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PART ONE: MASTERS OF THE UNIVERSE
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   Excelsior Retro Comics was the best part of The Fringe. In 2042, getting your hands on a newly printed, physical copy of a comic was a rarity – and back-issues, doubly so. Everyone had switched to digital so long ago that virtually anything in print was considered a collector’s item, sold only in specialty stores and holo-forum auctions. Even the most pedestrian copy of The Green Arrow or Captain America could fetch a thousand dollars in mint condition, and the only place in the Big Apple that you could find them was Excelsior. That is, until an angry mob burnt it down in a hailstorm of Molotov cocktails…and shortly thereafter, the remains exploded. Or to be more accurate, imploded, when a superhuman suicide bomber took out several city blocks, sucking everything from a five mile radius into a swirling vortex of concrete, blinking it out of existence.
 
   Needless to say, the neighborhood I’d been raised in had seen better days, and so had my favorite store.
 
   But eight months later Excelsior had been restored to its former glory, and it was gorgeous. Just off the Lincoln Skyway in the northern part of The Fringe, with an unobstructed view of the glittering Manhattan skyline, the front entrance was as inviting as ever. A green neon sign emblazoned the stone archway, spelling the store’s name in capital letters – and ending, of course, with a friendly exclamation point (was it even possible to write the word ‘Excelsior!’ without adding hyperbolic punctuation?)
 
   I pushed open the door and stepped inside, inviting a cool breeze and a swirl of autumn leaves with me. I smiled and took in my surroundings. It was like slipping on an old leather jacket that had been in storage all summer; the lighting, the warmth, even the smell – it was just as I’d remembered it. The wood-lined walls and burnt orange carpeting had been restored, musty and time-worn as if they’d been there for decades. It was all by design. Part of Gavin’s marketing strategy was to appeal to Gen-Xers: the wealthy urbanites who made their way across the bridge from The City, searching for lost treasures of their youth. Children of the 80s were meant to see the mock living room by the store’s front entrance, complete with a chestnut wall unit and a flickering thirty-two inch Sony Trinitron, and be struck with a pang of nostalgia. It worked every time. When I strolled by, a pair of Armani-clad businessmen with salt and pepper hair were seated shoulder-to-shoulder on a seafoam-green loveseat, clacking away at a game of Street Fighter II on a yellowed Super Nintendo. Guys like this were Excelsior’s bread and butter, and they rarely left empty-handed.
 
   A throng of shoppers roamed the rest of the long, narrow store. Some flipped through new releases on the wall, while others searched the more expensive merchandise towards the back; there were rows of wooden stacks arranged like the old libraries used to have, but with drawers that pulled open to reveal comic books instead of novels. The alphabetically arranged issues were meticulously bagged and boarded, preventing the shoppers’ acid-laden fingertips from damaging their pristine covers.
 
   Excelsior was typically dotted with no more than a handful of customers at any given time, but today it was packed more densely than a subway on the cross-town line during rush hour. 
 
   A high-pitched voice cut through the chatter. “Matty!” It was Peyton, tunneling her way through the crowd, dressed from head-to-toe in powder blue hospital scrubs. She sprinted and leaped, wrapping both arms around my neck, her legs circling my waist. When our lips met her wave of pink locks fell forward like curtains, brushing the sides of my face.
 
   I’d seen Peyton the day before, but she embraced me like it had been a year. “Isn’t this amazing?” she beamed. “Everything is back, just the way it was!”
 
   I nodded, scanning the store. “Pretty much. Business seems to be booming.”
 
   “So, ‘Mister Moxon’, I missed you at the seven AM meeting.” 
 
   “You’re the CEO of the Moxon Corporation now,” I reminded her. “You handle the money, and the meetings, and waking up at ungodly hours of the morning for overseas conference calls.”
 
   “I know,” she said desperately, grabbing two handfuls of my t-shirt. “but we’re doing so much good with your money, Matty.”
 
   “Our money.”
 
   “Okay,” she conceded with a quick roll of her eyes. “Whatever, ‘our’ money. But between the construction here in The Fringe and providing water for people all over Asia and Africa...you should be taking more credit, that’s all I’m saying. Getting involved.”
 
   Just as she’d dismounted I felt a pair of much more powerful arms embrace me from behind. “Dude,” Gavin shouted, “You came outside! It took the grand opening of my store to make it happen, but you made it.”
 
   “All right, all right,” I laughed, shrugging him off. “I know I’m not exactly a social butterfly, but I wasn’t going to miss this.”
 
   I turned to face my best friend who was, as always, dressed to kill; he was decked out in a custom-fit charcoal suit with a navy tie. The matching pocket square was a nice touch. Combined with a perfectly coiffed wave of gold hair and a chiseled jaw line, the jerk looked like a model from a goddamned cologne ad…while I, as per usual, blended in with the commoners that roamed The Fringe. Of course I had more impressive garments in my wardrobe than ripped jeans and an Iron Man t-shirt, but I was a big advocate of comfort – and, in light of the media circus that followed the events at Fortress 23, I was an even bigger fan of not being noticed.
 
   “How did you do all this?” I asked, surprised by the sheer size of the collection on display. There were a dozen stacks that could accommodate thousands of comics, with more being displayed on traditional magazine racks lining the exposed brick walls. “You never did cash that check I sent you…and how did you get your hands on so many rare issues this fast?”
 
   Gavin dug into his breast pocket and extracted a photograph. It was the interior of his old store. “I insured every individual comic that came into Excelsior. Catalogued each piece individually with a photo for evidence. When I put in the claim, my provider paid me top-end auction rates for everything, which turned out to be double what I thought my stash was worth. I pocketed half, and spent the rest flying in new books from around the world.”
 
   I’d written him a check with a number followed by seven zeroes to cover his losses but he’d never bothered to cash it, and I’d spent half a year wondering why. And now I knew. It was because this whiz kid never doubted himself for a moment. The second he’d lost Excelsior he knew he could rebuild it from the ground up, bigger and better than it was before. And he didn’t need my help – or anyone’s help, for that matter – to pull it off. 
 
   “Just look at the people,” Peyton said with fascination. “Before it was just rich kids and businessmen from Manhattan, but now…” She motioned to an elderly woman wearing a thick wool sweater and a tartan skirt, her silvery hair pulled into a tidy bun. “Her, for instance. She’s here buying something for her grandkids, I bet.”
 
   I shook my head. “Actually she’s with me.”
 
   Peyton’s eyes widened. “Wow, I didn’t realize I had competition. If I’d known you were going to be bringing a date I would have dolled myself up a little.”
 
   “Don’t even joke,” I smiled. “She’s my stylist.” 
 
   “Well she’s doing a bang-up job,” Gavin said, sneering at my t-shirt as if it were made of toxic waste. “You’re a billionaire, dude. Can’t you afford to at least throw a jacket over this…thing?”
 
   Peyton shook her head, laughing off my answer. I knew she didn’t believe me, and that I’d be grilled about my ‘stylist’ sooner than later, but she was in too good of a mood to let it faze her.
 
   “So,” Peyton chimed, spinning in a pirouette. “What do you think?”
 
   “I think you’re dressed like a veterinarian. Which you’re not…are you?” I knew she was still a student, but unless my short-term memory was on once again on the fritz, I thought she had another year left until graduation.
 
   “You know what they say: dress for the job you want, not the job you have. I’ve been reading this book about visualization, and how it creates positive outcomes, and—”
 
   Sirens wailed from the street, catching my attention. Quiet, then louder, and then dying off as they passed. I turned in time to catch the red and blue streaks reflected in the store window as a trio of squad cars raced by the store. 
 
   Peyton reached out and snapper her fingers, inches from my face. I blinked twice, returning to reality. “I’m sorry, am I boring you, Mister Moxon?”
 
   “No, sweetie, not at all. It’s almost Halloween, so if you want to dress up like a vet, knock yourself—”
 
   And then we heard a boom.
 
   A gunshot? Possibly – we weren’t far from the Dark Zone. While this neighborhood was more or less safe, the neighboring district to the west was most definitely not. But it was louder than a gun. An explosion of mortar, maybe, like a wrecking ball slamming into the side of a building. And it was soon followed by the howl of additional police sirens.
 
   The noise was loud enough to catch the attention of nearly everyone in the store, silencing the chatter. That, combined with the police presence, piqued the shoppers’ curiosity, and had them searching their wrist-coms, trying to pull a news feed or find breaking news in a holo-session.
 
   “London,” I shouted, and my stylist obediently walked to my side. She stood perfectly still and awaited my next command, hands clasped behind her back.
 
   Peyton squinted, studying the elderly woman’s face. “Is she okay? She seems a little…vacant.”
 
   “Riot gear,” I commanded, and she burst, breaking into a hundred thousand pieces.
 
   Gavin leaped back and Peyton screamed. Customers snapped photos and shot video, gasping in amazement as my new swarm robotics suit re-assembled, crawling over my entire body. The artificial façade of skin tones, hair and fabric melted away as the dime-sized bots started from my feet and worked their way up my torso, reflecting a polished gunmetal blue by the time my gauntlets had formed. From my boots up to my chest-plate, every square inch of my body was protected, shielded by the most advanced fusion-powered exoskeleton money could buy.
 
   “Holy shit,” Gavin whispered. “That’s one hell of a stylist.”
 
   “You know what I always say: dress like you’re going to meet your worst enemy.” I’d actually never said that before, but I read it somewhere and liked the sound of it.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Peyton asked, but I’m sure she already knew the answer. 
 
   “I’m going to take a peek,” I said, pressing my lips into her forehead. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   With the aid of the hydraulic pumps built into the joints I raced out the front door. As I reached the sidewalk I heard thunderous applause rising from inside Excelsior, followed by cheers, hoots and hollers. I had a feeling the customers thought Gavin had arranged a publicity stunt for the grand re-opening of his store, and were showing their appreciation.
 
   I sprinted north down the center of the street, following closely behind an ambulance that was speeding towards the explosive sounds resonating in the distance. I heard another boom, louder than before. Then another. And then the unmistakable sound of gunfire, probably from the police, popping in rapid succession like a string of firecrackers tossed into a dumpster. I assumed it was the sound of ‘contagious fire’: inexperienced cops get scared and fire when someone else does, and the result is a hailstorm of bullets when one or two would have probably done the job. Whatever they were firing at, they were firing at it a lot.
 
   Covering three blocks at break-neck speed I overtook the ambulance. A crowd had gathered at an intersection and I dug my metallic boots into the pavement, kicking up bits of asphalt when I ground to a halt. The source of the explosions was immediately apparent, and knew why every cop in the city was heading there right now: two superhumans fighting tooth and nail – and they were flattening The Fringe in the process.
 
   The nearest, a dark-haired Asian man with oversized metallic gloves reached down and dug his hands into the street. He pulled a swath of roadway from the earth as if he were tearing a Band-Aid from a wound. Cars flew, street lights toppled. The rippling tidal wave of steel and pavement sailed down the road.
 
   His target – a pale, compact woman dressed in white with a bob of tangerine locks – stood her ground. She lifted her arm to shield her face, and was overtaken by the incoming swell. It consumed her. When the dust settled a mountain of rubble had been piled as high as the low-rise buildings that flanked the road, like an oversized anthill made of crushed rock. 
 
   A moment passed and the hill rumbled, tiny fragments rolling down its side. And then it erupted. The woman leaped from the debris, soaring twenty feet through the air. 
 
   Another hail of bullets followed by the surrounding police, attempting to catch her in mid-jump as if she were a clay pigeon. They’d assembled in a ragged circle around the makeshift fighting arena, and were judiciously opening fire whenever the opportunity presented itself, but either the bullets missed or they’d simply had no effect on her, because she landed and sprinted forward without missing a beat.
 
   The gloved man raced to meet her, throwing a wild punch. 
 
   She ducked, weaving around the attempted strike with the precision of a seasoned boxer. The woman retaliated with a stiff uppercut that stunned her opponent, followed by a sharp kick that landed mid-chest. It sent him sailing into the side of an overturned car, denting the door with his spine. 
 
   She leaped once again, covering an improbable distance, and came down hard with both feet. The man rolled into a somersault, narrowly avoiding her. The car wasn’t so fortunate – the redhead’s powerful stomp flattened it like tin can.
 
   As the battle continued the police had ceased fire. Some had run out of ammunition while others were awestruck, taking in the carnage with their mouths agape. A few with perhaps more experience (or just presence of mind) were trying to create a perimeter to hold back the block-wide circle of gawking pedestrians who had assembled, and were snapping photos or recording video of the event. 
 
    “Hey look, it’s Matthew Moxon!” I heard someone scream. A pair of teenage girls pointed their wrist coms in my direction, flashes popping.
 
   I was torn. I desperately wanted to stop this fight – to step in and put an end to the battle that was destroying a neighborhood that had just started to rebuild; I was responsible for the riots and the explosion that took out half the borough in the first place, and it was once again being dismantled. My brain was telling me that with my new armor, I might be able to restrain one of them until back-up arrived…although if I were on the receiving end of a well-placed punch or kick from either of these maniacs, my internal organs might have a difference of opinion.
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder why this was happening. The fight wasn’t a sanctioned Arena event, that much I was sure of – but if this wasn’t a sporting competition, then why were two superhumans beating each other to a bloody pulp in the middle of a populated area? Could they have run into each other by sheer coincidence, had a dispute, and decided to settle it here and now? A chance violent encounter between two superhumans had happened only once, at least to my knowledge. It seemed highly unlikely that this was a repeat occurrence, but it was a possibility. The more likely scenario was that they’d agreed in advance to confront each other – but why here, in a densely-populated urban sprawl where law enforcement was never more than a mile away?
 
   The whirring of blades buzzed overhead. It was a pair of black helicopters with S.W.A.T. logos stenciled on their sides, circling the area in search of a landing spot. Before they could touch down the gloved man tore up a chunk of sidewalk, lobbing it skyward like a pitcher throwing a fastball. It smashed the cockpit window of one chopper, sending it into a spiral. The stricken aircraft disappeared from view, and a wave of orange fire burst from between two buildings, scorching a number of unlucky spectators. 
 
   The remaining crowd, including police and firemen, began to scatter. They fled on foot, or leaped behind the wheel of the closest vehicle and sped away, leaving me alone in the street with the two combatants.
 
   They continued fighting as if I wasn’t there. The woman charged her opponent once again, slamming both palms into his chest. He flew through the window of a coffee shop, shattering every window when he made impact. Tangled in the remains of broken tables and chairs, the man tried to regain his footing, now bleeding profusely from a nasty crescent shaped laceration across his temple. 
 
   The redhead stormed into the shop, clutched his wrist and tossed him, sending him spiraling back into the street like a child tossing her ragdoll. His back snapped a ‘No Parking’ sign in half as he cleared the sidewalk, landing on the pavement with a bone-jarring thud.
 
   With her opponent now battered and dazed, she went for what appeared to be the death blow: she crouched on the sidewalk and sprang upward, leaping high into the air. She cocked her fist and rocketed downward, allowing the gloved man a moment of recovery. It was all the time he needed. He scooped the broken sign off the ground and upended it like a spear, impaling the woman as she landed. The jagged metal edge punctured her abdomen and burst through her spine, painting the road with a crimson streak.
 
   The woman staggered, hands gripping the steel rod that skewered her gut. She tensed her arms as if she was going to rip it out, but she lacked the strength. The superhuman dropped to her knees, eyes fluttering, rivulets of blood trickling from her bottom lip, and then collapsed on her side. 
 
   The gloved man wiped his own blood from his eyes and peered upward, as if awaiting a signal.
 
   An aircraft suddenly appeared. It didn’t blast into view at incredible speed, or descend from the fluffy white clouds that hung low in the autumn sky – it literally appeared, having been completely cloaked just a few hundred feet above street level. Its engines were silent. The shimmering black jet lowered between the low-rise buildings, and a hatch slid open from its underbelly. A winding silver cord snaked downward, stopping just a few feet from the ground.
 
   The Asian man shot me a look as he jogged towards the cord. His mouth twitched at the corners, as if he were tempted to smile but had suppressed the urge. He recognized me. But it was more than that; it was a knowing glance as if to say, ‘mission accomplished’. It was unmistakable: he didn’t just know I was Matthew Moxon, he knew I would be here, right now at this very moment, watching this battle unfold. 
 
   He lassoed the silver cord around his waist and it clasped together magnetically, securing him in place. He tugged it twice. The flexible wire jerked him skyward and into the hatch, the doors sliding shut once he was safely aboard. The jet disappeared in a swirl of purple streaks.
 
   Standing amidst the flaming cars, crumbling buildings, and the chewed up street that looked as if it had been bombed, I heard a chime. 
 
   My wrist com. 
 
   Incoming message from [Unknown Caller] 
 
   “Answer,” I shouted, hoping my voice command would drown out the noise of the approaching fire trucks. It wasn’t a voice transmission or a holo-forum request – it was a text message. An ancient form of communication that was rarely used anymore, and extremely difficult to trace.
 
   “Matthew Moxon, my friend,” the message read. “Standing dangerously close to the action, are we not?”
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Excerpt from The Mayor’s public address in The Fringe
September 21, 2042
 
    
 
   “Thank you all for coming out this afternoon.
 
   “The last year has been trying, to say the least. Far too often you’ve seen me appear on simulcasts warning of impending danger, or displaying images of our beautiful city which has been decimated by acts of terror.
 
   “Today, I stand before a symbol of hope. The hospital behind me, the most advanced technological medical center in the Western hemisphere, was constructed thanks to the generous donations of one man: Matthew Moxon. Though he can’t be here today for the ribbon cutting, I would like to thank him on behalf of everyone. 
 
   “And soon, our city will be undergoing even more positive changes. In addition to state of the art medical facilities, The Moxon Corporation’s new thorium reactor will power all districts equally, offering clean, renewable energy to every resident of New York’s seven boroughs.  Starting in 2043, the West end of The Fringe will no longer be dubbed ‘The Dark Zone’ as the rolling blackouts which facilitate the endless power supply to Manhattan will no longer be necessary. 
 
   “Additionally, Moxon’s construction efforts have already begun to repair the tens of billions of dollars in damage that were caused in the attack. Although the lives that were lost that day can never be replaced, the homes and businesses that disappeared will be restored. The healing process can begin, and as a city we can move forward stronger than ever, united like never before.
 
   “While superhumans are a reality, there are too few super heroes living in our midst, and, lucky for us, the esteemed Matthew Moxon definitely falls under that category.
 
   “Wherever you are, Mister Moxon, thank you. Words alone cannot express the debt of gratitude this city owes you, or the special place you hold in all our hearts.”
 
    
 
   The 114th Mayor of New York City
Dr. Abigail Baldwin (I-NY)



 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   “You have the right to shut the fuck up!”
 
   I glanced up from my wrist com and turned my head, only to have my jaw line rocked by the fist of a burly police woman. Her left cross packed a ridiculous amount of power. I spun on rubbery legs, vision blurred; I wasn’t even sure what had happened until my cheekbone slammed the pavement. 
 
   The Amazon twisted my arms behind my back, jerking my wrist together before cuffing me. I tried to roll but she dug her heel into my spine, pinning me down.
 
   “I apprehended the suspect,” I heard her shout through the intermittent ringing that was assaulting my eardrums. “Bring in a superhuman containment unit. I have him cuffed, but don’t know how long I can hold this slippery little bastard.”
 
   My eyes watered as I blinked out bits of gravel. I noticed movement in the distance, followed by a drawn out groan. I craned my neck, jaw scraping the asphalt, and my vision swam back into focus; it was the woman – the redhead who had been skewered with the parking sign. She twitched and coughed, hacking thick gobs of blood that oozed down her chin. 
 
   “We’ve got a live one!” the Amazon screamed. She raced to the dying superhuman and crouched at her side, brushing the matted hair from her eyes. “We have an eleven forty-one,” she shouted into her wrist. “I repeat, an eleven forty-one!”
 
   The redhead was trying to say something, but all she could produce was a muffled gurgle. Then there was a pop. Her head sagged, eyes rolling to whites. Sickly red veins spiderwebbed her left eye, and a single drop of blood trickled from her tear duct, streaking her cheek before dotting the pavement.
 
    
 
   “What the hell just happened?” The officer screamed, cradling the woman’s head. She uses a thumb to prop her eye open, further inspecting the gruesome injury – the baffling wound that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere. The Amazon turned to me, wild-eyed. “What did you do, you freak?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “She was about to talk and something burst inside her head. You did this!” The Amazon stormed across the cracked pavement and loomed over me, her boot poised above my face. “How did you do this, you son of a —”
 
   “Santiago!” A deep baritone voice rang out, freezing her.
 
   “This superhuman sack of shit just killed an innocent woman,” she seethed.
 
   “That sack of shit,” Detective Dzobiak replied, “is Matthew Moxon. And he’s no more superhuman than you or me.”
 
   “Thanks,” I coughed into the pavement.
 
