.”

“There was no garbage in the truck,” Jamie said. “The back was open and it looked like something had come out.”

That produced a moment of silence worthy of a holiday. “Something?” Scott asked, getting his brain about him first. “Like what?”

“I’m assuming like a mini-sub of some sort,” Jamie shrugged, “since the driver was gone and he never surfaced and there wasn’t any sign of hidden scuba gear back there for—”

“What the—?” Welch muttered. “You’re telling me this bank job … they had an escape involving a garbage truck with a mini-sub in the back?” He chuckled lightly. “That’s funny. Completely implausible, but—”

Welch’s walkie roared to life. “Reports of an explosion at FBI headquarters in—” A siren blared behind us as a police cruiser started down the street to take a prisoner back to the precinct. “—perpetrators fleeing the scene in a garbage truck, reported—” The siren blared again, and I wished these idiots would clear the road so that the cop car could stop doing that. “—heading east on—” Blare! Dammit.

“Repeat that, dispatch,” Welch said, trying to put a hand over his ear, like that would help. “Where was the truck—” Another car started up and now their siren was blaring. “Dammit!” He looked like he was about to throw the walkie.

“Gimme,” I said, and swiped the walkie and shot into the air a few hundred feet. Once I was clear of the worst of the noise, I clicked the button and said, “Repeat that, dispatch! Where is the truck headed?”

“West on Chambers,” dispatch repeated a moment later, and I shot back to the ground and dropped the walkie back into Welch’s waiting hands. “They’re on Chambers, heading west. Wherever that is.”

“Ten, fifteen blocks, I think?” Welch offered, “North of here.”

“I know where it is,” Jamie said, and she launched into the air like she did. I followed a second later, but felt the tug of something grabbing me around the ankle as I took off, and looked down to see Scott hanging from my leg.

“What the hell?” I asked him as he stubbornly clung on, turning my pants into low-rise jeans.

“I need a ride,” he said.

“Get a cab! There are tons of them in this town.”

“If these guys just head-faked us here to blow up FBI HQ in Manhattan,” Scott said, the wind blowing his sandy hair out of its perfectly coiffed state, “then this entire case just went federal. So you can either drop it—and me—or you can get moving and we can try and catch this truck!”

“What the—this is just—this is shitty, I want to go on record saying!” I glared down at him, then lifted my leg and pulled him up before he inadvertently pantsed me. Probably inadvertently. Grabbing him by the lapels, I repositioned him so that he was on my back as we hung there over the street, and he snaked an arm around me just below my collarbone and another around my waist.

“Don’t get any ideas,” he said coldly.

I couldn’t really see him since he was on my back, but I snorted. “It takes a little more than flying around with you on my back like we’re the ambiguously heterosexual duo to get my motor running these days, thanks. Hang on.”

“You guys!” Friday shouted from below, and I could see him trying to scale the building’s facade like he was the Hulk or something. “Wait for me!” He swiped at a drainpipe that crunched in his hand and fell two stories to land on his ass.

I stared down at him. “I’m not carrying—”

“Yeah, no, just go,” Scott said, and I shot off after Gravity Gal before he changed his mind. I could only handle so many monkeys on my back, after all.
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Jamie

“How far from here?” Sienna asked as Jamie anchored herself to the top of a hotel and shot north on the channel, Nealon trailing behind. Jamie did a double take; there was a man with blond hair in a black suit on her back, that federal guy. She started to say something but shook her head and let it go. It wasn’t like Sienna might not have noticed him hanging on back there.

“I don’t know, a few blocks,” Jamie said, concentrating as she let loose of that anchor and placed another on the street below. She was a few hundred feet up now, and though it wasn’t going to be easy to distinguish Chambers street, it was worth a try while she was this high because, after all, who knew exactly where the truck was on it?

“Do you hear anything?” the man asked.

“Sounds of the city,” Sienna replied tautly. “Nothing that would hint at—oh, man.” She pointed west to the river.

Barely visible at this distance, Jamie could see something racing off the end of the esplanade. The splash was immense, commensurate with what she’d seen earlier about ten blocks south. The garbage truck disappeared in a second or two, sinking below the surface before she could even say—

“Let’s go,” Nealon said, and she was off, jetting toward the river at high speed.

“I can’t go that fa—” Jamie started to say, and then realized that really, if Sienna could do it …

Jamie threw a gravity channel up and attached it right to Sienna. She figured it would work, she could just hang on, like she had to the garbage truck during the chase earlier.

Jamie felt a hard yank as the channel started to do its thing, ripping her along at high speed, jerking her neck back as Sienna’s momentum tore her forward at high speed. That lasted about a second, and then, suddenly, there was a lurching feeling followed by weightlessness.

“AHHHHHH!”

Jamie fell a good ten feet, the screaming sound coming from somewhere ahead of her until the fall ceased as quickly as it had begun, and she found herself suspended in mid-air, staring up at the white clouds in the sky, hints of grey on the horizon suggesting rain might be in the future.

“What the hell was that?” Nealon shouted somewhere ahead, and Jamie righted herself to find Sienna staring at her, outraged, the man in the suit still on her back but looking a little rattled. He was gripping her right across the—

“Ohhh, my,” Jamie muttered. “Sorry. Sorry. I was—I anchored myself to you, figured I’d just ride along—uh, you know, your passenger is, uhm—” Jamie pointed at her chest, looking away all the while.

“What?” Sienna asked, then looked down. “Scott!”

“Huh?” the guy asked, like a true Cro-Magnon. “Oh, sorry. We were falling, I panicked.”

“Well, we’re past panic now and heading toward groping pretty fast, so—”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll move.”

“And you,” Sienna said, looking a little irritable, “maybe warn me next time you’re going to hitch your wagon to my star? I thought it was bad when he was trying to pull my pants down. I don’t know exactly how you did it, but you latched right onto my—uhm, not good place to be latched to—wait, are you all touching me inappropriately?”

“You know, it’s not exactly my first time at your rodeo,” Scott deadpanned.

“Not cool, man, I’m giving you a lift here,” Sienna said, then turned her attention to Jamie. “Can you anchor on my waist, maybe? And now that I know it’s coming, I think I can counterbalance with flight and, uh, just, you know, watch the—sensitive areas.”

“I’m so sorry,” Jamie said, still flushed.

“Garbage truck in the water, people,” Scott said, rolling a hand in a ‘speed up’ motion. “If we’re all done discussing inappropriate touching? In the middle of the crime scheme? With the, you know, fate of—something—hanging in the balance?”

“Yeah,” Sienna said, nodding. “J—uh, are you ready?” she asked, looking right at Jamie.

“Ready,” Jamie said, her anchor secure. She maintained it at perfect equalization, a tether that would move her neither closer nor further away from Sienna.

“Then let’s go get the bad guys,” Sienna said, and shot off toward the Hudson.
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Sienna

I was starting to feel a little like I’d been groped by everyone in New York as we flew toward the dying ripples of the sinking garbage truck in the Hudson River. The sun was beating down pretty hard, my stomach was rumbling like crazy, and I now had one monkey and one sincere, powerful, badass mom-turned-superhero weighing me down on my flight. I couldn’t decide what I’d done to earn a now-evil ex hunting me, but plainly I’d done something very wrong, since he was now riding my back in a way he hadn’t since—

Uh. Never mind. Again.

Oh, wait. I remember what I’d done to deserve it. I stole all his memories of our relationship and then somehow he found out about it. Whoops.

“It’s been down there for at least two minutes already!” Jamie shouted from where she hung beneath me. I could feel the pull of her weight, but Gavrikov’s flight power essentially negated gravity, so really the only problem was just the pressure on my spine where her gravity tether—or whatever—was latched on. “They’ve probably deployed the sub!”

“If they’re in the water, I can stop them,” Scott said with a kind of confidence that I didn’t remember seeing from him when last we’d crossed paths. It was, however, reminiscent of the Scott I’d known when we’d first met, and he’d been a brash, kind of rude kid who’d had the inside track at the Directorate and I was a smartass loner.

Good times.

“You sure about that, ace?” I prickled back at him. “Even a mini-sub has got to weigh a couple tons.”

“I’ve got this,” he said, reaffirming his current implacable badassness for me. No one understood trying to impress an ex like I did, but he was going over and above, in my opinion.

“Well, it’s not going to do us much good if you just pull them out of the water, is it?” Jamie asked, her voice a little faded by the wind. She must have realized we were waiting for a fuller explanation. “Unless you think they’ll just talk to the police when we bring them in?”

I looked down at her, her white and black leotard a nice contrast with the grey and brown city rooftops below. “I got kind of an ex-foreign-military-hardass-merc vibe from the ones I saw carted out of the bank. Having experienced these guys in the past on many, many—many, many—”

“We get it, you kill a lot of guns for hire,” Scott said.

“—many, many occasions, most of the higher level ones that could pull an op like this are unlikely to talk. They’ll lawyer up and it’ll be like trying to coax blood out of a seashell.”

“Nice simile,” Scott said dryly. “And … point taken.”

“Nice to see you can still be reasonable,” I said, and I could sense the mood behind me darken.

“I can follow their progress under the water,” Scott said tightly, a moment later, and I realized that whatever he’d wanted to say he’d buried. “See where they lead us, if you think that’s a smarter play?”

“Well, it can’t be any dumber than ripping their mini-sub out of the depths and shaking it like a can of pop,” I said as we crossed over the wreckage of the promenade below, where the garbage truck had left a wake of destruction as it had headed into the river. People were standing at the end of the smashed railing where it had plunged through, pointing and talking.

“This is where I get off,” Scott said.

“Honestly, with all that grabbing and rubbing you were doing, I figured maybe you already had,” I groused.

“Don’t flatter yourself.” He dropped from my back and caught himself on twin pillars of water, like he was shooting jets to hold himself aloft about ten feet above the Hudson. He swayed a little as he caught his balance, then stood there, concentrating, lowering down to a few inches off the water, before he started to slide over the surface like he was surfing without a board or any discernible waves.

“That’s … kind of cool,” Jamie said, sounding mildly impressed. I could feel the shift in weight now that he was gone, my world a little pleasantly lighter.

“He has his moments,” I said grudgingly. However willing I might have been to admit I’d screwed Scott over, I still didn’t appreciate the looming threat he currently represented to me. “Let’s go.”
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I followed along after Scott as he jetted over the surface of the water, Gravity Gal hanging from me like she was on an invisible swing. He took a clear path, like he was an arrow shot straight, heading south. Jersey passed by on my right and Manhattan’s skyscrapers were to my left as we followed him following the sub. We were really moving, and I had to wonder what kind of sub they had, because it was probably going forty miles an hour or more as it headed past the tip of lower Manhattan. I could see Ellis Island up ahead, and past that, the Statue of Liberty.

We kept going, the sun hot. My back was aching, and I had Wolfe doing some healing every few minutes just to take the load off. “Any chance you can walk yourself for a bit now that we’re slowed down?” I asked her.

“Not really,” she replied apologetically. “I can’t establish an anchor on the water. I need a fixed point, or at least something that can bear my weight.”

“How about the river bed?”

“Too far down.” She shook her head. “I need to be able to see the point I’m attaching the gravity channel to.” She paused. “I think.”

“What do you mean, you think?”

“Well, I’ve never tried attaching a channel to something I couldn’t see,” she said, a little defensively.

I frowned down at her. “Wait, how long have you had these powers?”

“A few months,” she said, and that caused me to frown deeper. She must have sensed my surprise because she asked, “What?”

“Metas manifest in their teenage years,” I said, “and no offense, but … you are not a teen.”

“Uh, no, obviously,” she said. “Why does that matter?”

“Because it means your powers weren’t a natural, genetically passed-on phenomenon.” I felt my jaw grow tight as I contemplated that little detail.

She had turned herself so that she was on her back, swaying in mid-air, looking up at me. “Wait … you’re saying … I’m not a … a natural-born meta?” I nodded, and she got it. “Then … how did I get my powers?”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“I have no idea,” she said, and sounded earnest enough that I believed her. “I just woke up one day and I could … well, you know. All this, plus strength and—”

“Yeah. You got them artificially,” I said tightly. “There’s a serum that does it.” I shook my head. “I thought it was a secret, that it was all … out of circulation.” I felt that headache returning as I recalled the destructive power unleashed the last time some wise guy—by the name of Edward Cavanagh—thought to create a meta army. “I guess we were wrong.”
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The Verrazano-Narrows Bridge loomed ahead, wide and sweeping, stretching from Staten Island over to Brooklyn. I followed Scott under the enormous span, about a hundred yards behind him. I heard Jamie make a shocked sound, followed by a pained sigh. “What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she said, and it was plainly not nothing. “I just … had a busy day ahead of me before all … all this.”

“Yeah, it’s pretty much a job, this hero business,” I said, like I was old hand. Which I was. “You know, if you wanted to, you could probably go full time like ol’ Captain Frost did—”

“Pass.”

I chuckled under my breath, a few flecks of spray left behind by Scott’s water trail catching me on the forehead. It felt good. “What, you don’t think a hero should be directly responsible to their fans?”

“I think a hero probably ought to do the right thing,” Jamie said with obvious distaste. “Full stop. And the idea of being beholden to … whoever he’s beholden to … doesn’t appeal to me.”

“Yeah, I’m not super clear exactly how all that works,” I said. “Crowdsourcing or funding or something? The gist I got was that people pay him to be a hero. Tip him when he saves a squirrel or something, I dunno.”

“I guess I was under the old-fashioned assumption that being a hero was a public service,” Jamie said drily.

“I probably shouldn’t talk, since I’m on the payroll of an organization that basically makes me a law enforcement officer for hire, huh?”

“That’s a little different,” Jamie said, sounding like she was backpedaling. “I think, anyway. I assume if you got a call for help that didn’t involve—”

“Yeah, I help the local departments in Minneapolis and St. Paul out where I can,” I said. “And people, individually, where I can. Some pro bono type work, though that gets a little dicier now, since a lot of states are not necessarily on board with me helping them.”

“Run into that problem a lot?”

“Ohio gave me some static when I offered to help them with a meta criminal last month,” I said. “He was an armed robber that was getting bolder, using his powers to—”

“I heard about that,” Jamie said with a cringe. “How many did he—”

“Twelve officers,” I said, suddenly a little scratchy in the throat. “Before they brought him down with a police sniper. This job … I think sometimes people either underestimate or overestimate what a meta can do, though when they go over, at least it’s the safer path.”

“Are we heading toward that boat? Out there past Breezy Point?” Jamie asked as Scott started a lazy turn to the left, a massive container ship the only thing nearby.

“Ship,” I corrected her. I frowned in the distance, but I couldn’t see a designation on the hull. “And yeah, I think that might be it.”

It was only a few hundred yards away, probably about a mile out to sea past the bridge. Our approach had slowed, presumably because Scott had sensed the submarine reducing speed in the water. I’d never really thought about his ability to feel things under the water, but then he’d always been a font of creativity in the ways he’d used his powers.

“Scott,” I said, drawing closer to him so as to avoid shouting over the open waters, “you might want to—”

Before I could tell him to back off, I heard shouts over the side of the vessel ahead. Sentries appeared from behind the containers on the deck like ants swarming out of a hill, and I immediately broke skyward, figuring that I’d split any fire they sent our way. I saw the submarine break the surface just ahead, cozying up to the side of the ship as Scott zoomed toward it to attack.

The gunfire peppered the water below as half a dozen rifles opened up over the side. I caught a glimpse of the bow of the ship and a faded name—Tirragusk, Canta Morgana. I recognized the name of the country at least; Canta Morgana was a country in Eastern Europe, and when last I checked, the haven of more than a few soldiers of fortune.

“You want me to drop you on the deck?” I asked Jamie as I accelerated up. I planned to drop down myself, engage these clowns one on one. I was mourning the loss of the Sig Sauer P226, but I must have left it in the bank after the explosion.

“I’ll follow you down,” Jamie said, and she swung like a chain above me as I started my plunge from five hundred feet up. I could see Scott with a wall of water in front of him like a shield as he rose to the side of the ship. He swept five gunmen off their feet and then doused the top of the mini-sub with a hard spray as it opened up. Jamie was just behind me, and I felt her tether release from my waist as she got a new anchor on the boat. I figured I’d be joining Scott in the fight in less than two seconds, and Jamie probably a few seconds after—

A sudden, compressive detonation caused the Tirragusk to explode beneath me, and the shockwave hit me like a god slapping a fly out of the air. I didn’t even have time to see the ship disintegrate before I was knocked unconscious in the air, that weightless sensation of falling trailing me into the darkness of my dreams.
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Jamie

Jamie was lagging far behind Sienna when the ship blew up; she’d braced herself against the deck and was on a slow descent, already sending out channels to drive the guns of the guards at the sides of the ship to the deck. She wanted a soft landing, and all the troubles to be wrapped up by the time she got there.

Well, she thought as her channel to the ship disintegrated when the Tirragusk exploded into a geyser of fire, one out of two ain’t bad …

The world bucked around her as Jamie was suddenly left with nothing to steady herself against. The shockwave hit and knocked her head over heels, flipping through the air, the rippling surface of the Atlantic Ocean replaced by the clouded sky as she turned end over end. She caught a glimpse of Sienna as she dropped, insensate, the woman’s t-shirt fluttering in the air as she dropped out of the sky.

Jamie anchored herself to Sienna and turned the power up to full; this was a terrible idea, but it might buy a few seconds, if they were lucky. Sienna’s unconscious form shot right at her, and Jamie loosened the channel’s power once Sienna had achieved full momentum upward. She let the channel extend like a rubber band as she twisted on her fall and Sienna sprang up, like a bungie cord had caught her.

Jamie twisted as she fell, passing Sienna by mere inches, and thrust her hand out as she turned, her eyes on the Verrazano Bridge for only a second—but long enough to establish a channel between it and Sienna.

Jamie activated the channel, turning it on low, and Sienna stopped in midair with a very slight jerk. The channel started to reel her, very slowly, back toward the bridge, arresting her momentum downward, as though she had a winch holding her in place vertically, the strength of the channel holding her aloft.

“Whew,” Jamie said, her own momentum halted by her tether to Sienna. She hung off the woman like a stray piece of string, dangling over the ocean below as the Tirragusk continued to break up, the hull shattered in the middle, any hint of the mini-sub they’d been chasing gone in the wreckage—

“Uh oh,” Jamie said.

Where was the agent—Scott—who they’d been following?

Jamie cut herself loose from Sienna, leaving the slow channel in place to reel her back to the safety of the bridge. The wind hit Jamie in the face as she dove the last hundred feet, sending out eight channels in an attempt to break her fall into the harbor.

It didn’t work. She still belly-flopped, and it hurt, especially along that last, stubborn bit of stomach fat that had dogged her for the last decade and a half since she’d had Kyra.

The water flooded her ears, soaked her costume again—it had just been starting to dry, too—and Jamie opened her eyes to see flames glowing from the wreckage of the ship, lighting up the water beneath the surface like an angry dragon had been loosed below the surface.

Jamie blinked her bleary eyes against the effect of the salty water. It threatened to flood up her nose, held at bay by the air she had kept in her lungs even through the belly flop. She hadn’t dived like that since the time she’d gone to a public pool as a kid, and made an utter fool of herself with a similar maneuver from the top of the high dive.

She cut through the water with powerful strokes. Ahead, she could see the twisted wreckage of the mini-sub sinking through the darkness below the Tirragusk, the big ship’s keel broken right in the middle and starting to list as the fore and aft of the ship began their descent toward the bottom.

Jamie looked for dots, spots, little shadows between her and the flame. He had to be in here somewhere. Probably unconscious, like Sienna, but here somewhere, surely …

Yes! She saw a shadowy figure drifting down, slower than the mini-sub. She thrashed her legs and propelled herself forward, feeling like a shark cutting through the water. Grateful she had decided not to add a cape to her costume, Jamie pushed against the natural drag as she swam toward the cracking underbelly of the Tirragusk as it sank bit by bit.

She drew closer and closer to the dark figure, her lungs starting to feel the strain like she had while diving for the garbage truck earlier. Did all heroing experiences take a turn into the water eventually, she wondered? Because swimming really wasn’t Jamie’s forte. She’d been a fairly weak swimmer before gaining her powers, though her metahuman strength made it easier.

The closer she drew to the figure she was chasing, the more sharply defined he became. His head was down, and he was lazily drifting toward the darkness at the bottom of the ocean. His legs were up in the air, lifeless, and she swam hard toward him, grasping him around the chest, dragging his upper body toward her—

Jamie screamed in shock, the sound muted by the water, bubbles issuing forth explosively out of her mouth. She could see the face of the man she’d grasped in the light of the burning ship, and while half his was missing, half was not, and she could tell that this wasn’t Scott—at least not the one she was looking for.

She pushed off the corpse, letting it continue in its downward path as she felt the hard push against her lungs from the pressure of the water. She looked up and realized she was thirty feet down beneath the surface, no shore in sight, and the broken-up husk of the ship was almost directly overhead now. She looked down and saw nothing but shadows, no visible seabed, though she knew it was surely somewhere below.

A rumble filtered through her water-laden ears, and she looked up to see another explosion, this one finally rending the Tirragusk irreparably in two. The stern end broke off, sinking ahead of her, and the bow rushed through the water at her, no longer held up by the last tenuous connection between the two pieces. Jamie saw the metal hull slipping inexorably toward her, a shadow that blotted out all light of the surface, and as it sank closer her she raised her hands, trying, frantically, to anchor it to something and push it away, but there was nothing—
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Sienna

When I stirred awake, it was to a gentle sea breeze rustling my hair. Bright sunlight was shining through my closed eyelids, and once again, I could feel blood dripping out of my ears like warm bath water. When I opened my eyes I could see the red stains on my dark t-shirt glistening in the light, alerting me that my eardrums had probably ruptured. Again.

“Ungh,” I said, my neck kinked as I looked around. I was floating lightly over an expansive sea, Long Island and Brooklyn stretching off a couple miles to my left, the wreckage of the Tirragusk breaking up a few hundred yards in front of me, split cleanly in two like a giant hand had chopped it right down the middle. I could see fires burning inside the hull, flaming out across multiple decks even as it continued to sink below the waves bit by bit, and a memory of what had happened before I took a nap came flashing back to me along with a rush of fear.

Scott had been thirty feet off the bow when the Tirragusk went up, shielding himself from gunfire. Did that mean he was …?

My stomach dropped, and I felt a shock of adrenaline blast through me as my flight powers kicked in. “Thanks, Gavrikov—and Wolfe,” I said as the urgency filtered through me. I started forward—

And something jerked me back hard, snapping my neck like I’d just gotten rear-ended by a trucker.

“What the hell?” I muttered, turning my head and looking for whatever had stopped me. There was nothing behind me, so I started to fly toward the Tirragusk again, but that same sense of something anchoring me to—

I got it a second later as I realized I was being slowly, slowly pulled back toward the Verrazano Bridge, probably at the pace of a slow walk. Jamie must have used her gravity powers to anchor me to the superstructure, because now I was having a hell of a time moving even an inch to the left or right. I tried to pull at my t-shirt, hoping maybe she’d connected me there, but no dice; she’d clearly attached somewhere deeper. Which made sense, because a t-shirt wouldn’t have a hope in hell of holding my weight. Sadly. And much pointed out. (Thanks, internet assholes.)

As I debated trying to figure out if she’d anchored me to a point in my back and internal organs that I might be able to survive the loss of for a few seconds, the Tirragusk exploded yet again, and the two pieces of the ship that had been barely clinging to each other divorced entirely, dipping below the waves one final time as the area around the ship—presumably where Jamie and Scott were—became a graveyard for the vessel, hundreds of tons of steel making their way to the bottom of the bay.

And I was powerless to stop it.
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Jamie

The ship was falling toward her, gathering speed as it came down. She threw out her hands in reaction, throwing channels and setting them to repulse. This wasn’t the sort of maneuver that would do any good, but she was out of air, out of ideas, and panic was starting to set in, taking from her clarity of thought. She activated the channels in an instant and pushed—

She was dragged down by their force, propelled toward the bottom of the harbor by the weight of the ship bearing down on the channels and through them, her. The murky darkness waiting for her below rose to embrace her. Jamie fell, her ears filled with unbearable pressure as she went down, the light above disappearing as she swirled into the depths, the pieces of the broken ship falling after her.

She looked around frantically as she fell, hoping to see the bottom. If she could just find the bottom, she could set up a channel and launch herself to the surface. Why had she even come down here to begin with?

Oh. Right. That government agent. That one. Right over there …

She blinked her bleary eyes against the burning of the water in them, felt it swamping her sinuses, painfully, pressing up into her nose as the pressure increased. She shook her head, her vision becoming dimmer either because she was falling further into the depths or because she was out of oxygen, her need to take a breath now painfully desperate.

She reached out with a hand and snagged the agent with a channel, pulling him toward her even as she continued on her downward path, driven ahead of the falling of the ship’s pieces. She dragged the agent, Scott, to her like a fisherman reeling in a line, and he bumped against her side, his body limp and lifeless.

Worry about him when we get to the surface, she thought, darkness closing in, vision getting hazy. Her movements were sluggish, and not just because of the resistance of the water. Her arm felt like it didn’t want to obey her, it wanted to flail pointlessly in the water. Liquid dripped down her throat and choked her, and full panic set in, drowning reflex active and preventing any rational thought.

Helplessly she flung her arms in the water. The light above was gone, the silty bottom below not yet in sight, and Jamie was drowning, she knew, and her body was reacting, preventing rational thought, and trying to get her to the surface, flailing against the drag of the pieces of the Tirragusk, unable to stop the channels as they propelled her closer and closer to death.
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Nadine

Nadine took care not to even get into the shower spray this time, because she anticipated a long call with Abner. She held herself to the side of the spray and then immediately punched the keypad to activate the door, slipping into the darkness and fumbling for the phone, dialing before she’d even really settled in her seat.

“Hello?” Abner asked when he picked up the phone.

“Abner,” she said, as close to exultant as she got without a one hundred percent return in a day. “I saw the news. Did we—”

“It’s almost entirely done,” Abner said. “The bank job distracted them and allowed us to hit FBI headquarters by using the stolen SWAT van as a Trojan horse. I also used a different contractor to hit the US Attorney’s office. Whatever evidence they had on you is safely destroyed, save for the digital backups, and, uh,” he chuckled, “those will be gone soon enough. I’ve got a man on them now.”

“Sounds like a tall order,” Nadine said, breathing a rush of relief into the cool darkness. “I hope your man can handle it.”

“He’s quite good,” Abner said, matching her with a coolness of his own. “Professional hacker. His handle is ArcheGrey1819. He’s a legend in the digital underworld. They won’t realize it until later, but the job should be done within the hour.”

“So I’m about to be a free woman?” Nadine mused.

“They’ll be watching you for quite some time,” Abner said, the voice of caution. “But in essence, they won’t have a thing on you. They’ll have to at least allow you to resume your ordinary activities.”

“How much is this going to cost me?” Nadine asked. She didn’t care, so long as she was able to get back to work, but she was curious.

“Not as much as you might think. ArcheGrey—or whatever his actual name is, because I don’t bloody know—he didn’t want money. He wanted something else.”

“Curious.”

“I suppose when you’re as good as he is, you can make money appear in your account like turning little bits of ones and zeroes into water. Anyhow, he’s going to be a happy camper because I’ve got him what he wanted and you’re happy because it only cost you—well, we’ll talk about it later. You’ll get a lulz out of it, as Grey says.”

“I look forward to it,” Nadine said, shifting in her chair. The plasticy seventies-era material was sticking to her naked ass. “When will we be able to meet? I want to discuss prevention of future occurrences of this.”

“Try not breaking the law,” Abner said with amusement. “Failing that … this will be more difficult next time. We’ve left signs that this was a terrorist action rather than evidence disposal, and hopefully it’ll be enough to cover what we did. The mercenaries we hired are almost all dead as well.”

Nadine raised an eyebrow. “They are?”

“Their boat just had a tragic explosion,” Abner said with rough amusement. This was why she’d hired him. “It wouldn’t have been worth it, leaving that many loose ends out in the world. They knew what they were there to destroy, after all. The only survivors are the bank team, and they were the distraction, so … doesn’t matter if they talk, they didn’t know what the others were up to.”

“Clever, Abner.”

“I kept it compartmentalized.” Now he was just bragging, trying to impress her. Lucky for him she was impressed. He’d done a good job, and he was a very good man to have in her corner. “Safer that way.”

“So, what happens now?” she asked, letting the chair squeak as she spun it very slightly back and forth, the sticky material pressing against her thighs like flypaper.

“I’ve got people verifying whether or not the FBI is going to back off you now,” Abner said, the gloating fading as he went back to the business at hand. “Once we’re assured they’re off, you’ll be able to move into a hotel and resume your life unwatched for a time. And you should get your money and your other assets back, though the bastards will hang on to those for as long as they can. We’ll need to be vigilant, because with all the damage we’ve done, it’s possible they’ll get suspicious once they realize how much effort has gone into destroying all the evidence for their cases.”

“But they’ll have real criminals to chase, won’t they?” She frowned. “Murderers and such? Why would they waste time with little old me?”

“I don’t know that they will,” Abner said. “But we should be prepared just in case. We’ll up your security, upgrade your phone to one of those un-hackable models they sell these days, keep your digital footprint to a minimum, and … well, you’ll need to scale back your activities at work. If you step a foot out of line and they can prove it, they’ll be all over you again.”

Nadine stared into the darkness. It suddenly seemed so hot inside the steel panic room. “What if I don’t want to scale back?”

“Then you’d best be prepared to go to jail, this time without any sort of way to get out.” Abner shifted on the other end of the phone, his breathing getting heavier. “We cannot pull this off again. Not in this way, not and get away with it. This was a one-time-only get out of jail card. They’ll be prepared in the future, and what they’d have you for if they could tie this to you? It’s so much worse than what they were threatening before.”

Nadine’s cheeks burned at the thought. Abner was the only one who could tie this to her. “They should have just left me alone. I wasn’t doing anything that anybody else hadn’t done. They just made an example out of me because I’m a woman, and I was better at it.”

“Be that as it may,” Abner said, “they’ll make an even bigger example out of you if they can ever trace what we’ve done here. So let’s not give them another chance, eh? You’re going to be free to go back to work, to have your freedom, to trade again … but I can’t help you next time if this happens again. Once is a coincidence, twice is going to be the death of us. They will figure it out.”

“All right, fine,” she said airily. Next time she’d just take it easier, that was all. She’d still beat them all at their own game, but she wouldn’t be as obvious about it. As flagrant. She could still be Queen and rule quietly. “So this business is settled.” She thought about Gravity Gal and her cheeks burned harder. “What about the other thing?”

“Oh, you mean your, ah … your revenge?”

“Yes, that.” What an idiot. As though she was talking about anything else. Her estimation of him was sinking already, now that he’d denied her when she’d asked how they could get her out of this next time.

“My people saw her leave Staten Island this morning, but she did so from a different location,” Abner said. “She left from a somewhat disused industrial section of the city, and … well, the owner of the nearest business is one Jamie Barton. I was going to have my people identify every employee and try to match them to their home addresses, but as soon as we looked up Ms. Barton, we found out she lives right in the middle of that radius I set up earlier, and when I looked at the picture—covered up the bottom of her face … I think we’ve found our Gravity Gal.”

“Are you sure?”

“I sent someone into her work to ask for her once we made the connection, tried to play off like they were interested in buying some of her designs. She makes clothing.” Abner sounded like he was smiling, proud of himself. “Her assistant, a very eager young lady, said she wasn’t there but enthusiastically tried to set up a meeting. I had someone check at her house —no one at home, either. I set people down the street from her house and outside her office, so the next time she comes to either we’ll be sure, but … I did some preliminary digging and I think you’ll like what I’ve found in terms of vulnerabilities …”

Nadine smiled in the darkness. “And you’ll be ready to move the moment you’re sure?”

“With a vengeance,” Abner said. “Business in deep debt, failing. Teenage daughter is experiencing some troubles at school, it seems. Yeah, I think this one will be easy to push over, even before we unmask her to the public. Gravity Gal is not exactly the most popular hero in New York, after all. I might even be able to tie her to this mess we’ve made today.”

Nadine thought of her, that stupid, sanctimonious cow, with her stupid, sanctimonious cow face, looking down on others. It was going to be a pleasure to see her get her comeuppance. “She won’t be so high and mighty after we drag her through the mud,” Nadine said with a smirk.

“Indubitably,” Abner said. “I’ll get started on this as soon as we know—”

“Don’t wait,” Nadine said. “Get started now.”

There was a moment’s silence on the other end of the line. “What if we got the wrong person?”

Nadine snorted. “Abner, how many FBI agents died this afternoon when we blew up their headquarters? Who cares if it’s the wrong person? Life’s tough. Bring her down, and if it’s the wrong person … well, who gives a damn, really? We’ll just move on to the real deal.”

“As you like it,” Abner said, his resistance disappearing without a hint of a fight. “And … about the teenage daughter? How do you want me to handle—”

“I’ve heard losing a child is among the most painful things a parent can experience,” Nadine said, feeling the rough edge of her nail where she’d bitten it unevenly. “That seems like a good finale to me. Why don’t we build up to that? Because it seems like if these stupid heroes got to watch what happens when someone as exalted as Gravity Whore falls, it’ll probably be a good lesson for all of them.”
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Sienna

When the slow pull against the Verrazano Narrows Bridge stopped dragging me toward it, it took me a second to realize. It was such a gentle thing, the gradual reeling in of a fishing line, and I barely felt it, like a slow moving escalator.

Of course, the moment I did feel it, alarm bells started twanging in my head. It was a bad, bad sign that the person who’d made it happen might be unconscious or worse.

I could tell where the Tirragusk had sunk by the still-boiling seas around it, air bubbles escaping the sinking wreck and roiling the surface. I flew toward it in a blaze, scared witless that I was too late. Jamie was a powerful meta, but was she powerful enough to survive a drowning? I didn’t know, and I didn’t want to know, because if I found out and it was on the bad side of the probabilities, her troublesome teenage daughter was going to finish growing up without a mom.