   Santiago reached down and hooked her hands under my armpits, yanking me to my feet with surprising ease. “Then what’s with the suit? He’s dressed in some sort of combat armor.”
 
   “Yeah, he does that.” The tall, dark-skinned detective had been a friend since before the first Arena Mode tournament; back then Todd was just a beat cop, but he’d since been promoted several times over. Which, thankfully, meant that Santiago would have to obey his commands...at least in theory.
 
   “Superhuman or not,” she replied fiercely, “he’s still a suspect. He was here when this all went down.”
 
   “Fair enough. But I’m going to bring him in.” 
 
   Santiago let out a frustrated groan. She jammed a palm into my upper back, causing me to stumble forward. 
 
   Dzobiak reached out and took my arm, leading me towards his sedan.
 
   “This pulling rank shit might fly right now,” she sneered. “But once we’re at the station we’ll see what the STC has to say, huh? I bet they’re already on their way.”
 
   “Whatever,” Todd grumbled without turning around, flinging open the passenger-side door of his car. He cautioned me to dip my head and guided me in, slamming it behind me.
 
   After Dzobiak slid behind the wheel and pulled his door shut, he reached behind my back, unlatching the cuffs. I thanked him and massaged my wrists, careful to keep my hands out of sight as Santiago stalked past on the way to her squad car. She was a brawny six-foot powerhouse of a woman with a jet black ponytail and arms thick enough to fill the sleeves of her uniform; it looked as if her biceps were threatening to tear the fabric apart with a single angry flex. 
 
   “What the hell is the STC?” I asked as Dzobiak pushed his card into the ignition slot, illuminating the dashboard.
 
   “People you don’t want in your life,” he said gravely. “And if they show up at the station, I just hope all your cash can buy you a damned good lawyer.”
 
    [image: divider2.jpg] 
 
   Before stepping out of the car I disassembled my swarm robotics suit, commanding thousands of tiny machines to remain in stasis while I was in custody. They obediently broke apart, converging into a formless silver glob that rested in the backseat of detective Dzobiak’s car, awaiting my next command. If I was going to convince the cops I wasn’t involved in the attack, wearing battle armor to the discussion was probably not going to help my case.
 
   After escorting me into the police station’s main lobby, through a crowd of officers and down a long narrow hall, Dzobiak nudged me into an interrogation room. He shut the door behind us. He walked to the corner of the small white cube and reached up, pulling the plug on the video camera that faced the room’s lone table. 
 
   I pulled up a metal chair and the detective took the one across from me. “I don’t know what you were doing there, Mox, but you’d better have a good reason. A damn good one. Because I’m gonna be real straight with you, man: things don’t look great at the moment.”
 
   I continued to rub my aching wrists; the metal had bitten into my skin when I’d been cuffed, leaving bitter red welts. “The first time I show my face in public since Fortress 23, and there just happens to be a superhuman battle royale three blocks away? This wasn’t a coincidence.” 
 
   I’d been a recluse since the now-infamous standoff in Northern Alberta. Just a year ago I was a target, so much so that even people who bore a passing resemblance to me were being executed around the world. It was a backlash for killing Sergei Taktarov during Arena Mode – a man who was worshipped as a god. I knew that, for the most part, Taktarov’s followers had disbanded, and the majority of the remaining extremists were behind bars – though I wasn’t about to start taking chances. The self-proclaimed ‘Red Army’ had numbers in the tens of thousands (possibly even more, if you believed some of the estimates at the time); despite the encouraging downward trend of Matthew Moxon lookalikes being murdered, Taktarov’s followers couldn’t have all just given up their faith. A small percentage of them were still out there, and I’m sure that I remained in their collective crosshairs. I couldn’t just stroll into Central Park or some quaint little coffee shop knowing that a maniac with a hammer and sickle tattoo might lunge at me with a switchblade.
 
   But at the same time, I couldn’t spend my remaining years in my pajamas either, as appealing as that option sounded. So after nearly a year of self-imposed exile I made some bold decisions: I woke up before noon, got dressed, and actually left my apartment. And this frame-job was the result.
 
   “This wasn’t a coincidence?” Dzobiak asked. “How so?”
 
   “Check this out.” I commanded my wrist com to open my recent text messages. The window came up blank. “Refresh,” I repeated, three times in a row, and with increasing panic in my voice. Nothing appeared. The message had been erased. 
 
   He leaned in on the table, glancing at my wrist expectantly. “What are we looking at, Mox?”
 
   “No, no, no,” I shouted, aggressively rapping my fingernail into the com. “Come on you piece of shit! It was here! Someone sent me a message right before Santiago knocked me on my ass. Someone called me by name and told me I was ‘too close to the action’. Like they knew I was going to be there.”
 
   Dzobiak shrugged. “Someone who recognized you at the scene? Maybe they were just messing with you.”
 
   It didn’t seem likely. “When the helicopter went down everyone scattered and there were a dozen people on fire. I doubt that someone typed a text message while they were running for their lives.”
 
   “So why weren’t you?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.
 
   “Why weren’t I what?”
 
   “You said it yourself: helicopter explodes, cars overturned, people on fire. Why were you just standing there? Why not just run like everyone else?” He raised his brow, anticipating a reply.
 
   “I…I wanted to help. Do something – anything. It all just happened so fast and…” I raked my fingers through my short hair, letting out a deep breath. “I don’t know. I just froze up.”
 
   “But you weren’t afraid,” he said plainly, as if it were a matter of fact and not a question.
 
   “Guess not.”
 
   Dzobiak folded his arms across his broad chest and leaned back in his chair. “What if one of them had killed you? That armor looked pretty fancy, but I’m not sure it would’ve held up if a city bus fell on your narrow ass.” 
 
   For the first time since walking through the door of the interrogation room I felt like I was actually being interrogated.
 
   “Do I need a lawyer here?” I asked, only half kidding.
 
   “Not at all,” he said, holding his hands up. “We’re just talking here, man-to-man, friend-to-friend. But I’m throwing you some softballs, Mox. If you think the STC is going to go this easy on you…”
 
   “There’s that acronym again. What is that?”
 
   Dzobiak glanced over his shoulder as if he were expecting someone to be standing behind him. “Look,” he said in a hushed, conspiratorial tone, “The Superhuman Terror Commission is a relatively new division of Homeland. I’ve never met one of these spooks, but I’ve heard stories.”
 
   “Stories?”
 
   “For real,” he whispered. “Like people disappearing-type stories. These guys are hardcore: they wave a badge, spit some line about national security, and that’s it, man. Game over. You’re bagged, tagged, and shoved into a transport. They fly off and take you to God-knows-where, and you’re interrogated for however long the rest of your miserable life lasts.”
 
   This was in response to the superhuman attacks in The Fringe last December. It had to be. I knew security protocols had been beefed up significantly, mostly because my company – the former Frost Corporation – supplied America with the Cerebral Dampening Units that were installed in virtually every populated area. CDU’s could temporarily disable a superhuman’s abilities by scrambling their brainwaves…though interestingly, they didn’t seem to have made much of a difference during today’s attack. Just another question that I didn’t yet have an answer for. 
 
   “This wasn’t just a pair of superhumans randomly slugging it out,” I said, jamming my finger into the tabletop. “This was planned. Well in advance.”
 
   “All right, Brainiac. Amaze me.”
 
   “Map,” I commanded, opening a two-dimensional image that projected from my wrist-com. I gestured to the location of the attack, just a mile from Excelsior Retro Comics. Four crimson markers appeared at each intersection adjacent to the battle zone. “See these little red blips? They’re CDUs. Superhuman activity can’t take place when these things are operational.”
 
   “Sure,” Dzobiak said with a nod. “But that proves nothing. One of them could have just been damaged. Or on the fritz, maybe?” 
 
   “I’m not buying it. It’s too big a coincidence. And besides, New York State just renewed their contract with the Frost…er, Moxon Corporation this past Summer, so most of these units were brand new.” I’m still getting used to the sound of my last name being attached to the word ‘Corporation’. It looked obnoxious printed on my business cards and letterhead, but it sounded insufferable coming out of my mouth.
 
   “So someone disabled them,” Dzobiak said plainly, but sounding marginally more convinced. “Let’s say that’s true. Who did it?”
 
   “You’re the detective, dude. Start detecting.”
 
   He let out a short laugh. “All right, well you’re the smartest man alive or some such shit, so why don’t you give me something to go on?”
 
   “Northern Fringe, power grid,” I commanded, and my wrist-com illuminated once again. The map re-appeared, displaying the same geographical area, but this time a series of bright blue lines ran beneath the streets of The Fringe. “The more affluent parts of New York run on a combination of solar and nano generators – those CDUs are very difficult to disable because there are no power cords to cut. But this part of the Fringe…” I ran my finger along the lines that converged with the glowing dots, “still runs on standard electricity. It’s the ancient wiring that’s been there since the 1970s, and it won’t be swapped out until my thorium reactor project begins next year. The superhumans chose to fight here, right where they knew the units were disabled.”
 
   “Okay, so someone cut the wires in advance,” he conceded. “And that someone is probably long gone by now. I know I’d be.”
 
   “Maybe not…there are security cams everywhere in The Fringe, not to mention people walking the streets pretty much twenty-four-seven. It would be a huge risk to tamper with a unit when you know someone is watching. You’d have to be invisible.”
 
   Dzobiak knitted his brow. “Wait...there’s a bunch of invisible people walking around New York? When did this start happening?”
 
   “There always have been.” I double-tapped the holographic map and a live feed winked open. It was a street-view camera from downtown. A pair of teenage kids in torn winter jackets sat on the sidewalk, propped against the wall of an abandoned post office. They were clutching cardboard signs as tourists strolled by without offering so much as a sidelong glance. “All you’d need is a screwdriver and some wire cutters. I doubt anyone would notice if one of the homeless were paid to disable the CDUs.”
 
   A light sparked behind the detective’s dark eyes. “Find the kids who snipped the wires, and we have a lead on the superhuman son-of-a-bitch who won that fight.”
 
   “And whoever put them up to it,” I added. “Ask convenience stores if any regulars have been using large bills instead of loose change.”
 
   Dzobiak opened his wrist-com’s interface. “I’ll put some blues on it right now and get them to canvass the area.” He was about to start typing a memo when an incoming message icon blipped into view on the corner of his HUD. 
 
   “Answer,” he commanded.
 
   “Todd?” A shaky voice projected through the com. “It’s Marty at the front desk. Remember when you told me to tell you if something was ever…you know – going on? Like something bad? Like, for example, if someone was—”
 
   “Spit it out, Marty,” Dzobiak cut in.
 
   “R-right,” the officer stuttered. “Well those ‘people who shall not be mentioned by name’…they’re here. And they look really, really pissed. Like, a lot.”
 
   Dzobiak clicked off his com. “You’ve got sixty seconds,” he blurted out, his deep baritone voice more panic-stricken than I’d ever heard it. “Maybe less.” I’d never seen the stoic detective this rattled, and it sent a shot of ice-water through my veins.
 
   “Holy shit. I’m going to call my lawyer.” I had barely finished my sentence when a pair of footsteps clacked outside of the interrogation room.
 
   Santiago flung open the door. “There you are, you slippery bastard.” She was accompanied by a hefty, well-dressed man with graying hair and a thick moustache. “He’s all yours.”
 
   “That’ll be all, Santiago,” the man grumbled. “Thank you for your assistance.” 
 
   She nodded and walked off, but not before sneering at me like a petulant child.
 
   Dzobiak painted on a grin, turning to the figure that loomed in the doorway. “She’s a peach, isn’t she?”
 
   The man lumbered past the threshold, overwhelming our senses with the stench of cigar smoke. He yanked a leather wallet from his overcoat and let it fall open, exposing a glittering bronze badge with an emblem I’d never seen before, though the acronym splashed across the crest in bold letters was unmistakable: S-T-C. 
 
   “You’re excused as well, Detective.” He brought a reddened fist to his mouth before barking out a series of rapid-fire coughs. “I’ll be speaking with young Matthew alone from this point on.” The way the man enunciated the word ‘alone’ was foreboding.  
 
   Dzobiak shook my hand and wished me luck before leaving, slamming the door at his back.
 
   “I’m Walter Wells, Director of the Superhuman Terror Commission.” He slid off his overcoat and squeezed into the metal chair across from me, barely able to maneuver his legs under the table. After a few uncomfortable groans and another hacking cough he commanded his wrist-com to bring up my file.
 
   “I’m in the middle of calling my lawyer,” I said, finger poised over my wrist. “If you’ll just give me a second to—”
 
   “Lockdown,” he shouted to no one in particular. My com’s wireless signal immediately died, and the interrogation room door latched shut behind us. A pressurized suction hissed from around the frame, which I assumed was a soundproofing measure. “You won’t be in need of any legal counsel, Matthew. You’re not under arrest.”
 
   “So I’m free to go?” I asked, not making any attempt to mask my sarcasm. 
 
   “You’re free to stay seated,” Wells grumbled, his face reddening, his unkempt white eyebrows creasing together with agitation. “And get comfortable, we’ll be here for a while.”
 
   This was a shakedown. It had to be. There was no possible way that the NYPD or this new commission could believe I had anything to do with the attack, although if what Detective Dzobiak told me was true, I wasn’t sure this guy needed any concrete evidence in order to lock me away. 
 
   “Every block of The Fringe is monitored by security cams,” I explained, motioning towards his com. “Pull up the footage and you’ll see exactly what happened this morning.”
 
   “I’d like that, Matthew. But there’s one little problem.” Wells displayed what was supposed to have been the security feeds. Video windows blinked open, hovering above the table, but they showed nothing but static. “Every camera for miles around the crime scene had been disabled the night before, along with the CDUs. Convenient, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   I could feel the heat rising in my face, perspiration gathering on my brow and upper lip. “What about satellite imaging? Or bystanders who were there recording the fight? I didn’t do anything – the video will prove that.”
 
   “We’re waiting on confirmation from Langley,” he said gruffly. “If a satellite was monitoring the area we’ll review it, but at this point it looks like a long shot. And no one has come forward with personal recordings, so that’s probably a dead end, too.” He brought up photos of the crime scene, taken just moments ago; the decimated city block littered with bodies and debris; cars overturned and lamp posts toppled. “So far we have a dead mystery woman, three dead cops, several million dollars in property damage…and you, standing at a crime scene wearing battle armor.”
 
   “I didn’t kill that woman,” I shouted, leaning forward on my elbows. “Or the cops in the helicopter. And if you’re concerned about property damage I’ll pay for it right now. Call the mayor. I’ll cut her a check for triple the cost.” 
 
   “This is about more than just money,” he shouted, pounding his bloated fist into the table’s metal surface. “I’m not going to allow a terrorist attack to go unpunished on my watch.”
 
   I shook my head, blurting out a caustic laugh. “I’m a terrorist, now? That’s interesting, because I thought I was the guy who spent billions of dollars to repair The Fringe after the last attack. Doesn’t that strike you as the exact opposite of what an actual terrorist would do?”
 
   Wells coughed again and grumbled something under his breath. He poked a pudgy digit into his com, triggering photos to cascade through the air; photos dating back to the original Arena Mode during the summer of 2041. “I’ve reviewed your career, Matthew. Colorful, to say the least. Several confirmed kills, including Cameron Frost…”
 
   “That was completely sanctioned. I had every right to defend myself.”
 
   “Then,” he continued, “there was the incident in Toronto.” He pulled footage of a man sailing out the window of the CN Tower in a whirlwind of water and shattered glass. It was an overhead view, likely captured by a satellite. “You hired a superhuman to do your dirty work on this particular occasion, leaving a waiter dead.”
 
   “He tried to kill me!” I shouted, throwing my hands in the air. “I’d just been stabbed. My bodyguard jumped in before he could slice me into fish sticks.”
 
   “Mmm.” With another swipe he displayed a crime scene photo from Fortress 23 where Valentina – the bodyguard in question – lay motionless, face down in a crimson pool. “And then after you no longer had use for this superhuman assassin, you electrocuted her to death on your property in Alberta. Convenient, since the land had recently been declared a sovereign nation. No laws, so you couldn’t be convicted of any crimes.”
 
   “You’re twisting the facts, here.”
 
   “Am I?” He poked his com twice more and the holographic slideshow disappeared. “You have a history of violence, and a history of using superhumans to kill on your behalf.” 
 
   “I have a history of protecting the Fringe. I’ve spent the better part of this year transforming this dilapidated pit into a livable city.”
 
   His shoulders bounced a few times and he breathed out a snort. “Matthew Moxon, ‘Mister Philanthropy’. I know you’ve been dolling out billions to fix the damage caused in last year’s attack, and I’m sure the citizens appreciate it. I’m sure the Mayor appreciates it too...as well as your sizable campaign contributions.”
 
   Wells shot me a self-satisfied, knowing glance, as if what he’d just said was the equivalent of moving a piece into checkmate.
 
   He wasn’t wrong. I had given the Mayor a significant contribution early this year in the hopes of getting some face-time with her. Standard operating procedure when an investor wants to get an ambitious project off the ground, at least according to my lawyers. The contribution was completely above-board, though it’s not like my company had issued a press release to brag about it. If the director of the STC had this much information on me, he didn’t get it on the flight over here; he’d been tracking me for quite some time. And thanks to whomever was setting me up, he probably had even more information that he was keeping under wraps.
 
   Sensing this impromptu Q and A couldn’t possibly be going any worse, I let out a shaky breath, trying to calm my frayed nerves. “Look, I don’t know what you think all this means, but this picture you’re painting, this isn’t who I am. You don’t know me.”
 
   “Oh, I know a lot about you, Matthew. Quite a bit more than you realize. But what you don’t know about me is that I’m new to Homeland. Up until six months ago I’d spent my entire career with the Securities and Exchange Commission. I came out of retirement just to pursue this case.”
 
   “You came out of retirement three hours ago?”
 
   “This case opened back in April during the attack on The Kremlin. And you’ve been our prime suspect ever since.”
 
   Shit. It was worse than I’d thought.
 
   “And,” he continued, “six months later here you are, sitting right across from me. Just like I knew you would be.” Wells tapped a finger into his temple. “I know how guys like you think, Matthew, because I’ve put a hundred of you behind bars.”
 
   “Like me...?”
 
   “We’re in Manhattan,” he explained, “the epicenter of the world’s economy. The megatowers in this city are filled with loaded pricks just like you. Smug little jackasses who have more money than they know what to do with. You’re all the same. And in the end, you all get caught for the exact same reason: you get complacent. Complacency leads to boredom, and when people get bored, they screw up.”
 
   At this point I was so frustrated I’d almost wished he would arrest or shoot me just to end my suffering. Maybe that was his strategy: continually spew out piles of bullshit until I finally broke down and confessed. He was no longer trying to extract information. He was toying with me.
 
   “Wow, that’s deep. Ever think of putting that on one of those decorative plaques that people hang in their bathroom?”
 
   He snorted again, his lips curling beneath his silver moustache. “At the SEC I bagged Wall Street scumbags all the time, and it was always because of just one, stupid slip-up. You made your mistake, Matthew. You couldn’t set up the game and walk away, could you? you needed a front row seat.”
 
   I scratched at my forehead in mock confusion. “Maybe it’s just your dizzying intellect that’s throwing me for a loop, but I’m not keeping up with your line of thinking.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said sharply, “Allow me to elaborate. This is precisely what happened: after the ‘Occupy Fortress 23’ movement ended and you were in the clear, things got boring. Ten months of being domesticated and you went stir crazy – we used to call it ‘cabin fever’ when I was a kid. No more superhumans to fight, no more Arena Mode, hiding out in your fancy tower with nothing to do...then one day your big brain gets an idea: now that you’re a billionaire, you can start an Arena Mode tournament of your own.”
“What?” I blurted out. He couldn’t have possibly been suggesting what I thought he was.
 
   “Sure,” he said with an exaggerated shrug, “it’s illegal here in America. You could have gone to South Africa or the United Arab Emirates, and started a tournament somewhere sanctioned, but what’s the fun in that, right? You’re Matthew Moxon: the guy who literally gets away with murder. Why play by the rules?”
 
   “I never wanted to kill anyone,” I said as calmly as I could manage, though I’m sure my eyes told a different story. 
 
   “At first,” he fired back, leaning in on his elbows. “But it got addictive, didn’t it? The carnage, the chaos? The god-like power to take someone’s life on a whim? So you set up a network of superhumans to fight to the death in a populated area for your sick amusement, but even that wasn’t enough for you. Just like Frost, you had something to prove. You wanted to jump into the fray, be part of the action.”
 
   “This is such bullshit,” I snapped, gripping the arms of my chair so firmly I felt like I might tear them off. “I don’t have to sit here and listen to this. I know my rights, and I want my lawyer. Right fucking now.”
 
   Director Wells’ voice grew eerily calm as he carefully selected his next few words. “I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation here. There is no lawyer on the way. There never will be. As of right now, with the power granted to me by the government of the United States, I am officially revoking your citizenship, Matthew Moxon. You are no longer an American.”
 
   “What the fucking fuck? You can’t do that!”
 
   “I can,” he stated plainly, “and I just did. Homeland has been doing it ever since the terror attack in The Fringe, and I’m doing it now.”
 
   He pulled a pad and pen from his jacket pocket, sliding it across the table’s polished metal surface. “This is how things are going to work, Matthew: you’re going to tell me how and why you killed that woman in The Fringe. Then, you’re going to tell me where your jet flew off to, and give up the names of every accomplice, including a list of every superhuman who has agreed to participate in your perverse little game. Depending on how forthcoming you are, I’m going to decide what we do with you next. If you tell me something useful, it’ll be twenty-five years in Hell’s Kitchen Penitentiary, no parole. If not, you’re coming with me for enhanced interrogation.”
 
   I studied Wells’ bloated face, trying to resist the urge to reach across the table and bury my fist into it. Sweat, pupil dilation, facial ticks – I took it all into account…he wasn’t bluffing. He believed I was really responsible for what had just occurred, and he had the power to do exactly what he was suggesting.
 
   This was it. I had no lawyer, no constitutional rights, and I was no longer even an American. Once this session was over, the most likely scenario was me in handcuffs, staring at the inside of suffocating black bag. And then, if history was any indication, I’d be transported somewhere in the world where the rules surrounding interrogation were much more relaxed – and I’m sure the definition of ‘enhanced’ was synonymous with car batteries and jumper cables and something to do with my testicles.
 
   Too often we’re paralyzed by choice. It’s a bizarre human phenomenon: if we’re presented with too many options we freeze up, our brains unable to make a quick and rational decision, even if one or more of the options seems desirable. And sometimes the opposite happens. I knew where this was heading, and I knew exactly what I had to do. The decision was made for me.
 
   I snatched the pad off the table, flipped it open and began scribbling. “Hmm…that sounds like a really good offer,” I mumbled without looking up. “But I actually have a pretty good counter-offer. I think you’re going to like it.” Once my illustration was complete I held it up for his inspection, just inches from his face. It was a doodle of a hand – my hand, specifically – giving him the one-fingered salute. “How about this: I tell you nothing, and you can go suck a bag of dicks.”
 
   “You little shit,” he barked, lunging across the table. He grabbed two fistfuls of my t-shirt but I quickly shrugged him off, jamming a palm into his pasty face. I leaped to my feet and kicked the edge of the table, launching it forward into his sizable gut. He doubled over, letting out a woofing sound as he collapsed. I’d hoped the dry snap that echoed through the room was his ribcage.
 
   As I rapidly circled the table he reached for his sidearm. Still in the holster, his hand was tightened around the grip when my fist collided with his face, so hard my knuckles cracked on the bridge of his nose. Three additional shots to Wells’ temple knocked him unconscious.
 
   I peeled the handgun from his fingers, sheathed the weapon in his overcoat and aimed at the door, hoping the bundle of fabric – combined with the sound-proofing of the interrogation room – would muffle the shot. 
 
   I fired. 
 
   The doorknob spiraled off and clanged to the tiles at my feet. The door creaked open. 
 
   I dropped the gun and stepped into the long empty hallway. My wrist-com was active once again, able to retrieve a signal. “Riot armor,” I commanded as quietly as possible, nearly pressing my lips to the device. I had only seconds before someone noticed what I’d done…I’d hoped it was enough time. 
 
   I heard screaming from the front entrance, followed by gunshots. My swarm of robots cascaded through the police station’s front doors like an enormous metallic centipede, weaving through the work stations. 
 
   The bots rounded the corner and slithered towards me. They crawled up my body, converging and solidifying into my armored suit. Every part of my body was protected, except for my head. A fact that became abundantly clear as Santiago burst into view, gun blazing.
 
   “Helmet!” I screamed, triggering several thousand of the bots to disengage from my chest and shoulder plates, re-connecting around my exposed face. A bullet grazed my unprotected ear, dotting the cream colored wall with blood. Another struck my chest plate, while a third bounced harmlessly off my face mask, directly over my left eye – striking the visor that had not been there a heartbeat before.
 
   I charged. Santiago emptied her fifteen-round clip into my armor with precision, never missing with a single shot. By the time her last round had fired I was an arm’s reach away, dropping a shoulder into her chest. The invaluable skills I’d learned during my stint as a high school football player were finally paying off. 
 
   She bounced and rolled, slamming into a desk. 
 
   I sprinted through the front office as one cop after another opened fire. I didn’t even blink. I just focused on the doors that led to the street, letting the bullets ping off of my armor, which was thankfully holding up to the onslaught. 
 
   By the time I’d burst onto the street I was already screaming into my com. “Karin, where are you? I need a pick up now!”
 
   “Oh, hey Mister Moxon,” my pilot’s cheerful voice replied, echoing through my helmet. “How did the opening go? Were they serving those little mini burgers? Or crackers with like ten different toppings piled on top of them?” Her question was followed by the sound of potato chips crunching and a cartoon blaring in the background.
 
   My eyes darted from side to side, searching for the least congested route. Both sides were packed solid with shiny yellow cabs, their hoods winking up flecks of bright autumn sunlight. I sprinted south towards my megatower, narrowly dodging frightened pedestrians on the busy sidewalk. “Trace London’s location and fly towards me,” I commanded. “And activate the magnets.”
 
   “Magnets?” She asked curiously. “You’re…wait, you want me to do that thing? The thing we’ve never tested?”
 
   “Yes!” I screamed, “Right now!”
 
   “Hey, are you joking?” she snickered. “This is a prank, right?”
 
   Gunshots rang out, slamming the back of my helmet. I winced as the speaker let out a piercing wail. 
 
   “Does this sound like a fucking prank? I need you now!” 
 
   “Geez, all right,” she replied, with all the enthusiasm of a surly teenager reluctantly agreeing to clean her room. “I’m coming, boss…a ‘please’ would’ve been nice, though.”
 
   “Holy shit,” I screamed, so loud that my com crackled. It must have been damaged by the last gunshot. “Will you please get your ass into the chopper!?” 
 
   “Okay, okay...on my way,” she conceded, her voice muffled by the crunching of more chips. “See you in three.”
 
   As I sped through an intersection narrowly dodging a pedicab, my com chimed again. It was Peyton. 
 
   “Hey Matty. Did you ever find out what happened? The news is saying there was a helicopter crash, but the entire area is blocked off.”
 
   “Oh, hi sweetie,” I replied, panting as I continued to sprint. The suit helped propel me forward as I ran, but it still required as much effort as jogging to get it up to speed – something I’d been neglecting to do for the last year. 
 
   “You sound out of breath,” she said suspiciously. “Are you up to something?”
 
   “Oh you know me.” Another bullet whizzed by my head, embedding into a bus shelter. “I always have something on the go.”
 
   “Well I’m worried about you. You barely sleep, you’re not eating right…make sure you get something for lunch and then meet me back here, okay?”
 
   Racing past a portable food station at fifty miles per hour, I reached out and snatched a hot dog from a customer’s hand just as he was taking it from the vendor. “Don’t worry about me, I just grabbed something.”
 
   “Oh, good,” she said cheerfully. 
 
   I ground my heels into the street and stopped at the next intersection. I was gasping for air, barely able to form a sentence. “Listen sweetie, just…one...little thing…I need you to do…”
 
   Peyton giggled. “Oof. Whenever you say something is ‘little’ it’s usually the opposite.”
 
   “All right,” I panted, “one big thing…I gotta ask…can you and Gavin maybe...close the store early, and...get to a secure location for a pick-up? You know...the roof or something?”
 
   “Wait – what?”
 
   I glanced back over my shoulder and spotted a trio of police motorcycles racing towards me, weaving in and out of the cars jamming the street, with more converging from either side. Manhattan was a small island, and there were only so many places to go. I was getting boxed in at an alarming rate.
 
   I lunged a few steps towards what looked like the only available avenue for escape, and then stopped dead: a six-wheeled SWAT tank, topped with a machinegun, barreled down the road. It flattened a scooter and crushed parking meters as it advanced.
 
   “Sorry,” I blurted out, “you know what? We’re have some bad reception here...can barely hear you...”
 
   “The reception is fine. Don’t you dare cut me—”
 
   “Gotta go,” I interrupted. “Lock up. Rooftop. Five minutes.”
 
   My head whipped from side to side, watching helplessly as waves of police converged from every angle. They were on motorcycle and on foot, and they had me trapped. I had a sudden, chest-tightening vision of the black bag and the waterboarding and the testicular electrocution that surely awaited me as soon as I’d been apprehended. And then I began to levitate. My helicopter’s magnetic strip plucked me from the street, and I floated – slowly at first, and then with increasing speed – like a plastic bag caught in an updraft. Bullets bounced off my armor as I sailed through an opening in the transport’s floor and landed in the passenger bay.
 
   Karin glanced back over her shoulder, her pink lips curled into a tiny frown. 
 
   “What?” I asked in between labored breaths, leaning against the wall.
 
   Her eyes trailed down to my hand, where I was still clutching the remains of a squished hot dog. “Thanks for asking if I wanted something.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Three
 
   “This place is sick!” Gavin let out an impressed whistle as he strolled through the entrance of Fortress 9, one of my smaller compounds on the northern coast of Newfoundland. 
 
   I was equally impressed. I’d never been here before, either. After picking up Gavin and Peyton from the rooftop of Excelsior by helicopter, we switched to a private jet in the Hamptons. Karin then set the auto pilot for Canada, where we could regroup at one of the fortresses in my recently acquired collection. When I’d won Cameron Frost’s entire estate in a lawsuit following the Arena Mode tournament, I was awarded more luxury condos, vacation homes and high-tech hideouts than I could reasonably manage – this just happened to be the closest one that was outside the US border.
 
   We rounded a narrow spiraling staircase that opened to a cavernous room the size of a cathedral. 
 
   “How many of these places do you have?” Karin asked, running her hand along the illuminated wall. 
 
   “Thirty...I think. I still haven’t visited most of them.” 
 
   Built into the side of a rock wall overlooking the Atlantic, Fortress 9 was sleek, ultra-modern, and offered a stunning but somewhat unnerving view; the frigid waves crashed into the towering glass window with such ferocity that it seemed as if we were floating in the ocean, always in danger of being washed away with the tide.
 
   The expansive room was sparsely decorated, with just a handful of couches surrounding a circular table beneath a low-hanging light fixture. The seats were protected by plastic tarps, having never been used. I yanked the covering from the sectional, sending a plume of dust motes into the air.
 
   Once seated, Gavin, Peyton and Karin all stared in my direction.
 
   “So...” Gavin said flatly, “you knocked out a government agent, stole his gun, and fled custody. That was...an interesting choice.” He sure had a way of stating the obvious.
 
   I nodded. “It was that, or get black-bagged and locked in a dungeon until the end of time.”
 
   “How did you know?” Peyton asked. “You seemed so sure on the flight over here. You were positive that they were going to take you away, even though you’re innocent.”
 
   “When the director of the STC was interrogating me he mentioned that I’d been a suspect since April, back when The Kremlin was attacked. Not many details had been released since then, but it hit me that something linked me to it: a black jet that was photographed at the scene.”
 
   I unlatched my wrist-com and positioned it at the center of the table, commanding a satellite imaging system to activate. It was a recording from a weather camera – part of Cameron Frost’s network that monitors his cloud-seeding program. One of his few humanitarian efforts was a silver nitrate delivery system that generated man-made rain clouds for the most arid and desolate countries around the world, offering relief from the ever-worsening droughts. He used satellites to track their progress, and there weren’t many spots on Earth that he didn’t have eyes on. On this cloudless New York afternoon, one satellite had an unobstructed view of The Fringe, and recorded the entire altercation.
 
   “See this?” I motioned to the floating screen. “This is the jet that took off after the battle in The Fringe.” The paused video gave an overhead view of the shimmering black aircraft, just before it disappeared.
 
   “Sweet!” Karin shouted. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” My diminutive teenage pilot leaped from her seat so quickly that her crop of blond hair flopped into her eyes. She tore off her leather bomber jacket and leaned in, getting as close to the projection as possible. “See these?” She traced her index finger along the jet’s wings, where two glowing rods pulsed with energy. “They’re theoretical. I’ve only seen them in prototype sketches.”
 
   “Theoretical until about eighteen months ago.” I commanded the video to play. The jet ascended several hundred feet and then vanished, blinking out of view in a swirl of violet light. 
 
   “What the hell?” Karin shouted, almost comically clapping her hands on her cheeks. “That’s insane! So it’s real...that jet just teleported!”
 
   “Wait,” Peyton interjected, “I thought the only company in the world with that technology was...well, ours? Frost created the first working prototype.”
 
   “Right, we had it. The only jet that could teleport was the TT-100, and I gave it to Brynja and McGarrity earlier this year.” There were several more models in production at Fortress 18 in the South China Sea, but they were unfinished; an extremely rare mineral called Arkannite was required to complete the teleportation cells, and not enough had been mined from the foothills of Mount Kilimanjaro to produce a second functioning jet (Cameron Frost’s deep drilling technology had recently unearthed a number of minerals with a chemical composition and crystalline structure unlike any of the four-thousand varieties on record, and their applications had been as miraculous as powers possessed by some superhumans.) “The aircraft used to pick up the superhuman was black,” I continued, “but that’s the only difference I could spot. They painted over the reflective gold hull of the TT-100 prototype. Aside from that, this one is identical.”
 
   “So your friends did this?” Gavin asked. “And they were involved in the Kremlin attack, too? I thought they were...you know, good guys and stuff?”
 
   I let out a shaky breath, leaning back into the sofa. “I don’t know what to believe. But this is my problem: if I have satellite images of this jet, that means the US government does, too – or at least they will soon enough. Before long they’ll connect the dots and figure out that not only was I at the crime scene, but so was my jet...”
 
   “...and it was used as a getaway ride for the killer,” Gavin added.
 
   The evidence against me was piling up: when a group of mercenaries stormed The Kremlin – taking Sergei Taktarov’s body and killing hundreds in the process – I now know that my freshly painted TT-100 was the vehicle used for the extraction. The same jet would soon be linked to the damage in The Fringe, as well as a pile of fresh corpses. Whomever was behind this had been dropping breadcrumbs leading to my front door for half a year...and now that I’d fled custody, there wouldn’t be a doubt left in anyone’s mind.
 
   “So you can’t go back to America?” Peyton said, her voice cracking. “Like, ever?”
 
   “I wish it were that easy,” I whispered, burying my face in my palms. “America doesn’t let terrorism go unpunished. I don’t know if you guys watch the news feeds, but that’s sorta been their motto since forever.”
 
   “Damn, so we’re on the run?” Karin said with a hint of excitement sparking her voice. “That is bad-ass.” 
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Yeah, ‘bad-ass’ until some overzealous politician pinpoints our location, and a nuclear weapon comes flying through the front window.”
 
   She shrunk back into her seat, pulling her coat snugly around her shoulders. “Yeah...I guess I didn’t think that part through.”
 
   “We can deal with this,” Gavin said, springing to his feet. “We just need to find Brynja and this McGarrity guy, right? Maybe someone stole the jet from them...or they might have a lead?”
 
   “Oh!” Karin exclaimed, pointing her finger at me. “If they’re the ones behind this, does that mean we have to assassinate them? Now that would be totally bad—” 
 
   “No,” Peyton interrupted. “It’s not like that. We’re not going to kill anyone. This is about clearing Matt’s name.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Karin said excitedly, “I’m just saying...”
Everyone began speaking at once, their voices blending into a solid hum of white noise. A migraine was setting in and I massaged my forehead, attempting to stop the room from spinning. It didn’t work.
 
   I couldn’t imagine Brynja, one of my best friends in the world, doing anything to endanger my life. She can’t be the one behind this, but she’s connected somehow... and possibly McGarrity as well. It had to be someone with the means to orchestrate this nightmare-like scenario, and the motive to not only destroy part of a major city, but to somehow involve me as well. I willed myself to focus, but my concentration was snapped when metallic footsteps clanked across the marble floor at my back.
 
   London walked into the room. My information cloud, the robotic AI that holds all of my company data, used to be in the form of simple floating spheres; a pair of expressionless orange globes the size of softballs, tethered by a grey cord. The robot was a first generation utility fog: a series of tiny robots that could take on various forms, seamlessly reconfiguring into solid metal objects. Though impressive for the sheer amount of data it could store, it was a little impractical in a public setting. After the occupation at Fortress 23, I needed my information encased in something that could accompany me wherever I went, but without attracting undue attention (wirelessly accessing sensitive data had gone out of fashion because in 2042, hackers could steal information from a traditional cloud easier than they could download a song). My engineers had a brilliant solution: they transferred the AI into a robotics swarm. The swarm is comprised of a hundred thousand tiny machines that work as a single organism, converging on command into a state-of-the-art suit of armor – or, in its default state, an extremely convincing facsimile of a human being. Instead of a disembodied voice floating from two orange softballs, my AI’s charming Scottish brogue now emanated from an octogenarian with a tartan skirt and silver hair pulled into a bun. She was the grandmother I’d always wanted. 
 
   “Mister Moxon,” London said cheerfully, hands clasped behind her back, “you asked to be notified of any news items that matched keywords pertaining to your pending legal situation.”
 
   “Show me,” I commanded, sitting up straighter in my seat.
 
   She projected a trio of video feeds: three cities separated by thousands of miles, all suffering the exact same fate as The Fringe, all at precisely the same time. Once again superhuman battles had broken out, and were flattening populated downtown areas.
 
   In downtown Sydney, a cloaked woman hovered above the streets, standing atop a flat circular platform made of sapphire lights. It was as if she was surfing the crest of an invisible wave. Commanding a battalion of dead-eyed pedestrians with the wave of a hand, her civilian army lurched forward, attacking as one.
 
   Her opponent, a waif-like teenage boy with a shock of red hair, retaliated with a primal scream. His shriek fractured the pavement like an earthquake’s tremor. Vines slithered from the cracks, entwining the mob. The constricting coils attacked everything that moved. Some people were squeezed until they asphyxiated, reddened eyes bulging from their sockets, while others were violently yanked by their appendages, disappearing beneath the rubble. The vines continued to spread at a rapid pace. An aerial cam saw entire blocks being overtaken, disappearing beneath the mossy overgrowth.
 
   In Cape Town the damage was much more severe. A woman towered over the low-rise buildings, crushing them underfoot. She was enormous – more than a hundred feet tall. Like a scene from a Japanese monster movie she lumbered past the Table Mountain, decimating the skyline with each thundering step. A man entwined in blue energy launched volleys at her – bolts of power that charred her skin on impact. They did little but cause a distraction. She swatted at him, eventually catching him with her palm as if he were an irritating house fly. He sailed into the ocean, disappearing beneath the tide.
 
   Helsinki was under a completely different type of attack. Hundreds of people swarmed the streets attacking each other, fists flying, swinging makeshift weapons. Then some close-ups revealed that this was not just a typical riot. Half of the attackers were identical: perfect replicas of each other, right down to the last anatomical detail. A slim Asian man, likely in his mid-20s by the looks of him, was dressed in yellow and black leather. There were dozens of him, each one attacking civilians as they fled for their lives. Whomever he was there to fight was nowhere to be seen, at least on the footage that London was replaying. I wouldn’t be surprised if his opponent had already been overtaken by the horde.
 
   “This is madness,” I said under my breath, not even aware I’d been speaking out loud.
 
   “This is Arena Mode,” London replied with a song in her voice. The AI always had a penchant for delivering news in the same unwaveringly jubilant tone – a quirk my programmers had yet to adjust.
 
   “Maybe this isn’t about terrorism,” Gavin suggested. “Maybe someone wants a newer, crazier Arena Mode to take place, and they’re using the entire world as their battleground.”
 
   “Oh my god,” Peyton whispered, clapping her hands over her mouth. “How can...I mean, what is this all worth? Who would be the winner in a sick game like this?”
 
   I gazed at the screens. My friends stood at my side, transfixed by the images flickering by in a kaleidoscope of destruction. People ran for their lives as buildings collapsed around them. Fires blazed, consuming cars and homes and people’s memories, reducing them to ash. Clearing my name was my priority, and that much wasn’t going to change, but this insanity could go on forever. The lives being lost could tally in the millions if someone didn’t put an end to it.
 
   My wrist com beeped, slicing through the silence of the room. It displayed a text message. 
 
    
 
   Incoming from [Blocked Number] 
 
    
 
   “It’s him,” Gavin said
 
   “Or her,” Peyton added.
 
   I drew a deep breath as the red light continued to blink, beckoning for me to retrieve it.
 
   “Holy shit, will you pick it up!” Karin shouted. “The suspense is killing us, here, boss!”
 
   I shot her a sidelong glance and commanded my com to open the text window.
 
   “I trust you’re enjoying the show as much as I am, my friend.”
 