I plunged into the water without thought for self or cell phone, and found myself in a world of darkness. I didn’t love swimming, ever, but if I could save a life, it would be worth it. I opened my mouth in shock at the chill, immediately wishing I hadn’t, because my mouth was filled with a nasty salty taste. I gagged and spat, but it didn’t go away even after I blew most of the invading water out of my mouth.

I sped deeper down, peering into the dark, wondering where she could possibly be. Need a little light, I thought, holding up a hand, which burst into flames. It shed some illumination, giving me a peek at the close environs as I descended. I could see the shadows of the wreck somewhere ahead, still settling, bubbles rushing up to the surface as it shed the last of its oxygen.

The problem was, I couldn’t see anything the deeper I got. My ears were threatening to pop with the pressure, and I could barely stand the sensation, even though I’d already regrown my eardrums twice today. I was trying to make out the shadows moving across the murky seabed, and then I saw motion.

Bastian, stand by in case I need you, I said, and felt a groan within.

You want to go dragon here? There are people on those shores over—

Bastian, I said, and he quieted. I’d done it in more public places than this.

Turned dragon, I mean. Get your mind out of the gutter.

I fired a burst of flame about ten feet ahead of me, and it lit the area and boiled the water nearby before I extinguished it. I could see someone swimming ahead, closer to the wreck, and I flew toward them, not even bothering to swim because I didn’t need to. I cut through the water effortlessly, like a shark. A shark with no fins. And more kills, probably. Urgh.

If Jamie was down here and still moving, why had she killed the tether to the bridge? Was she distracted? Did she lose focus? Did she—

The answer came as I shot closer. Within ten feet, the answer became clear, because I saw Jamie, limp, falling through the water, only a few feet above the seabed, and next to her, moving wildly, was Scott.

He saw me as I approached, throwing his head around like he could sense me cutting through the water toward him. I stopped, fearing the look in his eyes; I was surrounded by an element he utterly controlled, after all, and he’d been setting himself up as my enemy. I didn’t think he would attack, but then again, I hadn’t thought he would take my old job or watch me like I was a criminal, and yet here he was doing both.

His eyes met mine when I reached a distance of about five feet from him. Jamie was between the two of us, no bubbles coming out of her mouth, and I pointed at her. He nodded, grabbed her, put her under one arm, and then launched to the surface faster than I could have done it.

And he left me behind, swirling in his wake, proving, in my mind, that if he wasn’t full-on willing to crush me under the water, he still wasn’t happy enough with me to try and take me with him.

I followed a moment later, fighting against the currents he’d left behind. They were strong, strong enough to push me aside, knock me about, and I didn’t want any part of them, so I shot to the surface at a forty-five degree angle to avoid the worst of them.

When I broke out into the day, I found Scott sitting on a pillar of solid water that was rising out of the bay, his fingers extended just above Jamie’s mouth. She was lying flat on her back, an arm dangling off his makeshift water platform. Liquid was rising from between her lips, pulled slowly by Scott as he drew it from her lungs. She coughed, and it came out in a rush, absorbed into his hand as though it had never existed.

The sound of a wet cough disappeared in seconds, and Jamie was left hacking dryly, then she stopped as she sat up, her bodysuit glistening as Scott absorbed the water out of her costume. She sat up and looked at the pillar of water upon which she was perched. With mild surprise, she ran a hand over her costume and her fingers came back dry.

“That’s new,” I said, and Scott looked over at me with heavily lidded eyes. “Also, congrats on not drowning.”

“Something I figured out recently,” Scott said coolly. “I can’t drown. My powers work unconsciously to keep me alive whether I’m awake or not. Like you and soul sucking.”

“Hey,” I said, “I’m not—oh, you meant literally on the soul sucking.” He smiled, but he wasn’t amused. “How are you doing, Gravity Gal?”

“Feeling drowned but without any liquid in my lungs to show for it.” Jamie’s voice sounded scratchy. “So … the ship kinda sank.”

“Yeah,” I said. “That was a thing that happened. Thanks for not letting me die in the water, by the way. Because I can actually drown. Probably.”

“No problem,” she said, closing her eyes like she was suffering from a headache. She had been oxygen deprived, after all. “What … what do we do now?”

“Well, I need to stop by my hotel and get a new cell phone,” I said, pulling my current one out of my pocket. It dripped water out of the speakers at the bottom, and I held it out to Scott. “Unless you want to see if you can work your magic on it?”

He stared at me darkly for a second, then held out a finger and squirted it right out of my hand. It dropped into the bay below, disappearing with a plop! “Oops,” he said mildly. “Accident.”

“Whatever,” I said. I had replacements after all, and if he wanted to be a petty dick, it was no skin off my nose. That thing was fried anyway, probably even if he had sucked the water out. “What time is it?”

Jamie looked at me, then to Scott. “I … I don’t know. I don’t carry a cell phone or anything with me when I’m …” she looked down at her costume. “Well, you know.”

Scott pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and it turned right on. It looked like one of those new ones they were advertising as water-resistant. “It’s one in the afternoon,” he said to Jamie, pocketing the phone again. He looked completely dry, and so did Jamie. I was still dripping. Dripping and hovering, because the pillar of water wasn’t big enough for three.

“Did you see the registry on that ship?” I asked Scott, who seemed to have decided that now that I’d done all I could for him, he was going to do his best to ignore me, or be passive aggressive, or something. He looked at me, barely, for just a second before looking down at Jamie. “It was from Canta Morgana.”

I saw a flash of interest in his eyes that he couldn’t hide, but he didn’t say anything. Jamie did, though. “Where’s Canta Morgana?”

“Eastern Europe,” I said. “They’re in the middle of a lovey-dovey voluntary annexation by Revelen, but even now they’re sort of a clearinghouse for old Soviet tech, a wayside for mercenaries, haven for cybercriminals and other ne’er do wells. The Russian mob has mad ties up in that place, and rumor was they might be running the whole enchilada, which is really scary when you consider that right next door in Revelen they probably had nuclear silos before the Iron Curtain fell.”

“I … I’ve never heard of these places,” Jamie said, shaking her head.

“Most people haven’t,” I said. “They’re a small spot on the map, only of interest to foreign policy wonks and people who have seen some of the troubles they’ve exported land on their doorstep.” Last year, I’d had a tourist from Revelen come back to Minneapolis with super-duper-Gavrikov fire powers that he hadn’t had before he left. It had caused some problems for Reed and Augustus when they’d had to track the guy down. He’d left a bit of a mess behind him, too, and when I’d caught up on the file once it was all over, I’d thought the Revelen connection was a little strange. Especially when I saw how many mercenaries were passing through that country lately. It was a stamp that could be found on almost any gun-for-hire’s passport—assuming you got him to give up the real one instead of a fake.

“What does this have to do with what’s going on?” Scott asked, coming out of his self-imposed silence to sound impatient.

“I don’t know,” I said. “They were probably just hired out of either Revelen or Canta Morgana, these guys. Pros. Mercs. The bank job was a distraction for the FBI HQ hit.” My mind was whirring away. “There was a bigger purpose here, but I can’t think what.”

“What … what do we do now?” Jamie asked. She got to her feet, standing atop Scott’s pillar of water, and looked uneasily down at the seemingly solid surface beneath her feet like it was going to drop her at any minute.

“I should get back to the NYPD, make my report on what happened to Lieutenant Welch,” I said. I looked at the still-bubbling place where the Tirragusk had sunk. “This looks like a dead end until they … raise up the wreckage or whatever.” I glanced at Scott. “Unless you can do it.” He gave me a look that told me it wasn’t happening, either because he wasn’t that strong or because he didn’t want to, and then looked away again, toward the finger of land in the distance. “Maybe their investigation has turned something else up by now.”

“I should get home,” Jamie said, looking a little unsteady on her feet. “If our work is done for a little while.” She looked almost apologetic. “I mean, investigating is not really my … forte …”

“It’s not hers, either,” Scott muttered under his breath.

“Thanks,” I said. “And here I was actually worried about you for a few minutes.”

“Don’t worry about me,” he said, going from cold to harsh. “I can take care of myself.” And with that, he shot off his pillar and was zipping along on the surface of the water again, faster than before. Faster, in fact, than I would have thought he could go, probably over a hundred miles an hour, like he was riding an invisible jet ski.

“Sorry about that,” I said to Jamie, who looked at me. “Because of the awkward hostility.”

“Oh,” she said. “I’m used to arguing with a teenager, so … that didn’t seem that awkward or hostile to me.”

“It’ll get better,” I said, trying to be vaguely reassuring.

She surveyed me with a wary eye as I felt her attach herself to me via a tether, like she knew the water pillar she was standing on could go at any second. “What do you know about teenagers?” she asked, not snotty, more subtle and amused, as if she really wanted to know.

“Well, is yours a pain in the ass?” I returned.

“Yes.”

“That makes her a normal teenager, then,” I said. “Trust me. I was one more recently than you. You want to hold tight to me in case—”

The pillar dropped, and Jamie activated her tether just in time; the water splashed back into the surface of the bay, and she was left hanging beneath me, the same weight around my waist as last time. “Good call,” she said.

“Want me to drop you back on Staten Island?” I asked, starting forward slowly. I didn’t want to whipsaw her head back from the sudden start.

“Sure,” she said, as I headed toward the left side of the bridge ahead of us. “I kind of … left work without saying anything to anyone. I should probably get back there … pick up the pieces …” She sounded introspective and a little sad. I’d never dealt with a secret identity, and just hearing the way she said it made me suddenly very glad I hadn’t.

I was almost to the bridge when I saw something moving quickly toward us, a white trail skating out from behind the bridge. I peered at it, staring, and saw something coming across the water, leaving a trail behind it. I thought maybe it was Scott for a moment, and then I realized I was seeing a suit.

An all too familiar suit. With yoga pants as the bottoms.

“Hey!” Captain Frost shouted as he got closer. I considered buzzing past him without a word, maybe hard enough to create a sonic boom and knock him off the ice floe he was steering around like a boat. “I heard you guys were up to some good out here, figured I’d see if I could help.”

“No good to be done here,” I said, slowing us only slightly. He gave me a slightly uneasy look that told me he hadn’t forgotten me calling him an idiot, and I wondered for a second why he would have come out here after that.

Then I saw the fleet of boats behind him, people with cameras and cell phones held high, snapping pics and video of everything. “You brought the paparazzi?” I asked, leaning my head back and staring at the sky, now clouded over with white tufts.

“Hey, they follow me because they know a good story when they see one,” Frost said with his easy grin. “How about we—”

I didn’t even wait for him to finish. I said to Jamie, “Holding tight?” and as soon as she nodded, I snapped into flight so fast that it made a sonic boom that knocked Frost off his ice. I swooped back around just to be sure.

“Ow,” Jamie said, opening her mouth and poking at her ear like she had water in it.

“Sorry,” I said, looping higher and zipping back toward Staten Island a little slower after I’d confirmed that Frost got soaked. “Your ear will heal, but that …” I looked down, and Frost was waving his fist angrily at us as the paparazzi converged. “Well, that’s the sort of magical moment that I won’t soon forget. Kinda makes the job worthwhile.” And in spite of the chill of the stinky ocean water all over my clothes, I felt surprisingly warm as I flew toward Staten Island to drop off Jamie.
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Jamie

Sienna had dropped her off two blocks away from work and nearly a mile up, after Jamie had reassured her that it would be all right. She’d done the freefall thing, letting herself draw closer to the ground at a vacant lot a couple blocks away from the warehouse, and then gently caught herself on a channel she set up, slowing her momentum to a stop over the last thirty feet or so like a wafting feather. She could see her business clothes strewn just outside her office window where she’d left them while changing hurriedly out of them on her way into the city. She touched down lightly and hurried toward them, gathering them up and looking around furtively. She was hidden by high fences on the different sides of the building, but her office was up above, and she reached up, sliding the window open with a gravity channel as she looked to see if anyone was watching.

When Jamie was sure no one was in sight, she flew up through the window, pants and clothes in hand, and then shut the window behind her. With a quick channel, she locked her door from across the room; the blinds, fortunately, were down so that no one could see into the office. She shut the window behind her with a quick look. No one seemed to be watching.

She dusted off her pants and then tugged them on, prepared to wince when she reached the cut on her leg, but found it nothing more than a raised line where the skin had already mended together. She touched it lightly, feeling the smooth bump where the flesh had been rent, then slipped back into her shoes. She pulled on her blouse, buttoning it while brushing off the dirt that had accumulated on the left breast where she’d left it on the ground. She sighed, then pulled off her mask, wadding it up and pocketing it after giving it a sniff. She blanched; it needed washing desperately. “Even sucking all the water out couldn’t get rid of the smell,” she muttered as she reached out, unlocked the door with a quick channel and then flipped the lights from across the room.

She settled back in her chair and looked down to see a bagel sitting there in front of her. She touched it, experimentally. It was stone cold, of course, the cream cheese spread across its center hard like poured concrete. There was coffee, too, but this she wasn’t too proud to guzzle. It tasted better than the ocean, at least.

The door sprang open and Clarice walked in, looking down at her pad, ensconced in thought. Jamie watched her as she stepped inside then closed the door, fumbling for the light switch. She paused, looking up without seeing Jamie there, perplexed as she realized the lights were on, and then her eyes settled on Jamie in her chair, and a flicker of surprise ran across her face before drooping into disappointment. “Oh. It’s you.”

“Yes, it’s me,” Jamie said, feeling a hint of alarm. Clarice was many things, but coldly disrespectful was not one of them. “I had to step out for—”

Clarice’s look quelled her at once. “A buyer came by while you were out,” she said. “Wanted to speak with you. Could have been a big account, but they left without giving me their name.”

“Oh.” Jamie’s stomach fell. So that was what this was about. “Listen, I’m sorry, but I—”

“Is Kyra okay?”

Jamie blinked. “I—I hope so. Why, did you hear someth—”

“So it wasn’t Kyra?” Clarice asked, pulling her open planner close to her chest. “The reason you were gone? Because I could have seen her being the reason. A reasonable reason—”

“No, it wasn’t Kyra—”

“So then you just left,” Clarice said, sighing. “Again.”

Jamie stared at her. Clarice had never talked to her like this. She was so even-keeled … “I had to go,” Jamie said. “I’m sorry.”

“I shouldn’t be mad,” Clarice said, looking around like she was searching for words or feelings. “This isn’t my company, after all …”

“You’ve been here since the beginning,” Jamie said, feeling the sting. “You’ve helped—”

“Okay, so maybe that’s why I’m pissed off,” Clarice said. “You’re right, I’ve been here since the beginning. I was here for the long nights, the weekend deadlines. I saw how much of yourself you poured into this company trying to get it off the ground.”

“You were right there with me for a lot of it,” Jamie said quietly. The air between was streaked with dust, as it always seemed to be in the factory.

“It tears me up inside seeing you wreck the business you’ve worked so hard to build,” Clarice said, and now her accusing eyes were right on Jamie. “It shouldn’t, but you’re right. I put the time in with you, believed in this place, in your designs—in what we make—and it hurts me physically to watch this.” She walked up to one of the chairs in front of Jamie’s desk and pulled it out, sitting down on the edge of it, so prim and upright. “I get sick to my stomach at night thinking of it. I woke up at two in the morning last night and couldn’t back to sleep worrying that these loans with Mr. Penny might not come through—”

Jamie settled back in her chair, closing her eyes. “I’m not trying to—”

“Oh trust me, we can tell you’re not trying,” Clarice said.

“Not what I meant.” Jamie waved a hand in front of her like she could swat away her problems. “I—you’re talking like this is the end. It’s not. Mr. Penny is working on the loans, and I’ll—I will try to be more present—”

“You’re the straw that stirs the drink here, all right?” Clarice said. “I can do the admin. That part of the business is still cooking along fine. But I don’t have your flair for design, and it’s like you’ve gotten bored with creating new products, and when you’re a design company, you don’t get to rest on your old laurels for very long—”

“I—I know, and I’ll—”

“This is not going to work.”

“I …” Jamie put a hand over her eyes, like she could blot out what she was seeing and hearing.

“If you keep doing what you’re doing, your company—hell, our company—is going to die,” Clarice said, fierce urgency running through her words. “Do you even care?” The question came softer, wearier.

“Of course I care,” Jamie said wearily, her efforts of the day, the night before, and now this all conspiring to drain her.

“Because,” Clarice went on, like she hadn’t said a word, “even when you’re in the building, it’s like you’re not here.”

“There’s just a lot going on right now,” Jamie said, feeling as exhausted as if someone had hooked a machine up to her to drain her blood. “I know I’m distracted—with Kyra, with … other things—”

“Distracted is a good word for it. Did you even see Mr. Penny when he came in yesterday? Because the Jamie I know would have at least recognized the non-monetary assets on that boy—”

“I—I don’t—” Jamie settled her hands in her face. She took a long, slow breath. “I just need to work harder.”

“Yeah, you do,” Clarice said, and here came a hint of pleading. “Or at all, Jamie. You went from eighty to a hundred hour work weeks a year ago to … hell, I don’t know. Ten, maybe? Less? No one’s saying you need to kill yourself like you were before, but … this business is going to die on the vine if you don’t step it up.” She stood up and started toward the door.

“You know,” Clarice said, pausing with her hand on the knob, “when you first started … slacking off, I guess, I thought, ‘Good for her.’ You’d worked long enough and hard enough, I figured you deserved a break. That Kyra deserved a break. Things were … they were starting to really look up around here, really run smoothly …” She shook her head. “But it’s … gone too far the other direction now, Jamie.” Clarice looked back up at her, her warm eyes surprisingly cold. “You’re going to lose everything. The people here are going to lose their jobs.” She ran a hand nervously over her other arm. “I’m not gonna lie. I like working here. I don’t want to go work for anyone else. You’re the best boss I ever had. I don’t want another job, and no one else on Staten Island is going to pay me what you do, so … please. I don’t want to ride the ferry into Manhattan every morning.” She looked right at Jamie, completely sincere. “Get it together. For all of us.” And she shut the door gently behind her.

Jamie slumped, head against the desk, as soon as Clarice was gone. Her fingers were interlaced in front of her, her cheek pressed against them. The words her friend had spoken felt like a huge worm, burrowing its way through her stomach and spreading nausea everywhere it went. She closed her eyes, weary, and muttered. “How am I going to do this?”

She didn’t even realize when she fell asleep less than a minute later, exhausted, and still hungry.
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Sienna

The people in the lobby of my hotel looked at me funny when I came bopping in off the street soaked to the bone. It wasn’t that fancy of a hotel, but the skies were clear and the rain earlier hadn’t been enough to dampen a chihuahua. They were probably wondering how I got drenched but were either too classy or, possibly, too intimidated to ask. I rode the elevator up to my room while dripping all over the tile floor and the thin carpeting, and showered quickly. I tried to get the stink of the water off of me, and especially out of my hair, but I had a feeling that might be the work of days, so I just quickly dried my hair (by turning it into flame—it was safe, don’t worry) and then dressing in a spare t-shirt and jeans and picking up another phone out of my luggage and activating it with the special code.

The special code was sending a text to J.J., whose contact info was already preprogrammed into it: “Lost another one, this time to the briny deep of the Atlantic Ocean just outside the bay.”

The phone buzzed before I even made it out the door. “Switching you over to the new model now. Allow five minutes for full cloud sync. Also, how much do you stink right now? Because I’m guessing lots.”

I paused at the door and texted my answer. “Less than you after a gaming marathon, unwashed nerdling. XOXO, Sienna. P.S. Need traffic camera records for a series of garbage trucks hiding mini-subs that smashed through Manhattan this morning in attacks on bank and FBI building. Not a joke.”

I was waiting for the elevator when he buzzed me back: “I cannot do this hacking thing for you as it is totally and completely illegal.” I stared at his message, and another came through. “But if I could, then I would tell you that the NYPD is probably already in the system doing what you asked for, and they’ll likely have a report for you … in several hours … that will lead you to a warehouse in Brooklyn that was burned to the ground just after the incidents at the bank and the FBI HQ this morning. Also, suspiciously destructive incident at US Attorney’s office in Manhattan, though not as catastrophic as the FBI one due to building already having been evacuated as precaution when FBI attack word came through.” Another pause, then: “Also, just googled XOXO and I don’t think you meant that.”

I snorted as I stepped into the elevator. “Good call on the XOXO thing. What happened at the US Attorney’s office?” The phone buzzed that I was out of service, but the message sent when the elevator dinged my arrival at the lobby. “Also,” I sent a moment later, standing in the middle of the lobby like a statue with a phone cradled in my fingers, “any idea where those trucks originated before the warehouse, since I’m guessing that little fire will be attributed to arson and most of the evidence will have gone up in smoke?”

I was out on the street before he responded. “Tough to say on origin of trucks/mercs. No traffic cams in area around warehouse, lots of blind spots and multiple entrances to that area, not all covered by cams. Had to piece together final path of trucks from warehouse via a security camera mounted on a logistics company depot three blocks away. Will try to look back farther, but warehouse does not have online backup. Looks like they record on physical media like DVDs, so someone (YOU) would have to go out there and convince them to part with their records, send them to me, and allow time for me to comb-over blurry-ass footage with a fine-toothed comb in hopes that they brought the trucks in that way. Could take weeks. Or you could crowdsource to the FBI in hopes they do it faster.”

I stared at his message, and was pretty sure my frown was heavy. “HAHAHA,” I texted back. “What’s the likelihood they play nice and share even if they found something?”

“What are the odds a man would survive a direct kick in the balls by you on a bad day?” he replied before I’d even slid my phone back in my pocket. I had to concede his point. The FBI wasn’t likely to part with a shit sandwich if they knew it was coming my way. They had their own little meta task force, after all, and with Scott at its head, I knew the tone that they had taken with me was not a cooperative one.

I stepped out the door and flew into the air, determined to track down Welch. If anyone could make the feds cooperate, it would be him, because my leverage with them was nil. I paused, tucked myself up against a building for a second, and texted, “Ship that these mercs escaped to was home ported in Canta Morgana. Called the Tirragusk. See what you can find? Also, Revelen connection?” I just threw that out there to see what he made of it.

I didn’t even get my phone back in my pocket before it started ringing. I saw it was J.J. so I just answered. “Whaddup?”

“You serious on that Revelen thing?” He sounded kinda hopeful.

“Had it printed right across the bow, ‘Canta Morgana.’ And if you watch the news—”

“They’re joining in holy matrimony with Revelen, giving Revelen a port and Canta Morgana … I dunno, a bunch of tourism ad buys,” J.J. said. “Whatever Revelen has going for it.”

“So you’ve seen that news, then?”

“Eastern European politics are another hobby of mine,” J.J. said airily. “Right up there between painting Warhammer figures and studying the collected works of Isaac Asimov.”

“You’re a real Renaissance man.”

“So,” J.J. went on, probably suspecting me of poking fun with my comment (I was actually 80% sincere), “it’s probably not surprising this boat was chartered out of Canta Morgana if it was a merc op.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “But the question is, can we somehow trace back—”

“No.”

I blinked, leaning against the brick facade of the building I’d sheltered against, and stared down at a small crowd looking up at me from the sidewalk ten stories below. They were pointing, taking pictures. “That was fast.”

“Probably because in addition to all their ads proclaiming, ‘Vacation in Revelen,’ the next biggest import of this newly-joined nation state is, other than tourists and mercenaries, hackers. They’ve got feelers all over the darkweb, trying to draw talent to build their online infrastructure. It’s a big thing with them right now. I’d say it’s surprising 20/20 or the New York Times hasn’t done a special on it, but they’re probably too busy investigating whether Kat is really going to get ass implants to do any actual journalism.”

“So,” I said, frowning, “you’re saying—”

“That they’re ideally set up to hide whatever dirty dealing they’re doing,” J.J. said. “Also, if you check the State Department website, there are no travel warnings for the country. Which would make total sense if it weren’t currently serving as the mercenary clearinghouse of Eastern Europe. That’s a little suspicious.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Maybe they’re in tight with President Harmon.”

“Could be,” J.J. said, “but it wasn’t that long ago some awfully suspicious stuff was going down in Bredoccia—that’s their capital—”

“I know.”

“—so maybe I’m a little suspicious, but when you’ve got armies of hackers and armies of—well, actual armies—for hire in your country and everyone’s pretending it’s all hunky dory, I kinda tend to view things through the lens of … yeah … worry. The fact that Cunningham vacationed there just before he went all explodey in the Minneapolis airport—”

“Yeah,” I said, embracing my inner worrywort. “The funny thing is, I’ve been talking with Gravity Gal … she’s an artificial meta, too.”

“Weird how that keeps popping up,” J.J. said. “I guess stopping Edward Cavanagh hasn’t kept his brainchild from spreading like he hoped it would.”

“Not exactly like he hoped it would,” I said, looking down at the people below me, like ants. “He wanted to give the whole world powers and see how the upheaval shook out. What we’re seeing is a trickle, which is worse than nothing but better than the total global chaos that would have resulted from most of the world getting superpowers.” I sighed. “Kinda sick of dealing with Cavanagh’s bullshit, though. He didn’t even have the grace to stop causing problems when he died, what with that plague in Chicago being directly attributable to him.”

“Yeah, you’d think that killing someone would put a stop to their being a pain in your ass, but here’s this asshole, stubbornly refusing to quit it even a year later.”

“I gotta go talk to Lieutenant Welch about this,” I said, blowing air out of my lips soundlessly. “Keep digging, see if you can find anything?”

“I can pretty much guarantee you that Revelen’s a dead end for me,” J.J. said. “I know you think I’m like, a god or meta of hacking, but I pretty much use tools to do a lot of the hard stuff. The hackers that have gone to Revelen are like … boss level. You’d need someone better than me to—” He just stopped. “Hrm. You thought about asking—”

“Jamal?” I let that one rattle around in my head a minute. Jamal was Augustus’s brother, and his power was over electricity. The problem was, he’d used his powers for evil—specifically, to kill some guys who’d murdered his girlfriend—and while he’d been a help to us in the past, I wasn’t sanguine about employing people who casually murdered in the name of vengeance. Mainly because I was territorial, and felt like I fulfilled the casual, vengeful murderer quotient for the team. “If you can get ahold of him, you could ask.”

“Oh, I can get ahold of him,” J.J. said. “I just hope he’s willing to help because watching him is like … I mean, he’s a master.”

“He can manipulate bits of data with his powers,” I said. “It’s not like he’s Yo-Yo Ma.”

“I’ve never seen Yo-Yo Ma hack the Federal Reserve and the CIA without getting detected,” J.J. said a little snippily, “but if I do, I’ll pay attention. Will let you know if we find anything out.”

“Sounds good,” I said and slipped off the wall as I put my phone back in my pocket. Those spectators were still looking up at me, so I flew off around the corner, figuring I’d track down Welch when I wasn’t being watched.
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“So that’s what happened,” I said after I finished explaining everything to Welch. He was conveniently still on the scene of the bank job, since the other two attacks had gone straight to federal jurisdiction and had the FBI crawling all over them. I suspected this one was going to get snatched up, too, as soon as they got their poop in a group. Having their New York HQ blasted to smithereens had undoubtedly put a strain on the FBI’s ability to investigate this mess, but knowing the government response, they would probably have several hundred agents converging on the city to solve the crime. As an institution, they’d take the bombing of their building personally, and they’d be coming hard after every lead they could get.

Personally, I wasn’t enthused about being anywhere near that when it happened, but I wasn’t the type of person to walk away from an open investigation, either, so it seemed likely we were going to hit a point of conflict if I didn’t hurry and solve this thing. Faces needed pounding, I was pretty sure, and there was only one woman for that job.

“This was a big fat sucker punch,” Welch pronounced. I’d laid out all we’d seen and all my suspicions about the Revelen connection, too. He’d taken it all in. “If it’s like you say, and they hired pros to do all this … why?”

“Someone had a grudge against the FBI?” I shrugged. “What I can’t figure is … why hit this bank, too? Why not just … hit the FBI and the US Attorney …” I frowned. “Wait. Why hit both of those?”

“It might be hard to tie the US Attorney attack to the FBI, except by timing,” Welch said cautiously.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it wasn’t the same MO as the FBI one,” he said uneasily. “I’ve only heard rumors but … I hear it was a meta.”

I stared at him. “And you’re just mentioning this to me now?”

“The meta got away,” he said with a shrug. “No description.”

“What kind were they?”

“Whatever kind can turn the entire building into glass,” Welch said. “Because that’s what they did, turned the building and everything in it into glass, and let it collapse under its own weight. The whole thing is just a mess of shards now, and evening rush hour is gonna be interesting, lemme tell ya.”

My eyes widened. I’d never even heard of that power before. “That’s … new.”

“Oh, we’ve stumped the expert,” he said, and scowled. “Not a great sign.”

“And no one saw—”

“No one saw,” he said, “as far as I know. The info pipeline from the FBI is gonna trickle down nothing pretty fast, though. They’ll be holding their cards close to the vest from here on out.”

“Figured they might have taken offense to this attack,” I said. “At least you’ve still got the bank heist to work. And prisoners from it.”

“They’ll go to federal custody within the hour,” he said with a grunt. “If they haven’t already. And they’re not talking in any case.”

“What about dredging up the wreck of the Hesperus?” I asked as Welch started down the street. Cleanup crews were still picking up pieces of cars and mailboxes and other stuff that the garbage truck had crashed through on its path to the river.

“I don’t think that’s something we’re going to be able to manage,” he said, now focused on the minutia of the cleanup operation. “I’d bet the feds are going to take the lead on that one.”

“Man, is this a funeral?” I asked. “Cuz there is just no joy here.”

“Tell me about it,” Welch groused. “And here I was hoping you’d solve the bank robbery problem for me and blow out of town on a high.” He looked over the scene with a wary eye. “Seems to me you’ve opened something else entirely here.”

I eyed him carefully. “You’re not blaming me for this, are you?”

“Huh?” He looked at me like I’d woken him up with a slap. “No, it was happening before I sent you down here, and I doubt we’d have stopped the robbery or saved the hostages without you and Gravity Gal, so no … I don’t blame you. I do want to get it solved, though, and it looks like I’m not gonna get my way on that one, since the FBI is hopping mad.” He ran a hand through his comb-over, messing it up further. “Life’s full of disappointments, I guess.”

“So I’ve heard,” I said, because I didn’t really know what else to say.

“Riddle me this, though,” Welch said, turning back around, frown of deep thought on his face. “If you were the type of person looking to—I dunno, blow up the FBI in New York and send a meta to destroy the US Attorney’s office … why would you rob a bank out here? Just to draw the cops away? Because … it didn’t really pull presence from either of those places.”

I settled in for a second to think. “They’d only do it if they could get something from here. Something that the bank had in common with—” I stopped. “No, that doesn’t track. Banks have nothing to do with the Justice Department.” I paused, and something occurred to me. “Did you ever figure out what happened to the SWAT team on scene?”

He stared off into the distance. “No … no, I never heard …” He blinked a few times. “You don’t think—”

“If they were hitting the FBI building … would the NYPD SWAT team van get them access?” I asked. “Because, otherwise, they might be holding onto it for future plans.”

“I think it’s entirely possible it would get them access, yes,” Welch said. “We work with the Bureau on … things.” I liked the sound of vague there. “It could get them in the door, at least.”

“Shooting their way in from there … might have allowed them to finish the job,” I said, chewing on the inside of my cheek as I spoke. “And bring a bomb in to send the building to the ground. But … why not just use the meta with the glass powers to wreck the place from the get go? Why go through with mercenaries at all?”

“If it’s a revenge plot, the US Attorney prosecutes federal crimes,” Welch said, spitballing with me. “Some con could have a grudge. Someone … currently under indictment could be pissed off—”

I frowned as that tripped something for me. “Where do they keep evidence for current prosecutions?” Welch stared at me flatly. “Because it seems to me if someone wanted to trash their case—”

“They’d blow up and smash all the evidence while making it look like something else,” Welch said, nodding along. “That’s … that’s nasty. A lot of people died to pull that one off.” He shuddered. “Who would be that damned callous?”

“A lot of criminals, if they could,” I said with bracing honesty, drawing a nod from him. “The real question is … who could afford it? Because gun-thugs, at least foreign ones with military experience like these guys, plus rifles, specially-outfitted garbage trucks with mini-subs, and super-powered metas? They don’t tend to come at discount prices.”

Welch nodded. “Someone put a lot of bucks behind this.”

“So I guess the question is,” I said, thinking it over, “who’s the richest, most vicious person that you’ve seen the FBI and US Attorney go after?”

“That’s a long list,” he said, cringing. “Mafiosos, politicians, heads of corporations caught with their fingers in the cookie jar, polluters, real estate developers caught up in bribery schemes—”

“Okay, so, yeah … long list,” I said. “We can probably rule out all but the richest, though.”

Welch thought it over. “There is one name that’s coming right to mind, probably because I just ran across her yesterday—Nadine Griffin.”

“The Queen of Wall Street?” I asked. “She’s a white collar princess.”

“There’s some darkness in that lady,” Welch said with a shake of his head. “I got a bad feeling about her. She’s a real nasty piece of work.”

“She’s a scammy insider trader who stole from her clients,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve met all sorts of scuzzbuckets, but the leap from money-grubbing thief to … planning on this scale …” I just shook my hand. “That would just about require flight powers. Of sociopathy.”

“Ehh, you think what you want,” he said, “but I’ve met this broad, and she’s bad news of the sort—”

“If you say ‘broad’ and ‘bad news’ in the same sentence, I think you hit pulp novel bingo.”

He smiled faintly. “She was giving me an itch in a bad place.”

“Your taint?”

“I don’t know what that is,” Welch said. “But she triggered my instincts—”

“Frost triggered your instincts, and he’s a moron.”

“But a dangerous moron.”

“To impressionable twenty-something women who want to remain syphilis-free, maybe,” I cracked. “To the rest of us, he’s just another goober whose primary use in life is to ice a drink.” I gave it a moment’s thought and started to lift off into the air. “Still … maybe I could pay a visit to this Nadine Griffin. Where do you think she is?”

“Her office is on Wall Street,” he said. “Look for the building with the big hole in the side where a window ought to be.” He glanced at his watch. “If she’s at home, she’s got a mansion out on Long Island. I’ll text you the address.”

“Grazie,” I said, taking off. “I’ll rattle a few bushes of my own and see what I can come up with.”