   “Why don’t you just face me one-on-one?” I asked. As I spoke my words blinked to life in glowing blue text, hovering inches from my wrist com. “Let’s settle this right now.”
 
   “Ah, Matthew Moxon. That day will come sooner than later, I believe. I have faith that you will arrive on my doorstep in due time.”
 
   “So you can kill me?”
 
   “Kill you? No, my friend, you misunderstand. If I had wanted you dead, I would have killed you in The Fringe. The tower you live in could have collapsed long ago if that were my intention.”
 
   “If you’re just looking for a chat then let’s do it right now. Stop the killing and let’s get down to business.”
 
   “Patience. The first few steps in my plan are complete, but decisions still need to be made by those in power – paradigms need to shift. This will not happen overnight.”
 
   Gavin leaned in, cupping a hand over his mouth next to my ear. “Can this be traced?” he whispered, careful not to let his voice translate into a text message.
 
    
 
   I shook my head. Whoever is on the other end of this conversation knows this is the only untraceable form of communication and they don’t want to be found out...at least not yet.
 
   “So you wanna to give me a hint?” I asked. “A little clue to speed up our meeting?”
 
   “Ah, my friend...you are renowned for your intelligence. I am sure that you will arrive here in my own private oasis soon enough. And thank you for the use of your jet...it has proven a valuable asset in my newest venture. I look forward to our meeting. Until then, stay safe.”
 
   The messages deleted themselves from my wrist-com as quickly as they’d appeared. They were possibly encoded with a virus but I couldn’t be sure. It didn’t matter. With evidence of the text messages or not, it wouldn’t be nearly enough to clear my name. I needed to capture the person – or people – involved in this worldwide attack, and deliver them to Homeland on a silver platter. Then they can use whatever techniques are at their disposal to extract confessions, clearing my name in the process. 
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   I’d spent the next several hours in the basement laboratory of the fortress. It was built inside of a natural cave, complete with exposed stalactites that dripped dramatically from the ceiling. Cameron Frost was as big a comic book fan as I was, which is probably why it looked like a replica of the iconic Bat Cave. Sure, he was an egomaniacal super villain who tried to kill me on a live simulcast, but I couldn’t hate on the guy’s decorating skills.
 
    
 
   Dim lighting was often helpful in relieving my headaches. The sunlight on the main level was sending bolts of agony through my eyes and into my brain, and my medication was offering little relief. I was taking stock of the few items I had Karin retrieve from my megatower before we left Manhattan, including a refrigerator-sized casket. I was in the process of powering on the device when I heard footsteps clanking down the metallic staircase.
 
   “What’s in the box?” Peyton called out, even before she reached the bottom stair.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   She approached the upright steel casket and ran her hand along the surface, as if searching for a seam – some indication of where a hinge might be located. “It’s a big huge box...filled with nothing?”
 
   “Yup,” I replied quickly.
 
   She leaned against it, arching her eyebrow. “As you fled your home in America, maybe never to return, the only prized possession you chose to bring along was this big box of nothing?”
 
   “I picked you up, didn’t I?” I reached out and wrapped my arms around her waist, drawing her in.
 
   “Oh, so I’m your possession, now?” she giggled. “I don’t think so, mister. Until there’s a ring on my finger and my last name is ‘Moxon’ you shall have no such claim, fine sir.”
 
   “You’re the best.” I squeezed her closer.
 
   “And you’re getting better at changing subjects,” she replied, playfully tapping me on the tip of the nose.
 
   I released her and stepped towards the computer station, pulling a chair beneath me. “I’m not lying, Peyton. It really is empty.”
 
   She sighed with a tone of resignation. “Fine, I get the hint. I’ll stop asking.” She pulled up a chair across from me and leaned in. “So how are you feeling?”
 
   “How am I feeling about the world being under attack by superhuman psychopaths? Or my feelings about Interpol, who just ranked me number one on their ‘most wanted’ list?” I motioned to the largest monitor on the station, where my senior high school yearbook photo was featured on the notorious website adjacent to serial killers, political dissidents and an arsonist. I’d just been linked to three additional terrorist attacks thanks to the mystery caller, and to make matters worse, the photo the FBI had chosen was horrible.
 
   “No,” she said, her voice etched with concern. “About what you have to do?”
 
   “Brynja has always had my back, ever since the first moment we met. Back in Arena Mode it was just me, her and Kenneth...” I drew in a long breath. Kenneth Livitski. It was a name I hadn’t said out loud since we’d spoken earlier this year in Thunder Bay. It was moments after he’d come out of a coma, when he blamed me for betraying him – for lying about being a superhuman during the Arena Mode tournament, and allowing him to be stabbed. He was right to blame me. To hate me. Although I don’t think it was possible for him to hate me anymore than I hated myself.
 
   I blinked hard and shook my head, raking my fingernails along my scalp. 
 
   “Anyway, Brynja was always there for me and has never let me down. She died trying to stop me from getting eliminated.”
 
   “Right,” Peyton said. “And then she came back...somehow.”
 
   “Uh huh...” I nodded, not sure where she was going with her line of thinking, though her tone had rapidly shifted from ‘concerned’ to ‘accusatory’.
 
   “So,” she continued, “how do you know she came back as the same person?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes and folded my arms, leaning back in my chair. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I don’t know what is going on with her, and I don’t have anything against Brynja, but—”
 
   “You don’t, huh?” I cut in.
 
   Peyton scowled, a tiny line creasing her forehead. “Don’t give me that look.”
 
   “What look?” I snapped, throwing my hands apart.
 
   “That look,” she said, waving a finger in my direction. “That ‘you’re totally full of crap’ look that you give me whenever I mention the forbidden B-word.”
 
   “Come on, Peyton, just admit it: you’ve never liked her.”
 
   “What, just because when you first met her you wished she was a sexier, more tattooed version of me?” 
 
   One of Brynja’s powers – or curses, as she referred to them – is that she’s a ‘perception’: her physical appearance can be altered by someone who observes her. When I’d first encountered Brynja in Arena Mode last summer, she’d manifested as a slender, porcelain-skinned girl with flowing blue locks and a manticore tattoo inked onto her left arm. It wasn’t until Brynja herself pointed out her striking similarities to Peyton that the pieces fell into place: swap the blue hair for pink, dial down the punk-rock wardrobe by about ninety-nine percent, erase the ink and lose the gauged earrings – they could almost be twins. Since then, Brynja has been a living reminder of what Peyton thinks is my subconscious desire for her to be more daring and dangerous. Never believing that I wouldn’t change a single detail about her.
 
   “Oh my god, are we really going to have this fight again?” I fired back, with much more venom in my voice than I’d intended. My words were echoing through the vast Bat Cave, trailing off into the darkened back corridors.
 
   “I don’t ever remember having this fight to begin with,” she screamed, “because you won’t ever talk about it. It’s a miracle if I can get you to talk about anything that’s not comic book or video game related for, like, ten minutes.”
 
   I tilted my head back in my chair and stared up at the pointed rocks that loomed overhead. I momentarily prayed (to the god I didn’t believe in) that one would snap off and come crashing down, impaling my forehead. “What do you want me to say?” I groaned. 
 
   “That it’s a possibility!”
 
   I stood and wandered a few steps away, bringing a hand to my forehead. “Yes, okay? You’re right: I don’t know how the hell Brynja reappeared, and I don’t know what her motives are now. For all I know she’s not even the same person.”
 
   Peyton approached and put her hands on my shoulders, massaging them gently. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean...” she hesitated, as if she were searching for the right words. “And, you know, there’s always Steve McGarrity, too. He’s not as mysterious as Brynja, but he’s definitely a wild card, right? Always looking for the next big thrill? Maybe he’s organizing this competition?”
 
   It didn’t seem likely. McGarrity is an adrenaline junkie who’s borderline suicidal, but he doesn’t have the means or the expertise to pull something off on this level. Neither did Brynja, for that matter, but it didn’t mean they weren’t working for someone. 
 
   “Brynja got me through a very tough time in my life. She was my only friend when you and I were...” I turned and Peyton took my face in her hands. 
 
   Her reassuring eyes caught mine. “It’s okay, I get it.” 
 
   “Whoever it is,” I said softly, “I have to capture them or I’ll never get pardoned. And as long as these attacks keep happening, I’ll keep getting hunted. My luck will eventually run out.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t believe in luck?” she asked, bringing her lips to mine.
 
   A series of rapid-fire clanks thundered through the cave. “Mister Moxon!” Karin screamed hysterically, sprinting down the staircase with London in tow. “You have to see this!”
 
   I tilted my forehead against Peyton’s. “See what,” I grumbled.
 
   She raced to my side, practically vibrating with energy. “Okay, so I was in the kitchen, trying to get London here to make me a sandwich...”
 
   “For Christ’s sake,” I shouted. “This is a sophisticated piece of technology that represents billions in research and development – it’s not a goddamned Panini press.”
 
   “I was hungry! If you’d given everyone refreshments when we got here I wouldn’t have needed her...but that’s not the point.”
 
   I sighed out loud. “There’s a point to all this?”
 
   “Yes!” Karin nudged London with the point of her elbow. “Tell the boss about the book tour.”
 
   “Book tour?” I repeated.
 
   “Indeed, Mister Moxon,” London said with a friendly smile. “Steven McGarrity’s book tour starts this evening. Nine hours and twelve minutes from now, according to his press release.”
 
   She projected a live feed of Picadilly Circus – a popular district in the bustling West End of London, England. The neon-coated junction was alive with holo-boards and swirling lights, all of them dedicated to Steve McGarrity’s upcoming public appearance. His autobiography, ‘Iconic Beginnings: The Formative Years of a Future Legend’ was going to be the topic of conversation on the BBC’s most popular evening talk show, and he’d be signing copies afterwards in the outdoor square.
 
   I wasn’t sure which one I found more appalling: that at the ripe old age of twenty-one, McGarrity felt the need to share his life story in prose, or that a publisher was desperate enough to give him an advance to write it. “You have got to be shitting me,” I groaned. 
 
   “Oh, no, Mister Moxon,” London assured me. “I am not shitting on you, sir. As artificial intelligence housed within a swarm robotics unit I haven’t the biological capability to defecate. And even if I had, I would not do so on you, or in your general vicinity. That would be a serious breach of etiquette.”
 
   “That’s...nice.” I squinted at the projection, then back at London. “Can you show me more?”
 
   “Absolutely, sir.” She scrolled through numerous holo-forums, stopping at his itinerary: McGarrity planned to make appearances all across Europe, and then North America throughout the following months. If he was behind my frame job and the attacks, he didn’t seem overly concerned about being caught. 
 
   I shook my head. “I know he’s a notorious risk-taker, but this seems excessive.”
 
   “Even if he’s not responsible he might know something,” Peyton offered.
 
   “It’s settled then!” Karin announced, throwing a fist in the air. “I’ll go prep the transport – wheels up in ten!”
 
   “Damn it,” I shouted. “Stop doing that! You’re not the one who makes the plans around here.”
 
   “Fiiiiine,” she said eyes widening, taking an exaggerated step backwards. “Then why don’t you make the call, ‘Mister Moxon’.”
 
   “Okay well...” I nervously scratched the back of my head as London, Peyton and Karin stared at me, anticipating a response. “Yeah, let’s go in like, ten minutes.”
 
   Karin straightened her posture and saluted as if I were a five-star general before she spun on her heels, racing up the staircase. 
 
   “What are you going to say to McGarrity?” Peyton asked.
 
   “I have no idea,” I said, taking a few steps towards my computer station. I pressed my thumb into the corner of the desk, triggering a small drawer to slide open. I reached inside and pulled out a K-9 handgun. “But until I figure out who I can trust, I’m not going to take any chances.”
 
   “And I’m not going to take any chances with my future husband,” Peyton said. “Your headaches are getting worse.”
I opened my mouth to protest and her hand darted out, covering my mouth.
 
   “Shush. Not a word.” She tapped her wrist-com and it illuminated with a projection. A map of Switzerland. “I contacted a neurologist there. He’s one of the best in the world, and he’s completely discreet. We can be in and out of his office in an hour and we’ll have plenty of time to track down McGarrity before tonight.”
 
   “But I feel—”
 
   “You’re not fine,” she interrupted. “Don’t even say it. And you’re doing this. Now.”


 
   
  
 




 
   “The road to the New World will not be paved, as it does not yet exist. We must forge it as one, blazing a trail that only the believers may follow. Do not fear this journey. It is your destiny. Embrace it.”
 
    
 
   - Herald of The Order(Darknet Holoforum) 
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Chapter Four
 
   “I’m going to be honest with you,” Doctor Zbinden said, taking a long drag from his cigarette. “It doesn’t look great.”
 
   I’m not sure why, but when a doctor delivers bad news it sounds exponentially worse in a German accent. It must be my conditioning from a lifetime of watching villains in action movies. 
 
   The doctor exhaled through his nostrils, sending a pair of grey plumes through his dimly-lit office. 
 
   “You see this?” He traced a line through the air, motioning at the holographic depiction of my brain; the glowing blue projection hovered mid-room, rotating slowly to display every angle. “This red portion is much smaller than it was before your visit to Cerveau-N, but...”
 
   “It’s still there.” I knew it was there – he didn’t need to remind me. It’s all I thought about all day, every day. 
 
   “But you’re feeling healthy? Aside from the headaches?”
 
   “Yes,” I lied. “Aside from that I’m fantastic. Never better.”
 
   “Ah, okay. Good, good...” The cigarette hung loosely from his bottom lip, dripping ashes as he swiped through my file on his tablet. He rattled off the names of a dozen different drugs that my last doctor has prescribed me: some to relieve pain, some to keep the mass from expanding, and the rest to cope with the side effects that the other drugs were causing. “So tell me a little more about these headaches.”
 
   “They’re sharp. Sometimes triggered by bright sunlight.”
 
   “Uh huh...that is common. Are they getting more intense? Give me a number between one and ten.”
 
   “Nothing worse than a three,” I shrugged, not willing to admit that just an hour ago a freight train rushed through my skull that could have easily been classified as a solid ‘eleven’.
 
   He scribbled a note with his finger before flicking his eyes back towards me. “And what about memory loss? Hallucinations?” 
 
   “Yeah, well...my short-term memory has been on the fritz since the operation...but my IQ seems to be intact.” I explained that aside from the splitting headaches and occasionally forgetting what I ate for breakfast, I’d been in decent shape. That much was more or less true.
 
   “Nothing else?” Doctor Zbinden prompted.
 
   “If you mean hallucinations,” I chuckled, “no, nothing like that.”
 
   “Don’t laugh.” He took a final drag before twisting his cigarette butt into an overflowing ash tray on his desk. “A patient told me last week that the giant man made of marshmallow from that old movie was chasing him... the one about the busters who catch the ghosts?”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve seen it once or twice.” Or several hundred times, but I wasn’t keeping count.
 
   The doctor sat on the edge of his desk, taking on a slightly paternal posture. I sat across from him on a padded examination table covered with a white sheet of paper that crinkled loudly whenever I shifted my weight. “You do realize that there is no cure for this,” he said flatly. “If Cerveau-N could not get it all, no one can.”
 
   I nodded weakly. He was right and I wanted to agree just to be polite but I couldn’t force myself to say the words out loud.
 
   “So have you made all the necessary arrangements?” he asked.
“Yeah. Peyton is running the Moxon Corporation, so if anything happens to me she’s got everything in her name.”
 
   “I know,” he said, motioning to the small holo-screen that hovered above his desk, “we have news here in Switzerland. I’m not taking about your financial assets.”
 
   “She knows that the tumor was removed during my surgery in France last year, if that’s what you’re asking.”
 
   “And the detail about the remaining piece that could not be extracted?”
 
   “She knows it’s there...” I started down at my shoes. “I might’ve left out the part about it being malignant.”
 
   “You haven’t told her yet?” he asked. “You’re waiting for a special occasion, maybe?”
 
   I stared back over my shoulder at the white office door. She was sitting on the other side, thinking this was a routine check-up she’d scheduled for me – just a quick visit to discuss my meds and possibly adjust the dosages. Shit, I should’ve told her. There is so much I haven’t told her, so many things she deserves to know.
 
   “I know your previous doctor,” he said, pulling a fresh cigarette from the breast pocket of his lab coat. “Dinneen is a wonderful, talented man. We’ve met at conferences, shared drinks and stories...but as you Americans say, he likes to coat things with the candy.”
 
   “All right...”
 
   Doctor Zbinden brought the cigarette to his lips and cupped a hand over the tip, lighting the end with a Zippo. “Did he mention how sudden things can happen? How rapidly this could progress?”
 
   I shook my head. I’d been routinely missing scheduled check-ups since the bulk of my tumor had been removed last year. If it weren’t for Peyton I wouldn’t even be here now.
 
   “Many years ago,” he began, “I diagnosed a patient with a tumor, not much different than yours. It’s an emergency, so we schedule surgery immediately...but not immediate enough. He flies to Switzerland with his fiancée, and we make all the arrangements – within twenty four hours he’d be operated on to remove the mass. She found his body the next morning on the floor of the bathroom.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat. “So it was sudden...” I asked. “painless?”
 
   “Yes,” he says. “So sudden and painless that he still had a toothbrush in his mouth when she found him. He didn’t even have time to blink before the lights went out. There was no deathbed chat with his loved ones, telling them how much they meant to him. It was a lightning strike.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.” 
 
   “Jesus...” I whispered under my breath.
 
   “Jesus has nothing to do with this,” the doctor said, blowing a fresh cloud of smoke from his lips. “This is science. You have time, yes. How much? I cannot tell you. All I can tell you is that right now, time is not your friend.” 
 
   “Given enough time, science cures everything.”
 
   “Yes, this is true. In ten, maybe fifteen years we may no longer have cancer. I’ll be out of a job.” He motioned to the picturesque snow-capped mountain visible from his office window, framed by a cloudless sky the color of blue silk. “I’d actually prefer that...take an early retirement and spend it on the slopes. But that is a very large-sized ‘maybe’.”
 
   “But that’s the direction things are going,” I said emphatically. “I’ve read the research. Breakthroughs are happening all the time.”
 
   “That’s quite a gamble. Waiting around for a cure? I can’t guarantee you one year, let alone ten or fifteen.” He took his cigarette in his fingers, glancing down at it. “We all take risks, Mister Moxon. We make choices, roll dice. But we have to accept the consequences of our choices...and we have to realize the odds we face when we place a bet.”
 
   “There’s a solution to every problem,” I said, probably trying to convince myself more than him. “You just have to work the equation, balance the variables...I have a plan. It’s going to work out.”
 
   “If you say so,” he replied with a shake of his head. “But that young lady out in my waiting room? She’s not something to be ‘solved’. She needs the truth. And she would be better off hearing it from you instead of someone like me.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Five
 
   London’s rooftops were dusted with a fresh layer of snow, reflecting like polished silver under a full moon. 
 
   As our transport made its descent, Gavin pressed his palms into the wraparound window, gazing at the busy street below. “No one is looking up...can’t they see us?”
 
   “It’s the cloaking,” Karin shouted from the cockpit. “I could put this baby down on Westminster Abbey’s front lawn and no one would know the difference.”
 
   “Please don’t do that,” I grumbled.
 
   A familiar hand ran back and forth across my shoulders. “Everything all right?” Peyton asked, not much louder than a whisper. “You’ve been on mute since we left Switzerland.”
 
   I didn’t even realize it, but I’d been staring out the window for the last hour without saying a single word. Of course I wasn’t all right, and of course I couldn’t tell her why. The entire trip my mind had been working out probabilities, poring over thousands of pages of medical journals I’d consumed since my surgery. I was re-reading the same statistics in my head, hoping I could make sense of them. 
 
   “Just the migraines,” I said, blinking hard. “They’re a little worse than usual, but I’ll deal.”
 
   The check-up with Doctor Zbinden was a mistake. I didn’t need to fill my head with doubt and meaningless information I’d already learned on my own. Yes, I knew a small portion of the tumor remained, but who the hell was he to tell me what I should or shouldn’t do? Or what my limited options were based on his experience? 
 
   Focus, I screamed inside my own head. I bounced to my feet, lightly smacking either side of my face. Get it together, Moxon – this is no big deal. The medication was working just as I knew it would, and my back-up plan was still firmly in place. I’d had recurring headaches on and off for more than a year, and this was no worse than the previous ones...not significantly worse, anyway. 
 
   Karin put the transport on autopilot causing it to hover in place, bobbing gently in the gusting wind. She strolled from the cockpit, handing transparent jellybeans to everyone in the passenger bay. “These are your earpieces, boys and girls. You’ll notice they feel like chewing gum – that’s normal. Just poke it into your ear and it’ll be almost invisible.”
 
   Peyton rolled the tiny clear device between her thumb and index finger, inspecting it beneath the overhead light. “So we can hear you...but how will you hear us?”
 
   “The speakers are multi-directional,” I explained. “They’ll function as microphones as well. Just speak clearly and she’ll know what’s going on.”
 
   My pilot walked to the edge of the transport’s passenger bay and pressed her palm into the overhead compartment, triggering a hatch to pop open. It revealed a small arsenal of matching grey pistols.
 
   “Whoa,” Peyton said, eyes widening, “Guns? I thought we were just going to talk to McGarrity, not shoot him.”
 
   “This isn’t an assassination,” I replied, reaching up into the weapons cache. I grabbed one of the small angular handguns and tucked it into the back of my jeans, pulling my t-shirt overtop. “But I don’t know whose side he’s on. I’m not walking in there armed with nothing more than a veterinary student and a comic book dealer. No offense, guys.” 
 
   “I’m with Peyton,” Gavin said. “We grew up in the Dark Zone and we’ve had a few brushes with the law over the years, but those days are over, man. Helping you get into Arena Mode was our last hurrah.”
 
   “Relax, these aren’t guns. They’re Model One Zungenbrechers.” I handed one of the pistols to Peyton, allowing her to inspect it. 
 
   “Zungen-what?” She flipped it over, poking and prodding at it from every angle. “These aren’t like anything I’ve seen before, and I grew up around a lot of guns.” 
 
   “Exactly,” I explained. “They’re new Frost Tech...well, Moxon Tech now, I guess. Zungenbrecher is a German word that basically means ‘tongue twister’. They’re urban peacekeepers designed for crowd control: the bullets penetrate the flesh and cause a little bleeding, injecting a non-lethal dose of diazepam into the target.”
 
   Peyton creased her brow. “Diazepam is just valium – we use it to calm animals before surgery.”
 
   “Right. But combined with a few different high-potency barbiturates it gets delivered fast enough to work as a tranquilizer. Dizziness, disorientation, unable to speak...then a few seconds later your target is sleeping.” I snapped a clip into one of the guns and handed it to Gavin. He nodded and accepted it, but Peyton looked far less convinced.
 
   “So...the person you shoot will be lying unconscious in a pool of their own blood...but they’ll be alive. That sounds lovely.”
 
   “Look,” I reassured her, “you saw what McGarrity could do in the Fortress.” 
 
   She had, along with the entire world. He routinely used his ability to bend light into a construct of a broadsword – a weapon that sliced through everything from titanium to solid rock like it was made of warm butter. He was on our side then, but now I didn’t know who to trust, or what kind of a nightmare we could be walking into. I knew Peyton and Gavin were going to come with me whether I wanted them to or not, and since that was the case, I wasn’t going to let them come empty-handed. 
 
   Peyton blew out her cheeks and nodded in surrender. Without further protest she unbuttoned her fitted leather jacket, sliding the weapon into the inside pocket.
 
   I zipped on my ragged red hoodie while Gavin adjusted his wool overcoat, all of us careful to ensure our weapons were out of sight.
 
   “I’ll put you guys down on the rooftop,” Karin said, slipping back into the pilot’s seat. “This should be in-and-out, but if there are any issues you have multiple exits; if you can’t make it to the roof I’ll grab you from a balcony, or the alley behind the hotel.”
 
   “Wait,” Gavin said, “what about Interpol? You know, the whole ‘most wanted man in the world’ thing? What if someone recognizes Mox?”
 
   I’d already checked ahead. “I haven’t been on any news feeds in the UK, and even if I had, the authorities wouldn’t be able to mobilize fast enough. We’ll be in the air and cloaked before they get a single squad car in the vicinity.”
 
   “What about London?” He added. “Shouldn’t you have brought her along for support?”
 
   “She’s was damaged during my escape in New York – I need to make some repairs before I can use her as riot armor again.”
 
   “Will you guys stop worrying?” Karin shouted from the cockpit. “You bunch of babies are acting like you’ve never been on a mission to capture a homicidal superhuman before. Now hold onto something – I kinda suck at landings.” 
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   The Savoy Hotel’s hoverpad allowed us easy access to the top floor. No confirmation code required – just pull up and land. The security was surprisingly light, especially considering the caliber of guests who frequented the famous establishment: rock stars, politicians, royalty, gods of the business world, and now – for reasons I will never fully understand – Steve goddamned McGarrity. 
 
   We padded across the snowy tarmac and down a flight of stairs into a small marble lobby. It was white and crisp and ultramodern, in stark contrast with the rest of the hotel’s décor. It had been obviously retrofitted to accommodate the more affluent guests once the hoverpad had been installed, and opened to the exclusive penthouse level. Once inside we walked single file, eyes locked forward in a feeble attempt to appear inconspicuous. As it turns out, it wouldn’t have mattered if we’d been accompanied by a marching band complete with a drummer and clanging cymbals – the lone security guard would never have noticed us. 
 
   The portly senior slumped behind his desk was wearing VR goggles and noise-cancelling headphones. He reached up and grabbed invisible objects, moving them from one place to another like an oblivious mime. If I had to guess, he was remote controlling a robot in his home, and was organizing his kitchen cupboards. Using virtual reality to control basic two-armed machines was becoming a popular way to vacuum, dust, or perform heavy lifting with minimal effort, and it was a great way to kill two birds with one stone while sitting prone at a desk job. We snuck by undetected, letting the lobby’s heavy double doors slam shut behind us.
 
   The lobby opened into the hallway. The Savoy’s decor looked more like a carpeted museum than any hotel I’d ever stayed at; statues, paintings and antique vases lined each side of the wall, leading to the Royal Suite at the end of the corridor: McGarrity’s room, according to the visitor log that I hacked just twenty minutes ago. 
 
   Towering cherry wood doors were blocked by a pair of guards clad in black. At least we assumed they were security guards, given their posture (and intimidating stature), until we drew closer. It was then that we realized the white logo embroidered onto their jackets was a small crest topped with a crown, and the words ‘London Metro Police’ were inscribed below in small block letters. 
 
   Shit. 
 
   We were just steps away, and they’d noticed us walking towards them. If we turned and left now it would seem far too conspicuous.
 
   We slowed our approach, shooting each other panicked glances.
 
   “Are you lost?” one of the cops called out in a clipped British accent.
 
   “No!” Peyton blurted, her body stiffening, freezing in mid-stride.
 
   “Well you look lost,” the other cop added with crooked grin. “Did you forget which suite you’re in?”
 
   “N-no,” Gavin stuttered. “We’re here to see Steve. McGarrity. The guy in that room behind you.”
 
   The officer’s jovial grin melted away. “How did you get up here, then? You need a key card to access the elevator, and it’s for registered guests only.”
 
   “Um, well, I do have a card in here somewhere...” Gavin pulled open his jacket and dug a hand into his breast pocket.
 
   Realizing what he was searching for I reached out, clasping his wrist through his overcoat. “Nope, no need to show them that card,” I said swiftly, my stare burning a hole through Gavin’s eyes. “I think if we just ask nicely, the policemen will be kind enough to notify Mister McGarrity that his friends have arrived.”
 
   And with those words the doors flung open, revealing the dopey, blond-haired idiot I’d been glad to have out of my life for the last eight months; the man I was willing to give a one-of-a-kind prototype jet to in the hope that he’d teleport to the other side of the planet, as far away from me as physically possible.
 
   McGarrity wore a fuzzy white bathrobe that was wrapped to his body, held in place with a loosely knotted belt (a belt I’d hoped would maintain its integrity). He was barefoot, but between his toes were purple foam separators, and several of his toenails gleamed in the overhead lights. 
 
   “Oh, I am so sorry,” one officer said meekly, “I didn’t mean to interrupt you during pedicure time. I don’t know how this lot snuck up here.”
 
   McGarrity ignored the apology. He locked his feet in place and his expression darkened, eyes filled with fire. “Moxon. Matthew Moxon. You have a lot of nerve showing up here. Especially after that shit you pulled.”
 
   The hallway fell silent. I reached behind my back as inconspicuously as possible, lifting my hoodie, curling my fingers around the grip of my pistol. I left it tucked in place but let my index finger slip over the trigger.
 
   His top lip quivered for a moment and then he bent at the waist, bursting into gales of laughter. It was the sound of a rusted garden tool scraping down a chalkboard. “I’m just messing with you, man! Bring it in.” He pulled me into a full embrace, patting me on the back. I flipped my hoodie back over the weapon and he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
   “Look at you,” he said, drawing back while clutching my shoulders. “Matthew freaking Moxon, in the flesh. Man, do you look tired. Or maybe it’s just your age...I know you’re like, super old now. Didn’t you turn the big ‘three-oh’ this year?”
 
   I pressed my lips into a thin line. “Good to see you too, Steve.”
 
   He released his grip and glanced at Peyton. “And if it isn’t the one and only Patty!” He threw his arms around her with the same enthusiasm, squeezing her tight. She was stationary, arms locked at her sides. I think she was too stunned to correct him. “And wow,” he added, “you’re looking fine, girl. Still with the pink hair, huh?”
 
   “Yup,” she replied flatly. “And you’re still with the condescending remarks and complete lack of social awareness?”
 
   McGarrity paused for a moment before playfully smacking his forehead, cackling once again with the laugh I’d heard twice in the last thirty seconds, but was already sick of hearing. “Same ol’ Patty. Man did I miss you guys. Come in, come in...” he waved us into his suite, slamming the double doors behind him. “Can I offer you guys some distilled water? Oreos? A guava? I don’t even know what a guava is, but I just had them flown in from El Salvador on a private jet, so I hope they’re good.”
 
   The Royal Suite was immense, and not quite as ‘royal’ as I’d imagined; cherry red drapes, gold wallpaper, more crystal chandeliers than I thought could reasonably be crammed into a single space, and an ebony grand piano that took up only a fraction of the expansive living room. If Las Vegas had vomited into an oversized penthouse with twelve foot ceilings, this would be the result. McGarrity explained that the room was different before he’d arrived, but for an extra fee (he declined to mention how much) management would paint, furnish and decorate the suite to suit any guests’ needs, right down to the last gaudy detail. No job was too big, and apparently, no fee was too big.
 
   We all declined the refreshments before taking a seat on leopard-print couches that surrounded a round, low coffee table, which was overflowing with fruit baskets and floral arrangements. 
 
   “Look,” McGarrity said, crossing one leg over the other (thankfully he’d been courteous enough to wear boxer shorts underneath his robe), “I know exactly why you’re here.”
 
   “You do?” I asked, arching an eyebrow, cocking my head on an angle.
 
   “Of course, and I am so sorry, man.”
 
   “Sorry?” I brought a finger to my chin, taking a moment to process the words he was saying. “You’re...sorry.”
 
   He threw his hands in the air, exasperated. “It’s not my fault, really! I feel like shit for leaving you out of my autobiography, bro – but my publisher only wanted three hundred pages. Editing, man. It’s a brutal process. Sometimes you have to kill your darlings.”
 
   I sprang to my feet without even realizing it. “You think we flew here because of your stupid autobiography?” I shouted. “And wait...I’m not mentioned even once?”
 
   Gavin stood as well, patting me on the shoulder. “Big picture, Matt.”
 
   McGarrity sauntered to the piano, where his jeans and a black t-shirt were rumpled, piled into a heap on the bench. 
 
   “So, what’s going on?” He threw off his robe and pulled the jeans over his boxers.
 
   I sensed the onset of a migraine, although this one was definitely not tumor-related. “Oh, nothing much, Steve. Just this little thing about the world being under attack by superhumans.” 
 
   “Right, that. Caught a bit of it on the news.” After he’d dressed, McGarrity sat at the piano bench and threw a bare foot up onto the keys. He produced a small bottle of clear polish and began to paint his toenails, finished the job we’d apparently interrupted. “I heard a couple cities were on lockdown because of the attacks. The military has it all under control though – no big deal.”
 
   “And the jet,” I continued with a heavy sigh. “The one being used to help the superhumans escape after each battle – it’s yours.”
 
   “Whaaat?” McGarrity glanced up from his toes with a dopey grin stretched across his dopier face. It was his default expression – a combination of apathy and vague confusion that perpetually made me want to backhand him.
 
   “Care to tell us where you’re keeping it?” Peyton asked. 
 
   McGarrity shrugged and let out a chuckle. “Don’t have it anymore. I lost that jet to Brynja months ago.”
 
   “You lost it...” I repeated, though I was sure I’d heard him correctly the first time. “As in, you lost it in a bet?”
He nodded without looking up from his toes.
 
   I steadied my voice, trying to refrain from screaming myself hoarse. “That was a multi-billion dollar prototype – the only functional, teleporting vehicle ever created. And you gambled with it?”
 
   “Well I thought I was going to win the bet, obviously, or I never would’ve put it up in the first place.” McGarrity twisted the cap back onto the bottle and pocketed it. He stood on one foot and rotated the other in the air, I assumed in an attempt to speed up the drying process.
 
   Sensing that I was on the cusp of an apoplectic fit, Gavin gamely interjected in his cool businesslike manner. “Okay, so let’s think about this logically and work our way backwards: until we hear otherwise, let’s just assume Brynja still has the jet. Where is she right now?”
 
   “Last I heard she bought her own island,” McGarrity said, though his voice didn’t convey much certainly. “She’s in the Caribbean somewhere...off the coast of The Bahamas, I think? Might wanna start there.”
 
   “How could she afford an island?” Peyton asked.
 
   The survivors of Fortress 23 had each been offered a plethora of money-making opportunities. It had been the most-watched event in simulcast history (even surpassing the original Arena Mode’s blockbuster ratings) making its unwitting participants instant celebrities. Peyton and I had received every offer imaginable – from interviews to movie roles to endorsement deals – and I’m sure McGarrity and Brynja had received similar offers. With his book deal and promotional tour and who knows what else, McGarrity was quick to cash in, but Brynja had been completely off the radar throughout 2042.
 
   “What am I, her financial advisor? How should I know?” McGarrity strolled across the living room towards what I assume was the bedroom. “B-R-B,” he said as he swung the door half-closed behind him.
 
   “Did you just say the letters ‘B-R-B’ instead of ‘be right back’?” I shouted.
 
   “Yup,” he called out. “I’m a busy man now: author, celebrity, role model for millions. I don’t have time to be saying complete sentences.”
 
   With McGarrity temporarily occupied, I took the chance to vent my frustrations to Peyton and Gavin. 
 
   “This is pointless,” I whispered, flinging my hand towards the bedroom door. “He doesn’t know shit. As much as I’d like for him to be the mastermind of this evil scheme so I could shoot him in the face, I think we’re wasting our time here.”
 
   “Maybe he could help us track down Brynja?” Peyton shrugged.
 
   Gavin nodded in agreement. “He is the last person to have seen her.”
 
   Crap. I wish they were wrong. Without McGarrity we have no leads, and without leads we’re back to square one. I’m back to square one, waiting to catch another break...or waiting for a team of Federal Agents to arrest me. That is, assuming that’s what they’ve been instructed to do – at this point they might have been told to gun me down on-sight. Neither option sounded very appealing, particularly being taken into custody: if capture meant being black-bagged and hauled away for enhanced interrogation I’d rather eat a sniper’s acid-filled bullet. 
 
   “All right,” I conceded, sagging lifelessly into the couch. “I’ll ask him to help, but he seems really busy. I don’t know if he’ll want to take time away from his book tour just to tag along.” 
 
   McGarrity emerged from his bedroom. He’d mercifully put on some runners, so I was no longer in danger of having to watch him pamper his toes. “What’s the plan now? Are we going on a mission? I can call my agent and cancel all my upcoming appearances.” His finger was poised over his com as if he were ready to make the call on the spot.
 
   “No, don’t go to all that trouble,” I said, as casually as possible. “I’m sure your fans need you. Stay here, and just keep in touch with us if you hear anything.” 
 
   “And miss all the excitement?” he shouted, diving onto the couch next to me, far too close for my liking. “Are you kidding me? We’re back!”
 
   I leaned away from him. “Um...we are? What do you mean ‘we’?”
 
   “The gang! You, me, Patty...” he motioned to Gavin. “And this guy. We’re going to find Brynja, figure out who the bad guy is, and once again we’ll save the goddamned world.”
 
   “I don’t think we actually saved the world last time,” Peyton corrected him.
 
   McGarrity snatched a copy of his autobiography from the coffee table and held it up for her inspection. “Well I have a book that says otherwise. But the point is we’re needed. I’m needed. I can’t sit idly by and let the world fall apart when I could be out there making a difference...and can you imagine my book sales after I save the world for a second time?”
 
   “Okay,” Peyton nodded, shooting me an apologetic glance. “So...I guess he’s coming?”
 
   “Damn right I’m coming!” McGarrity kicked his feet up on the coffee table and commanded a holo-screen to appear at the opposite side of the room. “Right after tonight’s tournament.”
 
   The wall-sized projection filled with a swordfight. It was a live broadcast of the Full Contact Swordfighting League from Glasgow; two women wielding katanas were circling each other, jockeying for position, while a screaming crowd of twenty-thousand fans roared in approval.
 
   “I think we should probably get going,” I urged him. “I don’t know if you heard, but I’m kinda—”
 
   “Boss?” A panicked voice blasted my eardrum. My short-term memory loss must have been in full effect, because I’d completely forgotten about the tiny transparent jellybean I’d been wearing since we left the transport.
 
   “Holy crap,” I shouted, “Karin, you nearly gave me a freaking heart attack. What’s going on?”
 
   “Open the BBC, as in the British Broadcasting Corporation news channel like right freaking now.” Her frantic words collided with each other as they tumbled through my earpiece.
 
   “Okay, okay...” I tapped McGarrity’s shoulder but he ignored me. “Steve, flip to BBC News.”
 
   “This is the semi-finals,” he said, waving me off with a dismissive brushing motion. “Gimmie an hour and I’ll be set to go.”
 
   I tapped my com and took control of the screen, switching the channels myself. He protested for a moment and then stopped when some angry red letters raced across the screen: ‘World’s Most Wanted Criminal’. It was my photo – the same one from Interpol’s holo-forum – accompanied by security camera footage. It was Peyton, Gavin and myself, strolling down the hallway of the Savoy Hotel’s top floor. Not more than ten minutes ago.
 
   The color drained from Gavin’s face. “Shit, this is not good.”
 
   “Your accountant is right,” McGarrity agreed. “We need to G-T-F-O of here.”
 
   “Karin?” I called out, touching my earpiece (though the gesture wasn’t necessary). “Where are you?”
 
   “Hovering a few hundred meters above the roof. Can you make it?”
 
   I chewed my bottom lip, staring at the double doors. “Maybe...McGarrity’s security detail are cops, and I don’t know what they know.” 
 
   Every moment we stayed in the suite was another moment that someone could connect the dots, exposing our location. For all I knew the cops outside the door had been notified, but if we acted fast we might avoid a firefight.
 
   “Touch down on the hoverpad. We’ll be right there.” It was a risk, but a calculated one: we could, theoretically, walk down the hall like we owned it and breeze right past security. Maybe they were oblivious.
 
   “I can’t land the transport on the pad!” Karin screamed, so loud it vibrated the jellybean lodged in my ear. 
 
   “Why the hell not?”
 
   “Because your big fat teleporting jet just took my spot. There was purple lightning and it appeared from nowhere, and now it’s here, and this huge guy is—”
 
   “We’re heading for the street,” I interrupted. “Prepare the bungees and swing around to the east side of the building.”
 
   “Copy that!”
 
   I turned to Petyon, Gavin and McGarrity. “Follow me.”
 
   They didn’t have time to answer. Three aggressive knocks were followed by a loud threat to open the door. The cops were banging, rattling the lock, screaming for our surrender.
 
   I ripped the gun from the back of my jeans and leveled it at the front entrance, finger poised over the trigger with nervous anticipation. I flicked the safety latch with my thumb and squeezed. The explosive round turned the wooden doors to kindling, propelling the guards ten feet down the hallway. I hoped their bullet-proof vests cushioned the impact – I didn’t need to add ‘cop killer’ to my already colorful resume.
 
   Peyton pulled the gun from her jacket and held it away from her. “What the...I thought these were just tranquilizers?”
 
   “I lied.” I snatched her arm as I sailed across the room and out the smoking remains of the door frame, followed by Gavin and McGarrity. 
 
   I pivoted left and kicked the fire escape door. It flew open, revealing a winding, grey concrete stairwell that lead down to a side entrance at street level. 
 
   As everyone hurried through the door I heard footsteps thundering from the opposite end of the hallway. 
 
   And with each step, I felt motion tremors.
 
   A glittering bronze behemoth stormed down the corridor with frightening speed. He was so thick with muscle I was surprised he could even walk, let alone run, and the weight of his metallic frame shook the floor with each stride. I fired my gun, striking him mid-chest. The blast knocked him off-balance, burning his shirt to a crisp; but his skin (or the pliable armored surface that covered his skin) wasn’t even scuffed. He continued his charge. I fired twice more, aiming above his head. An explosion of rock and drywall buried him, allowing me a heartbeat to sail down the staircase. Amidst the flames and debris I hoped I’d created enough of a diversion to allow us a head start.
 