“I thought you already gave me everything you h—” I lost his words to the wind. It didn’t really matter; I needed to talk to Nadine Griffin and one other person before I had anything else for him, anyway.

I’d read all about Nadine Griffin, and she sounded like a real ball buster. As someone who had busted a few of those myself, I was looking forward to meeting her. I took to the air and cleared the buildings, heading south for Wall Street, figuring I’d check her office first. Who went home at two in the afternoon on a weekday, anyway?
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Jamie

When she heard a knock at the office door a few minutes later, Jamie thought for sure that it was Clarice coming back for another round, or perhaps to settle some other bit of routine business. “Come in,” she said, her voice muted, their last conversation still pressing on her as she brooded in the office, the sun’s rays cast long across her floor as the yellow disc slid lower in the sky.

The door opened, and to her surprise, there stood Jacob Penny, his eyes less lively than when she’d seen him before. Yesterday he’d seemed exuberant; today he seemed almost morose.

“Uh, hi,” Jamie said, coming to her feet and slamming her knee against her desk. The whole thing rattled and moved back a few inches, and a wracking pain radiated from her kneecap and almost dropped to her chair again. “Oww,” she said as she took the weight off that leg, standing there with one eye squinted shut, the other open to look at her visitor. “Hello,” she forced out.

“Are you all right?” Penny asked, easing into the room. He had his leather briefcase in hand, holding it before him like it was a shield to protect him from a well-placed kick. He bumped the door shut behind him with his backside and stood there, not coming any closer to the desk, a statue that was turning back and forth slowly with nervous energy. His shirt’s top button was still undone.

“Fine,” Jamie said, the pain starting to fade slightly as her surprise at seeing him increased. “What … brings you by today, Mr. Penny? I didn’t think we had an appointment—”

“We didn’t,” Penny said, clearing his throat nervously as he avoided her eyes. “I was just dropping in to—did you go to the gym today?” He asked, and when she shook her head, looking curiously at him, he pointed to her head. “I just—your hair. Looked like you might have worked out.”

Jamie stood there, stricken, and raised a hand to run it through her hair. It was tangled, a mess, probably from the time she spent in the water. Clarice couldn’t have mentioned that while she was running me through the ringer for everything else? She pulled her hand out of her hair; it was a lost cause that could only be solved by a shower and starting over, and besides, it was bringing out the briny smell when she touched it. Her fingers passed under her nose and she almost gagged at the resurgence of the stink, which she had faded from her notice until now. “I, uhm—racquetball game,” she said, trying to find some cover.

“Ah,” Penny nodded. “I, ah … wanted to stop by in person because the underwriters for your loan called me this afternoon.” He looked to be in exquisite discomfort. “They told me … the bank is going to have to decline your application for an extension as well as the additional credit.”

Jamie felt like falling back, just dropping into her chair in hopes that it was there. “Decline?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, still holding his briefcase handle with both hands. “They wouldn’t tell me what the criteria were for the declination, which is—really weird, actually.” He stared off into space for a moment, then looked contrite and cast his gaze downward. “But that doesn’t matter to you, of course. I’m so sorry. I was … I was looking forward to working with you and Barton Designs on this.”

“I …” Jamie stood there, stunned, as though someone had just taken a pickaxe and driven it between her eyes. “But … I thought … things were looking good?”

“I thought so, too,” Penny said, shaking his head. “I mean, we’ve made loans to companies in worse straits with less capital on hand, more credit risk … I mean … I don’t know. I guess this is what the underwriters get paid for, though, and I don’t understand their problem, especially given the collateral here in your—”

Jamie lost focus on what he was saying, the old her, the tireless CEO, stepping out from the back of her mind, her own voice droning in her ear. We don’t have enough capital to fill outstanding orders. We don’t have enough inventory on hand to fill even a quarter of our orders. Our biggest accounts are still ninety days from paying in full on some of their current …

Oh … oh … no …

Clarice was right.

I stopped paying attention and look what happened.

“Are you all right?” Penny asked, and Jamie came back to herself, dry mouth and all.

“I’m … yes, I’ll be fine,” she lied, and she sat back down in her chair, a little more forcefully than she’d intended. “Thank you for … coming and telling me in person.” Her voice sounded quiet inside her own head, muffled as though she had a cold. She certainly felt sick, though it was more of a twist in the stomach from the uncertainty of what would happen next—or perhaps the certainty of knowing that they were almost assuredly finished. And in one stroke, no less.

“It was the least I could do,” Penny said, and then he looked as though he might want to say something else, but he blushed, and opened the door instead. “I was looking forward to working with you.” And he eased himself out as Jamie sat there, watching him go at first, and then, after the door clicked closed, staring at the piles of invoices and paperwork and compliance filings and tax documents … realizing that not one of them meant a damn thing now.

Barton Designs was done.
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Sienna

Apparently, Nadine Griffin went home at two in the afternoon on weekdays. Bankers’ hours were getting shorter all the time. Welch had texted me her address, so I pulled it on my phone’s GPS as I left Wall Street, taking off from the roof of Nadine Griffin’s building, where I’d stopped to concentrate on setting my next destination and bringing up one of my contacts to dial. The wind was rushing in my face as the Bluetooth headset I’d grabbed on my way out of the hotel felt snug in my ear, hissing and ringing to let me know my call was going through.

There was a cool female voice at the other end. “Veronika Acheron speaking.”

“I like how you pretend you don’t know it’s me calling,” I said.

“Well, I assume you’re calling me for business and not to meet for a happy hour to swap stories, so I try to keep my tone professional—because I love money more than answering the phone, ‘Hey, girl.’ At least a little more.”

“Honestly, if having you burn off half my face with plasma hands didn’t dissuade me from hiring you, answering your phone like a Ryan Gosling meme isn’t likely to flip the table, if you know what I mean.”

“I figured burning off your face was a key factor in you hiring me,” Veronika said, hiding her amusement under the veneer of professionalism. “By the way, I haven’t heard from Kat Forrest yet. I figured she’d be calling five minutes after she landed.”

“She probably hasn’t even picked up the casefile yet, honestly,” I said. “But I appreciate you being willing to babysit.”

“Long as my pretty face doesn’t end up on camera and your check clears, I’ll help your blondie Nancy Drew all you want,” Veronika said. “But I assume since you’re calling me, you have reasons of your own that don’t involve your adopted child.”

“Reasons of my own?” I asked. “More like problems of my own. You watching the news at all?”

“Not today,” she said, a little tautly. I thought I could a heartbeat monitor somewhere in the distance behind her, but it was pretty faint and staticky, what with the wind blowing on my end and the limitations of the phone on hers stifling my meta hearing. “Why? What did you do this time?”

“Very little, surprisingly,” I said. “I’m in New York—”

“Hold on,” and I could hear her pull the phone away from her ear for a second as she punched the speaker button and a door closed behind her. “I see … FBI headquarters in Manhattan destroyed … and the US Attorney’s office … and a bank robbed … car crashes in the streets … a container ship blowing up off Long Island …” She put the phone back up to her ear and the hiss of the speakerphone and the tinny quality of her voice ceased. “Yeah. I could have figured out you were in New York just by looking at the headlines.”

“Har har,” I said. “Listen, the US Attorney’s office … it got hit by a meta who turned the whole place to glass.”

“Ouch,” she said. “I’m not an architect, but I’m guessing without concrete and steel to hold it up, that sucker collapsed on itself.”

“It’s in slivers, yes. But the problem is, we have nothing on the meta who caused it. No type, no idea, nothing. I figured you—”

“Ooh, I can feel the butter coming out, and I’m worried for my arteries. I’m about to get slathered.”

“—as a much wiser, more traveled, and quite brilliant meta with worlds of experience—”

“I like that better than ‘old.’ Good call.”

“—and someone with a keen insight into the domain of metas for hire … might have some idea who could have done this.” I paused a second as I flew over Brooklyn’s congested shorefront. “Or, failing that, maybe a type name for what kind of meta is responsible.”

“The latter, yes, for sure,” she said. “I don’t know that there’s an official type name, but I’ve always called them ‘Alchemists.’ They’re a lot like that family of idiots you ran across in Nebraska—”

“The Clarys.” I thought about them, with their meta abilities to turn their skin into seemingly whatever substance they wanted—I’d seen rubber and steel, but there were probably other possibilities. “But they can’t change the state of unconnected matter.” I paused. “I don’t think. Because that would have made kicking their asses a lot harder.”

“Yeah, their steel skin melts like that butter you just applied to me under plasma’s heat,” she said, then paused. “That … wow, I went to the awkward place this time, didn’t I?”

“It’s okay, I kinda live there.”

“So, anyway, same ballpark, different … uh, game? Sport, maybe? Whatever,” she said, “I’m not into athletics and stuff.”

“I figured, seeing how you weren’t too torn up about us destroying Soldier Field.”

“Well, that’s the Bears, so …” Her wry amusement died. “This power, though. I knew of a meta who used those powers for profit.”

“Illicit gain, you mean?” I teased her.

“I forgot that you use your powers for charity these days,” she shot right back.

“Ouch. Counterpoint taken.”

“You’re entirely too fun,” she said. “We should totally have another team-up sometime. I bet I’d be a better wingwoman than any of your other lackeys. This meta, though, the one who changes matter for profit—”

“The alchemist?” I asked.

“I’ve heard him called ‘the Glass Blower,’” Veronika said. “He bounces around a lot, but he’ll basically put his talents to work for anyone. The first thing I ever heard about him was a job he took on a few years ago for a really rich creep who wanted an ex transmuted into pure gold.”

“Gross,” I said. “That poor woman.”

“It was actually a guy that got turned into a statue,” Veronika said, and I could hear her smirk bleed through the line. “You know what happens when you assume, right?”

“You make an ass out of you,” I said, “but not me.” I paused for comic effect. “Because I’m way too busy being an ass on my own merits.”

“And you win a counterpoint of your own. Anyway, the Glass Blower takes contract jobs like that, I assume. Only other work I’ve heard of his is whispers, like creating gold for some small country somewhere to buoy their economy—”

“Any idea which small country?” I asked.

“No clue. It was all rumors anyway, because I’d imagine if someone actually was able to do that, they’d really crash the precious metals market.”

“What do you even pay a guy like that?” I asked, frowning as I flew over small houses in Brooklyn, tree-lined streets that looked like they were from a bygone age.

“Lots of non-monetary exchanges in my business,” Veronika said. “Favors and rare objects and things like that. Most of our kind can get money pretty easily. Power trades for power, generally speaking, because let’s face it, money always follows power’s lead.”

“As true with metas as with the rest of the world, I guess.” I could see Long Island stretching ahead, and I pulled my phone away from my ear for a second to check my course. It was all good. “So no idea where this ‘Glass Blower’ originates? Hangs his hat?”

“Sorry,” she said, sounding almost apologetic, “but I wouldn’t tell you even if I knew—which I don’t. Professional courtesy. Besides, this guy isn’t your problem. Whoever hired him is. He’s the instrument, so the most you could hope for from him was a line to your real villain. Odds are good, though, that he’s long gone.”

“Well, damn. I don’t imagine it’d be much of a joy to try and contain this Glass Blower even if I could catch him. Thanks for the info,” I said. “If you think of anything else—”

“I’ll send it along in a mash note, written on pink paper, with big flowery writing and—”

“Bye, Felicia.”

“You did not just ‘bye, Felicia’ me!”

“I did. Figured you might think I’d forgotten your name, but I was totally meme-ing you. Since you didn’t ‘Hey, Girl’ me when you answered.”

She sighed in disappointment. “So pedestrian. Go trade wits with others who are unworthy of you. And when you get bored of that, call me back. I’ll be here, unless Kat calls me first to bail her out of something infinitely stupid.” She hung up.

I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared down at the map display again. I was very close to my destination now, flying over neighborhoods with much more space between the homes than anything I’d seen in Brooklyn. I flew lower and lower, looking at the tree-covered grounds of the palatial estates. It was a far cry from the high towers of Manhattan, but not such a far distance, really.

I set down in Nadine Griffin’s brick-paved driveway. Her house looked older, but with touches on the outside that suggested to me that this august estate had seen some reconstruction projects in the years since it was first built. The lawn looked like hell, like the gardener had resigned in protest or something. I’d gotten the lay of the land on the way in, and Ms. Griffin had some serious property, with Long Island Sound at the edge of her giant backyard. I walked toward the door slowly, easing my way up, and rang the bell. I could hear it chime inside, loud and lovely, echoing like a church bell in a European village. I pressed it again. And again. For fun.

“I can hear you!” an irritable female voice shouted from inside. “Just a second!” I heard swearing, a little lower than the frustrated commentary, so I pushed the bell again for kicks.

Nadine Griffin swung the door open without even checking who was outside first, which was a mark of either how pissed off she was at me for the repeated ringing or the utter contempt in which she held even the most basic smart security precautions. If I’d been in her shoes, I wouldn’t have answered the door, not a chance.

Then again, I thought as I looked down to see her clad in four-inch heels that looked uber-expensive, if I were in her heels, even my meta powers of increased dexterity couldn’t save me from the turned ankle that would result.

“Nadine,” I said, greeting her with a growling sort of contempt that I reserved for people I knew well and disdained.

Give the woman credit: she was a cool customer. When she saw it was me at the door, her eyes didn’t even widen, though her pupils dilated a little bit. She froze, but just for a second, and the expression on her face went from that momentary surprise into a swift return of the contempt I’d leveled at her only a moment earlier. “Oh,” she said, disappointed, “it’s you.” Like I always just showed up on random peoples’ doorsteps.

“It’s me,” I said, smiling brightly. “Let’s have a chat.”


55.


Nadine

Sienna Nealon was at her door, but Nadine refused to show even the slightest hint of worry at the sight of her. That was a key to her success, to eliminate any sign of surprise, of fear, of worry from her expression. A lot of men wore their emotions right on their sleeve, giving away everything to a practiced observer. One of the first things Nadine had done, before she even started on Wall Street, was to temper her emotions in private, staring in the mirror and practicing all the requisite ones, developing rigorous control over every motion of her face, every muscle, every twitch, and making sure that they all worked in harmony to project whatever image she chose.

“I don’t think I have anything to say to you,” Nadine said, sprinkling a little sugar into her words.

“Then let me do the talking,” Sienna said, pushing past her. Nadine stepped aside; there was no winning a physical confrontation with this woman, not without resorting to shooting her in the back of the head unobserved, and Nadine was under no illusions about how that would play out in court. “Nice place.”

“Won’t you come in?” Nadine asked, letting the sarcasm drip as she shut the door behind her. In truth, once she got past the initial surprise, she didn’t mind having Sienna Nealon in to talk. The very fact that the woman had turned up on her doorstep suggested nothing good, but a mysterious sort of nothing good. Nadine needed an answer to how she’d gotten here, why she was here, and slamming the door in her face wasn’t going to leave anything but a hanging question mark that she would obsess over for the next few hours. Letting her in, however, especially when it seemed against her will … that gave her the opportunity to find out what the little bitch was up to. All Nadine had to do in return was make sure that she kept her emotions tightly in check, unable to escape and betray her, and Nealon would walk out of this encounter all the poorer while Nadine would have all or almost all of the woman’s secrets—if she played things right.

“I like your decorating scheme,” Sienna said, looking at an antique grandfather clock that hadn’t been wound since she’d had to fire the servants. It looked nice in the hallway, but winding it took valuable seconds out of her life that Nadine didn’t care to part with. Also, the ticking noise was enough to drive her batty. “It screams, ‘I’ve got too much money, help me part with it.’”

“I don’t know if you’ve heard,” Nadine said dryly, “since you’re not with the government anymore, but … they seized all my assets except the house. So, like a fool, I pretty well am parted from my money.” She watched Nealon stroll into the front room, looking around. “Not that I expect you’d care. Nobody else does.” She tried to put a little hurt self-pity into it; she didn’t consider it likely that the famed Sienna Nealon would pick up the victim card from her with any kind of sympathy, but it was a decent opening gambit.

“Boo hoo,” Sienna said, grabbing the card and tossing it back at her with a mock-baby face. She brought up a finger and pretended to wipe a tear from beneath her eye.

“Like I said,” Nadine threw out, more bitterly than she actually felt, “nobody cares.” She looked away as she delivered this.

“Do you know why I’m here?” Sienna asked.

“I’m a convenient local target for your bullying?” Nadine said, shrugging her shoulders in soft resignation. “I really don’t know.”

“FBI headquarters in Manhattan got blown up today,” Sienna said, her eyes latched on Nadine like a squealing, hungry infant when a bare breast was in sight. Nadine felt a shudder of revulsion at the image of babies and shunted the thought away. “Did you know that?” Nealon went on.

“I saw it on the news while I was at the office, yes,” Nadine said, shrugging. “It’s why I came home early.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“Because rush hour tonight is going to be a miserable hell,” Nadine said flatly. “And it’s not like I have anything to do at work, anyway,” she added with unfeigned resentment. Work was boring now that she was shut off from the game.

“You’re a pragmatist,” Sienna said, assessing her, as though she could ever hope to penetrate the mask Nadine was wearing right now. The very thought gave Nadine a sense of warm amusement. Sienna Nealon was a petty thug, who—from what Nadine had seen and read—had to resort to violence because she couldn’t manage to get her way through any other means. Nadine operated under no such restrictions; she’d never had to use violence until today, because brains, money, seduction, or outright theft all worked more effectively than violence, and left fewer unpleasant traces behind. “A realist.”

“Sweetheart,” Nadine said, with weariness and condescension in equal measure, to patronize and piss her off so she could get this unthinking brute to honesty as swiftly as possible, “you don’t get to be the Queen of Wall Street by living with your head up your snatch.”

There was a flicker of irritation in Nealon’s eyes, and Nadine could feel the annoyance bubbling beneath the surface, though her reply came back coolly sarcastic, at least at first. “And here I thought it just took lying, cheating, and stealing.”

“That’s always the image you people off the Street have of those of us working on it,” Nadine said, smiling faintly and uncrossing her arms, as if she’d truly open her heart to this vulgar psychopath. “Did you ever consider that maybe we just work smarter? That we provide an actual service to people, that they’re willing to pay for? That we add value, that we can move money to help build successful companies, that we—”

“I believe that others on Wall Street do that,” Sienna said, cutting her right off, “but I think that you are probably just in it to turn other peoples’ lives to shit while making yourself a buck and also looking awesome because you’re a woman and a winner making it in a man’s world.” She shrugged. “But I might know a thing or two about that.”

“You don’t look like much of a winner lately,” Nadine said.

“Neither does Wall Street,” Sienna said. “Maybe it’s a branding issue. That’s how you guys talk about it, isn’t it?”

“Maybe it’s envy,” Nadine said. “People tend to get jealous of those with more than them, after all.”

“They also get mad at charlatans and liars who steal their money,” Sienna said. “Maybe it’s a little of column A, a little of column B?”

“See, I knew you were here because you were looking for someone to bully,” Nadine said, crossing her arms again. This was easier than she’d thought; Nealon was a little flushed, plainly riled, and probably not that far from unloading on her.

“I’m looking for the person who helped mastermind an attack on FBI headquarters,” Nealon said, looking at her with cold eyes, blue as ice, “the US Attorney’s office, and a bank. This person is wealthy, and would have a personal stake in seeing those first two targets brought down. Say, someone with a lot of money to spread around, and an ongoing case against them wherein the evidence and the people arrayed against them might be found in those two buildings.” She took a step closer to Nadine. “This is what we call, ‘means, motive and opportunity,’” she said condescendingly.

“I’ve heard of that,” Nadine said, offering a choice smirk designed to antagonize her opponent further. “So let me help you with your investigation—the government seized pretty much every dollar I have.” She ticked off a finger. “My means are no longer my own. Trust me, I’m noticing—”

“Yeah, I can see this place has really suffered from your loss of a gardener,” Nealon sniped, and then ran a finger over an exquisite table that some decorator had brought in from Europe or Asia or somewhere; Nadine couldn’t remember. “And lack of a maid.”

“I don’t do dusting,” Nadine said. “I also don’t do—heists or murder or whatever it is you’re accusing me of—”

“But we’ve still got motive and opportunity,” Sienna said, clearly moving gears out of rage. Too bad. Nadine kind of wanted to see her do some damage, provided it wasn’t to Nadine’s head. She had a feeling if she got Nealon close, that restraint she’d been hearing about would kick in, and suddenly—even if she took a low-powered punch to the face—she’d be toxic to Sienna. The law would be involved, and on Nadine’s side.

But she couldn’t let that happen before she’d wrung every drop of info out of the woman. And she couldn’t push her too far, either, lest she become a smear on the wall. That was a very real danger, though she rated it much less likely than she would have before. Nearly sincere pleading of the sort she’d been loathe to unleash upon Joseph Tannen would probably save her life. Sienna Nealon didn’t kill the defenseless, after all, which made her easy to manipulate. More fun, too, with the element of danger, like the time she’d slept with the CEO of a company she’d invested in who had a famously mercurial wife working a floor down from his office. They’d done the deed right on his desk, with his secretary just outside the door, and Nadine hadn’t bothered to control the volume of her voice. It all added to the thrill in her mind.

“Well, I was in my office all morning, which is when this happened, yes?” Nadine smiled sweetly herself. “So … since I can’t pay anyone to do it, and I have witnesses who watched me through my lovely new office window all during these … assaults or terrorist events or whatever you’re calling them … I think that rules out opportunity and means.” She put a hand on her chest. “Now, I’ll be the first to admit that if you’re right, and whatever evidence the FBI and US Attorneys thought they were collecting against me has gone up in smoke, I’m not going to cry about it. So I guess that’s motive to you, since I maybe get back to living my life a little sooner than if I’d had to go through the pain of a trial? Though I think once upon a time you had a little run-in with the law yourself, so … maybe you can understand why I’d rather avoid all that if possible.”

Nealon’s eyes burned. “Nice touch, going there. You may know my past, but if you think it’s going to distract me from the fact that you look like the most likely person to have the means and the motive to pull this off … it ain’t happening.”

“I’m not trying to distract you,” Nadine said. “Just bringing up the fact that … you’ve done a lot worse than I have.” She pressed on that point, watched Sienna blink just slightly. “And you got away with it. You may think terrible things of me right now, but only one of us in this room is a murderer.”

“Throwing that in my face doesn’t the change the fact that you’re hiding something,” Sienna said, her voice low and rough, like she had sandpaper in her throat. “Oh yes. I can see through that mask you’ve constructed.”

“We all wear masks,” Nadine said. “We all have something to hide, or else we’d just … ooze our hearts all over each other.” That slipped out, because it was proving far too easy to goad this woman into giving away everything.

“I don’t wear a mask,” Sienna said.

“Sure you do,” Nadine said. “There’s a face you put on for the world, anger you’re trying to keep back. Even now as you’re standing here in front of me, you want to skip over this talk and get right to doing what you do best—threatening me. You want to punch me in the face until I confess to whatever you want me to say—”

“Much like you with the disappearing evidence, I wouldn’t mind if you cared to spill your guilty guts.”

“Well, you can beat on me until I start making finely crafted stories of the sort you want to hear,” Nadine said, her mouth a thin line, her smile losing its arrogance as she switched to being forlorn as easily as changing a costume. “It’s not going to change the truth.”

Sienna stared at her levelly. “I agree. You’ll still have done this, even if you don’t admit it.”

“And there’s nothing I can do to convince you otherwise,” Nadine said sadly. “So …” She held her arms wide. “Are you going to hit me or what?”

She stood there and waited, and Sienna inched up to her, putting her nose almost directly to Nadine’s. “I don’t have to hit you,” Sienna said, smiling menacingly, “to get the truth.” And she raised a hand, palm and fingers spread wide, as Nadine’s eyes went wide, the metahuman bringing down her fingers onto Nadine’s face—

The doorbell rang, jingling wildly, and Sienna paused, her fingers less than an inch from Nadine’s cheek. “Expecting company?” she asked.

“I wasn’t answering the door thinking it was you,” Nadine said, feeling a very real lightheadedness that she could not control. She’d miscalculated, badly, had utterly forgotten about this woman’s soul-stealing ability. Could she really do it? Draw out something from Nadine to make her look guilty against all evidence—or lack thereof—to the contrary?

“Sienna!” A hand hammered at the door as a male voice shouted loud enough to be heard through the wood. “I know you’re in there.”

“Sonofa,” Sienna muttered, “he really is stalking me.”

Nadine swallowed heavily, readying herself. If Sienna so much as twitched toward her, she’d scream. It might be better to just do it now, but she didn’t want to escalate this, not when it looked like reason might be prevailing as emotions warred over her face. There was both a lack of control and discipline there, it was naked and frightening, and Nadine felt sick at how close she was. She barely dared to breathe for fear that Sienna would remember she was here and turn those eyes on her once more, dark and predatory beneath the icy irises.

“Sienna!” the shout came again.

“Oh, hold your watery horses,” Sienna said, and turned back to Nadine, the humanity alive within her once again. “Well? Aren’t you going to answer your door?”

Nadine stumbled away from her, not bothering to compose herself; on the way, she did her best to make herself look more frightened and disheveled. Whoever was behind it, they couldn’t be worse than the monster she’d let in already. What she’d seen in those eyes—

Well, she wouldn’t be making the mistake of letting herself be alone in a room with Sienna Nealon again.

She threw the door open and found a man in a dark suit on the other side. He had on black glasses that made him look like a Fed, and she couldn’t recall ever being so relieved to see the law before. “Thank goodness you’re here,” she whispered as he stepped over the threshold, his sandy blond hair thick with perspiration. Nerves? Or something else? Nadine wondered. Either way, she knew who this was, and his arrival was like the ringing of church bells heralding something good—if Nadine had believed in those silly things.

“Sienna,” Scott Byerly said. “You need to leave.”

Sienna Nealon just stared at him, all cold fury, her control still slipping in her grasp. Nadine had wanted to drive her to the edge, and Sienna was certainly there, though she was speaking so calmly that Nadine was almost positive she had no idea exactly how much furious emotion she was radiating. “Do I?” It was like the sound of cracking ice beneath one’s feet.

“You do,” Byerly said, resolute as he removed his sunglasses and put them in the front pocket of his suit jacket.

Sienna did not waver, just stood there, staring right at him, as though Nadine were not even there. Then the metahuman woman laced her fingers together and cracked her knuckles, loud. “I’d like to see you try and make me,” she said, and the sound of her voice, the edges of anger seeping through it, were enough to make Nadine wish she were somewhere else—anywhere else, really—but here, as Scott Byerly tensed, his hands up in front of his face, these two former lovers with super powers about to throw down right here in her living room.
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Jamie

After Penny had left, Jamie had gone looking for Clarice, to little avail. She’d nodded to the workers down on the floor, smiled numbly at them. She didn’t want to say anything to them, not yet, so she just nodded politely as she passed, walking with a purpose as people tried to show her what they’d done.

She didn’t have it in her to tell them that it looked like it was all for naught.

She couldn’t find Clarice anywhere. Not on the floor, not in the parking lot, and there was no sign of her car. She gave up after a few minutes of scouring, looking for the old Honda, and then, with a sort of deep resignation of her own, Jamie decided it was fruitless. Pointless.

That there was nothing left for her here, at least at the moment.

“Might as well go home,” she said to herself, feeling, truly, for the first time, as though she’d been defeated.

There was only one problem, and it took her a few minutes to realize what it was.

Her car was not in its space. It was gone.

She went back inside, ignoring everyone once again as she hurried up to her office. She’d been in such a rush to find Clarice, to talk over the terrible news with her, figuring that even their rift could be postponed given this horrible turn of events, that she’d left her cell phone and keys behind. She went back and fetched them from her office now, then hurried back to the parking lot and pressed the panic button on her car keys. Maybe she’d parked somewhere else in her haste to get in this morning, maybe she’d forgotten …

Silence dwelled in the parking lot, not a sound of a horn anywhere. She pressed the panic button again, and once more, silence reigned.

“This is not my day,” she said under her breath as she unlocked her phone. There was a voicemail waiting, and she hit the button for it by habit, forgetting she’d intended to call the police to report her car stolen.

“Ms. Barton, this is Rhonda from Everstar Finance Company, the holder of your car loan,” said a voice that didn’t sound like it ought to belong to anyone named Rhonda. “I’m afraid your car has been repossessed due to nonpayment. We have made every effort to get you to pay what is owed—”

“What the …?” Jamie asked, hanging up on the voicemail. Was this a joke? She’d made her car payment just the other day. And even if she hadn’t, didn’t they wait ninety days before repossessing a car? She’d certainly made last month’s payment, and the one before, hadn’t she?

She looked at the clock on the cell phone. It was Thursday, the day Kyra didn’t ride the bus home because she had drama club. Jamie would have to go to Curtis High and pick her up, except …

She didn’t have a car.

Jamie felt a bead of sweat drift down her back, beneath her costume, which was hidden under her blouse. “What …” she muttered, still stunned, face burning with humiliation. She’d never missed a payment on anything before, even when it had meant she barely had money left in her account to feed Kyra and herself. “… What am I supposed to do now?”
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Sienna

I wanted to mash Scott’s stupid face, the one I used to find so boyishly charming. I wanted to smash it to pieces so that I didn’t have to look at it anymore behind those ridiculous black glasses. I’d never really known the searing fire of that old quote about “love to hatred turn’d” before, but I was feeling it now, and it felt like Gavrikov had lit a fire beneath my skin that was threatening to seep out, hot enough to sear the air around us.

“When I took this job,” Scott said evenly, sounding like a man with a leash on his own emotions, like maybe I’d sucked them all out of him with his memories, “President Harmon asked me if I was ready to go toe to toe with you. He warned me it was inevitable.”

“I hope you told him that you’d never be ready,” I said, my fist clenched so tight that my nails were dug several centimeters into my palm.

“I told him I was looking forward to it,” he said, and a ring of triumph came out with the admission that turned the air around me a deep scarlet as my rage threatened to overflow at the challenge.

“Well, doesn’t that just make you stupid,” I said.

“Or maybe it means I know you well enough to realize what you really are,” he said, “and to know that someone needs to stop you.”

“Please,” Nadine Griffin said, reminding us all she was there, right in the middle of what was about to become the very last battlefield in my long-fought war with Scott—though the first literal one. “Please don’t do this. Not here,” she said, bringing it back to her. “This is my home.”

I looked sideways at her. I hadn’t trusted a word that had come out of her smug, lying mouth the whole time we’d been talking. Even if she had the world’s most impressive poker face, I knew I was looking at the person who’d given the order that had set the attacks in motion. She was a liar who staged her emotions the way a professional realtor stages houses—for maximum effect. I’d been about to drain the pertinent details out of her head before Scott had thrown a monkey wrench into that plan, and my seething rage had transferred from her to him without skipping a beat.

She’d pushed me. I’d known she was doing it, and it hadn’t made a bit of difference. I was mad enough that the killing rage was right there, white hot, so close to the surface I could just about touch it.

But Dr. Zollers had been coaching me for months now on that rage, and how to handle it when it came up.

I took a breath, and remorse rushed over me. Was this really worth it? I stared at Scott. The remorse turned to regret, and the burning anger in me was doused in an instant, though the smoke lingered. I unclenched my fist. “I don’t want to fight you, Scott.”

“We’re heading toward you not having much of a choice,” he said, and I could tell he was itching for it. He really did want to fight me, knock me low.

I had a flash in my head, an old memory of him saying, I can’t just stop loving you, even if I wish I could. I shook my head. “I’m leaving.” And I started for the door.

He held out a hand to stop me. “You said you wanted to see me try and make you leave.”

“Well, now I don’t anymore,” I said, and slipped away from him before he could touch me. I didn’t want to give him grounds to try and charge me for assaulting a federal officer or something like that. I made it out the door and closed it behind me, vaulting into the sky without looking back, afraid that if I lingered he’d come out and find a way—not that it would take much to get me to fight …

… and then it really would be all over.
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Nadine

“God, that was tense,” Nadine said, feeling her legs wobble beneath her. That had come so much closer to the brink than she’d expected, that nasty little contest of exes that had saved her from getting her brain plunged by the psycho meta. She’d watched the reason leak slowly back into Sienna Nealon’s eyes and exulted silently as she stood on the sidelines, wishing she could fade right into the wall and disappear until much, much later.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Scott Byerly said, stoic and stone-faced, pulling away his glasses and putting them in his front pocket. He looked at her, drawing slow breaths, his eyes warm. The tension that had wired his frame during the confrontation with Sienna was gradually dissipating.

“I’m just glad you came,” Nadine said, holding her hand in front of her neck. “She … she forced her way into my house, made all sorts of accusations …” She feigned surprise. “How did you know she was here?”

“There’s an FBI agent watching your house,” Scott said, still stiffly. “They gave me a call when they saw her come down, so I rushed right over.” By his manner, she could see he hadn’t forgotten who she was, what she was accused of, and was still treating her accordingly.

She’d have to change that. Because now she’d had an idea, and it required that he forget it, that she put as much distance between his current perception of her, the one that had come from his preconceptions, and what she would show him going forward. She couldn’t be a criminal to him, no, not at all, not the badass that had unrepentantly screwed Wall Street as hard as she could and showed everyone who ran that world.

She swallowed hard, trying to dredge up an old skill she hadn’t used since she was a child. She felt a little lurch of disgust, but she put it aside, as she tried to summon up tears. She pressed her chewed nails into her palm, hard, then harder, then hard enough to draw blood. It wouldn’t take but one or two; she had the measure of Scott Byerly, and he was soft of head and soft of heart, a sucker if she’d ever seen one. He was standing there looking at her, probably thinking he was the gallant knight charging in to save the day.

Well, if that was how he wanted to look at it, she wouldn’t disagree.

She felt a salty tear trickle down her cheek and blotted it immediately. Subtle was better for these things. Let him work to get there. “I’m sorry,” she said, turning away, like she was embarrassed that she had emotions at all, let alone that a man was seeing them. So scandalous. She put a finger in her eye and pressed while her back was turned to him, letting a little more liquid seep out of the duct, entirely for effect. “I …” She sniffed and kept her back to him. “I … thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, and she could tell he was a degree less hard in his response than he’d been a moment before. Her little ploy had moved the dial on him, and more than a little. When it came to getting a man to eat out of her hand like an animal, the first steps were always the worst. She knew if she could get him far enough, get him to open up just so, there were other things she could do to push him the rest of the way.

“I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up,” she said, not daring to look back at him. She just listened for his tone of voice. It would tell her everything. “She had her hand up like she was going to … touch me. Drain me, I guess?”

“She probably would have tried to take your memories,” he said, and she could tell he was angry at Sienna, thankfully, and not her. “Break into your mind, rip out what she wanted.” She could hear him clench and unclench his jaw. “She does that.”

“Oh, God,” Nadine said, and now she turned around, using the full weight of what she had felt in those moments of terror to her advantage. “She can do that?” She could see the pain in his eyes, and somehow she knew that Scott Byerly had been touched in some way by this ability of Nealon’s. How best to exploit it? “That’s … she could strip the layers away from a person … peel them like an onion, taking a little humanity, a little personhood away from them at a time until …” She swallowed heavily. “I mean … what would even be left, once she took … whatever she wanted?” She gave her voice a haunted quality, like she’d let her imagination wander down the road not taken and found it led into a foul grove, filled with rotting trees shaped like monsters and beasts.

Her little shot hit its mark. Scott flushed, his nostrils flaring wide, and then all the fight went out of him. He sighed, loudly, and she would have bet he didn’t even know he was doing it. “I don’t know,” he said, as though he’d asked himself the same question a hundred, a thousand times, and never found an answer that satisfied. He rolled on the balls of his feet, and started to turn. “I should—”

“Please stay,” Nadine said, putting a pleading note into her voice. Sure it was pathetic but it usually worked beautifully, and honestly, she didn’t care what people thought of her most of the time, especially insignificant shits who didn’t matter in her grand scheme of things.

She cared that she got what she wanted.

“If you leave, she’ll come back,” Nadine said, swallowing heavily. “I—I don’t have anywhere else to go, and there’s no one—no one will help me. The things she said to me, accused me of—she thinks I’m rich and evil, but—I mean, the FBI seized all my assets. I don’t even have enough to get a hotel room at this point, my electric bill is thirty days past due, and I ca—” She halted, midword, and pushed out that last tear, let it roll like a punch. “I’m sorry. None of this is your problem.”

That was the bait, the trap set. All she had to do was wait, and she’d know in seconds if he’d stumbled over his gallantry and fallen right into it.

“She does have a tendency to fixate on people she considers suspects,” Scott said, staring off into the distance, past her shoulder. “If she really thinks you’re guilty … you’re right, she’ll be back.” He seemed to dwell hard on this, and then he pulled out his cell phone and dialed. After a moment, he said, “Hey, it’s me. What’s the word from—” He paused, listening. “And forensics is—” He stopped again, listening to the voice at the other end of the line. “Okay. Tell Phillips I’m playing a hunch for a while, since we don’t have anything to go on at the moment.” He nodded, the idiot, as though the person on the other end of the line could see him. “Call me if anything comes up.” And then he looked up at her. “I can stay.” That caution flared up again, as he remembered who she was. “For a while.”

“Thank you,” she said sincerely. Based on what she’d seen of him so far … a while was all she’d need.

And the best part was … he didn’t look half bad, if a little too innocent for her usual taste. He was a strapping guy, big and strong, broad-chested, fit.

Hell, even absent the obvious effect it would have on Sienna Nealon … Nadine might just enjoy this.
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Jamie

Without anything else to do, Jamie came to her conclusion pretty fast. She needed to get to Curtis High School to pick up Kyra, but she didn’t have a car, so her only method of transportation to reach the school in a reasonable time was—

Jamie soared over the rooftops of apartment buildings across from the school, looking for the cover of the trees between them and Richmond Terrace. She could see the Staten Island Ferry parking lot as she tried to lose herself in the small, forested grove, hoping that her height would shield her from prying eyes until she was under the cover of the heavy, green boughs.

She came down with a rustle, bouncing between the branches as she lowered herself to the slope of the hill behind the apartments. Getting from here to the school wasn’t going to be the easiest thing, but at least the trees offered some cover.

Once she was down, Jamie unrolled the clothes she’d been carrying under her arm, stuffing herself into her pants, hiding the Spandex leotard under them. Then she hurriedly buttoned her blouse to the top so that her costume wasn’t visible, and finally, with one last sweep of the area to make sure she was alone, pulled off her mask and stuffed it into her pocket.

She came strolling out through the courtyard between the apartments, trying to act casual, as though she hadn’t just been forced to make a superhero landing and clothing change almost in public. She felt her cheeks burning, probably from the sheer embarrassment of what had happened this afternoon. The fact she’d had her car repossessed was mind-boggling, but the fact that she’d lost the loan that she’d been counting on to save her company was so much worse, because it virtually guaranteed that the next time a creditor repossessed something, it would be for genuine non-payment and not because of an error.

Jamie threaded her way between the two towering apartment buildings, the trees providing a lush green canopy that she couldn’t find it in herself to appreciate at the moment. Her world seemed to be crashing in around her, but she knew enough about hard times to know that as stunned and defeated as she felt—and she felt both deeply—she needed to keep walking on. Not just to get Kyra, but through this whole mess.

Her head was spinning in the warm afternoon air. She looked up at the sun, which was low in the sky as she crossed St. Marks Place between cars. Someone honked, but she ignored them, making her way up to the high school.

Curtis High School had a look like an old castle crossed with a colonial architect’s dream of a manor house. It seemed peaceful and sedate, a contrast to what she suspected Kyra’s reaction would be. She sighed as she walked up the sidewalk to the entry. She could see Kyra up there, talking to some of her friends, and she hesitated.

It was a subtle thing holding her back, the dread from the idea of having to cop to her car being repo’d. It was embarrassing, even if it was no fault of her own. She certainly wasn’t going to say anything about the business loan, because Kyra was sixteen. She didn’t need to know about these things.

“Kyra,” Jamie said, too quietly the first time. She didn’t even look up from her conversation. Kyra was smiling and laughing, listening to one of her classmates. “Kyra,” she said, louder this time, and caught a fleeting look from her daughter.

“Ugh, I have to go,” Kyra said, under her breath, where she probably thought only her friends could hear her. Jamie could hear every word of it, though, with her meta hearing. “My mom’s here.”

“Text me later,” one of her friends said, and that brightened Kyra up for a second as she gathered her things and started down the walk. Only for a second, though; the moment she settled her eyes on Jamie again, she immediately turned sullen, as though they’d already had a fight.

“Where’s the car?” Kyra asked as she reached Jamie, that same sour look on her face.

“I—I don’t have it right now,” Jamie said, caught a little off guard. She’d had the entire flight over here to prepare, and she’d been so caught up in her own worries that she hadn’t even figured out how she’d explain this to Kyra. “It’s—it’s a long story. We’re walking home.”

“That’s like—miles!” Kyra said, and lifted a foot. “Do you see what I’m wearing? These shoes were not meant for a hike.”

Jamie stared down at her daughter’s shoes, which did have a little bit of a heel. The toe also looked a little narrow. “I’m sorry, but—”

“I have blisters already,” Kyra said, staring at her in stunned disbelief. “Where’s the car?”

“I don’t have it,” Jamie said again.

“This sucks so hard.” Kyra turned her back on her mother, and threw her head back like she was going to howl at the heavens. “I can’t even. I just. Can’t even.”

Jamie stared at her. “Can’t even … what?”

“I can’t even!” Kyra shouted. “I’m gonna see if I can get a ride with Melanie.” And she turned her back on Jamie and strode right back up to the school.

Jamie just stood there, staring after her. She could have run her down, could have had another argument right there, had it out … but they’d done that lately more times than she could count. She’d hit Kyra over the head with her parental authority so many times lately she’d lost count and it felt like it was losing all effect. “All right,” she said instead, though she knew Kyra couldn’t hear her. Instead Jamie turned, once again feeling spurned by her only remaining family, and started the long walk home by herself.
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Sienna

I checked in with Welch via phone and got hurried off the line. The man sounded busy, too busy to hear from me that I was right but had no evidence to back it up, so I hung up and just flew right back to my hotel. I figured shutting myself away from humanity was about the best thing I could do with the rest of my day, so I did it.

I took another long shower, trying to get rid of the stink of my swim, but after an hour I could still smell it, so I wrote that one off as a bad job, as the Brits say, and came out to a few missed calls waiting on my cell phone. None of them were J.J. or Veronika, unfortunately.

All but one of them was Dr. Quinton Zollers.

I ignored him and called back the other one.

My phone claimed it was an Arkansas number, but I didn’t know anyone in Arkansas, so I just listened in suspense as it rang, until I heard a quiet voice on the other end say, “Yo, Sienna.”

“Jamal?” I asked. I barely recognized his voice. Jamal always sounded mellow, but now it had me questioning whether maybe he was actually in Colorado or Washington instead of Arkansas.

“It’s me,” he said quietly. “Got your boy’s message. I heard you had some trouble in New York.”

“Have, present tense,” I corrected. “Yeah. I got something.”

“J.J. said you were worried about evidence being destroyed in these attacks,” Jamal said, cool as a cucumber. To say he sounded chill was like saying Minnesota was a little cool in the middle of winter. “I got some bad news for you. It’s gone. And the backups are gone, too. Like, across the board, and not just limited to the FBI and US Attorney.”

The ever-deepening crease in my forehead got a bit deeper. “Wait, how do you know?”

“I decided to take a look around in some systems across Manhattan while I was looking for security cam footage—”

“That’s probably a felony, and I didn’t need to know—”

“The digital backups have been erased,” he went on, ignoring my sudden squeamishness at crime. Like I hadn’t been ready to rip the memories out of a woman and assault my ex just an hour ago. “One of the best hackers in the biz did the job. ArcheGrey1819.”

“I don’t … even know how I would spell that,” I said, scrambling for the pen on the stand by my bed.

“I emailed what I found to J.J.,” Jamal went on. “Lemme bottom line it—there was a professional cyber-attack to go along with the big blow ups. Whoever hired ArcheGrey, they wanted complete destruction of whatever was on the FBI and US Attorney’s computer systems, and what they got was a cyber-attack on the infrastructure across Manhattan island that their cyber-crimes division is going to be unraveling for years. It’s broad based, but if you dig like I did, you see the things this hacker went after hardest, like it was his mission.”

“He went for the evidence,” I said.

“Looks like it to me,” he said. “But I’m not your ordinary investigator, and they’re probably gonna get at least a little snowed by the other, flashier stuff he did. I mean, he even left a note—”

“Where?” I asked.

“Not a real note,” Jamal said patiently. “Kind of … I don’t know how to describe it to you, but it’s basically a hacker calling card.”

“Like … a Tweet?” I asked.

“Sure,” Jamal said, and I could tell he was humoring me. “A Tweet. He tweeted it. Anyway, he said he was doing it ‘For Chaos.’” Jamal paused. “I’m guessing Chaos ain’t a real dude, but he makes it sound like one.”

“Fair guess,” I said. “So that’s a big bust?”

“Like a stripper who went overboard on the implants,” Jamal said placidly, and I wondered if, lonely, wandering guy that he was, he was speaking from experience.

“Great,” I said with all due lack of enthusiasm. “What about this Glass Blower who wrecked the US Attorney’s office?”

“I don’t have any better news for you there,” Jamal said. “First step of the cyber-attack caused a hiccup in the system that knocked out all the cameras in a six block radius on the north side of the building for about thirty seconds, so I’m guessing the action was up there. It’s actually still causing outages in coverage, and I suspect they’re going to have to take all the cameras offline to fix it. The problem is, that thirty seconds is—”

“An eternity when it comes to disappearing into a New York crowd,” I said with undisguised sourness. “So we don’t even know who the Glass Blower is.”

“The Glass Blower’s just a tool,” Jamal said. “Like ArcheGrey1819. You need to get to the wielder.”

“Pretty sure I found the wielder,” I said. “Nadine Griffin.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Queen of Wall Street? I could see that.”

“Can you? Because Scott stopped me before I could see it by ripping the memories out of Griffin’s slimy brain.”

“Sounds like you got kind of a Civil War thing heating up there,” Jamal said. “I wish I could be more help, but this ArcheGrey … he’s got skills. Beyond anyone I’ve ever seen, maybe even me.”

I frowned. “Does that mean he’s a meta?”

“Could be,” Jamal said, “but it could also mean he’s just got tools that no one else does. I really don’t know, I just know genius when I see it, and he did some genius here. I doubt the FBI will ever put it all together, because I don’t think I can, at least not well enough to track his ass down.”

“Well, thanks anyway, Jamal,” I said. “Did J.J. talk to you about—”

“I got a consulting fee coming, yeah,” he said. “Thank you. I’m still rolling around, but—”

“You could stop, if you wanted,” I said. “It’s not like the government was ever looking for you. I just … figured making exile your punishment would be a better choice than imprisoning you for the agency.” I shrugged. “I’m not going to press it if you go home and live your life, so long as you don’t resume your revenge-killing ways.”

“I think I got it all out of my system,” Jamal said, and he sounded a little haunted, his voice cracking. “But … not sure I feel up to going home again. I don’t, uh … anyway, whatever. Thanks. Give my best to Augustus, will you?” And he hung up.

I knew what he was going to say before he cut himself off. He didn’t feel up to facing his momma. I couldn’t blame him. I’d met Mrs. Coleman, and she was a tough customer. If she’d known Jamal had murdered people, he might have preferred to take his chances with the justice system than with her.

I stood up, casting my phone aside and strolling over to my hotel window. Below me, Times Square was starting to light up, the rush hour people and car traffic rolling through in perpetual near-gridlock. I watched a crosswalk flood with humanity and stared down. ArcheGrey and the Glass Blower could be among them, and I’d never know it.

Jamal was right. Those two were tools, used to execute an attack against the FBI, the US Attorney, and the SEC—the infrastructure that was supposed to keep law and order, to keep people like Nadine Griffin from thinking they were gods who could get away with ripping people off. However badly they’d erred in the past, and in spite of her protests in interviews about the “Old Boys network” being out to get her, she’d done terrible things to people who’d trusted her with their money. Whether other people had done similar things and gotten away with it was beside the point—for now.

First she’d done wrong, and now she’d done evil.

“Yeah … you’re not getting away with that,” I said, staring out at Times Square. Tomorrow, I’d begin again.

And I wasn’t going to stop until Nadine Griffin was locked away again, for good this time.
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Jamie

Jamie walked along slowly, hands thrust into her pockets, the night rising around her as the summer sky started to grow dim. What time was it, anyway? She checked her phone, but it showed a network error. She unlocked it, and then tried to access the internet. Another error popped up, followed by the buzz of a text message:

“WARNING: Your account has been deactivated due to non-payment. Please contact customer service immediately by dialing *3 to resolve.”

Jamie stared at the phone’s screen. “That’s not possible,” she said, and now, more than ever before, things were starting to seem like a sick joke, like the same error had made its way into the system for all these companies. Surely this was a mistake?

Wasn’t it?

She sighed and put her phone away. She’d been walking for a while because she hadn’t wanted to change back into her Gravity Gal costume, but she hadn’t been keeping a very brisk pace. She’d lagged, feet shuffling slowly.

This was so stupid, though! Clarice was mad at her for a worthwhile reason, but … everything else was ridiculous! Except the bank canceling the loan to Barton Designs. That didn’t seem to be an error, just a terrible reversal of fortune that would leave her and every one of her people unemployed.

But the cell phone, the car … those had to be errors, didn’t they? Poorly timed, but errors nonetheless. She’d paid her bills on time, always.

Her stomach rumbled, and she realized, not for the first time, that she hadn’t really eaten at all today. Even the stale bagel with the brick of cream cheese congealed on its surface now seemed appealing. She sniffed and caught another whiff of the river and ocean water in her hair, and sighed again. It was just a bad day, that was all. Sometimes these things happened.

She saw a convenience store and gas station ahead and quickened her pace. She’d just get something to eat, and that would help. She doubted they’d have salads, but she’d even take a microwavable sandwich at this point if it meant her stomach would stop rumbling. The caffeine had worn off long ago, and the lack of sleep from last night catching up to her. Had it really been less than twenty-four hours ago that she’d spoken to Sienna Nealon in her own house?

Jamie didn’t set much store by Nealon, or at least she hadn’t. Sienna’s methods were far too brutal for her tastes, at least in most cases. But she’d fought beside her at the bank, and helped in the fire, and at the ship explosion … Jamie didn’t necessarily think she was a bad person, but she certainly did terrible things when riled. “Not my way,” Jamie murmured as she walked under the aluminum portico covering the gas pumps. But Sienna was certainly helpful and effective. And contrary to Jamie’s fears, she hadn’t killed anyone yet on this trip.

The door dinged when Jamie walked inside. The convenience store was quiet, the clerk behind the counter messing with his smart phone. Jamie made her way over to the metallic warming stations where a half-dozen paper-wrapped sandwiches sat waiting. They’d probably been here for most of the day, but she didn’t care. She scooped up an inoffensive looking ham sandwich with mozzarella, pressing it gently. It was pretty hard, the texture of the bread approaching that of Styrofoam. She ignored it and made her way to the drink case, where she pulled a bottle of cold Diet Coke, and made her way to the register, successfully avoiding the donut case.

The clerk stirred from his phone-induced lethargy and started to ring her up. Jamie fumbled, finding her credit card in her back pocket and sliding it into the reader. It honked at her, and she frowned and inserted it again. The clerk, half-asleep a moment ago, was looking on in interest now, and his computer screen dinged to get his attention.

“Huh,” he said, and reached to the reader to take her credit card. She let him, figuring he was going to re-run it since it wasn’t working for her. Instead, he took a pair of scissors and cut it in half in front of her.

“Wha—why did you do that?” she asked. That was only card she had, except for her ATM card.

The clerk shrugged, abdicating all responsibility as he pointed at the screen in front of him. “It said to.”

She barely held in, “And if it told you to jump off the Brooklyn Bridge, would you?” But it was a struggle.

“Do you have any cash?” the clerk asked.

“Not on me,” she said, and slid out her ATM card. She looked around and saw an ATM against the front windows. “Be right back.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said, and picked up his phone again, lost in the digital world once more.

Jamie hurried to the ATM, her stomach rumbling once more. She slid her card in and punched her pin before waiting as it read, “PROCESSING,” in big letters. It usually took a few minutes, but … she frowned, an uneasy feeling unrelated to her hunger rumbling through her stomach. Everything else had gone wrong today, with her credit card canceled, her phone service being cut off, and her car being repo’d. Surely she wasn’t about to—

A loud honk sounded from the ATM, and a message sprawled in big white letters across the screen: “YOUR ACCOUNT HAS BEEN LOCKED. Please contact customer service at …” Her eyes glazed over.

“Rough day, huh?” the clerk asked, smiling faintly, apparently jolted out of his e-trance by the sight of her misery. He swept the sandwich and the Diet Coke off the counter and out of sight, probably for re-stocking as soon as she was out the door. The gesture stung Jamie more than she wanted to admit.

“You have no idea,” Jamie said, feeling lightheaded. She wouldn’t beg for food, though, not from this man, not from anyone. She pushed out the door of the convenience store instead and started back toward home, her footsteps slow and shuffling, her energy and hope exhausted.
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Nadine

“I’m going to seduce you now,” Nadine said, breaking off from kissing Scott Byerly for just a minute to make that admission. He’d been kissing her back for the last twenty minutes or so, splayed out on her couch. She’d worn down his resistance pretty easily, bonded with him, commiserated with him, talked trash about Sienna Nealon and how horrible she was with him.

And then she’d kissed him, and it had all gone swimmingly so far from there.

“Is that so?” Scott asked, somewhat breathless, leaning in to kiss her again.

She stopped him. “Yep,” she said, allowing just one kiss before she slipped out of the room and headed for the bedroom, beckoning him to join her with one finger. She thought about lingerie, about explaining why they should do this—striking Sienna in her jealousy was at the top of the list for her—but ultimately ditched all those plans, because … either he was aware of the reasons or he wasn’t, and either he was into her without the need for fancy dress-up or he wasn’t, and to her—and anyone with a decent view of his crotch—it looked like he was.

So why bother with the overkill?

She grabbed him by the loosened tie and tugged him along. She didn’t really care what his reasons were for doing this, anyway. Let him get blindsided by his vengeful ex if he was too stupid to consider the ramifications of sleeping with her. It’d be entertaining, she suspected, so long as she managed to avoid the flaming ire of Nealon. She had a few plans for that, of course, or she wouldn’t have embarked on this journey anyway, she reminded herself, as she tugged Byerly’s jacket down around his shoulders and buried her lips on his neck, leaving a mark or two.

“Oooh,” he said with a shudder as she tossed his jacket aside and came back to his lips. She let him slip her blouse off with fumbling, unpracticed hands. Weren’t metas supposed to be more dexterous than other men? She buried her sigh of disapproval. It wasn’t as though he was anywhere close to the worst she’d had, at least so far.

She put the thoughts of other men out of her mind as she pushed him back on the bed and climbed on top of him. They had some articles of clothing yet to go, and she wasn’t going to rush this. The moment was fun, after all. She’d always relished the act itself, but in this case, thinking about what would happen after was almost an aphrodisiac unto itself. She pulled his shirt open and ran her hands across his strong, tanned chest, and smiled.

The evening was unfolding exactly as she’d planned it.
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Jamie

This was not the evening that Jamie had planned, nor wished for, nor even had nightmares about. This was worse than even that, because her nightmares tended toward the “naked in front of all her employees” variety, and while humiliating, she at least still had employees when she woke from them.

Now, she thought, staring at the notice she’d found on her front door when she’d gotten home, still starving, she wasn’t going to have employees … a car … a cell phone … or a home, apparently.

The notice read Foreclosure Notice in big letters, and that was as far as she got before she tried her key in the door. At least that worked. She could hear music blaring from Kyra’s room as she walked in.

Jamie closed the door behind her, feeling like she’d not only had the weight of the world settle on her today, but the weight of a few other planets as well. How many fights had she been in in the last couple days? Was it really only one? One and half, if she considered the idiot with the gun who’d tried to kill Nadine Griffin. Plus the fire, which was worth a couple of fights. Whatever they were, she’d used up most of her strength on them and didn’t feel like she had anything left.

It was like the universe she’d known had ended, and she was trapped in the black hole left in its wake.

Kyra’s door opened with a snap, some music pouring out. Jamie wasn’t sure it was really music, actually. Its defining characteristic seemed to just be LOUD. Kyra stormed into the hall, eyes alighting on Jamie, and Jamie could feel the anger even at this distance.

“What now?” Jamie muttered under her breath as Kyra stood there, eyes red.

“Were you even going to tell me?” Kyra asked.

Jamie’s mind went blank for a moment, then she raised the foreclosure notice. “About this …?”

“No, about your secret boyfriend!” Kyra said, going right to a shout. “Yes, about us losing our home! Melanie and her mom saw the notice. I was so humiliated. They asked me if you lost your car, too, and I had to laugh it off. I sounded like a total basic bitch.”

“It’s a mistake,” Jamie said. “All of it. I’ve paid the bills, so I don’t know where this is coming from.” She held up her phone. “This got shut off, too—”

“OMG!” Kyra screamed, and ran back into her room. “MY PHONE!” She slammed the door behind her and locked it. The sound of pounding, furious music seemed to shake the house from the inside.

“On the plus side,” Jamie said, “if her music ends up bringing the house down, at least the bank won’t have anything to foreclose on, I guess.” She made her way over to the stools next to the counter and collapsed into one, slapping her keys down. She eyed the one for her car. It was irrelevant now, at least until she ironed this out. She glanced at the notice in her hands demanding that she vacate the premises and realized that the one for her house technically no longer belonged to her. Her gaze lingered on the ones for Barton Designs and her office door, and she realized that they’d have to come off the ring, along with the one for the shed out back.

“I’m about to lose all my keys,” she said in a weary mutter. She looked over at the fridge. She wouldn’t even have a fridge soon. She stood up and shuffled over to it, opening it wide.

Empty. Utterly empty, save for a ketchup bottle.

“Kyra,” Jamie said, glancing at the sink to find the remnants of the last of her fresh greens and a bottle of salad dressing that was empty except for a few remaining drops of vinaigrette. She moved over to the cupboard, not having a lot of hope, and almost slumped in relief as she found a box of Saltines. They’d given all the canned goods away a week ago for a food drive, and she hadn’t been to the grocery store to replace them since.

“This whole thing is just … horrible timing,” Jamie said, taking the saltines and slinking back to the counter. She opened the box and found all of five crackers remaining within the white wrapper.

She stared at the meager offering for only a moment before ripping it apart and devouring the white, salty crackers within. They were slightly stale, but she didn’t even care at this point.

Her daughter was furious with her.

Her house was about to be taken away.

Her business was on its death throes.

“At least I’m still a hero,” she said, to no one in particular, but as her gaze settled on Kyra’s closed door, she wondered whether being a hero to strangers but an enemy to her daughter was really cause for any gratitude at all.
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Sienna

It was morning in New York again, and I was energized by the possibility of making today the day that Nadine Griffin found herself in a metal cell with a bunch of bars or Plexiglas between me and her smug face. I didn’t even care which of those it was, so long as there was a barrier of law and order between us, something that proved the system worked to protect the people from evil souls that just looked to exploit and damage them.

I sprang out of bed, all chipper and shit, and went over to my room’s mini-fridge. It had a spare SmokeShack burger from Shake Shack, because I’d made a foray out last night and ordered extra with my fries and shake; I didn’t want to face the possibility of the morning without something good to eat. It worked, and I felt happier as I pondered the morning conference call coming up, and the exciting idea of Nadine Griffin being imprisoned with a bunch of people who would probably like to hurt her (so that I wouldn’t have to).

It’s the little things in life, really.

I set up for my morning videoconference call, humming quietly to myself as the sound of honking horns filtered in even through the window. I tapped a finger on my phone screen. I’d read through all my favorite sites last night while I was killing time, and I still hadn’t bought into using Netflix via my phone, so I was running low on ideas for ways to kill time when the conference started (thank goodness).

Reed popped up first, followed by Ariadne a second later, then J.J. I hit the center square, wearing a slightly creepy smile that I immediately struck from my face, but not before Reed noticed, his eyebrow rising in response to it.

“Good morning,” I announced, probably too happy.

“It’s a morning,” Augustus said from somewhere behind Reed. “Don’t go getting overexcited about it.”

“He seems in a good mood today,” I said.

“We caught a bad guy last night,” Reed said. “Late, late last night. Low-level meta with the power to make people forget what he looks like. Creepy effect, by the way, like you’ve been looking at a Dick Tracy villain.”

“Is Dick Tracy still a thing now?” Ariadne asked, her brow lined in concentration. “Because that was old when I was a kid.”

“Jamal says hi, Augustus,” I said, hoping my words would reach him through Reed’s phone.

“What were you doing talking to him?” Augustus said, slipping bleary-eyed into view.

“Consulting,” J.J. announced. “I take it he got ahold of you, Sienna?”

“No, I just psychically determined he’d probably want me to say howdy to his brother,” I lobbed back gently. “So, the Texas team seems to be one for two this morning. Any word from Cali?”

“Not that we’ve heard here,” Ariadne said. “And it’s all quiet on the Midwestern front, with our security team on standby in case they need to deploy to back any of you up.”

“Highly unlikely we’ll get the chance to use them where I am,” I said. “Or, where Kat is, actually.”

“Hampton says they’re on standby anyway,” Ariadne said. “If needed.” She tried to play coy. “And … if I may suggest … based on the events I saw out of New York yesterday—”

“Yeah, it wasn’t good,” I said. “Any idea of a death toll?”

“The buildings were mostly evacuated when the word got out,” J.J. said. “So … surprisingly minimal. A dozen deaths, I think, mostly at FBI HQ.”

I’d been avoiding news coverage, because seeing things I had been powerless to prevent tended to affect my emotional state in unfortunate and unpredictable ways. I’d once had a bad crying jag after a lunatic meta had walked into a school in Oklahoma and done horrible things. I didn’t like to talk publicly about my emotional states, but if I let myself feel too much, I tended to go through a predictable pattern—disbelief that it could have happened, unquenchable fury, daydreams about inserting myself into the conflict before it became a tragedy, revenge fantasies—all manner of fantasies, really, including ones where I’m the hero who saves the day—followed by crushing sadness and then a reluctant willingness to move on to the next thing. I could hold off the cycle if I was in the middle of a case, or ignore it completely in some cases, just by shutting out the news.

I had a feeling that what had happened here, in New York, while I was trying to stop the bank heist … it was probably going to get to me later, so it was fortunate that very few people died. That news did not, however, make me any less gung-ho about shoving Nadine Griffin into a slightly more populous and sapphic version of how I’d spent my youth.

“Did I miss anything?” Kat asked as she beeped onto the line. She wasn’t bothering to look put-together today. In fact, she looked kind of haggard.

“Good grief,” Reed said when he saw her, “did you have a run-in with that criminal meta?”

“What?” Kat asked then peered at her screen. “Oh. No, I just … Miley Cyrus had a party last night and it went until really late, like … I just got in an hour ago, and I was asleep, and then my phone beeped me awake so I could be here with you lovely people.” From the tone of her voice, I guessed that “lovely” meant something else. “Can we please account for the fact that not all of us are living on East Coast or Central Time now? Pretty please?”

“No,” I said, “because some of us have very, very important things to do with our day and can’t be bothered to interrupt them at the crack of noon to conference with you. Learn to love the dawn, Kat.”

“It’s not dawn here,” she moaned. “It’s the crack of dark, okay?”

“If I’d waited until noon to do the conference call yesterday,” I said, “I would have missed out on a very important break in my case, and a lot more people might have died.” I left out the part about how Gravity Gal kind of did most of the heavy lifting in the bank job, because let’s face it, if I hadn’t been there, she might not have acted with as much urgency. I was important, dammit.

“I heard Gravity Gal did most of the work,” Reed said, never one to be deterred by facts that might make me look worse. He was wearing a grin, of course.

“I carried her across the harbor, okay?” I puffed up to defend myself. “Without me, she and Scott wouldn’t have even laid eyes on the Tirragusk before it blew up.”

“That the boat?” Kat yawned.

“Ah, yeah,” I said. “How’d you know?”

“Because ‘Tirragusk’ literally means ‘boat’ in Shervich, which is the language they speak in Canta Morgana and Revelen and the surrounding area.” She sounded bored as she spelled this out for us.

“Kat speaks multiple languages?” Reed asked.

“Yeb tvoyu mat,” Kat said, looking unamused. “That was Russian for—”

“I got it,” Reed said.

“I’m not stupid, you know,” Kat said. “I know a lot more than people give me credit for. I was the top of the class in trig back at the Directorate, remember?”

“There were like three of us in that class,” I said. “And I’ll be honest, I didn’t try very hard because I was a little more focused on the survival-based aspects of our training. Something about meeting Wolfe must have awakened an instinct in me.”

“Still,” Kat said, pointing at her own head, “I’m not stupid. Just … put that on the record, okay?”

I looked at the other participants in the conference call. “Reed,” I said, once that moment had passed, “are you and Augustus on your way up to Austin today?”

“Yeah,” he said. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to find evidence of Nadine Griffin’s involvement in this whole mess and use it to pin her to a wall like a tail on a donkey.” My phone buzzed, and a message notification popped up with a picture that looked like—“What fresh hell is this?” I muttered.

“Glad you realized that using a ‘pin the tail on the donkey’ metaphor for catching a criminal was somewhat inappropriate before anyone had to say anything about it,” Ariadne said.

“Huh?” I pushed the button to send the conference call app to the background of my phone. “Oh come on, you know I wasn’t talking about that. Because when has something being inappropriate ever stopped me from saying it?” I clicked the messaging app and noted that the text I’d just gotten was from an unknown number. Stupid small screen had made the preview tough to figure out, but it looked like clouds and a human being in there, somehow.

“Never,” Reed said, beating Augustus by a half second. “Too slow,” Reed said with a smile.

“Dammit!” Augustus said.

“What are you doing, Sienna?” Ariadne asked.

“I got a text—err, picture message from someone,” I said as I clicked on it. It popped up obligingly, and it took a few seconds for what I was looking at to really sink in. “Oh,” I said at last.

“‘Oh’ what?” Kat asked.

I stared at the picture, and the message attached. “Look what I woke up to this morning,” were the words in the message.

The picture was of Nadine Griffin, smirking, next to an unconscious and shirtless Scott, who was in bed next to her.
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Nadine

Nadine was already in the cab when she sent the picture. She hadn’t wanted to be anywhere near her house for this, especially since the reaction was unpredictable. No, she had it in her mind to leave for a while, to vacate the premises in case Sienna Nealon turned up furious. She might even spend the night away from her house, check into a hotel in Westchester County or in the Hamptons, maybe, somewhere she could lay low for a little while.

She was on her way into Manhattan right now, though, a little smile perched on her face. It wasn’t there just because she’d gotten laid last night after a short, self-imposed drought—though he had been reasonably good, that meta boy, once he got into the groove. No, she was smiling because she was calculating the effect of her morning-after bombshell on the intended target. She’d taken the selfie very carefully, trying to avoid any chance of Scott waking up and asking uncomfortable questions. Finding Sienna Nealon’s number after that had been easy; stupid Scott didn’t even have a password on his phone. Pretty, but not too bright.

Today, Nadine had a plan to dart around a little—first a trip to the office to drop a couple things off, then visit a few sights, do some window shopping, lose herself in Manhattan. She had errands to run. She’d just take care of her business, and maybe cast a few darts via text toward Sienna, see how that worked out. She suspected it’d go well.

Yes, it was going to be a good day, she sensed as the cab entered the midtown tunnel. And as long as she kept moving, she’d get the full enjoyment out of this little game she was playing, with none of the nasty consequences. And pretty soon, the Department of Justice would remove itself from her back, she’d get her money returned, the SEC would get its nose out of her business, and she’d be back in.

“All that’s left is for Gravity Cow to get hers,” she said. And she smiled.


66.