   “Can you hear me?” I panted, rounding the staircase. “Karin, we’re heading towards the street on the east side.”
 
   “Copy that.” 
 
   I gasped for air when I reached the bottom floor, confirming my suspicion that I was in even worse shape that I’d thought. I slammed my palm into the crash bar and threw open the side door, stumbling into the busy street. People brushed my shoulders as they strolled by, seemingly unaware that I was clutching a smoking pistol. My eyes darted through the crowd, scanning one face after another. Peyton, Gavin, and McGarrity were gone.
 
   “Guys?” I shouted, waving my hands overhead. It was pointless. I was a toddler lost in a supermarket, screaming to catch my mother’s attention in a sea of unfamiliar faces. “We need to get to the transport! Guys?”
 
   The sidewalk shook. The bronze powerhouse crashed through the doorway at my back, and the width of his shoulders took most of the frame with him. 
 
   The next few moments were a blur. Pedestrians screamed, lunging for cover, though not everyone reacted quickly enough. The superhuman dipped his shoulder and charged like a linebacker, plowing through everyone who’d been too slow to avoid him. I turned and ran, willing my aching legs and burning lungs to cooperate, hoping they’d hold out long enough to carry me to safety. 
 
    “You’re going to be just fine,” Karin assured me, her soothing voice clear in my head. “Just keep breathing, Matt. You’ll make it if you can just focus.” She must be close – have a visual on my from above.
 
   The ground rumbled beneath me as I fled. I ran as quickly as my body would permit, though I lost my sense of direction amidst the insanity that surrounded me; I wasn’t sure which way I was running, or where Karin was supposed to pick me up. The tremors intensified as my attacker closed the distance, gaining on me with each lunging stride.
 
   “Anytime you wanna grab me would be just fine,” I screamed, scanning the dark sky overhead. No sign of the transport.
 
   “You’re doing great,” Karin replied, “just keep moving. I know your body wants to quit right now but don’t let it. Think of everyone who is counting on you – everyone in your life who needs you.”
 
   A shadow cast the street into darkness. My ride was here, or so I’d thought. I looked skyward at a glistening red double-decker bus sailing overhead, spiraling like a football. It landed half a block ahead, steamrolling cars and people before rolling to a stop. And then it burst into flames.
 
   A pile of burning steel now blocked the intersection ahead, and buildings flanked me on either side. There was nowhere left to run. I stopped and turned, facing the monstrous bronze superhuman who was rapidly approaching.
 
   “There’s a sewer running below this street, Matt – directly beneath him.” 
 
   Karin was right: the street, already fractured from the weight of this metallic hulk, provided no more than a thin veneer that separated us from the tunnels below. I drew my pistol and aimed at his feet. Two quick blasts turned the pavement to gravel, swallowing him like quicksand. The sinkhole expanded, ingesting cars and street lights and the sidewalk from both sides of the road, sending a mushroom cloud of soot into the air when it collapsed into the sewers.
 
   I dropped my gun, cupping my hands over my nose and mouth. The black cloud filled the street so quickly I didn’t have time to find shelter.
 
   In the darkness something scraped my back. It dropped from overhead, striking my neck, rolling down my spine. A bungee. Eyes forced shut, unable to breathe, I fumbled with the flexible metal cord and belted it around my waist, waiting to feel the pressure of the magnetic latch that secured me into place. It clinked together and jerked me skyward, through the acrid cloud, and into the transport high above the rooftops. I didn’t draw a breath until the passenger bay doors sealed shut beneath me.
 
   I barked out the most painful cough of my life and my red-rimmed eyes snapped open, stinging from smoke and bits of gravel. Gavin, Peyton and McGarrity were already aboard. 
 
   “Matt! Are you all right?” 
 
   “Dude, that was gnarly!”
 
   “Can you breathe? Do you need water? I’ll get water...”
 
   Concerned voices blended together as my head spun, multi-colored streaks lining my vision. 
 
   “I’m okay,” I assured everyone, waving them off, coughing into my fist a few more times. “Just...give me some space.” I wandered around the passenger bay for a moment, regaining my bearings. Once I’d wiped my eyes clean and drank some water, Peyton insisted on a quick medical exam. I knew she’d want an explanation for swapping out the guns, but in the moment she was just relieved that I’d made it back alive.
 
   I excused myself and went to the cockpit, shutting the door behind me. I wanted to thank Karin for her quick thinking, and for her advice over the com. In my current mental state I don’t know if I could’ve done it alone, and her quick thinking probably saved my life.
 
   I’d never been enthusiastic about hiring a pilot who was barely old enough to have her driver’s license, let alone the experience and qualifications necessary to helm a multimillion dollar aircraft. It wasn’t just the fact that she was practically still a zygote. It was also the fact that she possessed superhuman abilities. Peyton had hired her without my knowledge or consent, never once thinking that I might have just the slightest trust issues with yet another super powered being continuously and unavoidably in my orbit, especially after what had happened with Valentina. My previous bodyguard took a bribe in exchange for selling me out to Valeriya Taktarov, resulting in a near-death situation for myself and Peyton. This made her decision even more baffling. ‘I felt good energy from her’ was Peyton’s primary reason for the hire, as if positive vibes were tantamount to a thorough background check and a psychological evaluation. ‘Say no more!’ told her. ‘I didn’t realize you had a warm fuzzy when you met this mystery girl. No more vetting required.’
 
   No, not all superhumans are evil. But they have power – terrifying and unbridled power that, in the wrong hands, could result in me and my girlfriend being flattened into meat pancakes. At the time, having a superhuman head of security sounded like a logical (and kind of bad-ass) move, but it proved to be a near fatal mistake. I wasn’t keen on doubling down on that error.
 
   Though now that Karin had proven herself to be a competent pilot and great under pressure, I owed her a debt of gratitude – and a long-overdue apology. 
 
   I sank into the co-pilot’s chair next to her. “Karin,” I began slowly, “I need to tell you something. When I was down there—”
 
   “Wow,” she cut in, rotating towards me. She was brushing crumbs off of her bomber jacket from whatever she’s just finished wolfing down. “That was so lucky, right? That thing you did with the gun...and the explosion? Even with the technical glitch you pulled that one out of the fire.”
 
   “Technical glitch?”
 
   “Yeah, the coms,” she explained. She reached out and poked a button on the transport’s dash, illuminating a tiny red light. The speaker belched out a long crackling hiss that filled the cockpit. “After your teleporting jet appeared below me on the hoverpad our communications just died. I don’t know if it was an EMP they activated, a signal jammer or what...I’ll have to run an diagnostic later. I kept yelling at you to stand still so I could target you with the bungee, but nothing got through.”
 
   I dug a fingernail into my ear and pried out the jellybean. “Yeah, right…that’s what I wanted to tell you. Down there on the street all I heard was static. I gotta talk to the tech guys when I’m back in China because these pieces of shit are useless.”
 
   “That was it?” She asked curiously. “You seemed like you had something else on your mind, boss.”
 
   “No, just...thanks. For the pick-up, and stuff.” I patted my stomach with both hands. “I put on a couple pounds over the summer, but the bungee still fit like a glove – no recalibration needed. So...there’s that.”
 
   “All right, well happy to help,” she said cheerfully, accompanied by an even more cheerful salute. “And sorry again about the coms. Wish I could’ve been more helpful, or that I could’ve said something that would’ve helped you down there.”
 
   I stumbled out of the cockpit, through the passenger bay, and into the bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind me.
 
   “Matty?” Peyton asked a few moments later, gently rapping on the door. “Are you okay in there? You seem like you’re glitching out a little.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I lied, for the third time today. 
 
   “Matt,” she pleaded, “please open up, baby. Let me in.”
 
   As the rapping persisted I leaned forward on the sink. I stared into the mirror, studying my face under the fluorescent lights. I felt like I could see right through my eyes and into my brain...my rotting, cancerous brain that was falling to pieces inside my skull, corroding like an abandoned car left on the interstate. There was no repairing it. No repairing me. Before long I’d be a husk; a shell of my former self, unrecognizable to everyone who cared about me. 
 
   It was time for my back-up plan. As soon as I’d cleared my name, it was time to open the box.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Six
 
   Our transport skimmed over the clouds in relative silence, so steadily it felt as if we were barely moving. Travelling at twice the speed of sound, the typical ten-hour flight from the UK to the Bahamas would take us less than five. 
 
   I yawned, eyes fluttering. It was after midnight and I needed rest; without noise or turbulence sleep should have come easily, though convincing my brain of those simple facts was an uphill battle. Everyone else had retired to the sleeping quarters in the back while the passenger bay remained empty; a wide-open space with windows flanking me on either side, illuminated by the silver-grey disc suspended in a starless sky.
 
   Staring out at the scarred chunk of rock that orbited our planet, my battered brain continued to churn out calculations. I’d been alive for 11,146 days. Plenty of time to gaze at a full moon – or any type of moon, for that matter – even taking into account time spent in a busy metropolitan area where the moon was invisible, washed out by the overpowering glare of manmade lights. But when did I bother? When did I last take the time to seek out the moon, or a sunset, or a sunrise, or stop to appreciate anything? I was struck with a pang of existential sadness when I realized that, even with my photographic memory, I couldn’t recall. I’d spent so many nights trying to turn my brain off and ignore the world around me that I’d missed the chance to soak any of it in.
 
   My wrist-com chimed, the blinking green light filling the dim room.
 
   “Mox, it’s Todd.” Detective Dzobiak appeared on the small glowing holo-screen, smiling as if he were a model in a toothpaste commercial.
 
    
 
   The goofiness of his grin was infectious; even in my current state of mind I was able to manage a tiny smile of my own. “What’s the joke, detective?”
 
   “No joke man: I’m still buzzing from the ruckus you caused here. Breaking that STC bastard’s nose and knocking Santiago on her ass in the same day?” He balled his fist and joyously smacked it into his palm. “Damn! I just wish I could’ve been there to see that shit. I doubt you’ll get many officers to admit it, but you’re secretly their hero after that. You’re sure as hell mine.”
 
   Dzobiak explained that he didn’t believe in the trumped up accusations that have been leveled against me, and that there was something much larger at play. Thankfully, he had a lead.
 
   “I took your advice and canvassed some local shops. We came up with this.” He held a transparent evidence bag in front of the cam, showing off a small wad of Euros. The multi-colored bank notes rarely cropped up on this side of the pond, and were generally not accepted anywhere except for banking institutions, and yet, for the last several days, the homeless had been using the fluorescent orange bills to pay for everything from fresh fruit to cigarettes at convenience stores across The Fringe.
 
   “Did you question anyone who actually paid using the Euros?”
 
   “Not yet,” Dzobiak said. “But we’re rounding up a few street kids now. The trick is getting them to talk to a cop...it’ll take some finessing, but I’ll keep working on it.”
 
   It wasn’t a lot to go on, but it was a strong start. I’d guessed that the attack was set up well in advance, though the use of European currency was an interesting wrinkle. I’d already narrowed a short-list of people who had the means, influence, and motive to pull off this series of attacks, but I didn’t want to start pointing fingers until I’d gathered some more evidence.
 
   “So,” Dzobiak said in between sips of coffee. “You’re all over the simulcasts after that fight with Paul Glendinning in England.”
 
   “Who?” I blurted out, though I knew exactly who the detective was referring to. During the carnage I swore it was him, though I told myself it was impossible. “Sergei Taktarov dropped him from space. He fell through a bridge, into the Hudson.” 
 
   Paul Glendinning – or ‘Dozer’, as he was aptly nicknamed – was eliminated early in the original Arena Mode. His ability to coat his skin with an impenetrable bronze-like surface was world-renowned, and made him one of the early favorites to win the competition...that is, until an angry Russian dragged his two-thousand pound frame into near orbit before releasing his grip, dropping him on Manhattan like a human bomb. It was a wonder Taktarov even managed to land him in the continental US, much less the same city. In the aftermath of Arena Mode, Dozer had become ever more well-known, though for much different reasons. Once the city had been repaired and the bridge reconstructed, a new type of tourist attraction emerged: visitors were welcomed to embark on submarine excursions to the floor of the Hudson where they could catch a glimpse of a muscular bronze statue – the well-preserved remains of Paul Glendinning – embedded waist-deep in the murky sea bed.
 
   “It turns out he doesn’t need air to breathe,” Dzobiak explained. “Some Norwegian oil tycoon wanted Dozer for a trophy in his game room, so he gave the mayor a sizable cash donation and paid a team to have the body extracted from the river. It wasn’t easy, but once they got Glendinning up on shore he just coughed out some water and stood up. Walked off like nothing had happened. It’s like the oxygen just revived him.”
 
   In a day filled with surreal events, this was possibly the strangest thing I’d heard. “So now he’s working for the asshole who’s framing me?”
 
   “Mmm,” Dzobiak mumbled, taking a final sip from his mug. “Maybe. Still piecing that one together. But hey, at least we’ve positively IDed someone involved.” He paused for a moment and pressed his lips together. “You were all in Arena Mode together – Brynja, Glendinning...could they have met there? Did they interact in any way before you two met up?”
 
   “Sure. It’s possible...theoretically.” The cameras didn’t catch every single interaction between the competitors. Brynja could have encountered Dozer at some point early in the competition, or before the event had even started. They might have shared a transport before parachuting into the city for all I knew. I’d spent months alone with Brynja at Fortress 23, where we’d become very close; we shared so many stories that it felt like I’d learned almost everything about her. But like everyone, Brynja had her secrets.
 
   “Just watch your ass,” Dzobiak warned me. “I don’t know how she’s involved yet, but I assume you’re searching for her right now.”
 
   “Yeah...but how did you know?”
 
   He grinned and leveled his brown leather wallet to the cam, letting it flip open to reveal his gold shield. “Detective, remember? But I don’t need to be Sherlock Holmes to know she’s your last good lead. And if I know that, so does the dude who has your jet.”
 
   And whoever has my jet has the advantage...because with the press of a button they can be anywhere, at anytime. Within two minutes of discovering I was at The Savoy in London there was a superhuman hit-man barreling down the hallway towards me. I had no way of predicting who the next assailant would be, but I had a feeling they’d be doubling down on the reinforcements after I was able to evade Dozer.
 
   Dzobiak drew in a deep breath and leaned close to the camera. “And let’s address the elephant in the room, man.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   “Yes you are, Moxon.”
 
   “Come on,” I sighed, trying to massage the ache from my temples. This shit again: first Peyton, and now Dzobiak. I didn’t know why everyone was so dead-set on pinning the blame on Brynja. I knew Peyton had personal issues with her, but I relied on the detective to actually detect things – not just throw out wild theories and crazy accusations. 
 
   “Wake up, man,” he said sharply, snapping his fingers. “You think you know this chick, but she’s a ghost; she dropped completely off the grid before all this craziness started going down. You don’t know what she’s been up to, or what she’s doing with that jet of hers.”
 
   “Right,” I said swiftly. “That’s why I have to find her. Maybe she’s under duress, or maybe she’s being controlled somehow – like telepathically. And if someone is pulling the strings...”
 
   Dzobiak shook his head. “That’s a shitload of ‘ifs’ and ‘maybes’, man. Just keep your head down and your ass covered. You don’t know what you could be walking into when you track her down. Or who she’ll be with.”
 
   He was right. He was irritating as all hell at the moment, but he was absolutely right. I retreated into a defensive shell whenever someone accused my friends of anything; Peyton, Gavin, Brynja – they’re my only family, and I’d defend them to the death. But I couldn’t dismiss evidence, even if it was circumstantial at best. 
 
   Catching sight of my crumpling expression the detective relented, softening his deep baritone voice. “By the way,” he added, “I don’t know if you’ve checked out the Vegas Gambling Network, but you’re the hottest game in town.”
 
   I snorted. “Wait – I’m what?”
 
   “After the battle against Dozer, Vegas starting taking bets on you: whether you’d clear your name, end up arrested, flattened, shot, decapitated...everything you can imagine.”
 
   I couldn’t say I was surprised. “Sounds tasteful.”
 
   “Same shit, different pile,” he said with a shrug. “If there’s a tragedy, they’re ready to cash in on it. But if it makes you feel any better, I put a hundred on you pulling out of this thing.”
 
   “And what are the odds of that happening?”
 
   Dzobiak’s pearly-white smile returned, wider than before. “According to the bookies? Let’s just say if you do survive, I’m gonna buy that solar powered BMW I’ve had my eye on.”
 
   “Awesome,” I said flatly. “Well, thanks for the vote of confidence, even if you’re the only person who believes I’ll make it to the end of the week in one piece.”
 
   “Hey, me and the boys downtown are all rooting for you,” he said with complete sincerity. And it meant more to me than he probably realized. “I’ll keep my ear to the ground and buzz you if I hear anything else.”
 
   Our holo-chat winked off. 
 
   I spent the remainder of the overnight flight staring listlessly out the window, rolling scenarios over in my mind, but I couldn’t help but think back to the battle in The Fringe that had started this all just hours ago: superhumans with incredible speed, strength and agility beating each other to a bloody pulp; cars sailing through the air and helicopters falling from the sky; tourists bursting into flames like Roman candles...and me, standing just a few feet away, boots locked into place. My heart didn’t race, my pulse didn’t pound. I never even flinched. I’d stared down the barrel of a gun so many times that the possibility of an excruciating death no longer fazed me because I thought that day would never come.
 
   When those sirens blared past Excelsior and the gunshots rang out, something clicked inside my head. I was tweaking. I’d suddenly become an addict looking for a fix. I’d spent almost ten excruciating months in seclusion, just waiting for something – anything – to happen; I just didn’t realize how mind-numbingly bored I’d been until that very moment. And when I saw the fight break out, and the quiet residential streets I’d grown up on transformed into a blood-drenched battleground, a big part of me was horrified. I felt for the families of those who died, and for the store-owners whose livelihoods went up in smoke. But another part of me felt like it was Christmas.
 
   In Arena Mode I was an out-of-shape cancer patient, fighting for my life amongst opponents who were tantamount to gods. To the surprise of practically everyone (myself included) I not only survived, I actually won. A few months later I battled an army of extremists at Fortress 23, and walked away virtually unscathed. I’d say that I was bullet-proof, but I didn’t need to be. With the streak I was on, I felt like I could dodge them. Assassination attempts, explosions, hand-to-hand combat with the most powerful beings to have ever walked the Earth? No worries. None of it could finish me off. And each time my shoulder brushed with Death I walked away a little brasher, a little bolder, and a hell of a lot more reckless.
 
    
 
   Ever since I’d discovered my tumor I’d been playing the rush: I’d gone all-in every chance I got, throwing my life on the craps table without a moment’s hesitation. Crazy? Absolutely. But I rationalized my lunacy by consistently lying to myself: I’d conditioned my diminishing brain to believe that the most fundamental rule of gambling no longer applied to me. I told myself that I was special, a superhuman in my own right, despite a complete lack of superpowers. I even told myself I’d beaten the tumor, despite a team of neurosurgeons warning me otherwise. My mantra had been one simple sentence – three words to be exact – and not coincidentally, it was the same three words that every addict repeats in their head with absolute, religious certainty before they lay down a bet that could cost them everything: ‘I can’t lose’.
 
   Everyone loses.
 
   Everyone throws up a brick now and then, or plays a lame hand. And every streak comes to an end. It’s just math. When I heard that calm, reassuring voice in my ear that I never once suspected was actually my own, it was my wake-up call. I’d lost. Though at that point, I’d never suspected just how much I had to lose.


 
   
  
 



 Chapter Seven
 
   I squinted my bleary eyes at the fiery sphere breaking the horizon, sending a ripple of orange lights streaking across the inky water. Sunrise came quickly. Too quickly, as it often does for borderline insomniacs like myself. If I’d had an opportunity to sleep it had now passed me by, and this light show was my alarm clock. 
 
   Exhausted, I shuffled through my pockets in search of my medication. I popped the caps and swallowed a handful of multicolored pills, choking them down just as I heard rustling from the sleeping quarters. A door squeaked open, and footsteps padded across the steel floor. I pressed the caps back onto the bottles and jammed them back into my hoodie before my pilot emerged, yawning with an overhead stretch.  
 
   Karin joined me in the passenger bay, barefoot, and still clad in her yellow pyjamas. She asked what our strategy was. Strictly speaking I didn’t have a ‘strategy’ to find Brynja – the chain of islands that span the Caribbean are in the thousands, with the Bahamas home to five hundred just on its own. I’d memorized a chart of statistical probabilities that I threw together in the early hours of the morning – that would serve as our guide. Using public access real estate records, I was able to determine which islands had been purchased or leased in the last year, which narrowed my search significantly. From there it was just a matter of making educated guesses; relatively low price ranges, the amount of seclusion they provided, and if the realtor had deleted any property information from the holoforums after the deal closed. I’d narrowed my field down to thirty-seven possible locations. Better than a thousand, but it would still require some leg work to search each island individually. 
 