Sienna

I stood there with my cheeks burning in hot disbelief as I looked at the picture. It was crafty of her to send it like this, I realized, because if she’d shown Scott in a slightly more compromised state, she might have run afoul of the law. As it was, his chest was the only thing bare, though I could see a little more of her than I cared to. It wasn’t difficult for my damned imagination to fill in the blanks.

I heard a sharp hiss and realized it was me as Reed said, “Sienna, what is it?” with something approaching rising panic evident in his voice.

I stared at the screen and at her face, leering at me with that horrific smirk, that nasty grin that made me want to knock out every tooth. She’d done this to spite me. I knew it, and she knew it. I’d had her over a barrel before Scott had showed up. Two more minutes and I could have followed her memories like a trail of breadcrumbs back to evidence that would have let us convict her of the attacks.

Instead, she’d skated loose, and then she’d … apparently … slept with him.

Scott.

My Scott.

The temperature in the room was rising, wasn’t it? I felt so hot, like steam was coming out of my t-shirt collar.

Uh, Sienna, Zack said in my mind.

“Not now,” I said, cutting him off and silencing every other voice in my head with a single furious thought. The picture shook in my hand, like the world was quaking around me, and I realized it was my hand that was shaking. I pulled my fingers back to keep from crushing the phone in my grasp, but it was like a drowning swimmer was flailing around inside me, trying to get out of my stomach, out of my heart, and fire was in there, too, threatening to burst out.

“Sienna?” a quiet voice came from the phone.

“I’ll call you back,” I said, and hit the button to end the videoconference before they could see me. All this heat, where was it coming from? Even my eyes were burning from it.

This didn’t matter, did it? Nadine had done this to spite me, to do this very thing. She’d slept with my—

He was my ex. I let him go, dammit.

—with Scott.

That pain in my heart got acutely worse, going from a sense of flailing to … disconnect, like someone had ripped it out, or was still doing it. I physically reacted, my shoulders slumping, and I cradled the phone with its picture in one hand and covered my mouth with the other. I was making sounds, unidentifiable sounds, things I’d never heard from myself before, as I stared at—at—

That hateful bitch.

I was going to kill her. Punch her in her smug face, rip the memories out of her head, tear her to—

No.

No.

“He’s not mine anymore,” I whispered, but it sounded so damned hollow. “I let him go.”

Then why does it burn so badly? I thought.

The pain was just there, lingering, malingering, dwelling in me, and I wanted it out, out—

GET OUT!

I lashed out with my free hand and smashed the desk, sending it crashing into the dresser and TV, wrecking both of them in a horrendous crash. Metal, glass and wood shattered and flew, spreading debris from where I’d been standing next to the desk all the way down the short corridor to my door. Dusty splinters settled on the short, patterned carpet, and the remains of the TV cracked and hissed as I stood there, dusts from the pressed wood wafting through the air on the beams of light from the lamps across the room.

My phone buzzed in my hand, and I answered it without thinking. “Hello?” I asked numbly.

“Sienna,” Reed said, and the worry was thick in his voice, “what happened?”

I looked down at my phone. The picture Nadine had sent me was gone, replaced with the videoconference again, and I realized I was holding the camera up to my cheek. I pulled it back and let them see me, and as a result, I could see myself in the fifth screen.

“Whoa,” J.J. said in awe.

My eyes were red, and there were traces of wetness that had worked their way down my cheeks. I opened my mouth to speak, but I couldn’t find the words. What was I even going to say? She slept with my ex!

Who cares?

“Sienna, what is it?” Ariadne asked with rising alarm, sitting forward in her chair, more alert than if she’d just gotten a fresh spreadsheet to work with.

“It’s Scott,” I said, and it just popped out. “He … slept with Nadine Griffin.” And I watched another tear streak down my cheek on the screen, and I felt dumber, more weak, more pathetic and vulnerable than I had since I’d been forced in a metal box against my will.


67.


Jamie

Jamie didn’t sleep well, or nearly at all, really. She had a lot of memories of waking up and seeing the red numbers of the clock in her bedroom tick their way through various combinations—11:07, 12:53, 1:38, and so on, at least a few times an hour until sometime after three.

Her alarm woke her just before six, and it was not a happy wake-up. Two days of mostly missed sleep had taken their effect, she realized, but the shower helped to reinvigorate her. The shower and her plan for the day, which was to roll back as much of the tide that had come in on her yesterday as she could. She had an idea about that. She had hope again.

Jamie didn’t let bad things get her down for long. It was a personal mission statement, really: bad things happened. But good things happened, too, and you just had to fight through the bad things long enough for some good things to rear their head in order to make the bad feelings recede.

So now, she had a plan. And the first step of that plan was to seek help, because she was plainly out of her league. Two hours of calls from her landline last night had left her with a litany of customer service representatives telling her the same thing: if their closures of her accounts were a mistake, they certainly couldn’t see it, and there was no record of any payments received on their end. Jamie had logged into her online banking to find even her personal accounts overdrawn, and any hint of prior payments utterly vanished.

It was enough to make her suspicious that she might have been singled out for reasons having nothing to do with the real Jamie Barton. No, this seemed like it might be related to the other name, the one she didn’t care for at all.

But there had to be a way to make it through this. She just needed expert help, and maybe someone she could sit down with, locally, that she could look in the eye and ask questions. Someone who wanted to be of help. Someone who knew finance, and had offered her assistance before things had started to go so horribly askew.

Which was why she was sitting in the lobby of the bank, waiting for Mr. Penny to show up to work.

There were a couple magazines spread out over a side table, but Jamie ignored them, staring straight ahead, trying to focus her thoughts on what she would tell Mr. Penny. She couldn’t tell him she was Gravity Gal, because in spite of however helpful he might want to be—and oh, she hoped that he would still want to be helpful—giving up her secret identity was not a step she was willing to take. She’d chosen it to protect Kyra. She’d stopped enough crimes here on Staten Island to have engendered some hostility from the local criminals. All it would take would be a few of them getting the idea that Kyra was fair game, and suddenly Gravity Gal would have a very obvious weakness to exploit.

Jamie’s eyes drifted to the television screen on the wall. Local news was playing, a chyron across the bottom of the screen decrying the damage done to the buildings in the attack yesterday. She took a breath, shaking her head. She saw the stunned faces of patrons and employees, still watching the coverage. There had been mercifully few deaths, but still, the events had evoked memories of a September day when the world had held its breath as New York was brought to its knees.

It was all a little too close—too close to home, too close to memory. And far too close for comfort.

“Ms. Barton?” Mr. Penny’s tone was mild confusion, and she looked over to see him standing at the entry to the bank, his briefcase in hand, his dress shirt missing that top button again. He wasn’t wearing a suit jacket, but that was good, because she could see the lines of his chest through his shirt and—

Ohhh.

She looked down, suddenly embarrassed, and said. “Mr. Penny. I was …” Her eyes flitted up to find his anchored on her like she’d made a gravity channel between them, “… I was hoping to have a few minutes of your time this morning.”

Mr. Penny opened his mouth to say something, then closed it and a smile spread warmly over his face. “Ah—yes, of course. If you’ll—” He gestured toward his office with his briefcase. He seemed solicitous, opening the door for her, ushering her in as he tried to clear his desk, which was as messy as hers. “I’m sorry, my first appointment today wasn’t until a half hour from—”

“I’m sorry for imposing on you,” she said, and then amended, “without warning. I just—I’ve had a problem that I—I don’t fully understand, and it has to do with banking and lending and—”

“I would be—happy, honored—uh, ecstatic, really, to be able to help you in any way,” Mr. Penny said, shoving his briefcase behind his chair and clasping his hands together, leaning forward as she sat down across from him. “In any way possible. So …” He kept that smile up, and Jamie did not mind it at all. “What can I help you with, Ms. Barton?”

“Please,” she said, “call me Jamie.”

“Jamie,” he said. “Call me Jacob.”

“Jacob.” Jacob and Jamie, she thought, that’s a—uhh, oh, “Uhm. So … since our meeting yesterday, my car has been repossessed—”

His eyes widened. “Oh.”

“—my house foreclosed upon, my credit cards and ATM card cancelled, my accounts locked and overdrawn,” this drew a frown from him, “basically every single financial setback you can imagine, I’ve suffered.”

He looked utterly perplexed. “That makes … that makes no sense. I looked at your credit report myself before I sent your application to underwriting and you were current on everything—” He turned his head to his computer, a black screen hovering off to the side of his desk and stirred the mouse. He typed something in and then slid the screen around on a levering arm. “I have a copy of it right here, and it’s—it’s pristine.” He gestured to the screen, and she could see nothing but numbers and lines of readouts. “Your credit is beautiful. It doesn’t look like you’ve missed a payment for anything in your entire life. Your revolving debt is low, your FICO score is high. And we verified your assets with the bank here, you had a few thousand in savings—” He tapped the keyboard again and then paused, did a double take, and said, “This is impossible.”

“What is it?” she asked, leaning over, trying to make sense of what he was looking at.

“Well, this is your account,” Penny said, “which I looked at yesterday, just before coming to see you. I was trying to figure out what the underwriting department saw that I didn’t, because—well, anyway, there was plenty of cash in here then, and it’s overdrawn now, but—but there haven’t been any withdrawals at all to account for the missing money.” He threw his hands up. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

“And yet still they’ve cut me off,” she said. “My cell phone, my car, my house, my accounts, my credit cards—” She stopped short of telling him about her humiliations in the convenience store, and of eating five stale saltines for dinner. She was still feeling lightheaded, but at least she’d had coffee this morning. “I don’t know what’s going on here, Mr. Penny—”

“Jacob.”

“I don’t know what’s going on here, Jacob,” she said, regretting the lie, “but … it’s almost as though someone has decided to sabotage my finances.”

“Even your business,” he said, sounding almost awestruck before his tone switched to disgust. “Whatever’s going on here, if it’s affected you as you say, it’s probably the reason our underwriting turned down your loan.” He shook his head. “This is … I’ve never seen anything like this.” He paused, suddenly contemplative. “I wonder if this has anything to do with that cyber-attack yesterday?”

“I—what?”

“Oh,” he said, “the attack on Manhattan yesterday. They’re saying there was a hacker that jumped on the bandwagon looking to cause some chaos, that he messed with systems all over the area, but they weren’t very specific about it.” He stared at the screen. “At the very least, I mean—I looked at your account myself, there’s no reason for these changes with withdrawals or debits—it’s as though someone just reached in and magically changed the numbers.” He picked up a pad and started to write. “I can verify this because I saw it with my own eyes. I need to talk to my boss—”

“Thank you so much,” Jamie said, the first dose of relief she’d felt in a day trickling through like warm water down cold skin. “I’m so glad I came to you. I honestly did not know who else to turn to.”

“Well … uhm … we’re glad to have your business here,” Jacob said, flushing slightly, “and honored that you’d be able to come to us with a problem like this, and—and sorry that we have any part in making your experience, uh, terrible—”

“It’s all right,” she said lightly, finally feeling, for the first time since she’d been caught in that boat explosion, like something was going right. She ran fingers through her hair, settling back in the chair. “I can’t tell how stressful it’s been, seeing everything I’ve worked for go up in smoke in a few hours.”

Jacob stood up, coming slowly around the desk, and sitting down in the chair next to her. “I can’t even imagine. It was obvious to me just the short amount of time I was working on your account that Barton Designs means a lot to you. You’ve poured your life into building that business, and it’s an impressive accomplishment, even more impressive when you consider you’ve done it as a single mother—”

Her eyebrows arched up. She hadn’t even thought about it, but of course he’d know about Kyra if he had access to view her accounts. Her account was paired to Jamie’s, after all. “Thank you,” she said, feeling a little twinge of that warmth that she’d felt during their interview only a couple days earlier. He was sitting there, next to her, and he looked like he was holding himself back from doing something. Leaning in closer, maybe.

Jamie stared at him—those eyes, those lips—and she did some quite unexpected, as all the despair she’d felt in the last day lifted.

She leaned in and kissed him.

It was long and full and lovely, her eyes closed and the pressure returned on his end, his fingers lightly touching her face as they kissed. It had been a long time, a very long time, and she’d missed this. She could taste the faint minty aroma of his breath—

Her eyes sprang open and she broke from the kiss, suddenly aghast. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

He took a moment coming back from it, like he’d just wakened from a dream, and his cheeks flushed hard scarlet beneath the stubble that she found oddly rugged and alluring. “I—ah—uhm—I’m sorry, that was—so unprofessional of me—”

“It was my fault,” Jamie said hurriedly. “I came in here and asked you for help, and then I go and—do that—”

“I feel like I’m preying upon you,” he said, obviously embarrassed, “as though I predicated my help on you doing—doing that—that wonderful—” He stopped himself, and took a long breath. “I wanted to do that even absent helping you.”

Jamie stared back at him. “I wanted to do that even if you told me there was nothing you could do to help.”

“Well, okay then,” he said, and he smiled, a smear of lipstick making his lips look slightly pink. And he leaned back in to kiss her, and she did not mind at all.


68.


Nadine

Nadine had done a lot to make sure she wasn’t being followed after she left her office. She’d gotten out of an Uber on Fifth Avenue, gone through a department store in one entrance, came out from another entirely after wandering through the sparsely populated aisles for a while. She took a cab next, to Central Park, where she meandered a while and then changed in a restroom, putting a shawl over her head to hide her hair, and big sunglasses over her face. She dumped her leather handbag, putting the contents she needed into a plastic shopping bag and packing her clothing away in it.

She wandered out of Central Park and flagged down another cab, and this one she rode to six blocks from her destination, a building in midtown. She navigated her way down streets and avenues, taking a circuitous route until she found the building and buzzed the front door. When she said, “Henry sent me to pick up the donations,” she was buzzed up instantly. She looked at the street around her through the dark glasses, checking once to more to be certain she hadn’t been followed.

Nadine walked up to the third floor and found the door already open. She slipped inside, checking the hall quickly. There was no one there, and so she came inside and shut the door, locking it with her gloved fingers.

“Taking a mighty big risk meeting in person, dove,” said Abner in the darkness. The room they were in was an office of some sort, but with blackout curtains in front of the windows. He clicked a desk lamp on, and it revealed his fat face by yellowed light. He smiled. In the lamplight, his teeth appeared yellow, as though he was a copious smoker even though she knew he wasn’t.

Nadine made her way over to the desk, staring across at Abner then smiling in calm relief. “You have no idea how many twists and turns it took me to make sure I got here alone.”

“A great many, I hope,” Abner said, opening his desk and pulling out a bottle of something that looked expensive. He could afford it, doing what he did. He pulled the stopper and gave a generous amount to his coffee, then offered her the bottle. She shook her head with a smile. “The question is … why did you risk it?”

“I’m growing sick of calling naked from my safe room,” she said, figuring that this revelation would put him off balance. It did; he had his coffee cup up to his lips and he almost choked on it, putting the cup down in a ring of wetness, hacking like he’d taken a gulp into a lung. “Nothing personal,” she said sweetly, “I don’t mind being naked talking to you, but … the lack of a face to talk to is … lonely.” She said the last word wistfully, as Abner got his cough under control. “I’m a little bit of a social outcast, you see.”

“So I’ve heard,” he said, sounding quite choked. “Well … I was going to give you an update next time you called, but I think you know what I’m going to say.”

She was fairly certain she knew as well, and that was why she’d come. “I want to hear you say it anyway,” she said, wandering over to a bookshelf at the side of the room and looking at a snow globe with some European village nestled within under a layer of white. She kept her hands fastened behind her back, though.

“Well, you know the big job’s done,” he said, still a little choked but back to business. “All the loose ends are taken care of and everyone who could identify me are good and dead. A few little strays managed to get caught in the net cast by those heroes, but they’re of little concern since they were hired by the ops chief of the mission, and he’s dead.” Abner cleared his throat again. “So that’s done. Evidence rendered to ash, glass, and deleted disk space all around, from the SEC to the FBI to the US Attorneys.”

“Good,” she said, turning her head to give him the hint of a smile. Her hair bristled against the restraint of the net beneath her shawl, but she ignored it. It was necessary. “And the other thing?”

“Jamie Barton, you mean?” Abner smiled. It was an ugly expression, even absent the yellow tinge the lamp gave his teeth. “I’ve set up quite the gauntlet for her to go through. ArcheGrey did us a solid and wrecked her finances in the collateral of the cyber-attack. Our lady’s already experiencing the joys of poverty—not a dime in the bank, lost a loan her business needed to survive, and she’s had all her accounts closed. She’s even lost her phone and car to sudden, surprising nonpayment. Foreclosure to follow.” He showed a trace of regret here. “Wish I could have had ArcheGrey speed that one up, but it would have been a bit obvious if he leapt right to it. But don’t worry, the other things coming are going to be plenty enough to make this lass miserable.”

“Oh?” Nadine asked, fishing.

“Something’s about to happen that’s going to turn her life upside down, make what we’ve done so far look like, uhh … a day in the park.” Abner leaned back, chair squeaking under his girth. “Then once that’s done, I’ve arranged one last kick to make the lady take a deep dive into despair before her end comes, one way or another.” He took a long pull of his coffee, droplets still running down the sides from his mess earlier. “You said to ruin her life … well, I’ve done it. When this is over, I promise you she’ll be the saddest soul in cell block D, if by some miracle she lives.” He grinned.

“And it’s all done?” she asked. “Set in motion? Because I want this bitch to suffer, no ifs, ands or—”

“It is,” he said, reassuring. “I’ve made all the arrangements.” He lifted his watch up and looked at it. “One of the little bombshells is about to go off right now, in fact, if you’d like to stay and watch.” He picked up a TV remote and gestured to one on the wall.

“No, I’ve been out of sight for too long already,” she said, infusing her words with regret. “I need to get back. I just wanted to … hear what you had to say, make sure the arrangements are on track.” She sighed. “You’ve been a real pro, Abner. I couldn’t have gotten out of this without you.”

He nodded, smiling faintly. “Just take heed, Nadine, and remember … I can’t do this again, okay? We’ve buried everything they had, and there’s no connection back to you. So stay out of trouble if you want to keep free.”

“I will,” she said with a smile. “It’s a shame you couldn’t help me again.” She let her smile turn nasty. “But it does mean I don’t have any more reasons to keep you around.”

She raised the pistol she’d been hiding in her pocket and shot him in the face, three times. It had a suppressor on it, which made it sound like a crack, like she’d dropped something, instead of a full-blown gunshot. She stared into his face as each shot hit, watched him die, his gurgling coming to a stop relatively quickly.

When she was sure he was dead, she walked around the desk and pulled the whiskey bottle out of the desk. She spilled it all over his paperwork and his computer, which frizzed quietly as it shorted out. She left the pistol in the middle of the spill; it was untraceable, without a serial number or her fingerprints anywhere on it. Then she took the desk lamp and broke the bulb with one good whack against the corner of the desk.

She carefully set the broken lamp in the puddle of booze, and watched the electric current light the alcohol with a Whoosh! Nadine stepped back from the desk, watching the flames spread for only a moment before she headed for the door. She didn’t even look back, because why would she? He may have been the first person she’d actually physically killed, but who cared? This was done.

On to the next thing.


69.


Sienna

“Sienna, it’s going to be okay,” Reed said through the videoconference, sounding more than a little alarmed himself. “It’s just—”

“It’s just your ex slept with a total skank,” Kat said, offering her two cents worth. “I mean, really? Nadine Griffin? Ewww, that’s all I can say. I used to feel all special that he slept with me. Lately, I’m just feeling increasingly gross about the whole thing.”

There was a moment of silence, and Ariadne said, “You don’t even remember your relationship with him.”

“Yeah,” she said, like she was explaining the obvious to idiots, “but you guys told me we did it, and I felt really special about it for a while.”

“Sienna,” Reed said, “you broke up with him, remember?”

“I fully know that,” I said, my voice a hoarse whisper. I could feel cold chills trickling down my back, replacing the hot rage I’d felt. “And I wouldn’t undo it, either, it’s just …” I stopped, or rather, my shame stopped me, and then I realized—these were my friends. “I just … I should be over him, I know. I haven’t cared if he slept with anyone else. I assume he has. Hell, I’ve hoped—or at least told myself I hoped—that he’d find someone good, someone worthy of him. Everything I’m feeling right now …” I couldn’t put it into words, but it was like some magical cocktail of rage, sickness, envy, sweats and a little more rage. “He’s not mine,” I said softly. “I let him go. It’s been years.” My voice cracked. “So … why does this hurt so much?”

“It’s natural, Sienna,” Ariadne said gently.

“I thought I was past it. Past him.” I sounded hollow when I spoke, and it made me sicker.

“It’s a process,” Reed said. “You don’t just get over someone who was a major part of your life for as long as Scott was, okay?”

“Yeah,” Augustus said, chiming in, “it’s like … he’s that ex you want to see you out with your new girl, so you can be all like, ‘Yeah, I did better than you’!”

I blinked. “Crude as he put it,” Reed said dryly, “Augustus has a point. You and Scott have some unresolved … stuff … going on between you.”

“That was totes obvs in LA,” Kat said. “Major issues between them.” She held off for just a second before starting with the wheedling, “Are you sure you don’t want to be on my show? Because this is exactly the kind of storyline that would—”

“NO!” Reed and Ariadne chorused together, answering for me before I had a chance to move from disgust to outrage.

“Just a thought,” Kat said, contrition not in evidence.

“Sienna?” Ariadne asked, and I looked at my phone again to see her staring up at me. “It’s going to be okay.”

I could see my face in the corner, and it was a mess. I counted myself lucky I didn’t wear makeup, because if I had, it would have been smeared everywhere. “Thanks, you guys,” I said weakly.

“If I could just say something,” J.J. said, sounding like he was a little anxious about saying anything but speaking up nonetheless. “Sienna … I know this is tough, but … you’re tougher than the problem you’re looking down. You’ll make it through this, even though I know it—it hurts in the gut, in the heart—you’re—you’re a better person than this Nadine Griffin is, so I know you’ll … keep your cool about her.” He sounded a little nervous.

Suddenly I felt a little ashamed for wanting to wear her decapitated head like a party hat. “Thank you, J.J.,” and with that, my rage was mostly gone.

He was right. I was better than Nadine Griffin. Besides, I was going to see her rot in a jail cell. I took a moment and pulled myself together. “Okay,” I said, taking a breath to steady myself and giving only a glance to the wreckage of my hotel room, “I’m on this. I will find evidence for this woman’s crimes and put her ass in the pokey.”

“Yeah, that’s the spirit,” Augustus said, “whoever told you ‘living well is the best revenge’ was full of shit. Living well while your ex’s new girl is in jail, that’s the best revenge right there. Way better than being the crazy ex-girlfriend who loses her damn mind on you.”

I blinked. I had been close to being the crazy ex-girlfriend, and the thought took my breath away like a hammer to the kneecap. “Oh … oh … hell,” I said, and felt sick again, for an entirely different reason.

“It’s going to be okay,” Reed said. “Intervention managed. We’re all good now, back on an even keel and—”

“Oh, damn,” J.J. said, and my phone buzzed just then. “Oh, man …”

“Never a good sign when the geek says that,” Kat chimed in.

“J.J. …?” Reed asked before I could say it.

“You guys might want to turn on your TVs to the nearest cable news channel,” he said. “This … is not good.”

I looked over at my TV, shattered to pieces in the ruin of my hotel room. “I … don’t have a TV anymore.”

“Oh, Sienna,” Reed said, and he bowed his head, eyes closed.

“Okay, well,” J.J. said, “the FBI has issued an arrest warrant for a suspect in the destruction of the US Attorney's office thanks to an anonymous tip. They say it’s one Jamie Barton, a.k.a.—”

“Gravity Gal,” I said under my breath, as once more the cold chills ran over my arms and down the back of my neck.

“Yep,” J.J. said. “They just outed her on national television, got a picture of her without the mask and everything. Looks like they’re going after her with everything they’ve got.”


70.


Jamie

Jacob was back behind his desk now, tapping away at his computer and exchanging shy looks with Jamie every few seconds. He’d meet her eyes, grin, and then look down, blushing.

It was absolutely adorable.

“I’m going to print what I’ve got here, because with the screen captures of your credit from yesterday, contrasted with the ones I just pulled …” He whistled. “I don’t think it’s actually possible to lose several hundred points off a FICO score in less than twenty-four hours.”

Jamie felt a breath of reassurance as she drew one in and out. “Thank you so much for believing me.”

He smiled as he looked up, not shy this time, but sure of himself. “I think—”

The door clicked open a little abruptly, and a woman was standing there, looking pale. “Uh, Mr. Penny,” she said, glancing nervously at Jamie, “could you—Mr. Abbott needs to talk to you for a moment.”

Jacob frowned. “Can it wait? We,” he pointed at Jamie, “actually need to talk to him in another five min—”

“I’m afraid it can’t,” she said, glancing once more at Jamie and then suddenly away. “It’s … urgent. He needs to speak with you …” she glanced once more at Jamie, “… alone.”

Jacob rose to his feet, straightening his shirt where it had started to wrinkle from the way he’d been sitting. “Oookay then.” He smiled apologetically at Jamie. “I’ll be right back.” And he grabbed a page off the printer and headed out the door, shutting it gently behind him.

“What is it?” he asked quietly. Jamie could hear him through the door.

“It’s your guest,” the teller hissed. “She’s wanted by the FBI, it’s all over the TV right now. She’s Gravity Gal and she was behind the attacks yesterday—”

Jamie stood up so abruptly the chair flew back behind her and crashed into the wooden wall separating Mr. Penny’s office from the bank lobby, shattering the window above it. Jamie froze, looking down at the damage she’d just done, and then up at Jacob, who was just outside the office, staring at her, his mouth wide in shock and …

Fear.

Jamie swallowed heavily. The teller line was now empty, as though they’d evacuated the bank save for Jacob and the teller they’d sent to fetch him. Jamie stepped through the broken window with a nonchalant lift from a gravity channel, and could see the TV now.

Her face was plastered across it, side by side, one in her mask and one without. Jamie’s hand fell to her chest and she felt the breath leave her. The caption loudly declared, GRAVITY GAL WANTED BY FBI FOR ROLE IN NYC ATTACKS.

“I … I didn’t …” Jamie said, staggering away from the television, as though if she got far enough back the screen would change.

“Jamie—Ms. Barton.” Jacob was looking at her with a horrified expression.

Jamie stared at him for only a second, registering the look on his face, and then she turned and ran through the double doors, shoving them open and pushing her way out into the summer morning. She found herself out on the sidewalk, and sirens were blaring in the distance, coming closer, she could hear them.

They were coming for her.

Coming for her for a crime she hadn’t even committed.

She thought about standing there, about getting to her knees, crossing her hands behind her head and waiting, like a common criminal. They could work this out, couldn’t they? She could get a lawyer—

Except she had no money.

But someone would figure out that she wasn’t guilty of this, surely—

But without a lawyer, she’d be stuck with a public defender, who probably wouldn’t even give a fig about her or her case. She had no money, which meant no bail, which meant—

“Kyra,” she whispered. What would happen to Kyra if she got stuck in jail? They’d just announced her identity on television, which meant people would know.

Criminals would know, if they didn’t already.

“No,” Jamie whispered, and she took a lurching step on the sidewalk. She tore off her blouse and threw it, watched it whip, caught in the wind, and end up tangled in a bush next to the bank’s entry. She kicked off her shoes and left them in the parking lot, then pulled off her pants, just standing there, a security cam looking down at her, people watching from behind the bank’s windows.

She wore her costume visibly; they could all see her plainly now. She pulled the mask out of her pocket and held it up, staring at it.

“I am so sick of this,” she said, and tossed it into the wind, watching it flutter as it was carried away.

And with that, she leapt up into the air, a gravity channel launching her high, high enough to see the flashing lights of police cars coming for her, high enough to see Curtis High School in the distance, and she anchored to its front tower and started to pull herself forward—to Kyra.
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Sienna

“This is bullshit,” I said. I was out of my hotel room in seconds, riding the elevator down and talking to my team the whole time. “Gravity Gal was with me during the whole second part of the attack, the one they’re blaming her for. And how do they have evidence? Jamal told me that the security cams were down for the attack on the US Attorney’s office.”

J.J. cleared his throat. “I … I don’t know. They say they’ve got some sort of anonymous tip that led them in this direction. They seem pretty confident about it if they’ve issued an arrest warrant and skipped right past trying to question her first.”

“This sounds bad,” Reed said. “Do you want Augustus and me to hop a plane? We could be there in a few hours to—”

“No, stay where you are,” I said. “As much fun as it might be to drag you two into this, I’d rather not. If the FBI is going after Jamie, I …” I made a loud, annoyed, growling sound in my throat. “Well, it’s just wrong, that’s all.”

Ariadne was the first to speak after that. “What are you going to do?”

“Well, I’m going to try and clear her name,” I said. “And nail Nadine Griffin to the wall for this.” I closed my eyes and threw my head back. “Ohhhhh. Remember why Welch called me in for this?”

“Yeah,” Reed said, “he wanted you to keep an eye on things because he feared a beef between Captain Frost and Gravity Gal.”

“Except Frost wasn’t the only one she told off that day,” I said. “She ripped the hell out of Griffin first, remember? Right on television. This is payback.”

“That’s a tenuous thread, Sienna,” Ariadne said. “You were called to town on a vague suspicion that seems to be blossoming into something else entirely. I don’t see how you link them, unless your friend Welch is a meta of the sort that can predict the future.”

I frowned as the elevator doors opened and I thundered out into the lobby. “No, I don’t think Welch is a Cassandra-type, or any other type. I think he saw something—in that moment—and got a bad feeling. Normal gut instinct from a guy who’s worked enough cases to have a feeling for when something’s amiss. He got the message; just mistook the messenger, was all. Nadine was sitting there the whole time, probably like a black hole of negativity, secretly scheming her revenge, adding a way to screw Jamie to the plans she already had to clear her name.” I stopped just outside the doors to the hotel. “No, wait. That doesn’t track—”

“How does Nadine Griffin, the Queen of Wall Street, under FBI surveillance, mastermind a terrorist-style event to destroy all the evidence against her?” Reed asked. “I’m sorry, but that’s … she couldn’t have done that unobserved. Not by herself.”

“I agree, she had an accomplice,” I said, floating up into the air. “Some sort of broker who knew how to hire mercenaries and hackers and metas and all else. Someone who knew how to put things together for her, package an op and run it while she was far, far away from anything incriminating.”

“Whoever it is,” Reed said, “they’re good to put something like this together. We’re not talking some moron with a VPN and a path into the darkweb. This is a pro, someone who’s been there, done that, a real Shelob-in-the-web type expert who had connections that they could exploit, presumably for a profit.”

“I thought this lady had no more money,” Augustus said. “Didn’t the FBI impound her cash?”

“She’s the Queen of Wall Street,” I said, “she had to have some hidden away for a rainy day, probably overseas.” I felt a tingle as I spoke the words aloud. “How do we find this broker?” My phone buzzed, and I looked at the screen; Welch was calling me. “Hang on, guys.” I flipped over to him.

“You see this?” Welch asked, and I could hear the agitation in his voice.

“It’d be hard to miss,” I said. “You know this is BS—”

“I know, I know,” Welch said. “Or I suspect, at least. But—”

“No buts,” I said. “The FBI is after an innocent woman. She was there with us—”

“Listen, you know the brains behind an operation doesn’t have to actually be at the operation,” Welch said, lecturing me patiently. “I realize it’s unlikely, but it’s not out of the realm of possibility.”

“It is out of the realm of possibility,” I said, so sure I might have been telling him that concrete was hard, Shake Shack was the best, and Hamilton was impossible to get reasonably priced tickets for. “Gravity Gal—Jamie Barton—whatever—is a hero. She was in the thick of this thing trying to save lives, not scheming for no reason to end them and screw this city up. This is bullshit of the highest order of bullshit, right up there with a politician telling you they’re honest.” I paused, letting that sink in. “Now … did you know about this before they announced?”

“No,” he said, ignoring my tirade. “They cut us out of the loop. Probably figured we might have an affinity for a local hero.” He lowered his voice. “She saved those firemen the other night, and it’s not the first time she’s helped them and us. She’s a hero, yes, I know it. But—yes there’s a but,” he cut me off before I could interrupt, “the NYPD is helpless in this. We have to aid the FBI if they ask for it, and top brass is not going to stick their necks or anything else out in a pissing contest with the feds.” He took a second to settle. “Now … what are you going to do?”

“Get into a pissing contest with the feds,” I said.

“Don’t do that!” he said, lowering his voice to a hissing, urgent whisper. “You remember who you’re working for right now? Don’t screw the department over, please.”

“I’ll be tasteful,” I said. “I’ll make sure to pick a place where it won’t matter if urine splatters abound, somewhere like—”

“We have her over Staten Island!” J.J. shouted, the videoconference still active. I hadn’t realized it didn’t automatically mute when I took a voice call.

“So help me if you make a Staten Island and urine smell joke—” Welch said, voice rising.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, hanging up on him and turning south as I accelerated to high speed. I had to get there before things could go horrible, horribly wrong.
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Jamie

The attendance clerk at Curtis High couldn’t hide her panic, which bothered Jamie, but not nearly as much as not getting an answer to her question. “Where’s Kyra Barton?” she asked again.

“I … I … I …” the poor woman said, hands shaking as she punched at the keys. Jamie had heard the school go into lockdown before she’d even gotten five steps into the office. That didn’t matter to her; she had to find Kyra and get her out, get her some place safe, and frankly, a full-school lockdown was about as safe as she could manage without having her daughter in her arms and carrying her off. “… She didn’t show up this morning,” the attendance clerk finished, pointing at the screen and smearing finger oil over it. “See?”

Jamie stared at the monitor wordlessly. There was her daughter’s name, and full attendance record, in a grid-like chart. For today, sure enough, there was a mark for absence. “This is …” Jamie said, staring at it, willing it to change. “She couldn’t have … couldn’t have …” She turned and stalked out of the office, making it to the door just as she heard the slamming of other doors behind her.

“Did she skip school today?” Jamie wondered aloud. She’d been gone before Kyra normally woke up, and her door had been closed. She turned toward the direction of their house and launched herself into the air, soaring over the Staten Island neighborhoods.

If she’d done this last night, she would have been home in minutes, not an hour. She could have found her foreclosure notice without the humiliation of walking into a convenience store and losing both her credit card and ATM card. She could have had her saltine cracker dinner early instead of starving as she walked holes in her shoes getting home.