   After the gang rolled out of bed and had been sufficiently caffeinated we got to work. Karin took the transport off autopilot and assumed control. She circled each private island from a distance, allowing us to scan the areas for possible traps. If the coast looked clear we’d land somewhere secluded and search the perimeter on foot, trying to catch a glimpse of my elusive friend. Scanning, searching, flying to new locations...it was a task that could’ve taken a week or more – time we certainly didn’t have. But luck, if such a thing existed, seemed to be once again on my side: twelve hours and three islands into our search my wrist-com chimed, loud and piercing, amplified by the metallic walls of the passenger bay. 
 
   Holo-forum request from ... Brynja.
 
   <accept> <decline> <block>
 
   “Guys, it’s her.” I called everyone over as the high-pitched ping continued, motioning to the text floating above my wrist. Sensing the urgency in my voice, Gavin, Peyton and McGarrity rushed to my side. Karin quickly followed, racing from the cockpit with a half-eaten sandwich in-hand. 
 
   With a quick voice command and a tap of the screen I accepted the request, and a holo-forum winked open. It was the woman I hadn’t seen in close to a year, but who had never escaped my thoughts for more than a day. With her face washed clean of make-up and a bright smile stretched across her lips, Brynja’s striking resemblance to Peyton seemed a hell of a lot more striking. If there weren’t a sweep of bubblegum-blue hair draped over her shoulder, the differences between the two would have been microscopic. And although the curl of her lips was trying to convince us otherwise, Brynja’s eyes reflected a sadness – a weight that overwhelmed her. 
 
   She waved, leaning in towards the camera. “Hey guys. It’s nice to see all of my friends again...and you too, Steve.”
 
   McGarrity scoffed, scrunching his face into a dismissive scowl. Brynja ignored it.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.
 
   “Yup...down here in paradise, living the dream.” She held up a pink cocktail, topped with a curling straw and a pastel-colored parasol. “I’ve got the beach at my front door, sunshine year-round, and an unlimited supply of these babies. Can’t complain.”
 
   Her sunny disposition persisted, but I was far from convinced. We were playing a game of show and tell, and nothing she was telling me matched what she’s was showing; the sorrow that strained her voice, or the tension around her pale features.
 
   “We’re in the area,” I said. “We need to talk.”
 
   “I’ll send you my coordinates,” she offered without missing a beat. “I figured you’d be looking for me after what happened in London. But Matt...I need something from you.” She took a deep breath before continuing, suddenly flicking her eyes towards Peyton. “I’d like you to come alone. Just for a few minutes, before the rest of the gang comes down.”
 
   “What?” Peyton shouted, pushing her way past Gavin to get a better view of the hovering screen. “No way. We all come down, or no one does.”
 
   Brynja rolled her eyes with such an exaggerated motion that I could practically hear the gesture through the com. “Come on, princess. You really think I have something to do with these attacks?”
 
   “We don’t know what to believe,” Gavin said, placing a comforting hand on his sister’s shoulder. “But we’re not going to assume anything at this point.”
 
   “Relax,” Brynja sighed, already sounding drained from the conversation. “Just five measly minutes to chat with Mox. No coms, no monitors – that’s the deal.”
 
   McGarrity blurted out a caustic laugh. “’The deal’? And if we refuse to play your stupid game what are you gonna do about it, B?”
 
   “What I do best,” she said plainly. “I’ll become a ghost. Phase out, disappear. I might not be able to pass through objects anymore, but I can make myself scarce...I bet it’ll be another year before you catch up with me again.”
 
   McGarrity scowled, looking more perplexed than usual. And that was saying a lot.
 
   “And Steve,” she added with a lopsided smirk, “you of all people should know that betting against me is a bad idea.”
 
   “You cheated,” he screamed, grabbing two fistfuls of his dishevelled blonde hair. “I don’t know how, but I know you did it! You ganked that jet from me and I want a rematch!”
 
   “All right guys,” I cut in, “that’s all in the past. I don’t care what happened between you two, but I’m interested in getting some information about current events.” 
 
   “Then come down here,” she said swiftly. “Alone.”
 
   “We don’t have to listen to this crap,” Peyton fired back. “We have all the resources in the world. We can figure out who’s behind all of this, and deliver them right to the White House’s front door if we just—”
 
   “I know who has the jet,” Brynja interrupted. 
 
   Her words sucked all the oxygen out of the passenger bay.
 
   I exchanged glances with Peyton, Gavin and McGarrity, whose faces had been drained of color.
 
   “Five minutes?” I confirmed.
 
   She nodded in agreement.
 
   The holoscreen blipped off and was replaced with a series of coordinates; the longitude and latitude of her exact location, just twenty miles from where our transport was hovering.
 
   Peyton had nothing to say about my decision. She didn’t need to because I knew exactly what she was thinking. She thought I was being reckless and stupid, and she also knew I was going down to the island alone whether she liked it or not.
 
   Karin offered a me reassuring pat on the shoulder. “We’ll be watching from the ship, boss. We won’t have ears on you, but we’ll have eyes...cross your hands above your head and I’ll drop. I can be on the beach in thirty seconds.”
 
   McGarrity balled his hands into fists and started bouncing from one foot to the other. “No doubt, son. We’ll come rushing out with guns and swords blazing!” 
 
   “Take it easy, Braveheart. This won’t be a shootout,” I assured him. “Or a swordfight. This will be a discussion – a very civil discussion. Trust me.”
 
   Karin began inching her way towards the bulkhead where the arsenal was hidden. “But you’re taking a gun with you...right?” 
 
   I squinted hard, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Guys, just please—”
 
   “Non-negotiable,” Gavin interrupted. He breezed past Karin and popped open the weapon case, pulling a pistol from the rack. Holding it by the barrel, he extended the handle towards me and refused to break eye contact until I accepted it. After a moment of hesitation I snatched it from his hand and tucked it into the back of my jeans, concealing it beneath my t-shirt.
 
   “We’re a team,” Gavin said, his voice hardening. “And yes, you’re the leader, but this isn’t a dictatorship. These are life-and-death decisions we’re making here, and you can’t make them all on your own. Sometimes you have to let us in.”
 
   “He’s right,” McGarrity said. “Except the thing about you being the leader. I always kind of saw myself as the leader, and you guys as my...well, I don’t wanna use the word ‘sidekicks’ because that sort of cheapens it, but—”
 
   “Thank you,” I said flatly. “We’ll sort out the official rankings if we make it out of this alive.”
 
    [image: divider2.jpg] 
 
   Our transport touched down on a golden sand bar that led to the pristine stretch of beach, lined by a dense jungle comprised of tropical palms. I stepped off the corrugated metal ramp, splashing into a few inches of water. Then, moving away from the transport, gave the thumbs up towards the cockpit, waiting for it to disappear into the sky before making my way down the beach. 
 
   After a short walk I arrived at a clearing in the trees, but it wasn’t a naturally occurring formation; it had been meticulously cleared away by excavation equipment and beautified by landscapers. Set back from the coastline across a manicured lawn was an estate; a palatial three-story monstrosity that looked like a Beverly Hills mansion on steroids. As I studied the ivory structure I heard someone approach from behind, and I knew it was her before I turned. 
 
   I wasn’t expecting a hug, but I felt that a sharp backhand across my cheekbone was a little harsh, especially considering everything we’d been through together. Brynja’s shot was perfectly placed, and hard enough to knock me off balance. My foot lodged in the sand and I stumbled, bending forward at the waist. 
 
   Brynja lunged and, reaching over my back, yanked the pistol from my jeans. She held it up by the barrel and crinkled her nose. “Are you kidding me with this bullshit?” And with an overhand toss my gun spiralled through the air, splashing into the Atlantic. 
 
   “First of all, ouch.” I massaged my stinging face, brains still scrambled. I think Santiago’s punch back in The Fringe had left me concussed, because Brynja’s shot took a lot more out of me than it should have. “And how did you know?”
 
   “How do you think, dumb ass.” She pointed to her head with both fingers, raising her eyebrows. “I read thoughts, remember? You came strolling down the beach and all you could think about was the big fat gun sticking out of your pants.”
 
   I snuck a quick glance at her powder-blue bikini, trying to suppress a smile. “Well now it’s not the only thing I’m thinking about.”
 
   “Oh grow up. You think this is scandalous? I’m European – I sunbathe topless.”
 
   After a quick moment of recovery I glanced back at her waterfront property. “That’s pretty crazy.” 
 
   “Not really,” she scoffed, “You spend way too much time in America, Mox. Not every country is full of dusty old prudes. Most of us are just fine seeing boobies while we’re hanging out on a beach.”
 
   “No, I mean...” My eyes flicked towards her beach home, and then back to her.
 
   I could see the heat rising in her pale cheeks. “Oh...we’re not talking about my boobs anymore.” She quickly cleared her throat, glancing at the sand beneath us. “Yeah, well, as far as houses go, it’s not bad I suppose.”
 
   I noticed someone making their way down the flagstone walkway from her mansion towards the beach. It must have been a servant. An elderly woman in a white linen frock approached, balancing a tray on her palm. She was toting a pair of halved coconuts topped with sliced oranges and tiny straws.
 
   If I was walking into a trap, it was the strangest scenario that I could have ever imagined. I’ve seen a lot of movies, and I don’t ever recall the hero being drawn into a dastardly plot that involved sipping Piña Coladas by the beach with a bikini-clad woman.
 
   Brynja snatched a coconut from the tray and took a sip, sighing with joyous relief. “Maria, you are a life saver.” She glanced at me and tilted her head towards the tray. “Help yourself.”
 
   I waved her off. “No, I gave that stuff up a while ago. I’m all about clean living now.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   No, I’m just fucking with you.” I took the coconut, and a sip later the sting in my cheek had melted away. “Damn,” I whispered.
 
   Brynja’s eyes met mine in mid-sip. “I know, right?”
 
   Maria wandered back towards the house and I realized that neither of us had said a word about the jet. But the tension between us was too bizarre not to address. “Look, about the gun...it was only a precaution. Just in case...”
 
   Brynja shook her head. “Don’t. It’s fine, really.”
 
   “Really?” I said awkwardly.
 
   “Really,” she assured me, now getting annoyed. It never took much to set her off. “Let it go. I’m sure the princess wouldn’t let you leave the transport without it. It’s all good.”
 
   I fumbled with my empty coconut, rolling it back and forth in my palms. “I figured you needed some space...and you know I wouldn’t be bothering you if the world weren’t falling to pieces.”
 
   “Yeah, it tends to do that,” she said with a weak smile.
 
   “And now that it’s breaking apart I’m kind of in the middle of it, so...there’s that.” Our conversation was getting more awkward by the second, and thanks to my limited social skills, small talk was never my strong suit. So of course I followed up with, “So...a mansion, an island, your own staff...the mortgage on this place has to be a killer.”
 
   “About that,” she mumbled, her gaze trailing off into the distance. “The jet...the one you’re about to ask me about...I kind of sold it.” 
 
   “Kind of?” I shouted, though I didn’t mean to. “What does that even mean, ‘kind of’?”
 
   “Well they offered and I accepted, so...yeah.” She swirled the straw into the remaining ice cubes at the bottom of her coconut. “It was purchased by a holding company in Eastern Europe...this guy showed up on my doorstep and offered a ridiculous amount of money for it. I don’t have names, but I can give you all the banking information that I have.”
 
   “Why sell it?” I asked. “You know I would’ve given you as much money as you needed.”
 
   Her eyes met mine, and they were misted over with sadness. “They also promised me answers,” she shrugged weakly. “I spent months tracking down any doctor, scientist or crackpot who’d agree to run some tests on me. I was looking for anything – even just a solid theory about my abilities. Everyone came up empty. Then this conglomerate shows up with money and resources and these insane research facilities, and they said they could figure me out.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And nothing,” she said, throwing her hands up, tossing her coconut over her shoulder. “They worked on me for a week solid, and once again, nada. No recorded cases of ‘Perceptions’ anywhere. They ran all sorts of scans, x-rays...everything came up inconclusive. Those labcoats didn’t have a freaking clue. I’m ‘one-of-a-kind’ they kept saying...as if that’s a good thing. They offered to do blood work but there was no way I was going to let them go down that route.”
 
   I studied her face, just for a moment. 
 
   Then a moment too long, apparently, because my intrusion caused her to lean away, arching her eyebrows.
 
   “Okay, weird much?”
 
   “No,” I said with a laugh, “It’s just...you look the same as the last time I saw you. Exactly the same.”
 
   “Right, I’ve looked like this ever since you first observed me. Just like...” she trailed off, rolling her eyes. It was the exaggerated roll she reserved for conversations involving Peyton. “Well, I look mostly like her.” 
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Which makes sense, since you were with me when you got electrocuted and disappeared back in Arena Mode. By continually observing you, I was keeping you corporeal.”
 
   “But, when I rematerialized, I still looked the same as the first time you observed me. I haven’t seen you since January, and I’ve spent months virtually alone on this island. I should’ve de-materialized by now, right? Come back with a new appearance?”
 
   Brynja’s powers – as far as I understood them – forced her biological make-up to rearrange itself when someone observed her. Being a ‘Perception’ means that she’s a cluster of atoms, awaiting an external observer to birth her into existence; converting her from a ghost-like apparition into a solid form. Since she’s the only Perception (at least as far as anyone knows) the details beyond that were little hazy, but there was a glaring detail that simply didn’t make sense: this much time in isolation should have caused her appearance to change, but she remained identical.
 
   My voice softened. “I know you wanted more info about your powers, but you didn’t have to go it alone, Brynja. We’re a team, remember? I could’ve helped you.”
 
   She cast a furtive glance at my transport that hovered over the crystal-blue Atlantic. It was as if she were preparing to say something intimate and was concerned that someone could be eavesdropping. “I needed distance from you,” she whispered. “Other guys had observed me before, but with you...”
 
   “It’s just you and me here,” I assured her, patting down my hoodie with both hands. “No wires, no long-range listening devices.”
 
   She drew a long breath. “It’s just that I’d connected with you on a level I can’t explain. It was chemical...it overtook me. I felt what you felt, I wanted what you wanted. It was too much. I just needed space to be ‘me’...whoever the hell ‘me’ is. Was. Whatever.”
 
   “So who are you?”
 
   “A liar,” she blurted out, masking the pain in her voice with a caustic laugh. “I wanted to call and tell you about the jet. I should have.”
 
   “It was yours to sell,” I stated firmly, “you had every right, Brynja. And besides, you didn’t know what would happen.”
 
   “About that...” she said, her voice shrinking. “When that attack happened in Russia – when Taktarov’s body went missing and the jet took off with it – I knew. It was just a week after I’d sold it. It was black, not gold, but aside from that...I knew it the second I saw the news footage. I was positive.”
 
   Her head sagged, but I squeezed her shoulders until our eyes met. “There was nothing you could’ve done.”
 
   “Two hundred and eight people died that day. And I provided the getaway plane. I could’ve called you, told you what I knew. But I didn’t say a word. I was terrified of what you’d think of me.” A single salty tear streaked her porcelain face, dotting the sand at her toes. “And now your hometown – the city you’ve been rebuilding – gets flattened, and it’s my fault because of that stupid jet. And South Africa...and Northern Europe...” her words trailed into sobs, and she collapsed on my shoulder.
 
   She was limp, draped against me. I had never seen Brynja so weak; she was more than just vulnerable – she was broken. I knew how she’d felt. 
 
   “How do you drop a bomb like that?” Her words were muffled against fabric, mouth pressed into my shoulder. “How do you tell someone the impossible? And now, after everything that’s happened...”
 
   “You’re telling me now.” I stroked her hair, pressing my lips into the top of her head. “That’s all that matters. And it’s not too late – we can still stop the bastard who’s behind this.”
 
   The painful truth was that I didn’t know if we were too late, and I didn’t know if we could stop the attacks. I didn’t know anything. Brynja could read minds, and probably sensed that I was lying to her. It didn’t matter. She held me tighter, wrapping her arms around my waist, slumping into my chest as if it were the safest place in the world. 
 
   It was in that moment when I’d realized why Brynja was the way she was: cold, distant at times...maybe even jaded. It’s because we all need to be lied to once in a while. When we’re at our worst and things seem darkest, we need to hear something warm and reassuring, often just for the sake of hearing it. The words ‘it’ll be okay’ float from the lips of someone we trust, and we like to pretend that everything will be – even if it’s just for that fleeting moment. Brynja’s abilities had robbed her of that. She could sense when someone was lying, and it stole away those moments we all need in our lives – the beautiful, comfortable lies that help us sleep at night.
 
   I could never tell when she was reading me, but for the first time I’d hoped that she was. Because I was thinking that after everything we’d been through, there was nothing she could do to make me hate her. 
 
   She drew back and pressed her lips into my cheek, dangerously close to the edge of my lip.
 
   And then with a hard blink she released her grip from around my waist, stepping back. The world around us drifted back into focus. 
 
   She gestured behind her at the hovering transport. “We’d better...”
 
   “Right!” I said, scratching the back of my forearms, as though with a sudden itch. “We’d better get moving because...imminent danger and all that.”
 
   She started padding across the sand towards the stone walkway that led to her estate. “So I’m going to go throw something less obscene on...I’d rather not be in a bikini when I meet the gang again. Plus if we’re going to be working together until we beat the bad guys I should probably have clothes.”
 
   “Good! Good idea...clothes are underrated.” What the hell was I saying?
 
   “Okaaay,” she replied, an awkward smile stretching across her face. “So...back here in five?”
 
   “Five is good.”
 
   She rushed away, and I let out a breath I’d been holding in for the better part of a minute.
 
   I wiped the sweat from my brow . Peyton, Brynja and myself, all together. Again. 
 
   It might just be easier to let the world fall to pieces.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
   The following day we returned to Fortress 18, my research and development compound in the South China Sea. It was the ideal base of operations for two primary reasons: 
 
   One, it was the most remote and infrequently visited fortress I owned, making it the last place anyone would look for me (the mountainous island chain that the compound was built into didn’t appear on any map, and was digitally masked from satellite imaging). 
 
   And two: Cameron Frost, being the Machiavellian jackass that he was, forbade his employees at Fortress 18 from communicating with the outside world for months on end. At times it was even up to a year, depending on the terms they’d negotiated prior to their stay at the fortress. His reasoning was something about it distracting workers from their duties, thereby reducing productivity. Cruel and unusual working conditions? Undoubtedly. But his policy – the one I’d been too lazy and distracted to change since I took over – gave me a tactical advantage. A communications blackout meant that at Fortress 18, none of the staff had the vaguest clue that I was public enemy number one. As far as they knew the boss was just popping in for a routine visit. There was no possibility of a rogue cook or maintenance worker going into business for themselves, calling up the feds, and leaking my location (and collecting what would surely be a sizable reward in the process). I’d been burned by overly ambitious employees in the past, and wasn’t sure who I could trust, even under optimal conditions.
 
   After we’d arrived and had been greeted by my director of operations, Bethany Price, I needed some time to catch up on current events. Peyton, Brynja, McGarrity, Karin and Gavin were assigned rooms, and were more than happy to enjoy some downtime. No matter how luxurious the aircraft, there’s always a sense of exhaustion that follows a flight. Part of it is just the sheer relief of stepping back onto solid ground. After spending half a day confined to the fuselage of a jet I would’ve given my left arm for a shower and a nap as well, but that would have to wait.
 
   I promised to meet up with the group later. Everyone went their separate ways, being directed towards living quarters on the top level of the compound. Upon our arrival I’d discreetly asked Bethany to ensure that Brynja and Peyton be assigned rooms on opposite ends of the floor. She asked why, and then glanced over her shoulder to see Brynja fidgeting, eyes locked on the ground beneath her, while Peyton’s gaze shot daggers at her from across the entrance bay. You could cut the tension between them with a knife. Bethany whispered, ‘Say no more,’ and made the necessary arrangements.
 
   Peyton and Brynja had left each other on good terms the last time we were together. Hell, it even ended with a hug. Although circumstances were markedly different: when you think you’ll never see someone again it’s difficult to hold a grudge. When they’re thrust back into your life under questionable circumstances, the awkwardness that existed before tends to bubble back to the surface – and in this case, intensify.
 
   With everyone off to their assigned rooms, I needed some quiet. Bethany cheerfully assured me that I’d enjoy total privacy in the main conference center in the basement level, situated below sea level. After a journey down several elevators and through a winding snowflake-white hallway, I arrived at a matching steel door, which slid open to reveal the circular white room. The hermetically sealed space was polished and glistening, as if it were a showroom for designer office furniture. I don’t know if it was rarely used, or simply kept in pristine condition through multiple cleanings each day – neither would’ve surprised me. The door hissed closed behind me and locked with a voice command.
 