None of that mattered now, though. Jamie focused, rolling above the streets with channels walking her over the tops of houses and buildings like great stilted legs. She could see her own home in the distance, flashing lights surrounding it. The FBI would already be there, then. Maybe they’d have Kyra, and then she wouldn’t have to worry—

“Whoa!” came a voice behind her, and Sienna Nealon came to a stop beside her, breathless, her shirt fluttering in the wind. “I came as soon as I heard.”

“Did you?” Jamie asked, not ceasing her forward momentum. She had to get to the house, to Kyra. Once Kyra was safe, and she was sure of it, then she could surrender to the authorities, and not a moment before. Kyra would need somewhere to go, somewhere away from Staten Island while this whole mess played out. “Why?” she asked, not really caring what answer Sienna gave.

“Because you’re innocent, duh,” Sienna said, keeping pace with her easily, hovering along like she was walking beside Jamie.

“Nobody else seems to think so,” Jamie said tightly, “and it doesn’t matter anyway.”

“I think it matters at least a little,” Sienna said, nodding at the house ahead. “You know the FBI is waiting there to arrest you, right?”

“My daughter is there,” Jamie said. “I need to make sure she’s okay before I can turn myself in. She has to be home. She—” Her voice cracked. “She just—she has to be.”

“I think Nadine Griffin is behind this,” Sienna said. “Because you made her look bad in front of the whole world with the—”

“You’ve got to be joking,” Jamie said, almost ignoring her.

“No, I’m serious,” Sienna said. “That lady is bad news. I think she orchestrated that whole attack yesterday so she could wipe the evidence for her prosecution, and now she’s added you to the hit list as a sort of collateral damage—”

Jamie stopped in mid-air, her gravity channels ceasing all motion and yanking her to a halt. “That …” She blinked, staring across the blue sky and the Staten Island greenery broken by the roofs of houses. “Is that why my finances got wrecked yesterday?”

“Beg pardon?”

“Someone foreclosed on my house, ruined a commercial loan that totally trashed my business, repo’d my car, cancelled my credit cards, and overdrew my bank accounts,” Jamie said, it all coming out in a rush. “I just thought it was an error, or an accidental part of this cyber-attack.”

Sienna grimaced. “Yeah … that probably wasn’t an error, no.”

Jamie stared at her. “This is your fault,” she said quietly. “None of this ever happened before I met you.”

“Hey,” Sienna said, looking a little offended, “I wasn’t the one who called Nadine Griffin a thieving bitch in the middle of a crowd on Wall Street.”

Jamie blushed hard. “I—I didn’t say that. I wouldn’t.”

“Close enough,” Sienna said. “Look, I am with you in this, okay? I want to help.”

Jamie let the air out. “I don’t know that you can. I just need to make sure Kyra’s safe, and then I’ll turn myself in and—”

She didn’t even get to finish her sentence. Sienna shouted, but it was too late, and made no sense. “Watch out! It’s FRIDAY!”

“It’s not Friday, it’s Thurs—” Jamie said before she caught a glimpse of a man in a black mask riding a pillar of water, streaking up into the sky a second before he slammed into her. She felt bones break in her side, screaming pain run through her. He wrapped a thick arm around her neck and pulled her, yanking her sideways.

Her gravity channels failed, her concentration gone as the big man pulled her down, choking her, and she fell, dragged back down to earth not by the gravity at her command but by the hands of her enemies.
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Nadine

There’d been a kind of adrenaline-laced satisfaction to shooting Abner in the face, with killing her first human being. Nadine didn’t really think that the kill itself was a big deal, because Abner was nothing more than a tool that had lost its utility, like a screwdriver that had worn out. No, it was the feeling that she’d done something important, crossed a threshold. She’d killed a human being, and it felt good, like popping her cherry or executing her first trade for a profit.

She kind of wanted a celebratory drink, something with an aged whiskey. Maybe a cigar, too.

She walked eighteen blocks, thankful that she’d chosen sensible shoes for this, and picked up a cab a little ways out from Times Square. She headed toward Wall Street, figuring she might drop in at the office after ditching this cab—for which she would again pay cash somewhere in the East Village, and then take another back to Fifth Avenue, once she’d changed somewhere off the beaten path. She didn’t want to be recognized, after all.

She walked along past a store with a dozen TVs in the window, all of them tuned to a local station, and paused at the back of the small crowd gathered in front. She could see the newscaster, the big letters blaring out from the story in the corner of the screen, the words audible through the shop’s open door:

“—and the FBI’s metahuman task force is currently engaging Gravity Gal over Staten Island. We have a live feed just a few blocks from Gravity Gal’s—real name Jamie Barton—house. The FBI is still uncertain of the whereabouts of Barton’s daughter, Kyra, who is sixteen and is not at school nor at their house, according to authorities.”

“That’s so terrible,” Nadine said in a soft whisper, trying to make it sound genuine.

“It looks like Sienna Nealon is also on the scene, and she and the FBI agents—one of whom is identified as Scott Byerly—who, according to unsourced rumors, was a former boyfriend of Nealon’s—appear to be having a conversation … let’s go live to the scene, where Yvette Dunbar is trying to get closer to the apparent standoff with Gravity Gal …”

“Such a shame,” Nadine said, keeping a look of concern on her face even as she felt nothing but abject joy on the inside. Abner had certainly done as promised, especially if Gravity Gal’s brat was snatched up. She didn’t want to know the details—she’d inevitably find out once the plan either succeeded or failed, anyway—but for now, it looked like everything was coming up roses.

Yes, it seemed like it was time for that drink. And just for this, she’d get a slightly more aged whiskey, a slightly better quality cigar. With a last sad look at the TVs in the window, Nadine marched on, hiding the smile in her heart.
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Sienna

“Friday!” I shouted as Guy Friday dragged Jamie to the ground with his arm around her neck, aided by a slowly falling pillar of water. I could see Scott below, bringing his colleague back down at a reasonable pace, and I hovered menacingly, about ten feet away, as Friday brought her back to earth.

“Stop calling me that!” he shouted, sounding pretty cross with me. I didn’t much care, because last I checked, calling a federal agent by an incorrect yet not profane name wasn’t a crime. Assaulting a federal agent? Now, that was a crime, and one I had a feeling they were hoping I’d step into in the next few minutes.

“Stay out of this, Sienna,” Scott said, though I had a feeling his warning was mere protocol. He brought Friday down easily, setting him only a few feet away from where he stood, the strain evaporating with the pillar of water now that he’d brought his trained monkey back to the ground. “You don’t want to get involved.”

“Kinda do,” I said, “if only to knock some sense into you for sleeping with Nadine Griffin.”

There was a pause of dead silence; we were on an empty street, sirens blaring only a couple blocks away as the law worked their way toward us. “You nailed the Queen of Wall Street?” Friday asked, looking over at Scott. “Way to go.”

Scott paled, his ruddy complexion going ashen. “How did you …?”

“She texted me a pic of you two cuddled up this morning,” I said, fighting past the wave of revulsion and jealousy that was twisting my stomach like a hammock. “Congratulations, you slept with a woman under federal indictment for embezzlement, money laundering … pretty sure the list goes on.” I stared at him, trying not to let the sickening feeling of betrayal leak out in what I said next. “What were you thinking?”

He turned a shade of scarlet. “Probably the same thing you were thinking when you almost screwed James Fries.”

“Low blow,” I said, my voice tightening. “Also, I was eighteen, and while I know men are supposed to mature slower than women, this is some seriously bad judgment.”

“Let’s not play around,” he said hoarsely. “You’re jealous.”

“Hell, I’m jealous,” Friday said, arm still snugged around Jamie’s neck. She wasn’t fighting him, she was just taking it all in, her eyes thinly slitted. I got the feeling was struggling for breath. “Have you seen the gams on that lady? Her pic on the cover of Forbes was hawt.” The way he said “hawt” did nothing to alleviate the nausea I was already feeling at the thought of Scott sleeping with her.

“I still care for you, Scott,” I said, neatly sidestepping having to cop to the jealousy thing. “It wasn’t just pain between us, you know. There were other things, too, like—”

“Lies,” he said coldly. “I remember the lies. Strangely enough, I forget everything else.”

“It doesn’t change the fact that I loved you,” I said, “and some small part of me always will.” I looked over at Friday. “And it doesn’t change the fact that you guys are holding an innocent woman when you ought to be arresting last night’s lay for this atrocity.”

“Excuse me?” Scott asked.

“What did she look like naked?” Friday asked. “Because I’m guessing based on that magazine cover, it was tight—”

“Could you be any more disturbing?” I asked, unable to conceal my horror at Guy Friday any longer. “I mean, really.” I shifted my attention back to Scott. “Come on. This is not a righteous arrest. Anonymous tip? Jamie’s not involved, someone’s playing you.”

“You don’t know what we have on her,” Scott said, but the look on his face told me they had absolutely nada.

I just shook my head, closing my eyes. “Scott … come on. Don’t do this. I mean, seriously, if you send the frigging investigation down this road, you’re going to end up looking dumb. And not just a little dumb. You’ll be ahead of that guy running the meth lab at NIST for worst federal employee.” I lowered my tone to a plea. “She’s a hero. She is not the person you’re looking for.”

“If it’s like you say,” Scott said, voice scratching, “she’ll be out of jail in no time. But she’s coming with us for now.”

I closed my eyes again, letting my neck sag. In spite of what I said, I really didn’t want to get into this, not with these guys. Jail was not part of my life plan, and neither was disassembling my life so that I could help Jamie escape for what was likely to be a very short term. I could see her future; if they’d set their sights on her, she was going to go with them, sooner or later, or else they would escalate and escalate and escalate until they brought her in, willing, unconscious, or dead.

Because that was the only way law and order worked. It couldn’t abide a high-profile fugitive like this thumbing her nose at the law, even if she—or I—had the power to do it.

“No … I’m … not,” Jamie said, grunting out every word from beneath the wall of Friday’s swollen arm, and before I had a chance to react, she did something very, very foolish, and threw the whole scene into chaos.
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Jamie

The arm around her neck was loose enough that Jamie could breathe, but only just. She was still struggling for breath, a grip like iron against her throat, restraining her in the arms of the mountainous man Sienna had called Friday. Jamie’s vision was fuzzing, and she had listened to the exchange between Sienna and Scott, waiting to see what progress was made, if any. The last thing she wanted to do was escalate the situation, but Kyra was there, on her mind, and she knew she had to be sure that her daughter was safe if it was the last thing she did before they dragged her down.

And it wasn’t going to get done here.

Jamie had a hand up and behind Friday’s neck. He wasn’t restraining her arms, because she couldn’t get enough leverage to hammer him in the back of the head, even with her meta strength.

But she didn’t need to hit him. No, she just needed to affix a channel to the back of his head, and then anchor the other end to the asphalt beneath their feet. That done, she took a hard breath, forcing air into her lungs, and turned the channel’s gravity on to nearly full.

The effect was immediate, yanking back Friday’s head like it had a hand on his skull. He let out a cry of shock and his grip loosened, just slightly. Jamie slapped two channels down, one to each of his feet and then set them to full reverse, causing him to flip up into the air in a perfect countermove to the channel she’d already set.

Friday flipped, legs coming up over his head as his shoulders slammed into the ground. Jamie anchored herself to the road by the bottom of her feet and turned her own flip, slipping out of Friday’s grasp as he hit, rolling back to her feet and vaulting into the air as she cut the reversed channels on Friday’s legs so she didn’t rip him apart from the torsion.

She left the one binding his head to the pavement, though. That seemed like a sensible precaution.

“Oh, Jamie,” Sienna said, cringing. “I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“I need to be sure my daughter is fine,” Jamie said, sucking in deep breaths. Having that ape’s arm on her neck had not been a pleasant experience.

A jet of water shot past Jamie, and she twirled with a dual push of gravity channels on her feet, dodging above it. “You are not getting away with this!” Scott Byerly shouted at her, his hands shimmering with moisture as he stood with his feet planted, aiming a hand at her. “Don’t make me knock you down.”

“GRRRRR-ARGHHHH!” Friday’s shout was followed by the sound of cracking rock, pavement splitting from the ground as the massive meta ripped a chunk of asphalt loose with his head. He stood up, leaving a massive pothole behind, a chunk of boulder hanging off the back of his head like some sort of perverse, rocky halo. “That … hurt.”

“On the plus side,” Sienna said, her dry voice sounding almost bored, “now you’ve got a road tiara so that you can finally claim your place as queen of … I dunno, truckers or something … that you’ve always been at heart.”

Jamie dodged another blast of water, but just barely. It hit her costume’s sleeve and left a tear in the material. Her eyes widened as she saw it; Scott was not tempering his attacks. If that had hit me in the chest, I would have died. And if I try and escape here without knocking him out … he will swat me out of the sky with one of those water blasts, maybe for good.

“Stand down now,” Scott said. “You don’t need to get hurt.” He was eyeing Sienna, who was hovering a little ways off, putting her at the back end of a square, opposite Jamie and almost equidistant from Friday on one side and Scott on the other. “If you’re innocent, we can work this out.”

“I will go with you,” Jamie said, “so long as you can guarantee my daughter’s safety.”

“Stupid cow,” Friday said, probing the rock that was stuck to the top of his head with his hand. He squeezed it experimentally and part of it crumbled off in dusty pieces. “We don’t know where your idiot daughter is. And we don’t care.”

Jamie felt like someone had reached into her chest and squeezed her heart, smashing it in a Friday-like grip.

“Oh, dumbass,” Sienna said, voice barely above a whisper, “you really don’t know what you just said, do you?”

Jamie felt the motions come without any conscious thought behind them; the only word in her head was one, urgent, repetitive: Kyra.

She twisted and anchored Scott Byerly to the front of the nearest house and turned the channel to full, came back around and anchored Friday to a black SUV with sirens roaring that had just come around the corner, and throttled them both to full. She watched the government agents zip off like they’d been hooked by an invisible shepherd’s crook, jerked from the stage by a pissed off talent manager, and she gave Sienna a hard look. “You’re not going to stop me, are you?”

Sienna just stared at her, looking slightly pained. “No.”

Jamie swallowed heavily. “Thank you.” And she pushed the channels she’d just set against the road down, flinging herself into the afternoon sky, trying to figure out where to go—and what to do—next. The only thing she knew for sure was that she had to find Kyra.
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Sienna

I watched Jamie leap off into the sky, and I felt nothing but pain for her. She looked racked up, terrified of the circumstances she was in and of the fact her daughter was missing. I had a bad feeling about that last one, myself, and I didn’t even wait for her to sail out of sight before I had my phone out and dialing.

While I waited for someone to pick up, I looked at Scott, then Friday. She’d sent the big guy right into the grill of an oncoming FBI suburban, and the impact had not been pretty. The hood of the SUV looked like it had caught a battle axe the size of a motorcycle right down the middle, the engine hanging out of what was left. Friday was staggering in front of the SUV, wobbling on unsteady legs, so I guessed he was probably fine and that Jamie had released her anchors on him, since he wasn’t walking around with the SUV as a giant replacement for his mask. It would have been nothing but an improvement, I assure you.

Scott, on the other hand, was cratered in someone’s living room. She’d sent him flying like he’d been shot out of a giant slingshot, and I could see his feet sticking out of the wall. He seemed to be stirring, so I decided I didn’t need to check on him, either.

The fact that he had slept with Nadine Griffin might have had a little something to do with it, too, not gonna lie.

“Hey yo,” J.J. said when he picked up. “What’s up?”

“Trouble’s up,” I said. “Probably the murder rate pretty soon. I need to get a fix on Nadine Griffin.”

“So you can murder her?” He sounded not as uneasy about that as I might have thought.

“No,” I said, probably not sounding totally sincere. “She’s put this box around Jamie Barton pretty hard. Scott’s gonna be chasing Gravity Gal, and I figure while he’s doing that—”

“You can massacre his new girlfriend. Got it.” He hummed, typing away at a keyboard while I tried not to respond to his blatant misapprehension about my killing Nadine. I was totally over it. Well, I was partially over it.

Well, it wasn’t worth killing her over, at least.

“I have her cell phone—or at least the one she used to text you—as pegged at her office on Wall Street,” J.J. said. He threw in a dash of condescension when he next spoke. “I guess just trying her there would have been too much work, huh?”

“Time’s valuable at the moment,” I said, and hung up on him as I took to the sky, shooting off toward lower Manhattan.

I crossed the harbor, dodging a couple of helos doing helicopter tours. I saw people getting their snaps of me in. I posed, smiling and throwing a hand wave as I jetted past.

I found Nadine Griffin’s hole-in-the-wall office on Wall Street exactly as I’d last seen it, with … uh … well, with a gaping hole in the window. I looked around, stepping out into the bullpen, but there was no one here. Her stuff was all arranged around her desk, though, so I took a moment and nosed through it. Hey, you leave your window open, you should expect weirdos like me or Tinkerbell to drop in.

I shifted aside a handbag that was filled with some pretty prosaic crap to find a folder. I opened it up, hoping it might say something like, “Secret Plan to Destroy Gravity Gal and blow up the FBI,” but instead I found this:

Are you frustrated with your business failures?

Sick of being slowed down to a crawl while everyone else races past you?

Feel like you’re missing the key to success?

You probably are, but it’s not your fault! The secrets to wealth and success in the modern economy are closely guarded. But we at Success Planning Technologies have partnered with some of the most successful minds in modern business to bring you a plan for the modern age, one that takes classic, proven wisdom of the ages and melds it with cutting-edge strategies that will bring you wealth.

Welcome to the Balls Out!™ Success Plan!

Recognizing that fear is the most demotivating factor that works to hold you back, the Balls Out!™ Success Plan has captured the essence of Wall Street’s Alpha Male system of dominance. Stop waddling toward your goals with your pants around your ankles! Take them off and sprint toward success with the Balls Out!™ Success Plan!

And down at the bottom:

Endorsed by Nadine Griffin, the Queen of Wall Street.

My first thought was … are you shitting me?

I pulled out my phone and called J.J. again as I strolled to the women’s bathroom and threw the door open. I recoiled at the smell; apparently Nadine had embraced the Balls Out!™ method of trying to pee standing up or something. Either way, she wasn’t here. “J.J.,” I said, a millisecond before he could greet me. “Griffin’s not here. Can you find her on traffic cams or something?”

“Ah, no can do,” he said. “Cameras around the city are down. They’re fixing the damage from that cyber-attack. Sorry.”

“Sonofa,” I said as I hung up, frowning.

I heard something at the door to the receptionist area. I froze and listened. The door opened, and a guy in a grey jumpsuit came walking in with another dude right behind him dressed just the same.

“So he says to me, ‘Yeah, I can do that for you—for a hundred bucks.’” He shook his head, and the guy with him did the same, in sympathy. “Can you believe the nerve of that—” He saw me and stopped. “Can I help you?”

“God, I hope so,” I said, letting the bathroom door swing shut as I strode up to him. The embroidered nametag on his jumpsuit pronounced him “Mike.” “I’m looking for Nadine Griffin.”

Mike gave me a suspicious look. “You a reporter?”

“No,” I said.

“Oh, okay then,” he said, relaxing instantly, then stopped, a skeptical look popping back up. “Reporters have to tell you if they’re reporters when you ask, right?” He directed the question toward his buddy.

“I think that’s the police, when they are with a hooker and she asks,” his pal said, thinking it over.

“Well, I’m not a reporter or a hooker, though I can see how you would confuse the two of them,” I said, and we all shared a nod.

“I ain’t seen her today,” Mike said, apparently comfortably with that answer, “and we been here for—what, an hour or so, trying to get the window measured for replacement.” He glanced at his buddy, whose nametag introduced him as Mikhail, in what I’m sure was a really fun bit of naming synergy. “You?” Mikhail shook his head, too. “She’s not in her office?”

“No, but her stuff is,” I said. “Suggests to me she’ll be back, but I don’t have a lot of time and my message for her is … urgent.”

“You check the bar?” Mike asked, shrugging. “Because these Wall Street people? They drink like Beluga whales. She probably just nipped out to get a quick one.”

Mikhail tapped him on the shoulder. “It’s ‘drink like a fish.’”

Mike looked at me like, What a moron I gotta deal with, am I right? But he said patiently to Mikhail. “I know that. But a Beluga whale is bigger, see, so its water intake is going to be correspondingly larger—”

“Thanks, guys,” I said, and flew back through Nadine’s office and out of the building. I heard Mike swear behind me and Mikhail’s fingers dance across his chest hurriedly in what I’m sure was him crossing himself as he whispered a prayer. Now all I had to do was make a quick survey of my Around Me app to find the nearest bars …
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Jamie

Jamie was miles past mere panic when the helicopter showed up. She was striding across Staten Island on giant gravity channels, mind whirling, trying to figure out what to do next, where to go next, how to search for Kyra to make sure she was safe. If she wasn’t at the house, and she wasn’t at school …

Melanie’s house, she thought, turning to her left as a chopper swept in front of her, halting her forward progress. The chopper was all black, swooping low, as though it meant to block her forward motion. She could see men with guns in the open back doors, and the loudspeaker shouted to her:

“Jamie Barton, stop! Lower yourself to the ground with your hands behind your head and—”

She didn’t wait for them to get any farther. She dropped, freefalling, and attached an anchor to the bottom of the helicopter. She used it as a swing, reeling herself to within a few feet of the bottom of the copter as it rocked from her momentum. The pilot swore loudly through the speaker, and Jamie cringed. She hadn’t meant to make it rock like that, especially since she was now hanging on for dear life to it. But at least they can’t get a clear shot at me now …

She hung, suspended over a neighborhood in Stapleton, her back against the chopper’s cool metal belly. The sound of the rotors was deafening, and she closed her eyes for a moment, trying to figure out her next move. How was she supposed to get to Melanie’s house from here, with a chopper following behind her? Sure, she could bolt it to a city street to keep it from pursuing, but the men with rifles in the back would probably shoot her down as she tried to get away.

The helicopter started to circle lower, but the pilot had turned off the speaker, so she couldn’t hear what was being said inside, at least not over the rotor wash. She hung there, trying to plan, when she suddenly saw something sparkling in the distance, a couple blocks away.

She peered toward it, staring, as it came closer and closer, leaving a trail behind it, sparkling like diamonds in the summer sun. It was only a block away and a hundred feet down when she finally realized what it was.

Captain Frost.

He rode his trail of ice, angling upward toward her. She could see his grin from here, and felt her heart drop. Of course he’d come now, to revel in her fall, to aid in it if he could, probably. She closed her eyes for a second and composed herself, then shouted, “What do you want, Frost?” praying she was wrong.

He zoomed toward her on his trail of frozen water, making a slalom pattern from it as he circled up toward the helicopter. “I just want you to give up to the cops, Jamie,” he said, and he sounded oh-so-pleased.

“I didn’t have anything to do with what happened,” she said. “Please. My daughter is missing. I have to find her before I can surrender.”

“Oh, I don’t think that’s gonna happen,” he said, grinning. He was actually enjoying this. He stopped about twenty feet away from her. “You know, it’s funny … after what you said to me, I had people telling me you were gonna get yours. Karma was gonna come around—”

“I criticized you for not stepping up and saving a person you had the power to help,” Jamie said, sick of being horizontal against the bottom of the chopper. “Don’t play like I’ve ruined your whole life, killed your family or something.”

“You humiliated me,” he said, the luster fading briefly from his smile.

“Yeah, well, I’m wanted by the cops for a crime I didn’t commit, my life is in the toilet, and my daughter is missing,” Jamie said. “You want my comeuppance? You win. I’m screwed. I’m going to be arrested, and I’m willing to be—once I make sure my daughter is safe.”

“That’s not the way this works,” he shouted over the sound of the turning blades. “You don’t get to dictate the terms. You surrender now, and I’ll maybe see what I can do about your daughter. Otherwise …” He held up a glistening hand in menace, an icy blue glow surrounding it. “I’ll give you a three count to give up and then I’m taking you in.” He smirked a little, and somehow she knew he was imagining the picture of her being led along into custody by him proliferating across the internet like a virus.

“I can’t come with you,” she said, “until I can guarantee my daughter is safe.”

“I was kinda hoping you’d say that,” he said, “because now, suddenly it’s all right to hit a girl—” And he wound up like a pitcher and threw a blue, frosty blast at her.

She watched his throw go wide, wide of the mark, wide of her, and right into the tail rotor of the police helicopter. There was a sound like mechanical failure, harsh and grinding, and suddenly something broke, very loudly, metal rending and a crunch! that was followed by the helicopter spinning wildly in a fixed circle, the ground below Jamie blurring like she was stuck in a high speed washing machine watching the world outside as the agitator ran her in high-speed circles.

The ground came closer and closer as Jamie watched, still tethered to the belly of the chopper, altitude falling and her head spinning. She felt sicker than she already was, and the rooftops of the houses below were getting closer and closer.

This is not my day, she thought, as the helicopter came crashing down.
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Nadine

The whiskey burned, but it was a good burn, as she held it on her tongue a little longer than was necessary. She just liked the smell of the good stuff. It reminded her of success, of breaking into this world and tasting the fruits of her labors as they started to ripen.

This was a favorite watering hole, but now that she was broke—temporarily—this was the first time she’d been here since her fall. It looked like it wasn’t going to be the last, though, since the storm clouds were dissipating even now, and the horizon was starting to look clear. Blue, even. Lovely.

The TV in the bar was blaring wonderful news, with Gravity Whore’s face exposed, plastered all over it. She looked old to Nadine, who took another satisfied sip with a swell of joy that almost made her giggle.

Then the door to the bar swung wide, presenting a familiar outline, and Nadine took a much longer drink of her whiskey, because that horizon wasn’t looking nearly so clear anymore.

She put her glass down on the bar and scanned the room; she wasn’t alone, at least. There were witnesses. “So, you found me,” she said, trying to restrain that slight edge of panic.

“Yeah, I found you,” Sienna Nealon said, her walk to the bar an intimidating thing, casual and yet powerful. She eyed the empty glasses on the bar in front of Nadine; the barman hadn’t done a very good job tidying up. “I guess this answers how you maintain your stick figure: alcohol-induced bulimia.”

“Vomiting up aged single malt would be conspicuous consumption on a scale that would bankrupt all but the most wealthy,” she said, rolling her eyes slightly. “I’m afraid in that area, as in so many others, I’m simply better than you.” She turned on her stool to look at Nealon. “So … did you come to get your revenge because of that little picture I sent you?”

There was a faint flicker of irritation in Nealon’s eyes, and then she simmered down, which Nadine found surprising. “No,” Nealon said. “I came to ask if I could buy an advance copy of the Balls Out!™ Success Plan.”

Nadine tensed. “How did you kn—you looked through my office?”

“You left the window open,” Nealon said, inviting herself to sit down at the bar. She was playing this way too cool if she was looking for revenge, almost like she thought she was a real cop or something. “I’m here about Jamie Barton.”

The barman set down another whiskey in front of Nadine and she lifted it toward the TV screen. “I was just watching that,” she said smoothly. “What a shame.” She didn’t put too much effort into it.

“Her daughter’s missing,” Nealon said, voice tight. Oh, so that was why she was here.

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Nadine said. “I’ve been sitting here for the last little while—”

“I know you wouldn’t get your hands dirty yourself,” Sienna said, not even looking at her. “But this girl’s life is on the line.” Her jaw tightened as Nadine watched, as though it was paining her to speak this humbly. “If you know anything about what’s happening here—”

“All I know is what I see on the news,” Nadine said, trying to keep the smirk from showing. “I mean, really, though, we should have seen this coming.” When Nealon cocked her head slightly, Nadine went on. “Heroes, right?” She waved a hand at Sienna. “You were the first, and look at you now. You set the standard, proved that the people we thought were better than us, that we looked up to—they were just people like us. Petty, venal, angry—in your case, at least—people. No better. Sometimes worse.” She raised her glass to the TV and the image of Jamie Barton. “I mean, look what she was hiding behind that mask.” She giggled and leaned closer to Sienna. “And I’m not just talking about the wrinkles—”

“I can see through your mask,” Sienna said, leaning in, all menacing now. “I think the world’s gotten a good glimpse of you now, so even if you can—trade again or whatever it is you do when you play with your computers all day—”

“You’re really proving me right on that whole, ‘you’re not better’ business, aren’t you, you poor, sweet, simple soul?”

“—they’re not going to accept you back to their little clan,” Nealon went on. “You’re going to be an outcast of humanity.”

“Oh, I’m drowning in sanctimony,” Nadine said, and tipped her glass up to empty it in one good gulp. “I need more Macallan if I’m going to continue this conversation.”

“You’re destroying this woman’s life,” Sienna said, pointing to the TV. “Her daughter’s life. These are people.”

“There are lots of people in the world,” Nadine announced, sliding her glass toward the edge of the bar to see if it would go crashing off the other side. It stopped short. “I don’t let them or their pitiful little woes get me down, and I don’t let them get in my way.” She looked at Nealon and smiled. “That’s what you don’t understand. That’s why I’m the Queen of Wall Street. That’s why I always get what I want.”

Sienna Nealon gave her a hard look. “Sounds like a parenting fail to me.” She leaned in, so that Nadine could smell her breath, which was a little rank. “If I find out you were involved in this in any way—”

“You’ll what?” Nadine announced to the whole bar, the dozen or so patrons. “Kill me?”

“I would never do such a thing,” Nealon said loudly, “I’m upset with you, but that’s no cause for violence.” Then she lowered her voice, the stage whisper for the benefit of witnesses over. “If I found out you’re involved in this, I will take the silver spoon up your ass and use it to carve your heart out. Because, in the words of the late, great Alan Rickman, it’s dull, you twit, and it’ll hurt more.” And with that she stood up, eyes blazing, but smile sweetly fixed as though she’d just given out a recipe for brownies or some such. “I hope you enjoy your drink.”

“Oh, I will,” Nadine threw right back.

“We are interrupting this program to go to a live broadcast on YouTube,” the television announced, causing Nealon’s head to turn, “from a group claiming responsibility for kidnapping Gravity Gal—a.k.a. Jamie Barton’s 16 year-old daughter, Kyra.”

Nadine watched as the screen frizzed into a digital livestream of some sort, complete with the blocky interruptions she’d come to expect from a video at low quality. The scene was dark, and there was a man in a black mask with sunglasses, speaking in muffled tones. “—and if Gravity Gal does not come to us immediately, here at old Sea View Hospital in Staten Island,” the camera swept around shakily enough that Nadine felt a hint of nausea at its motion, “we will execute her daughter.” The video settled on a tear-stained face of a teenager with duct tape over her mouth. “If the police come in, we will kill the girl,” the man said in a dull tone. “If anyone else attempts to interfere … we will kill the girl. Gravity Gal alone must come for her—and answer for what she’s done.” The picture froze, then cut out.

“Ooh, a revenge scheme,” Nadine said, pretending to shiver. “Someone mad at Gravity Gal for the destruction? Or a criminal getting her back for something she did to them?”

Nealon’s eyes settled hard on her. “I pick the latter. Where’s Sea View Hospital?”

“Staten Island, I guess,” Nadine said in disgust. “How should I know? No self-respecting Manhattanite gives a damn about Staten Island.” She turned back to the bar.

“You did this,” Nealon said flatly, hovering in shadow between Nadine and the door.

“Prove it,” Nadine said, bored now. “But if I did … let’s face it … you’re nowhere near bright enough to pin it to me.” She smiled sweetly. “No one is. But hey,” she brought her glass up in a toast-like motion, “you could still kill me. Here, in front of witnesses. Later, with no witnesses, except these people who saw us arguing, and would probably drop a dime on you.” She smiled. “You feeling like crossing that line, Nealon? Want to rip my memories out of my head?” She ran a hand over her neck. “Rip my throat out like a rabid dog? Do you think that would improve your situation at all? They,” she waved a hand around the bar, around the world, “do hate me right now. You might not even get convicted if you did it right here, in front of everybody.” She leaned closer. “But I suspect that’d be all the confirmation your ex would need to really believe he was right—that you are a villain, not a hero. It’s not what good guys do, after all.”

It was a measure of how effectively she’d read Sienna Nealon, Nadine thought, that the girl just stood there, almost quivering with anger. “I’m going to go fix this problem you’ve thrown into the life of others,” she said, “that’s all. But I can tell you that someday, the law is going to catch up to you—and on that day, I only hope I’m there to see it.” And with that, she was off, out the door of the bar with a whooshing sound as the air was disturbed by her swift passage.

“Good luck with that,” Nadine said and brought the glass back to her lips. She knew defeat when she saw it, and that right there was a girl tucking tail and running. She doubted she’d ever see Sienna Nealon again.
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Jamie

The spin of the helicopter was nauseating, made Jamie want to hurl the entire contents of her stomach toward the rapidly approaching ground as she spun in. Dimly, she raged at the injustice of it all as the world around her spun.

All I’ve tried to do is help people. Save people. Save lives.

And this is what I get for my trouble?

I should just throw up my hands and leave, let this thing go—

No.

She threw down a channel and reversed it, cushioning the fall of the helicopter as it dropped, heading right for a house. That wouldn’t do at all; she threw down another stabilizing channel and used it to stop the spin, as the rotor blade up top railed and tried to pitch the helicopter around. Now she had it, though, slowly descending toward the ground, the rear anchored so it would no longer spin. She heard grinding, the sound of an engine giving up, and the chopper eased toward empty pavement, a parking lot where she could guide them to a safe landing.

Jamie sprung off the bottom a couple hundred feet from landing, still feeling nausea from the spin—and something else. I almost gave up, she thought, feeling sick to her stomach more at the thought that she had come so close to despair and let it ruin her.

I’m innocent.

My daughter is missing.

I will fight this until I’m vindicated.

She set down upon the ground easily, like stepping onto a cushioned carpet. She brought the helicopter down gently, and the police officers within came stumbling out, retching, their guns put aside as they heaved, the smell wafting over to her telling her that they mostly hadn’t waited until they were out of the helicopter.

“You’re not going to get away with this!” Frost screamed as he came streaking out of the sky.

“Away with what?” Jamie asked crossly, looking up at him as he skated down on his ramp of ice that sparkled in the sun. “With downing the chopper? Because that was you.”

“I—I didn’t do that,” Frost stumbled over his words. “I—I had nothing to do with that.” He was looking around furtively, but there was no one to validate him.

“What are you talking ab—you did that!” She pointed at the crashed chopper. “I had to save them because you—you—you jackwagon—you shot their tail rotor with ice!” She pointed accusingly at the rear rotor, still encrusted with glassy ice. “You did that! Stop trying to dodge responsibility, you—you—liar!” She flushed beet red as she said it. “I have half a mind to pin you to the pavement and let the police deal with your sabotage in their own way.”

Frost’s eyes flashed with hatred. “You’re the wanted woman here, not me!” And he raised his hands at her. Jamie readied herself, prepared to—

Something thumped into her, and suddenly Jamie was rising into the air, leaving the ground and Frost behind. She could see Frost’s face as he stared after her, jaw wide, and she glanced upward to see Sienna Nealon holding her under the armpits.

“You’re under arrest or something,” Nealon said, “in case they ask.” She had a strained look. “I found Kyra.”

“I’m—what?” Jamie stared up at her. “What are you talking about, you found Kyra?”

“She’s at Sea View Hospital,” Nealon said tightly. “You know where that is?”

Jamie blinked. “Yes. It’s an old disused sanitorium. When I was a kid we used to sneak in through the fence on Brielle Avenue. It’s in terrible disrepair—wait, you’re saying Kyra is in that old wreck?”

“She’s being held hostage there, yeah,” Nealon said, halting. “Where is this hospital?”

“Over there,” Jamie pointed to the thick woods around the old place, visible from miles away. Fortunately, that made Sea View easy to find. “It’s a complex, though, more than one building—”

“I don’t know which one she’s in,” Sienna said, altering course, dragging her along for the ride. This was so much faster than gravity channels. “But the guys who got her—and I’m pretty sure they’re working for Nadine Griffin—they’re demanding you show up, alone.”

Jamie felt stunned, as though she’d taken a semi-trailer to the chest. “Then I have to go alone.”

“Or,” Nealon said, as if she were talking to a child, “we could just ignore that blatant trap and confound these assholes by crashing in like a couple superheroes together.”

“This isn’t your fight,” Jamie said, a wave of fear washing over her. “But … I would welcome any help I could get to save Kyra.”

“Okay, then,” Sienna said as they crossed over the woodsy boughs that marked the beginning of the Sea View property. “We do this carefully. This is, without doubt, a trap, and I’m pretty sure they don’t care if they kill your daughter, so long as they bury you and your reputation at the same time.”

Jamie felt a spike of chill. “That’s … what this is about? Killing me? While I’m down?”

“It has a certain element of pathos to it, doesn’t it?” Sienna asked, voice cracking slightly. “You’re going to die hated, blamed for something you didn’t do.” Her voice got stronger as the main building came into view, a multi-story monstrosity that looked as though time had left it the worse for the wear. “But we’re not going to let that happen,” she went on. “We know it’s a trap, so we’ve got one play and one only—get Kyra, get out before they can spring it. It’s a good bet they’ve underestimated us.”

“I think they’ve underestimated you,” Jamie said numbly. The whole world was against her—her and Kyra, and Kyra probably wasn’t even on her side at this point. Who would be, given what she’d been accused of? Attacking New York? That was beyond the pale. “Odds are good they’ve got the measure of me.” She stared down at the hospital as they came streaking in overhead. “This old building … anything I try and anchor to it with a gravity channel runs the risk of damaging the supports … or collapsing it totally. I’ll be at a disadvantage in here.”

“I’m pretty sure you disassembled a burning building like a kid licking the top off an ice cream cone the other night,” Sienna said, lifting Jamie up like a child and holding her in front of her face. “I didn’t know you were capable of that, and I’ve studied you some. You are more powerful than you know, so how can they know it?”

Jamie swallowed. “The FBI are going to come, aren’t they?”

“One problem at a time.”

“And Frost?”

“One jagoff at a time, then.”

Jamie stared down at the roof of the hospital. It looked unsteady, at best. “She’s down there? You’re sure?”

“Unless the criminal kidnappers lied,” Nealon said, with a waver of uncertainty. “But they probably didn’t lie, because they want you to come.” She grimaced. “I’ve been through this a few times before.”

“I feel sad that someone of your age has had this much experience in the dark things of the world.” Jamie put down a channel to the ground and then another, taking up her own weight. “I haven’t always agreed with your methods, but … you are a heroine. And … thank you for this.”

Nealon stared at her, then swallowed almost imperceptibly. “Let’s go save your daughter.” And she dove for the rooftop.
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Sienna

The problem with Jamie Barton was that she was just so gosh-darned earnest. She looked at me and said I was a hero, and I kinda wanted to cry a little. People didn’t tend to call me that, or when they did, it was on some internet discussion forum where several other people called me a freak, a hippo, a menace to society and worse. I’d even concede that there were more complimentary things said about me than uncharitable ones, but it’s hard to pay attention to people praising your graces ten times when someone comes in below them and rails against your faults. I have an eye for the negative, a mind that wallows in my own failings, and a tendency—in spite of the stoic mask I project to the public—to lace up brick boxing gloves and trash myself at the end of the day as a failure, a fraud, and a murderer.

So naturally, when a real, honest-to-goodness hero said something truly kind about me, I swallowed my tears, changed the subject and swooped down to help save the day. As one does.

I wanted to believe the best in myself, that I could be a better me—my best possible self, I heard it called—but I had a lot of baggage weighing me down. I swung around the building once, trying to lay eyes on the interior, which was dimly visible through shattered windows and lengthening shadows. I could see the glint of guns within.

Eve, I said in my head, and felt the reluctant German grunt. You too, Bjorn. Let’s mess with some minds up in this bizznatch.

What is … bizznatch? Bjorn asked. I could feel his befuddlement in my head.

You are a bizznatch, Eve said snidely.

“Working together here, team,” I said, trying to pull them back in line before the bickering started. “We have a limited amount of time, after all.” I almost flew past a window, and then I saw a guy. I zipped around, shot low, and then came surging up like Iron Man or something, right in front of his face when he’d just seen me fly right.

His face didn’t even have a chance to completely show his shock before I blasted him with a light web, encircling him utterly with it, trussing him up like I’d bound him in duct tape. His mouth was covered over, but I could see his eyes, wide and fearful, underneath the light mesh. He had a SCAR assault rifle, but the way I’d bound him, the barrel was shoved hard into his thigh. He fell back with a light thump, rolling slightly, a little like a turtle on its back.

“I’d safety that if I were you,” I said, dodging around him so that I wasn’t in the line of fire. His eyes followed me, frightened. “I mean, you could try and shoot to warn your buddies I’m coming, but it looks to me like your barrel is butted up against your femoral artery, and there’s no way an ambulance would get here in time to save you from bleeding to death, so …” I shrugged. “The choice is yours, mercenary, but if I were you, I’d wait it out and let the cops come get you, because bleeding out is—”

The rifle cracked, and I heard the merc’s agonized grunt as the bullet ripped through his leg, followed by two more. The idiot had held down the trigger, like a moron, and now he was gushing blood all over the place.

“Thanks for nothing,” I said and kicked him unconscious. I probably should have done that to begin with, but unfortunately, my strength is not a thing I have full control over, so he went flying, right over the edge of the open window.

“No killing,” Jamie said, slipping in, lifting the merc back in as she entered. She did a double take at the geyser of blood shooting out from his leg, and her mouth fell open as she looked at me accusingly.

“I did not do that,” I said in mild protest, “he shot himself to warn his buddies we’re coming, so—” I waved a hand behind me, toward a nearby staircase, where the sound of pounding boots was audible as bad guys were coming our way. “Might want to get ready to defend against an onslaught of bullets.”

No sooner did I get the words out than three guys with SCAR rifles came pounding down the stairs. I was all set to net the rifles out of their hands, but I was a trace too slow, because their rifles went flying, and then the men themselves came together in one giant crunch, like they were trying to create a rugby scrum, but they did it at top speed. I heard the clunk of heads and the groans of pain as their noggins met, and then all three slumped to the ground, their hands tight to their sides and their backs anchored to one another.

I stared at the bizarre spectacle of their little unconscious huddle. “Did you just—”

“Let’s go,” Jamie said, hurrying across the room and stepping over them.

There was graffiti everywhere in this place. Shattered walls collapsing all around, turn of the last century architecture gone to seed, brick crumbling, creepy old medical equipment left out like whoever had been here hadn’t needed it anymore. The writing on the walls made me think of the most ragged-ass parts of cities I’d been to. We hoofed it down the stairs toward where we’d heard these guys come from, but silently, our feet a little off the ground by mutual, unspoken accord. This was a stealth mission, in spite of the screw-ups that had already happened.

We came quietly out of the stairs on the landing below and Jamie peeked around the corner, drawing a sharp breath. “She’s here,” she said so quietly only a meta could have heard her, and then I listened hard, and heard a below-the-breath cry as a young lady far down the hall tried to hold in a sob.

Captured by armed mercenaries, scared for your life, trying not to show fear or weakness to them? Yeah, that sounded about right.

“What do you think is going to be waiting for us?” Jamie asked, breathing quietly.

“I don’t know, but probably more than just mercs,” I said. “I don’t think they want you walking away from this alive.” It was something that had been bothering me all along, probably because I’d had a few martyr fantasies last year when it seemed to me like everyone—including my own brother—hated me. “It’s not enough that your enemies destroy your reputation and your life. They have to bring you down while you’re ruined and can’t fight back. That way you die in darkest despair, believing the worst of everybody, and uh …” I tried to moderate my tone, “… you know. That you’ll never be vindicated, that they’ll all have taken you for granted, and …” I decided to stop before I outed myself. “It’s the ultimate way to bring down a hero. Tarnish their rep so people think they’re not a hero anymore, kill them while they’re down so there’s no hope of redemption.”

She blinked a couple times, slowly. “I never cared what people thought of me. I just wanted to do the right thing, whether anyone appreciated it or not.”

I felt a certain tightness in my chest. “However this ends, you won’t be remembered like they’re painting you. I promise.”

She smiled faintly, but she didn’t ask the obvious question—How can you, Sienna Nealon, do anything about that? Instead, she said, “I believe you.”

And then she ducked low around the corner, and I heard men scream.

I dodged around behind her, following close, hands up, nets at the ready. I wasn’t at my best, but I was still wicked fast, and I peeled off two guys with guns that she missed, coming out of a room below the staircase while Jamie rammed three guys together with gusto like she had on the floor above. They crumpled together, and she sent them flying into the concrete staircase with a thump—but not too hard. I trussed up my two and we swept forward like a tactical team. Well, I walked like a tactical team.

Jamie broke into a run, hurrying toward her daughter like she hadn’t seen her in a year.

“Kyra,” she hissed in a whisper as she hurried through the shadowy darkness of the crumbling hospital. Outside I could see the light of day shining down, but in here, it was like being under the shade of a great pavilion.

“Mom?” Kyra called back. She was bound to a chair, like every hostage in every movie I’d ever seen. She rattled the damned chair anxiously, the disbelief spreading over her face as she took in the fact that her mother was dressed as Gravity Gal. “Mom?” she said again.

“It’s me,” Jamie said, ducking low behind her. I heard a snap, and the ropes that anchored Kyra to the chair ripped as Jamie pulled her daughter to her feet. She wasn’t exactly like a miniature Jamie—the nose was rounder, her hair a darker shade of blond. I didn’t see much resemblance, honestly. Kyra gave me a once-over.

“Is—is that Sienna Nealon?” she asked her mom, staring at Jamie in confusion as her mom grabbed her by the arm in preparation to launch her out the window.

“Literally standing right here where you could ask me,” I said, then looked at Jamie. “Let’s vamoose before this thing goes sidewa—”

“HOLD IT RIGHT THERE!” The shout rattled the walls of the near empty building, and I felt my best possible self take a hit.

Scott Byerly was standing right at the window we were about to fly out of, streams of water propelling him into the building. I looked behind us to try another avenue, and found Guy Friday bulging up, ready to block our exit on the opposite side, and then a final sweep found—dammit—

“Frost!” Jamie shouted as Captain Effing Frost walled up the exit with a solid wall of ice at the far end of the room, where we entered, blocking the staircase and cutting off our retreat. “You—”

“It’s all over,” Scott said, and I was pretty damned sure he was right as I looked back and saw, under the chair—naturally—a bomb, with the requisite timer, counting down from two minutes.
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Jamie

“There’s an effing bomb right there!” Sienna shouted at the chair. Jamie saw it, gawking, trying to shelter Kyra between her and the three metas who stood against them—Friday, Scott Byerly, and Captain Frost.

“Sure there is,” Byerly said, striding forward coldly, closing the circle around them as Friday lurched forward as well. The man looked like a gorilla in a black mask, hulking and intimidating. “Let’s make this fast,” Byerly said, and then lunged toward Sienna, blasting water toward her as she disappeared behind his rush of liquid.

“Yeah, I like fast,” Friday said, grunting, coming at Jamie as she dodged back, Kyra behind her. Frost came at her, too, leering, furious, and Jamie felt trapped. Ice had walled them in on this side, and now these two men were corralling her. She didn’t have a clear line toward anything strong enough to anchor to; at least not anything she felt comfortable anchoring to, not in this collapsing, derelict building.

“Hold on, Kyra,” Jamie said, and looked her daughter in the eye. She didn’t wait for a response. She anchored Kyra to her and then propelled her backward toward the nearest uncovered window using her own weight as a counterbalance. If she could just get her out there, away from these idiots—

“Uh uh!” Friday said, swiping for Kyra. Jamie saw it coming just in time and yanked Kyra back, her daughter’s feet sliding through the dusty debris on the hospital floor, Jamie nearly losing her own footing in the abrupt movement. Kyra let out a scream of surprise and then Jamie grabbed her, forcing her back behind again, sheltering her away from Frost and Friday, both of whom were now advancing on them.

“Just let my daughter out of here and I’ll come with you!” Jamie said, backing up. This was an untenable situation. “There’s a bomb under that chair!”

“Fool me once, shame on you,” Friday said, swelling ever larger as he came for her, “fool me twice, shame on you again. You should be so, so ashamed.”

“I don’t think that’s how that saying goes,” Frost said, pausing, his hands glowing with ice, preparing to throw it.

“I don’t c—” Friday was hit in the face as Jamie slipped a gravity channel between Frost’s hands and Friday’s head, and the growing ice that Captain Frost had been preparing to throw at her and Kyra pelted Friday in the skull instead. Friday whirled around, and Frost was glowing red in his exposed cheeks. “What—the—hell?” Friday asked, his voice furious, his shoulders expanding.

“I didn’t do—It was her!” He pointed back at Jamie.

“Just like the helicopter, huh?” Jamie shot back.

“No, this really was you!” Frost shouted.

“So the helicopter wasn’t?” she asked coolly.

Frost looked apoplectic, and he hurled another blast of ice her way. This she steered off easily, sending it again into Friday’s open eyes, anchoring it to his face so that the big man’s head snapped back, his face covered over with icy fragments like an ice statue. “Stop that!” Frost shouted, his voice high in pitch.

“Mom, what are you doing?” Kyra asked.

“The only thing I can at the moment,” Jamie said, trying to figure out a plan. A bomb counting down, the exits blocked … this was not looking good at all.
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Sienna

“Scott, listen to me—” I said as he shot a blast of water so large it might have cleaned the skin off my bones with the pressure had it hit.

“I have had enough of you!” he screamed, and I got the sense that his issues with me, long festering, were exploding to the surface like … well, like Old Faithful at eruption time.

“Be that as it may,” I said, trying to remain calm as my ex attacked me, “I’m with the NYPD, and Gravity Gal is in custody. She’s saved her daughter, she’s willing to surrender—to you, numbnuts—if we can just step outside and get away from that bomb over there—”

“You’re a liar!” Scott screamed, face red, voice bloodcurdling. He turned his water blast on me and swept away half of Captain Frost’s bulwark against our escape. Unfortunately, Jamie wasn’t anywhere near me at the moment, with Scott, Frost and Friday between us, otherwise I might have snatched her and Kyra up and just made a break for it. “You’re a mean girl, Sienna,” he said, in a perfect imitation of my internet detractors. “An angry, bitter, cynical, toxic person! A bully! You hold all the power!” He locked eyes with me, and fired off another shot, which I dodged, but only barely. “You’re always punching down.”

“I guess you’ve got a type, then,” I said, punching at groin level.. “You know, cuz Nadine—”

He screamed in inarticulate rage and brought his hands together, sending a furious deluge at me that erased the ceiling above me, sending pieces crumbling down in a landslide where I’d been hovering only a moment before. This was going nowhere. “I’m not going to fight you, Scott!” I shouted. I had a lid on my irritation with him, fully aware that if I struck a federal agent, my problems were going to be so-much-bigger, oh-so-fast. They were going to totally Guy Friday on me, from thin to no-win in two seconds.

“I’m going to show the world what you are!” he screamed at me again, his face so red I started to worry about his blood pressure.

“You do what you gotta do,” I said under my breath, and he screamed again, telling me he’d heard me. “Jamie!” I shouted, catching a glimpse of her between Frost and Friday’s hulking back. “I need to swap; I can’t fight this douchebag, he’s a federal agent and I don’t really want to assault him.”

Jamie looked at me in confusion for just a second. Friday looked like he was clawing at an ice mask stuck to his face while Frost looked back over his shoulder like he’d forgotten I was even here. “Oh, great,” Jamie said, “but you’re okay with me doing it?”

“In for a penny,” I suggested as another blast of water nearly shaved some skin off my elbow. Scott was not pulling his attacks, and sooner or later I was going to have to deal with him if this kept up. And by deal with, I meant get rough. Really rough. Sienna rough.

“Fine,” Jamie said, clearly exasperated as she directed Scott’s next blast away, knocking out some of the ice that was stymieing our escape. “What about Frost?” she called.

“Oh,” I said, zeroing in on Captain Dipshit, “him I’ll hit, no problem,” and I shot at him at speed, clobbering him with a punch that send him ass over teakettle into Friday, just as the big man tore off his ice mask. “Technically,” I said as Friday’s legs were torn from beneath him by Frost’s flailing body, “I just want to point out that Frost just assaulted you, Yancy, not me.”

“Thanks,” Jamie said, and she held out a hand as Scott shot another directed blast of water at her. She seemed to use herself as the anchor, sweeping Kyra behind her and redirecting the water as though she had a massive, invisible shield in front of her. The spray bent back as Scott advanced toward us. I couldn’t see him, just his jet of water, large as a semi-truck. He hadn’t been able to produce blasts like that when I’d dated him. I figured the power of rage had tapped his true talents.

“I think we need to exit, pursued by a bear,” I said as Jamie ducked, letting some of the water Scott was shooting a jet behind us, shattering more of the ice and producing a viable escape route. “Take this thing outside, see Kyra to safety, yadda—” I glanced at the bomb, the timer reading 1:17, “yadda yadda.”

“I like that plan,” Jamie said tightly, pushed backward a few feet at a time by Scott’s assault. Pieces of the ceiling were falling now, disturbed and dislodged by Scott’s powerful attack, redirected. “Let’s—”

There was a subtle click, so subtle I barely noticed it. I glanced toward the bomb, but the sweep of my eyes didn’t quite make it before—

With a whoomp! the bomb went off, fire escaping, driven by the explosive compression wave, like a slow motion sweep toward us. I felt the force hit first, running through my body, heralding the end of the hospital, the end of the fight—and the end of all of us.
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Nadine

Nadine had the whiskey glass halfway to her lips when the explosive went off in the hospital building. It was all live, from the scene, on Staten Island, like she was there without having to actually go to stupid Staten Island. It was obvious when the bomb went off, because the whole building rippled and started to sway.

“Alas,” she said, raising her glass in a toast while the rest of the bar watched, stunned, “but I guess, really, it had to end this way.” And she sipped her drink, waiting for the fall—the fall of Gravity Gal.
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Jamie

The strength of the blast ran through her bones, rattling her teeth, making her feel like she was going to fly backward out of the building. Jamie felt her nose bleed from the strength of it, but the fire did not follow, and she was surprised, not even realizing until a moment later that she’d closed her eyes.

She forced them open, against the intense strength of the teeth-rattling bomb blast. She felt the explosion echoed elsewhere in the hospital; subsequent blasts, other detonations, she felt sure, somewhere below her. To make sure the job was done.

To make sure I die.

And that Kyra dies with me.

She looked back at Kyra, whose nose was bleeding, too, and who looked staggered. She still stood, though, if slightly off balance. Jamie anchored herself to her daughter, waiting for the fire.

It did not come.

“Kinda … got this under control … ish …” Sienna muttered, and Jamie’s eyes followed the glow of orange that flew in a trail off the bomb to her hands, making a hissing noise as they seemed to be vacuumed up in her palms as Nealon stood there, grimacing, taking the explosion into herself. “But … building’s gonna … come down … soon …”

Jamie stirred herself out of surprise. Her legs were unsteady, but not from the concussion of the blast. Now it was the fact that the building was shaking, nearing collapse.

“Uh oh,” Guy Friday said in a calm voice. “I guess there was a bomb.”

“No shit,” Scott Byerly said, standing nearby, voice acidic enough to eat through flesh.

“Guys?” Frost said, his fingers glistening with ice, “are we gonna die here?”

“No,” Jamie said and lashed herself to all three of them with an anchor. She threw another channel at the nearest window’s ledge, hoping it would hold long enough, and set it to maximum. It yanked her, Kyra, and the three men with whom they’d been dueling toward the open window. Jamie watched the concrete start to split as she neared the edge, ripping up the slab. The walls around them were disintegrating, a steady downflow of dust and debris falling as the ceiling started to cave in.

“Ahhhhhhhh!” she could hear Frost screaming behind her as she yanked him toward the edge.

“Aieeeeeeeee!” Byerly shouted, very distinctly.

“Wheeeeeeeeeee!” came the low bass rumble of Friday, gleeful as they shot toward the edge of the window.

“Sienna!” Jamie shouted. “Get out!”

Jamie and Kyra hit the edge of the window’s slab where it had subtly turned into a ramp. She adjusted the gravity channel as they went, turning it into a repulsion channel just as they crested its edge. The slab cracked, moaning ominously, breaking as she and the four people she’d dragged in her wake shot out into the sunlight.

She hung there for a moment, suspended a few feet above the wooded grove that surrounded the hospital. Then gravity set in, dragging her down. She could hear the rumble of the building falling behind her, and she threw down three channels to keep her upright with her burdens.

Well, to keep her up with Kyra. She let the other three fall to a cushioned stop below, Friday’s, “Wheeeeeeeee!” disappearing as he came to a halt a few stories down.

Jamie paused, Kyra suspended next to her. She brought her daughter up to eye level, held tight in her grip like she was a baby again. “Are you okay?” Jamie asked, staring into her daughter’s eyes and seeing wariness—weariness—but a definite gleam there, the knowledge settling in of all that was happening to her reflected in those eyes.

“Mom … you’re Gravity Gal?” Kyra asked, as she looked down at Byerly, Friday and Frost, dusting themselves off below. “I always thought Gravity Gal was kinda lame but … you really kicked those guys’ asses.”

“Watch your language, young lady,” Jamie said, and then stiffened. “Sienn—”

“Right here,” Sienna said, hovering back down into view from above. She was covered in dust, her hands black like they had been burned, and she looked pretty weary, too. “Didn’t want to interrupt the touching moment of you dropping those assholes.” She cleared her throat. “And also reuniting with your daughter.”

“Come on, Kyra,” Jamie said. She could see police lights in the distance, the NYPD cars lined up along Brielle Avenue, their white bodies gleaming in the light such a contrast to the unmarked black SUVs of the FBI. She trusted them, these local cops, and knew that this was where she had to deliver Kyra, to make sure she was safe. “We have to get you to safety.” And she started them forward on legs of gravity channels, her heart weighed down in a way her body wasn’t.
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Sienna

We headed toward the cops in the distance, the collapsing hospital rumbling like thunder behind us. Police cars filled the road ahead, blinking, lights bright and flashing in the midday sun. I trailed behind Jamie a little ways, watching her carry her daughter to safety, disappointment and disgust churning in my guts.

It felt unjust to know she was going to be arrested. I’d been arrested once before, but at least I had the satisfaction of knowing that when I was arrested, I was guilty as sin for what I’d done. I’d killed the people I’d been accused of killing.

Not that there had been a lot of comfort in that. It had still been one of the scarier experiences in my life, staring down the barrel of all those guns, knowing my life as I knew it was over. But at least I’d known I was guilty.

Jamie wasn’t.

She set Kyra down first, gently, in the middle of the squad cars, sandwiched on either side by barricades stacked up with onlookers. No FBI cars in sight, just good old fashioned NYPD squads as far as the eye could see, interspersed with the occasional fire truck or ambulance, all the way back to where the cops were holding the line against spectators.

Jamie had her hands up, her face ashen. About like you’d expect from a law-abiding citizen who was about to get handcuffed and thrown in jail. I bet she’d never so much as put a toe out of line, and this was her reward.

Meanwhile, here I was, a murderer, free as a bee and buzzing around.

“I surrender,” Jamie said, touching down and standing there, arms in the air. “Please … take care of my daughter.”

I hovered overhead soundlessly, watching the whole thing unfold. Kyra was ushered off by a cop, her shoulders draped in a blanket as she shook, watching her mother.

“Gravity Gal!” a loud voice shouted from past the barricade. “We believe in you!”

The crowd erupted, shouting support, yelling, rattling the metal barriers between them and the line of cops. I looked again at the cops, and they put their guns away almost as one. Within about five seconds, not one of the NYPD officers had their gun out. They stood there, looking at her, until one of the lead officers stepped up with the industrial strength handcuffs they issued municipalities these days and beckoned her forward. I heard him speak over the roar of the crowd, which was booing as they saw him step up to her, cuffs shining in the sunlight.

“I don’t wanna do this, but I gotta,” the cop said. “It’s either me or the FBI. If you wanna run …” He shrugged his shoulders. “You won’t see any of us shooting after ya.”

“I’m not going to run,” Jamie said softly and extended her hands. The cop looked at them, almost regretfully for a moment, and the crowd grew hushed as he clicked cuffs around her wrists.

“You’re our hero!” someone shouted, and the crowd roared approval. “You do Staten Island proud!” someone else shouted, and the crowd roared again. “Stay strong!” That one got a chorus of cheers, too.

The cop carefully led Jamie over to the nearest squad car, and gently ducked her head so she didn’t bump it. She got in, willingly, and he closed the door behind her to deafening boos. The crowd rattled the barricades again, and I heard some florid swearing of the sort that almost made me blush. Good heavens, Staten Island.

I drifted down toward where Kyra Barton was sitting on the back of an ambulance. Her gaze was fixed on the cop car her mother was sitting in, and I dropped right in front of her, breaking her line of sight. She didn’t need to dwell on seeing her mom under arrest, after all.

“How are you holding up?” I asked, folding my arms, intent on blocking this shameful scene from view. I momentarily considered taking it right out of her head, but decided I’d probably gotten myself in enough trouble for stealing memories.

“Umm, gee,” Kyra said, in the manner of a teenager, “I just found out my mom is New York’s lamest superhero, after we were losing our house last night, and now I just watched her get arrested.” She glared at me. “I’m doing great.”

“Oh, good,” I said mildly, letting all that irony wash past. “Most people might—y’know, feel an emotion or two under that kind of pressure, but it’s good to know you teens don’t feel anything but withering sarcasm. And you share, so generously, too.”

She stared at me. “You’re … really good at this.”

“I’m not that far removed from being a teenager myself,” I said, settling down next to her on the back of the ambulance. “People forget that sometimes. And about your mom being ‘lame’?” She looked at me, kind of quizzically. “Seriously. Nobody says ‘lame’ anymore. What are you, thirty?”

“Sick burn,” she said, seeming a little less guarded.

“It’s one of my few marketable skills,” I said. “But … putting that aside … your mom’s a hero, you know.” I paused, listening to the crowd. They were chanting, “Gravity—Gal! Gravity—Gal!” I frowned. “I’ll give you that the name sucks, but your mom didn’t pick that—”

“She probably would have picked something worse if she’d been able to,” Kyra said, and I caught a mingled hint of sadness with her rebuke. “She named her company ‘Barton Designs.’ That’s a stunning lack of creativity from someone whose job it is to be creative.”

“She’s not a hero because she’s creative,” I said, watching as Scott, Friday, and Frost made their way out of the fence separating us from the hospital’s wooded, overgrown campus. “She’s a hero because she does the right thing, and she doesn’t compromise it because someone else says she’s wrong.” I thought about Nadine Griffin, happily sipping whiskey in a bar while she watched her attempts to destroy Jamie play out live on television.

“I guess,” Kyra said, and I could feel her palpable discomfort. She had emotion welling up inside, plainly, something complicated that I doubted she really wanted to dive into, especially with a stranger. She’d probably vent her feelings later on Twitter, or Instagram, or whatever the hell the kids nowadays did to express themselves. “We … we fought a lot—”

“Fight,” I said, “present tense.” And when she looked up in mild surprise, I said, “I’ll get her a lawyer. I’ve got some good ones that I’m connected to. She won’t go down for this. We will get her out. She won’t rot in the Cube.” Even the mention of the Cube, thinking about Jamie being shoved into the old prison that I used to be warden of … it wasn’t a pleasant thought.

“Then we’ll have fights yet to come,” Kyra said, still sounding pretty subdued.

“Yeah, you’re lucky,” I said, looking away from her. “My mom and I used to fight all the time, too.” I stared at the crowds. They were still chanting Jamie’s superhero name. “Sometimes I wish she could yell at me one more time.”

“Really?” Kyra asked.

“Really,” I said, and meant it.

“Kyra!” An African-American lady came rustling through the police, escorted by a cop. “Kyra!”

“Clarice!” Kyra jumped up and hugged the lady tight. I could tell they were family by the way that Kyra defaulted to running to her for comfort in time of trouble. It was a sure tell of who you were really close to, that.

Clarice hugged tight for a minute and then let her go, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I was worried about you when all the news about your mom broke on the—but it doesn’t matter, you’re safe now.” She hugged Kyra tight again.

“Clarice,” Kyra said, “this is Sienna Nealon.” She towed the lady over to me, and I watched the surprise in her eyes when she caught her first glimpse of me. “She helped my mom save me, and she says she’s going try and get Mom out.”

I watched Clarice take a moment to compose herself before speaking. “I—you know that Jamie had nothing to do with any of—”

“I know, “I said, and watched that hit the mark with Clarice. It was plain to me that this lady was deep in Jamie’s corner. “She got set up,” I said.

“By who?” Clarice asked.

“I …” I thought about that one for a minute. “I don’t know,” I finally lied. “But we’ll get them.”

Kyra’s eyes were big, bigger than mine had been as a teenager. “Really? You will?”

I watched her standby mom, Clarice, studying me to see how I answered. As it turned out, the words were tricky, because I already had a plan for how to deal with the person responsible for all this shit, but speaking too much of it aloud would be the surest way to see any plans I had undone. “We’ll get them,” I said coolly, trying to be reassuring, while keeping a stoic mask on tight. “Don’t you worry about that.”
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Jamie

They’d taken her out through a crowd, the officer in the driver’s seat making apologies the whole way back to the precinct. Jamie had smiled at him, and nodded, and said, “I’d rather it be you than those FBI guys,” and she left it at that while the cop went on, talking about the good she’d done for Staten Island.

They hadn’t put her in a jail jumpsuit when they brought her into the interrogation room, and they’d uncuffed her before they left her in there, alone, while they went off to file paperwork or whatever it was they were doing. “The FBI’s gonna come soon,” a cop promised her, still apologetic, when he stuck his head into the room a few minutes later. “You need anything while you wait? Coffee? Soda?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” Jamie said. “Is my daughter all right?”

“Your friend Clarice is with her,” the cop said, “and Sienna Nealon is hanging around. Doubt she’ll see any trouble for now.” And he left her alone again with the two-way mirror.

She stared at herself, at the tangled mess that was her hair after a day’s work of trying to save her daughter. It was hard to believe it had only been a few hours she’d been on the run. “Feels like a year,” she said quietly, as the door clicked open again.

“You got a visitor,” another cop said, like he was asking for permission. “This guy says he knows you.” He opened the door wide enough to reveal—

“Jacob,” Jamie said, taking a step backward, “I mean … Mr. Penny.”

He was looking slightly disheveled, his shirt still unbuttoned at that top button. “Ms. Barton,” he said, sliding into the room, his ever-present briefcase missing at last. “How are you?”

The cop spoke up, interrupting her answer. “So you know this guy?”

“He’s my … banker,” she finished lamely, and the cop gave her a puzzled look then shrugged and left, closing the door behind him.

“Just your banker?” Penny asked, looking a little mischievous and slightly wistful all at once.

“Well …” Jamie said, “I, uh … don’t know if you’ve heard …” She waved to indicate the holding room around them. “I might be in jail for a little while. Not sure if you want to … associate with someone like that.”

“Yeah, it’d be a real pox on my reputation to associate with the Hero of Staten Island,” Penny said dryly. “I didn’t realize you were going to bolt from the room when I stepped out earlier—”

“I was being called a terrorist on television.” She looked down.

“No one in this town believes you’re a terrorist,” Penny said, shaking his head. “Sienna Nealon talked to the press, called the charges BS. The NYPD is keeping pretty quiet, but ‘people in the know’ have leaked like crazy to the media that this is all sounding pretty far-fetched. There are collections being taken up to help pay your legal bills.” He smiled. “It’s already raised several million just here on Staten Island. And I could be wrong … but I think Barton Designs might have gotten a fresh infusion of business this afternoon, at least, based on what I’ve heard from the talking heads.”

Jamie did a double take, then felt the slight wave of happiness evaporate. “That’s … that’s nice of people—”

“I think they just figured they ought to support their hero,” Penny said. “After all, someone’s paying that knucklehead Frost, so—”

“It’s … sweet of them,” Jamie said, sighing as she made a gravity channel to draw up a chair so she could collapse in it; Penny blinked and almost jumped back in surprise. “But you know I don’t have the operating capital to fulfill the orders I already have, so …” She exhaled quietly. “I guess they’re just going to have to be disappointed.”

“Not so fast,” Penny said, still smiling, “because I went over our findings—yours and mine—with our underwriting department, and, based on the fact that clearly something is badly amiss in your personal finances that is no fault of your own … they approved your loan extension—and additional credit.”

Jamie felt a lightheaded sensation. “They … am I …” She looked down, thumping her knuckles against the chair. “Oh. Good. I am sitting down.”

Penny laughed. “You are.” He waited a second. “I’ll help you untangle your finances. The bank is committed to helping you right this wrong that was done to you. You worry about fighting this fraud against your name … and we’ll take care of the rest of it, and hopefully … we’ll keep Barton Designs alive until you get this all behind you.”

Jamie sat there, chin pressed against the knuckles of her left hand, breathing in the moment as the room seemed to spinning around her, like the world had when the helicopter was going down earlier. “Mr. Penny—”

“Jacob.”

“—Jacob,” she said, leaning hard on her hand, “I … I don’t know what to say. Other than thanks. Profusely. I feel like I should say ‘thank you’ over and over until the words lose all meaning.”

“You could do that, but after they lost meaning it would be, uh, meaningless,” and he walked close to her. “I think most of us … seeing the terrible things that have happened to you, knowing how much of a hero you’ve been … I think we’re just glad we can do something to help you in return for all that you’ve done for us. I mean, Gravity Gal made us proud. She was there when we needed her—you should see the stories people are telling about her heroics, on every camera they can get, YouTube … You’re a real deal hero, Jamie, and you make us feel like … like maybe now we could be there for you when you need it.”

Jamie closed her eyes, covering her mouth with her hand as the feelings welled up inside her. It took her a few minutes to compose herself, but when she opened them, she found Mr. Penny still waiting there.

“You’ve helped save us,” he said finally. “Will you let us help you for a change?”
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Sienna

I listened to Jamie’s visitor talk (like a creeper, yes) and smiled. If there was anyone who needed a helping hand it was her, and if there was anyone who deserved it—other than maybe someone with cancer who fed homeless kitties or something—it was, again, her. I’d watched a lot of decent people take a punch to the kisser that they didn’t deserve, metaphorically speaking, and it was a pleasant change seeing someone who didn’t deserve their hit get helped up by the entire population of Staten Island.

Why, it was enough to make a cynical old broad like me smile.

Okay. Maybe it wasn’t just the sweetness that brought a smile to my face.

I dialed my phone, easing around the corner and out of the back of the precinct to where the cops smoked. I caught a glimpse of Clarice fussing over Kyra as I went out the back, waiting for someone to answer on the other end. The sun was creeping real low in the sky, sunset almost upon us, and I figured I was about ready to do the other thing that was making me smile.

“Yo,” Jamal said as I took a hard right out the precinct door. He sounded sleepy again, and I was reminded that sometimes hackers kept vampire hours.

“Is this line secure?” I asked, without preamble. He could read a caller ID, after all.

There was a breath, then a beep, and the static on my line seemed to diminish slightly. “It is now.”

“Do you ever regret what you did?”

“What?” Jamal asked, seemingly taken aback by my question.

“To the men who killed Flora? Do you ever feel bad about turning them into lightning rods?” I stalked away from the rear entrance to the precinct, watching for cameras. “Honest answer, Jamal. This isn’t a friggin’ inquest.”

“No,” he said, and I could feel the conviction in his words. “She wasn’t going to see justice otherwise.”

“Right answer,” I breathed, slipping behind a police truck. “Do you know where I am right now?”

“New York.”

“More specifically?”

He sighed, and I heard tapping at a keyboard. “Staten Island. Cop shop.” He paused. “Hiding behind a police truck.”

“Very good,” I said. “How do you feel about making sure another shitbird who’s about to slip the knot of justice gets hung up for her transgression?”

There was a long pause. “Well …” he said finally, “… I wouldn’t feel bad about it. You talking about the person behind this attack?”

“Nadine Griffin,” I said. “The Queen Bee of Wall Street, who is presently residing in my bonnet. And I don’t need any bees in my bonnet, Jamal, let alone a queen.”

He chuckled lightly. “J.J. showed me some stuff earlier. The broker behind all this? His name was Abner Huntsberger. Found dead in his office earlier today. Remains were pretty badly burned. He’s a fixer, with his fingers in a bunch of different things. I can connect him to ArcheGrey1819, and maybe the mercs, but it’s tenuous, if you know what I mean. And good luck getting to Nadine Griffin from there, especially now that he’s dead.”

“So she’s going to get away with it,” I said, burning—but not quite like Nadine’s merc broker. “She’s too smart to have left any evidence behind.”

I could hear Jamal practically nodding along. “So what you gonna do about it?”

I paused. “I don’t know, Jamal.” I looked around, just to make sure nobody was nearby. It looked all clear, but I kept my voice down nonetheless. “What can we do about it?”
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Nadine

Nadine got out of the cab and swore at the cabby as he drove off, squealing tires against her cobblestone driveway. She didn’t really care about him laying rubber on her drive; it was the fact that he’d been a rude, disrespectful shit the entire ride, and had flipped her off when she’d failed to tip him.

“People just suck,” Nadine said, mostly to herself, as she staggered up the steps to her house. The whiskey was working, and working well. She’d blown through a lot of her cash today, but that was fine, because the government was going to have to give back her money now. She smiled, swaying as she unlocked her door.

She fumbled a little with the keys, but made it inside, the world moving back and forth pleasantly. The bed was going to spin tonight, she suspected. She liked a good case of the bedspins, but drinking made her hot, too, and she stepped inside, closing the door behind her. Maybe she’d call up Scott again, see what he was up to tonight. He wouldn’t be a bad way to spend a drunken evening, after all, and maybe she’d text Sienna Nealon another pic tomorrow just to rub it—

Nadine paused just inside the door. Something was wrong in here; her living room smelled funny, like—like acrylic paint or she stared at the wall, and her jaw dropped open.

“Son of a—” she muttered under her breath.

“Not a son at all, actually,” came a voice from behind her. She turned, and—

Oh, shit.

There she was, Sienna Nealon, holy f—

Nadine dropped her purse and ran, sprinting for the safe room. She tore ass, smashing against the door to the bedroom and slamming it behind her. Something lit up out in the living room, and suddenly Nadine could see an orange glow beneath the door, like someone had turned on a lamp, except that smell—

Nadine’s eyes widened in horror. That smell was—was —

Alcohol?

She sprinted into the shower, punched in the code and opened the panic room, then slammed it shut behind her. Safely inside, she took a breath. The air supply in here was safe for hours and the steel walls were rated to withstand a house fire easily.

“Not today, bitch,” she said, and looked around for her burner phones. Luckily she’d disposed of the incriminating ones, the ones that might have linked her to Abner, already. Now there was nothing left in here that would incriminate her, which meant that all she had to do was to call 911 and Sienna Nealon was going to be heading to jail to join her buddy Gravity Gal in no time.

The phone buzzed, giving her a strange sound, like an old disconnect tone. “What the hell?” she muttered, and tried it again. It made the same sound again, and she dialed a third time, more frantically, with no luck.

“Oh God,” Nadine muttered to herself as she stared at the old computer screen. “Well, at least she doesn’t know about this—” and then suddenly, the power went out, leaving her utterly in the dark.
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Sienna

Jamal had been pretty thorough as we’d mapped out what needed to happen. He’d gotten me cover to leave the Staten Island police station within a very short window, where it would look like I’d just strolled out of the frame of their cameras for a few minutes if anyone checked. He’d also done a pingback of cell phone signals in the area of Nadine’s mansion and determined that she had a few burner phones secreted away in her house. He’d tracked them back to a big, dense metal room in the center of her house, partially buried and thus hidden from the FBI when they’d searched her place. Too bad they didn’t have a hacker who could control electricity well enough to override every system out there.

Including the justice system.

Nadine’s house was always going to look like arson, but I’d set it up so that it looked like she’d dropped a cigar—one with her own DNA on it—into a spilled bottle of liquor. Fine stuff. If I’d given a damn about that sort of thing, I might have felt a twinge of regret at wasting it on burning her house down.

I pushed things along, of course, speeding up the fire in a few key places with Gavrikov’s power. Mainly along the axis of her panic room, because I needed that space clear. The name of the game was to make a mess, let the fire take its natural course, but give it a little juice to hurry things along. When the arson investigators gave the place a once-over, what they’d find would be consistent with a fire started in whiskey by a drunken, negligent idiot. They didn’t need to know I’d helped it grow, and there certainly wouldn’t be any signs of it.

Pretty soon, the fire was spreading to the ceiling, and I had a nice, clear view of the metal wall of the panic room. It was time to execute the plan that Jamal and I had worked up once he’d detected it.

The problem with leaving Nadine Griffin’s corpse in her house while it burned was that if I killed her myself, it’d be fairly obvious. I was strong but not particularly controlled, so if I busted her in the face, she would die and it would look like someone strong had busted her in the damned face. I’d seen that cause of death enough times to know what it looked like, and it wouldn’t be a very long leap for someone to figure out I’d probably done it. Proving it might be difficult since I was torching the DNA evidence I was leaving behind, but I didn’t need a cloud of suspicion over me.

That meant Nadine had to leave the premises, and fortunately for me, she’d played right into my hand, panicking when she saw me, and of course, running right into her … panic room.

I keyed my Wolfe strength and gripped tight along the sides of the panic room’s steel surface, lifting as I siphoned the heat from the metal where I’d burned away the covering of drywall that hid it from sight. The foundation cracked under my strength, and I ripped the panic room’s steel floor free from the concrete surface of the mansion. It wasn’t bonded at all, really, which made sense given that no one had ever thought someone would come along and lift the damned thing up, after all.

“Gavrikov,” I muttered and felt my feet lift off the ground. The panic room was heavy, but I’d lifted heavier things. I left the ground behind, taking care not to get more than about ten feet above the place where the roof had been, dodging the panic room around trees as I headed for Long Island Sound just across the lawn. I kept low to avoid radar and witnesses, gaining speed over the moonless night, carrying the multi-ton burden of the panic room along with me out to sea about ten miles. It didn’t take very long, and when I figured I’d gone far enough, I just dropped it into the water.

It landed with a splash, floating on the surface, full of buoyant air. I dropped down, hovering a foot or so above it as it bobbed in the waves. I looked around, listening, but heard nothing but the ocean. In the distance, I could see the lights of a ship in the utter blackness. I heated up my finger and sent a line of superhot flame into the corner of the panic room, carving it off and leaving a three-inch window into the darkness.

“Hi, Nadine,” I singsonged as a little water slopped into the room through the hole I’d made.

“What the hell, you crazy psycho?” she screamed back out at me.

I ignored her jibe. “I just wanted you to know, this isn’t about Scott. I was mad about that, sure, but this is because you decided to plan a terrorist attack and then ruin the life of a woman who was utterly decent and good in a world that … isn’t.” Water was running into the open hole like crazy now. It wouldn’t be long before it would start to drag the panic room down.

Nadine thrust a hand out through the small hole. “Okay! Okay! I get it! That’s—that’s a fair point! Just—get me out of here!”

“Are you sorry you did these things?” I asked, watching detached as she stuck her face up. I could see her white, panicked eyes glistening under the blanket of starlight, her face partially obscured by boundaries of the small opening.

“I am,” she said, sincerely, slurring a little. “I—I am so sorry. Gah—this—the water is freezing. Please, just—get me out and I’ll—well, I’ll say I’m sorry to her. And the city. I'll make it right!”

“I don’t really believe you for some reason,” I said, like I was puzzling it over. “Maybe it’s because you’re a liar and a murderer and a thief—”

“I didn’t—I’m not—”

“Yes, you are.”

There was a pause, then a hard breath. “Okay. Okay. Yes, I am. I am all those things. But—”

“No buts.”

“You can’t just—”

“I can,” I said, and then I heated my hand up and blazed another, smaller hole, in the side of the panic room. I heard it sizzle as I burned through, and then water started pouring in from the opposite direction, icy cold, and she gasped in shock at the temperature. “In fact, I just did.”

“You’re no better than me!” she screamed as the water rushed in on her. Her lips were already blue, I could see as she stuck her face up again. “You’re a murderer! You’re no different than me!”

“Actually, I am,” I said, a little happier than I probably should have been. Watching her sink as the waves took her little box away felt strangely therapeutic, as though I were punishing someone who truly deserved it in the manner that I’d suffered on so many occasions thanks to Mom. “I’m out here, see. Also, I’m working toward improving things for humanity. You? You’re trying to screw things up. There is a difference, just, you know … not in the actual killing, I guess.”

She opened her mouth to say something, but she was already up to her neck, and the dark water swallowed her, and her reply before she could make it. The panic room sank below the waves, rippling in the sound, and I watched it go, acutely aware that I needed to get back to the Staten Island police station post haste.

“Also,” I said to the black water below me, “Yeah, I’m a liar, too. When I said I didn’t do this because of you sleeping with Scott?” I put my thumb and forefinger a centimeter apart. “It might have had a teensy bit to do with it. I mean, I woulda killed you anyway, because of what you did to Jamie and New York, but … I would have felt bad about it if you hadn’t done what you did.”

I stared at the dark water, ripples lost to the waves, not a bubble left to mark the panic room’s passage. I imagined Nadine Griffin sinking into the icy depths, and felt coldly satisfied. “So long,” I said and flew off, low, close to the surface. I had an alibi to finish shoring up, after all.
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I barely made it back into the precinct before I ran into Scott, who was looking mightily pissed off. And when I say I ran into him, it was a pretty near thing. I came around a corner and he damned near bull-charged me down, even after he saw me. “Where the hell have you been?” he asked, all politeness thrown to the wind.

“I was outside,” I said, looking him over once. “Getting some fresh air.” Over the Atlantic Ocean while drowning the murderous bitch you slept with last night. “Why, what do you want?”

“There’s a fire at Nadine Griffin’s house,” Scott said, his hard eyes on me. “You know anything about that?”

“No,” I lied, “but to quote her, ‘That’s a real shame.’”

He sized me up coldly. “You’re a villain, Sienna.”

“And you’re an idiot, Scott,” I said, rolling my eyes at him. “You’re letting Gerry Harmon use your personal grudge against me to involve you in this stupid job that you didn’t even want to do. You’re biting off more than you can chew. And Harmon? Not a nice guy. You call me a villain and say I’m punching down, but as president he can do more damage with the stroke of a pen or the press of a button than I can.”

“And yet he doesn’t,” Scott said, sounding strangled. “But you show no such restraint.”

“I show a lot of restraint,” I said, lying through my teeth. “I could be so much worse than I am, but even if I was my best possible self, I wouldn’t come close to being what Jamie—Gravity Gal—is right now, and you idiots just arrested her, so …” I shrugged.

“I wish I could …” He just stared at me, quietly smoldering, “… I just want to hit you in the face with a sledgehammer and break that smug, stupid leering mask you wear to a million pieces so everyone else could see you the way I do.”

I felt like he’d hit me for real, but I held my reaction in check. “The problem with that,” I said coolly, even as the pain screamed in my head and my stomach twisted like it was spiraling down to earth, “is that you’d never get a chance to do it again.”

He didn’t even flinch. “I don’t care. It’d be worth it.” And he turned his back to me with one last contemptuous look and walked away. I watched him go, and for a moment, I harbored those doubts I so often ignored when I did a bad, bad thing.

And then I put them away for later, when I could sit in my closet, at home, alone, because I couldn’t afford to show that kind of doubt in public.
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Jamie

“You’re going to be turned over to the FBI,” Lieutenant Welch said apologetically, as Jamie stood there, Kyra standing a few feet away from her, casting her worried looks that were so out of character that she wondered if she’d somehow been replaced with someone else. Clarice stood with Kyra, nodding support. Jamie hadn’t had a chance to talk with Clarice for more than a few seconds, but the tension between them was gone, washed away in the flood now that the truth had come out. Clarice was in her corner again, and it felt good, like everything that had gone wrong when there was a rift between them could now be worked out, no problem. Clarice smiled, and Jamie smiled back.

“Where will they take me?” Jamie asked, swallowing heavily.

“Probably Washington DC,” Sienna said from her place in the corner. She stood with her arms folded in silence, eyes distant, seemingly about a million miles away. “If they’ve received what they consider to be a credible tip against you, they’re going to want to interrogate you.” She shot a look at Lieutenant Welch, who’d been very solicitous, just like the other NYPD cops. “I’m surprised they haven’t come for her already.”

Welch shrugged. “It’s not like they don’t have your old friends the meta squad or whatever in the building, lurking. It’s probably an administrative thing.”

“When am I going to see her again?” Kyra asked, and her voice trembled a little. Jamie looked at her, the concern in her daughter’s voice so different from what she was used to.

“I don’t know,” Welch said.

“I’ve got a lawyer that’s getting on a plane right now,” Sienna said. “He works for a firm in Minneapolis that my organization deals with. He’s good, and he’s well versed on metahuman law. He'll be doing everything he can to make sure you don’t end up summarily stuck in the Cube like—” She paused. “Well, like all the people I summarily stuck in the Cube when I ran the agency.”

A heavy knock sounded at the door, and Jamie inadvertently jumped. Welch, who also looked slightly startled, crossed to the door and opened it. The masked Friday was standing outside, smaller than when last Jamie had seen him, and clutching a note that he handed inside without speaking a word.

Welch took the paper and read it, frowning. He looked up when he was done, and called to Friday’s retreating back. “Then that’s it?”

“That’s it,” Friday said, his voice muffled as he vanished down the hallway.

Welch read the paper again, and then said, “Huh. FBI is dismissing the arrest warrant against you.” He looked up with a smile at Jamie. “Looks like you’re free to go.”

There was noise, talking, but Jamie barely heard it after the words, ‘free to go.’ She just stood there, in stunned shock, staring into the distance until Kyra landed just below her arms in a hard hug.

“We can go home, Mom,” she said, looking up hopefully. “Or … if this house thing is worked out, we can, anyway.”

“It’s … getting worked out,” Jamie said, putting an arm around Kyra. “I think … it’s all going to work out.”

“Well, that’s good news,” Sienna said, stirring from her statue-like position in the corner. “All’s well and … whatnot.” It was obvious she was forcing a smile onto her face as she started for the door. “Take care, Jamie, and uh … glad it’s all … finished okay.” And she disappeared through the door.

“What the hell …?” Welch muttered. “Excuse me.” And he stepped through in pursuit of Sienna.

Clarice sighed loudly enough that it jarred Jamie out of her momentary quiet. “It’s all going to be okay, you hear? You’re free.” She practically burst with excitement. “You’re free!”

“I … excuse me just a second, you two. That’s just—it’s a little weird, and I want to … ask a question.” Jamie followed after Sienna and Welch, closing the room’s door behind her as she went.
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Sienna

“Wait up!” Welch called after me, and I held up for him. He was looking at me with one eyebrow cocked to the side, like I’d done something weird—which I probably had. “What is your deal?”

“Why did they let her go?” I asked patiently when he’d gotten close enough. “They were hot on her tail, like heatseeking-missile hot. And they just …” I threw up my hands. “All done, now? Something doesn’t track here. Something else is going on.”

“Welcome to the bureaucratic nightmare that is law enforcement,” Welch said with a barely concealed smile. He looked down. “My guess? They knew they’d overplayed their hand, they saw the support, and maybe the Harmon administration didn’t like the optics of hanging a hero out to dry for this.”

“They saw which direction the wind was blowing and opted to go in a different one? Like Frost, but larger?” I rolled my eyes in disgust. “Tell me this isn’t how it works. That it’s not all about catching a person, any person, in the wake of a disaster like what we saw in Manhattan yesterday.”

“That’s not how we work, no,” he said. “And it’s not how the FBI has worked, either. My guess is … your boy Scott saw red and went charging at it a little too hard, as young bulls are wont to do. Probably had a superior straighten him out.”

“Excuse me?” Jamie came walking up, still clad in her Gravity Gal leotard, not self-conscious in the least. If I’d been wearing that thing, I would have been as embarrassed at walking through the precinct as Reed was when I first confronted him about diddling Dr. Perugini. “Either of you want to explain the whisper and wonder thing you’ve got going on?”

“Just speculating on what stuff behind the scenes led up to your good news,” I said honestly. “I just … don’t want to see you get your hopes up and have them arrest you again later or something.” I smiled. “But we think you’re clear. They’ve probably seen the error of their ways.”

“So that’s it, then?” Jamie asked.

“I think so,” I said as Welch slipped away, probably sensing that he didn’t want to have to deliver these reassurances. They could charge her later, after all, or continue their investigation with full intent to drop the hammer once the public had calmed down somewhat. I sensed something going on behind the scenes, but hadn’t the foggiest as to what it was. “I hope so.”

“Well, I hope so, too,” Jamie said, reddening. “Because I … kinda need to pick up the pieces of my life now. The world knows I’m Gravity … ugh, Gal … my business needs attention, I’ve just had the ultimate identity theft.” She looked at me hopefully. “Can I pick up the pieces? Am I going to be able to go back to living a normal life?”

I opened my mouth to answer, and hesitated. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You’re a superhero, and the world knows who you are. Normal is … right out. But you can maybe go back to living.” I stepped closer to her and put a hand gently on her shoulder. She had a look on her face like the wind had been knocked out of her. “It’s not ever going to be the same again. But it’s not the end, either. You’re going to be out there now, and there’s risks that go along with that. But you’re not alone.” I pulled a card out of my pocket and pushed it into hers. “And if you ever need help … call me.”

“Thank you,” she said, regret and fear mingling with her gratitude. “But … you’re leaving?”

“Well, the State Fair is going on back in Minnesota,” I said lamely. “I need to go home,” I said, veering more toward solemn.

“I just …” She lowered her voice. “I’m … afraid … in a way I haven’t been since I first started this.”

“It’s because now that the mask is off, the people you love are exposed,” I said, nodding. “I can’t pretend that feeling will just go away, because it won’t. But …” I looked toward the door behind her, where Kyra and Clarice were waiting in the room we’d just left. “It’s better to do this with help than on your own. Trust me on that. Voice of experience here.”

“I believe you,” she said, softening a little. “But … my family—”

“You’ll protect them,” I said with confidence. “You’ll find a way to make it happen.”

“You sound so sure,” she said, a little brittle.

“You’re a hero, Jamie Barton,” I said, walking away, trying to play it cool. She didn’t need crippling doubts or fears at the moment; she knew the risks she was facing, and she needed to see the face of someone who had lived the life she was stepping into, confident that she’d be all right.

That her family would be all right.

“You’ll be fine,” I said and paused. “But from now on … maybe drop the ‘Gal’ and go with just… ‘Gravity’?” I pushed my way out through the back door and took off into the sky. I shook all the way back to my hotel, hoping that in this case, I hadn’t told another lie.
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Jamie

Jamie let Clarice drive them home because she didn’t have a car anymore. Kyra fell asleep with her head against the window, and Jamie watched her, the streetlights illuminating her daughter’s fair hair as they passed each in turn. The silence was thick in the car, almost as thick as Clarice’s perfume, and when Jamie finally went to speak, Clarice broke the silence at the exact same time.

“I wanted to tell you—” Jamie started.

“I think what’s been bothering me—” Clarice said.

“Oops,” Jamie said.

“You go first,” Clarice said.

“No, you,” Jamie said. “Please.”

“I think what was bothering me all this time,” Clarice said, hands on the wheel, eyes looking out at the empty Staten Island side streets, “was the thought you didn’t care about Barton Designs. That you were just throwing it all away.” She looked at Jamie in the passenger seat. “But you weren’t. You were answering a higher calling—helping people.” She bowed her head for a second, almost brushing the steering wheel with her forehead. “I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Jamie said. “I’m the one who should apologize. I should have told you. Instead, I left you holding the bag at Barton Designs, making excuses for me while I ran off and played Supergirl.”

“It’s amazing what you do,” Clarice said, “but I don’t know how a designer could look at that costume and think it was a good idea.”

“I … didn’t want to appear too professionally put together,” Jamie said, a little abashed. “I was afraid if I looked too good, it might point someone in my direction.”

“But you can design something new now, right?” Clarice asked with a wide smile, nodding in anticipation of the answer. “Now that everyone knows, you could pretty much come up with something that might reflect nicely upon your company, yes?”

“Probably,” Jamie said, but something about that troubled her. “I mean … if I’m going to keep doing this.”

Clarice looked at her like she was crazy. “Do you want to keep doing this?”

“I … just worry about Kyra is all,” Jamie said, swallowing heavily. “I put the mask on because I wanted to protect this city, but also protect my daughter. Now … what if the two don’t go together? What if they’re irreconcilable? I can’t watch her all the time, after all, and—” Jamie stopped; there was a crowd in the road ahead, blocking access to their street. Jamie tensed, raising her hands to get them ready to react to whatever threat waited.

“Uh oh,” Clarice muttered, and she slowed as they approached the crowd.

“Hey!” someone shouted, pointing right at the car, “It’s her!”

Jamie felt the panic rise, worried they were going to get swarmed in an eager mob, or worse, an angry one, but the crowd made way for Clarice’s car, parting. She looked at them then looked askance at Jamie. “Uhm …?”

“I think you can drive through,” Jamie said, watching the people surrounding them, mesmerized as they waved and cheered, not too loud, though. There were signs in their midst bearing slogans like, “We believe in you!” Someone was shushing them; someone who had seen Kyra sleeping against the window, telling them, “Keep it down! You’ll wake her kid!”

“What’s going on?” Kyra asked, coming off the window, voice slurred from sleep.

“Welcoming committee,” Jamie said as the car slowly cruised up the street and Clarice steered it carefully into the driveway. “Of some kind.” Jamie tensed, ready to drop a series of channels around them that would clear ten feet of space in a second. She took a breath and then opened the door and stepped out of the car.

The crowd receded, giving her space. “Uhm, hi,” Jamie said, suddenly self-conscious. She was still wearing her costume, but her face was exposed, and that was not a natural feeling to her, even now. “What are you doing here?”

“Jamie,” said a guy up front. He looked familiar, and it took her a second to realize he was the cop that had put her in handcuffs. “We’re—we’re here to watch your back.” The crowd cheered again; they had to be hundreds strong, filling the street. She caught a glimpse of a neighbor, staring at her, hands clapping together. “You’re our hero, after all, and, uh … we didn’t want you to have to worry about your family while you’re out saving others peoples’. So we’ll watch your house, watch out for your daughter.” He nodded, and she saw others doing the same. “Hey, we stick together. We’ve got your back.”

Jamie stood there, still, a little tingle running up her spine. Maybe it would be all right, after all. “And I’ve got yours,” she said, and she could feel the smile breaking through as she said it. “All of yours.”
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Sienna

“I told her to just drop the ‘Gal’ and go with ‘Gravity,’” I said into the phone the next morning as I scooped my luggage off the carousel at MSP—Minneapolis/St. Paul International Airport.

“Really?” Reed asked through the phone. His tone was hard to pin down.

“I thought it sounded cooler.” I headed for the doors, figuring I’d just fly low over Bloomington and drop my bag off at home. I’d already exchanged some texts to set up my afternoon plans.

“Lame,” Reed pronounced. “Also, already taken. A Google search, that’s all I’m saying, and you’d spare yourself the pain of ignorance.”

I rolled my eyes as I stepped out into the warm day and lifted off the ground. I’d need to keep low near the airport so as not to knock a plane out of the sky. “So I’m bad at naming things.”

“Probably the least of the numerous reasons you should never have children,” he said smugly. He got like this when he knew things and I didn’t. He was quiet for a second, and then said, “Did you hear about Nadine Griffin’s mansion burning down?”

“It was in the papers at the airport,” I said, trying to play it off casual. “Looks like she bolted or something, maybe to avoid an arson charge.”

“Maybe,” Reed said, pretty neutral. I didn’t want to fish for his opinion on the matter because … I wasn’t sure I wanted to encourage him to look deeper. It was entirely possible he’d already settled his suspicions on me, and if he had, I didn’t want to give him fodder for it. “You think she’ll turn up again?”

“I hope so,” I said, “I’d really like to punch her in the face. You know, for old times’ sake. But she’s pretty crafty, so I doubt she’ll get caught.”

He was quiet for a minute. “If she was that crafty, you’d think she would have been smart enough to avoid burning down her own mansion.”

“Touché,” I said, not daring to usher him off the phone so I could fly without having to hold it up to my ear. I was clear of the airport now, but holding myself to a hundred feet or so off of 494 West. “I—”

“Augustus and I need to do a little work on this thing,” he said, sounding … normal? I hoped. “I should let you go.”

“Okay,” I said, wondering if he was hanging up because he suspected what I’d done, or if he was telling the truth. Oh, what a tangled web. “Talk to you later.”

“Enjoy the State Fair,” he said, and I felt a moment of apprehension as I hung up. I hadn’t said anything to him about going to the State Fair today.

I flew on, veering north and following 35W toward my house. I set down in the grassy backyard and opened the door. It was all quiet, so I dropped my suitcase, changed into something a little more summery, strapping my pistol in my waistband with a sigh—I’d missed Shadow—threw on a light overshirt to keep it from imprinting and left, locking the door again behind me. I checked my text messages and smiled as I stood there in the sun.

See you soon, the latest message said, and I took off into the sky, heading northeast.

I set down outside the State Fair grounds a little while later to “Oohs!” and “Aahs!” of tourists from outstate marveling at my entrance. I bought my ticket and presented it at the turnstile, then flew over the street, neatly dodging the rickety wooden walkover ramp and heading straight into the grounds.

I landed by the Australian Potato Stand, the smell of sweet, fried goodness lingering in the air. The animal barns were nearby, but even they couldn’t extinguish the wondrous fried smell of the potatoes. I could see the milk booth down the way, and the stand where they sold the deep fried breakfast sandwiches. It wasn’t a mystery to me why assholes on the internet talked about my ass, but I’d be damned if I was going to pass up a bucket of Sweet Martha’s cookies later, because if I did, the internet trolls would win, and we couldn’t have that.

“Hey,” came a voice from behind me, and I turned to look at a man who was standing there, staring at me.

“Hey yourself,” I said, then realized he had Australian potatoes, sliced longways, breaded, fried, and saturated with ranch on one side and cheese sauce on the other. I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got good taste.”

“Tell me about it,” he said and offered a potato. I chose one smothered in ranch with just a hint of the cheese. It was still steaming, hot, and it tasted fabulous. “By the way you look … amazing.” He gave me the up and down. “Stunning. Really. I feel like a flashbang went off behind my eyes.”

“You don’t know how to talk to girls for shit,” I teased, scooping another potato from his plate without asking. There was a tiny paper Australian flag stuck in the top of the mound, affixed to a toothpick. “But you do all right with me.”

“Well,” Jeremy Hampton said, grinning, “you’re different than most girls.” He leaned in and whispered in my ear. “For instance, most girls can’t pull off a CZ-75 Shadow inside the waistband.”

I stared back at him, tall and gorgeous. My very own training officer, former FBI Hostage Rescue guy, and pretty damned handy man. My employee. Hostile workplace lawsuit waiting to happen.

Good thing he hit on me first.

“I’m glad to see you here,” I said as he threaded an arm around my waist. He offered the potatoes again, but I passed. I had designs on the deep-fried Oreos and deep-fried pickles, and even with my meta metabolism, I had to pace myself. I put my arm around his waist in return.

“Did you think I’d stand you up?” he asked, leading me up the road past the concrete bunker of the Lee and Rose Warner Coliseum.

“No,” I said, shrugging as he discarded the rest of the potatoes in a trashcan. There were way too many of them for us to finish them all. “I just …” A few ideas passed through my head, all boiling down to one thing …

Why the hell would any sensible, good-looking, intelligent, decent and totally badass man want to hang out with … me?

“I’m just glad to see you,” I said, feeling a little burn of guilt. He didn’t know what I’d done. Reed might not know. Augustus didn’t know. That was the price of the secrets I hid behind the mask I wore every day.

Secrets. They might just be eating me alive.

But to get rid of Nadine Griffin … maybe that was a secret worth the price.

As I stared into Jeremy’s eyes, walking down Judson Avenue, a crowd of happy Minnesotans around me, I smiled to myself. I’d keep this one secret, but … no more. Let them all out, live open, be better—like Jamie. That was what I needed to do.

No more secrets, I thought, as I took his hand in mine, just for a few seconds, feeling his warm skin against mine, like the sun shining down on us both.

No more secrets.

Well … except for that one other.


Epilogue


The White House
Washington, DC

President Gerry Harmon stared at Scott Byerly across the Resolute desk. The young man looked shamed, his complexion dark, eyes downcast. He’d come himself, like a child called on the carpet in a headmaster’s office. Harmon stared at him, watching him, but he already had the full measure of the man. The visual inspection was just for show, really.

“I …” Byerly shook his head. “She’s too strong. Too crafty. She killed Nadine Griffin, I’m sure of it.” There was a wince as he said that, pain behind the eyes. “But I can’t prove a thing.”

Harmon watched him. He’d known what Scott Byerly was going to say, of course, before he even entered the room. Excuses were predictable in their way, after all. “I know,” he said with a sigh. “Here’s the good news for you … I’ve already laid the groundwork for getting you some help.”

Byerly looked up, the confusion showing. He just wasn’t that bright. “You … did?”

“Of course,” Harmon said lightly, with a smile. The appearances needed to be observed, after all. “I released Jamie Barton from federal custody, didn’t I? Time was, we would have thrown her right into the Cube and let her rot there forever.” He stood up. “But my constituency has been making some noise about this for a while, and never let it be said I’m not open to listening and changing my position.” He came around the desk and leaned against it. “And that’s where we’ll find your help.”

Byerly frowned at him. “I … I don’t understand. Where?”

“The Cube,” Harmon said. He was used to explaining things to people who didn’t understand. He’d gone into politics for much the same reason, like Prometheus, bringing fire to the humans. “I can think of about fifteen or so people in federal custody—people she put away, without much in the way of evidence, people languishing, some of them for years …” He smiled with relish as comprehension finally spread across the young Byerly’s face, “… people who are just dying to help you … with your Sienna Nealon problem.”
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