   I dropped into an ivory leather chair and kicked my feet up onto the elliptical glass conference table. “Detective Dzobiak, New York City,” I commanded, opening a holo-session that winked from my wrist com.
 
   My friend blinked into view in a dark room, lit by a single bedside lamp. “What’s up?” He yawned into the back of his hand, his bleary eyes glancing off to the side. “What’s the emergency? It’s three in the morning here.”
 
   “Shit, sorry man. I’m on the other side of the world.”
 
   “I figured as much,” he chuckled, yawning again.
 
   “Any news?”
 
   “Some,” he said. “A friend at city hall told me about a budget meeting she sat in on this morning. They’re cutting all ties with the Moxon Corporation.”
 
   It was hardly surprising. I’d already anticipated becoming a pariah, but didn’t have any of the specifics. “After trashing the NYPD’s Manhattan precinct I didn’t expect to receive another key to the city.” 
 
   “Your little stunt downtown had nothing to do with it,” he explained. “It’s the CDUs. Word around the campfire is that your dampening units aren’t working as a deterrent for superhuman attacks.”
 
   “The cerebral dampening units only failed because they were tampered with.” And must have been tampered with in other cities as well, I assumed, since not a single one had been effective in preventing the rogue Arena Mode tournament from decimating capital cities.
 
   The detective managed a tiny shrug. “Be that as it may...”
 
   “Okay,” I sighed. “So how bad can it be? My company’s reputation takes a bit of a beating. I supposed I had this coming.”
 
   “A bit?” Dzobiak’s eyes widened as if he’d just been injected with a syringe full of caffeine. “Damn, man...you don’t have the NYSE’s deck on your com, do you?”
 
   Uh oh. I didn’t. I hadn’t checked the New York Stock Exchange since I first acquired the company during the lawsuit. All those numbers were very boring, and seemed utterly meaningless. When you’re dealing with hundreds of billions of dollars, a stock dropping or gaining a percentage point or two was pretty trivial; though his expression made my heart skip a beat – I had the sense that what he was about to tell me was anything but.
 
   “I actually have the app, but I never leave it on.” One click and the voice command for my stock symbol, ‘TMC’, brought up yesterday’s chart. The red line that represented my stock’s value had held steady for most of 2042; a bump here, a dip there – just little hills and valleys. When news broke that the American government was distancing itself from me and my company, yesterday’s little valley had plummeted into a cavernous pit. The Moxon Corporation’s stock had lost seventy-one percent of its value in a matter of hours, and was forecasted to remain in the ever-deepening financial crater.
 
   “Holy shit,” I whispered, without realizing I’d said the words out loud.
“Well you still have many, many billions...right?”
 
   “Yeah, but...holy shit.” Ninety-four billion, eight hundred and sixty-five million, three hundred and fourteen dollars – vanished. All in less than three hours. But who’s counting.
 
   “Don’t bring up a calculator and figure it out, man...it’ll just depress you.”
 
   “Too late,” I replied, eyes still glued to the scrolling ticker at the bottom of the holo-screen.
 
   Dzobiak winced. “Damn, I forgot about the calculating thing...where you’re like this freaky robot who can do the math in his head.”
 
   I blew out my cheeks, massaging my throbbing temples in tiny circles. “Well...you know. Could be worse.” 
 
   “For sure,” the detective said, with an uncharacteristically upbeat tone to his voice. “If you never escaped the precinct and Wells got his way, you’d be in a South American detention center with a car battery attached to your balls.”
 
   He was right. I’d lost billions, but thankfully my testicles didn’t have a single volt of electricity coursing through them. “Nice to know I have that going for me. So, any other interesting tidbits in the slow-motion train wreck that has become my life?”
 
   As I asked the question I noticed a spark of realization pop in his dark brown eyes. 
 
   “Everything going on here,” he said, “this Arena Mode tournament, this whole thing...it might not be about you.”
 
   “Wait – what?”
 
   The detective threw his legs over the edge of his bed, jolting upright. “It might be about your company going down, not you, specifically.”
 
   It had only been ‘my’ company for a relatively short period of time; the Moxon Corporation was the Frost Corporation only one short year ago. I’d become so myopic in my search for answers that I’d never bothered to entertain the possibility that something larger couple be at stake – something more than a personal vendetta specifically targeting me. I guess intelligence didn’t always translate into common sense.
 
   “All right,” I said with a nod. “Let’s assume you’re right: this is about the former Frost Corporation. Why?”
“Frost had enemies, right?”
 
   I blurted out a laugh. “The guy who became the richest man on the planet by profiting from human misery? I’d say that’s a safe assumption.”
 
   “So maybe this is someone who hates Frost so much that he wants to destroy his empire – everything he’s built over the course of his career. Even following his death.”
 
   The detective was definitely onto something, and I had the sense he was moving in the right direction...though I wasn’t completely convinced he was wandering down the correct path. This was about me in some way. If it wasn’t, why go to the trouble of contacting me to gloat? 
 
   “If our mystery person hates Frost this much,” I said, “I should be their hero. I’m the one who blew his brains out, remember?”
 
   “Hmm...” The detective hummed and hawed for a moment, wedging his lips to one side. “All right, let me get a couple more hours of sleep and we’ll tackle this in the morning. And in the meantime—”
 
   “I know, I know,” I said, waving him off. “‘Watch my ass’, right?”
 
   “No, I was gonna tell you to get some shuteye yourself, man...you look like hammered shit.”
 
   My laughter was shot through by a series of knocks; knuckles frantically rapping the metallic conference room door. Then my wrist-com chimed. “Let me in right now,” the text message read, cutting across the holo-screen, bisecting the detective’s face.
 
   “I have to go,” I said, gesturing towards the door. “Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”
 
   He nodded as the window disappeared. 
 
   The rapping persisted until I commanded the door to unlock, sliding open with a quiet hiss. Peyton lunged in, breathlessly telling me to close the door behind her.
 
   “Close and lock,” I commanded, waiting for the windowless steel door to seal shut before I continued. “Okay, we’re alone. Where’s the fire?”
 
   Peyton gripped my shoulders with both hands, fingernails burrowing into my skin through my tattered t-shirt. “I saw him,” Peyton whispered, eyes darting around the room. She yanked me closer, pressing her lips against my ear. “It’s McGarrity...I think it’s him.”
 
   “You don’t need to whisper,” I assured her, “No cameras or recording devices in here.”
 
   She drew in a pair of deep breaths and loosened her grip. “Steve...he dropped his jacket in the lounge and went to take a shower...”
 
   “Okay...”
 
   “And you know the talk we had about Brynja and McGarrity,” she reminded me, her rapid-fire words coming like bullets from a machine gun. “Well, it was more about me not trusting Brynja, mainly, but you know how Detective Dzobiak was talking about the money in The Fringe, and how all of the—”
 
   “Hey, hey, hey,” I said softly, cupping her chin in my hands. “Just take it easy. Start at the beginning.”
 
   I pulled a bottle of water from the conference room’s mini fridge and sat with her at the glass table. She spun off the cap and took a few quick sips before continuing. 
 
   “So, McGarrity was acting kind of shifty,” she said, sounding more composed. “And he was whispering to someone on his wrist-com. Then he peels off his jacket and says something about hitting the showers.”
 
   “Did you hear who he was talking to?”
 
   Peyton shook her head. “No, but I heard McGarrity mention money, and being owed a ‘huge payday’. So as soon as he left the room I went through his jacket. This was in his pocket.” She pulled back the sleeve of her blue hospital scrubs and tapped the face of her com, projecting a photograph she’d taken just moments before. It was a pile of cash. Not American dollars – they were the brightly-colored orange, blue and green bank notes used throughout the European Union. The same bills used to pay the homeless in The Fringe, resulting in the shut-down of the CDUs. 
 
   I studied the photo for a moment longer, rolling the possibilities over in my mind. “This could be a coincidence. He was just in the UK, so...maybe he took out some cash and was planning to buy something? A trip over to France or Germany after his interview in London?” 
 
   “You said it yourself, Matty: we can’t trust anyone.” She swallowed hard, eyes welling with tears. “Remember Valentina?”
 
   It had been nearly a year since the incident. Valentina, my former bodyguard, had clandestinely met with The Red Army and accepted a payoff in exchange for her loyalty. The terms of the negotiation were simple: turn me over to the angry mob, and she’d be guaranteed an eight-figure paycheck for her efforts. I had no specific knowledge that she was up to no good, but I’d had my suspicions...I’d been contemplating the possibility of her switching allegiances for months, and had put a number of contingency plans into place. My neurotic over-planning (and general lack of faith in humanity) paid off when she finally did betray me, locking Peyton and I in a secured room at Fortress 23 – a room not unlike the one we were in at that very moment. With some high-voltage electrical shocks from my armored suit I killed her, sending her corpse crashing through a glass table. 
 
   I was no stranger to violence. Before that moment I’d seen my fair share of death and dismemberment while competing in Arena Mode. Horrifying images permeated my thoughts like cotton soaked through with blood; time faded the stains, but the fabric would never be totally washed clean. That’s just the way it worked, and I’d grown to accept it. Though in that moment, it wasn’t the sight of Valentina’s ravaged body that struck me: it was the expression on Peyton’s face. She wasn’t just a witness in that moment. She was an active participant. An accessory. An accomplice. She’d helped electrocute our captor as well, and was as responsible for her death as I was. 
 
   Sitting across from me, clutching my hands, I could feel her nervous tension, and the atmosphere was electric with it. She was the most trusting person I’d ever known, and always saw the best in everyone; Peyton wanted to believe that people, at their core, harbored the best of intentions. It was a pure, innocent kindness that bordered on naivety. While I was always wary of Valentina’s greed and had correctly predicted her betrayal, Peyton had been completely blindsided. The act of treachery scarred her almost as much as the life she was forced to end. 
 
   “Steve McGarrity is arrogant,” I said flatly. “And he’s obnoxious, and tactless, and he’s a huge, huge asshole...” I almost wanted to end the sentence there, because it felt like the perfect spot to place a period. “But,” I added reluctantly, “he doesn’t have the brains to pull off something like this. And he’s a terrible liar. I seriously doubt he’s involved in any way.”
 
   She jerked her hands away from mine. “Serious doubt? So you’re just going to take a chance that he’s ‘probably’ not going to stab us in the back?”
 
   She was right. If there was even a possibility, the most infinitesimal chance that McGarrity was involved in my set-up, I had to follow up on it. Time was not on my side, and neither were the odds. One slip-up and my life – and the lives of everyone with me – could be in serious jeopardy.
 
   “There’s no delicate way to do this, Peyton.”
 
   She stared back at me, unblinking.
 
   I rapped my finger into my com and activated the Fortress’ communications system. “Intercom,” I commanded, allowing everyone within the compound to hear my next words. “Steve McGarrity, report to the main conference room immediately.” 
 
   Using a private message I invited the rest of the team to join us. Brynja arrived first, blue hair tied into a loose braid, wearing a canary yellow sun dress (part of her new, non-gothic island wardrobe). Gavin followed in his charcoal suit and scarlet power tie, but was without his Rolex and pocket square – his definition of ‘dressing down’ these days. Karin came next, wearing a pink terrycloth bathrobe and matching slippers. With a burger in one hand and an oversized mug of root beer in the other, it was clear she’d already located the kitchen and was indulging in one of the two dozen snacks she consumed each day (where the calories went on her ninety-five pound frame, I’d never know – the metabolism might have been superhuman-related, if I had to guess). McGarrity sauntered in a few minutes later still dressed in jeans, runners and a t-shirt with a silly cartoon skull emblazoned across the chest. His face had been shaved clean and his mop of blond hair was slicked back, wet from his shower.
 
   I took the chair at the head of the oval conference table, leaning in on my elbows. My body stiffened, teeth set on edge. By the time everyone was seated there was a nervous tension that vibrated through the air, so dense it prickled my skin. 
 
   “So what’s the emergency,” McGarrity asked, lacing his fingers behind his head. He kicked his runners up on the table, leaning back as far as the leather chair would allow. If there was any reason for him to feel nervous, he was hiding it masterfully. 
 
   “Give me your wrist com,” I said flatly. 
 
   Subtlety had never been my strong suit.
 
   Without protest he pulled it off, dropped it onto the glass and slid it across the surface. It stopped an arm’s reach away.
 
   I scooped it up and began scrolling through his recent communications.
 
   “Anything else, bro?” His dopey smile widened to a teeth-bearing grin. He was so dense that he had no clue that I’d called him to the conference room to confront him.
 
   “Who were you talking to upstairs?” I asked as I continued to search his com, scanning each incoming and outgoing transmission with a flick of my finger.
 
   “My bookie. He owed me seventeen grand after the last FCS event.”
 
   “You were betting on full-contact swordfighting?” Gavin asked. “And getting paid in Euros?”
 
   McGarrity’s eyes narrowed and he shot upright in his chair, planting his feet on the floor. “Wait...how did you know that? I thought you were just an accountant. Can you see through my wallet with x-ray vision or something?”
 
   I could tell by the distortion on his face that Gavin didn’t know where to begin with his reply. “Um...first of all I’m not an accountant. You just assumed that. And I’m not a super—”
 
   “I went through your stuff,” Peyton confessed, raising everyone’s collective eyebrows.
 
   “You what?” McGarrity blurted out, his voice strained with emotion. I could almost hear the knife penetrating his gut. “How could you think that I could ever...I thought you guys were my friends?”
 
   Her face fell slack. Peyton and I instantly knew we’d made a huge mistake. “I’m so, so sorry,” she pleaded, “I just...I didn’t mean to say that you were working against us. It’s just...”
 
   “You thought this doofus was involved in the attacks?” Brynja threw her head back and laughed, clapping her hands once. “Wow, Mox, I thought you were supposed to be a genius or something.”
 
   “We can’t trust anyone,” Peyton snapped, suddenly filled with fire at the sound of Brynja’s voice. “And you should’ve been first on my list, not Steve.”
 
   “Oh, this was your brilliant idea?” Brynja’s words came out in between chuckles – she was still in hysterics from the thought of McGarrity being a criminal mastermind. “It’s all making sense now.”
 
   Peyton stood, extending her open palm across the table. “Why don’t you show everyone what’s on your wrist-com?” she asked, her voice frosting over. “Unless you have something to hide.”
 
   “Forget it,” Brynja frowned. “I’m not handing over shit, princess. Why don’t you open up your private messages and show us what you’ve been up to?”
 
   Peyton turned to me, finger aimed squarely at Brynja. “For all we know she’s the one who’s been sending the untraceable text messages! You haven’t received a single one since we’ve picked her up – don’t you find that just a little suspicious?”
 
   My eyes flicked to Brynja, who had just bolted upright in her chair alongside McGarrity. She was waiting for me to defend her. Something I couldn’t do in front of Peyton.
 
   “Well,” I said, as diplomatically as I could manage, “a lot of suspicious stuff has been going on around here. Let’s not start throwing wild, unfounded—”
 
   “What about her?” McGarrity cut in, throwing his hand towards Karin. She glanced up from her wrist-com. Her cheeks were filled with a mouthful of burger, a glop of ketchup dripping from her bottom lip, threatening to stain her bathrobe.
 
   “Whaf are you talking aboof?” she mumbled. By her expression it seemed as if she hadn’t been listening to anything we’d said for the last several minutes.
 
   “I hate to agree with this asshole,” Brynja said, jamming her thumb towards McGarrity, “but he might be right for a change.”
 
   “Thank you!” he said with a confident nod, folding his arms across his chest.
 
   Karin swallowed the contents of her mouth with a single gulp. “What the hell, guys! I know I’m new around here but she hired me.” She glanced towards Peyton, arching her brow. “And I’m not the one who’s keeping secrets around here. Mister Moxon asks me to move this giant mystery box around, carting it wherever we go. I’ve loaded this thing onto more jets and hover transports than I can count.”
 
   “Mystery box?” Gavin asked, cocking his head. “What’s in the box?”
“Nothing is in the goddamned box!” I shouted. I felt like my head had filled with concrete, and was so heavy it was impossible to keep upright. I let it sag, clunking onto the glass surface. “Why is everyone so fascinated with it? It’s nothing.”
 
   I kept my forehead pressed against the table as the shouting continued. All Hell had broken loose, and the next few minutes were a whirlwind of accusations, each louder and less coherent than the last: Peyton accused Brynja of hiding secrets, Brynja replied by shouting ‘drusla’ (my Icelandic was a little rusty so I had to look it up afterwards...it was as uncomplimentary as I’d assumed it would be), McGarrity kept professing his innocence, and Gavin continued to plead for some measure of sanity. The finger pointing and shouting had nearly reached a crescendo – the moment where I feared this ill-advised meeting would escalate into an all-out brawl – when a loud ping silenced the room.
 
   It was my wrist com, signaling a new text message. 
 
   It chimed once more, this time slicing through the gulf of silence.
 
   We all knew who it was before I answered.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “A life spent hidden behind a mask is not a life worth living. It is a meaningless charade to gratify those who wield influence. No more. I will no longer be part of this system that demands my compliance and bends me to its will, stripping me of my identity and lashing me when I speak out of turn.” 
 
    
 
   - Herald of The Order (Darknet Holoforum)
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Chapter Nine
 
   I clicked <Accept> and commanded the text to appear on the conference room’s wall, allowing everyone a clear view of the fluorescent blue type.
 
   “Have you seen the news lately, my friend? Your stock seems to be plummeting.”
 
   “Yup,” I said aloud, triggering my words to appear in the ‘reply’ section of the text field. “That’s an understatement. And I have you to thank for it.”
 
   “Oh, Matthew, this is to be expected for people like you and I. Leaders of industry come under harsh scrutiny even at the best of times, do we not? It is, as they say, part of the game. We must develop a thick skin and roll with the punches.”
 
   I glanced at Gavin and mouthed the word ‘leader’. He replied with an exaggerated shrug. 
 
   “Harsh scrutiny?” I said with a bit of a laugh. “LOL, you framed me for murder and terrorism.”
 
   Damn. Just a tiny chuckle caused the stupid auto-type to insert an even stupider acronym into the text message. Now my arch-nemesis was going to think I texted like a teenage girl.
 
   “Well, yes, there is that – but it is nothing that a good public relations campaign cannot repair. And besides, we should not have to adhere to the laws that govern the rest of the world.”
 
   “Really? So we’re above the law somehow, just because of our bank accounts?”
 
   “You speak as if I invented this rule. No, my friend, this is simply how the world works. This has been the way of things long before I arrived, and long after I am gone things will remain the same.”
 
   “That’s an interesting perspective, missus...what should I call you?” 
 
   “Mister,” he was quick to correct me. “And let us just remain anonymous for now, if you do not mind.”
 
   “Suit yourself. So if we can’t change anything what’s the point of moving forward, Mystery Man?”
 
   “Power is one reason, of course. It must be nurtured in order to be maintained. But those with unlimited resources like ourselves tend to grow bored over time, do we not? Thankfully I have created a grand spectacle to keep us all distracted...a gift for the listless, if you will.”
 
   “People have to die to keep you entertained? That’s a little fucked up.” 
 
   “This judgment comes from a man who appeared on a live simulcast, and murdered the innocent for money?”
 
   “I HAD NO CHOICE,” I fired back. My voice was a lot louder than I’d intended, causing my wrist-com to translate my speech into angry capital letters.
 
   “And neither do I, my friend. I need to create competitions for the greater good. It breeds excellence. When we single out the elite within the elite the standards are raised, leading to a stronger society. And the strong are the ones who survive.”
 
   “Can I compete, then?” I asked quickly. “I’d like to increase my excellence...let me fight some of your champions.”
 
   My words hung in the air, gathering dust as I awaited a response. It was the slowest text reply yet. He was weighing his options – or, more likely, attempting to craft an answer that would nudge me towards a specific action. 
 
   The words, “I do not think so.” Finally appeared, followed by, “Keep safe and remain in one of your fortresses, far from harm. You would last but a moment against true giants. These competitors are gods among men.”
 
   “I’ve taken down a god or two in my time,” I said, drawing a glance from Brynja. “Why not give me a shot? Send me the location of the next battleground.”
 
   “This is not about your death, my friend. I told you that if taking your life was my goal, I would have achieved it already. You and I, we are playing a different game entirely.”
 
   “What kind of a game are we playing, here?” 
 
   “It is a battle of wits. Your intellect against mine. You are no match for me physically, and if our armies were to collide you would fall within moments. So this is my act of charity. I am allowing you the chance to win this game on your own terms.”
 
   “I’m not sure how the hell I’m supposed to win a game that I don’t know the rules to.”
 
   “Find me and we shall discuss the rules in person. Until then, my friend – may the fortunes smile on you.”
 
   The transmission ended with a short chime and the text disappeared a moment later, leaving no evidence that we’d ever chatted. Whatever encryption he was running had wiped our conversation from existence, one again leaving me without a shred of evidence.
 
   “Fuck!” Brynja shouted, hammering the glass table with both fists. “How are we supposed to find this jerk-off if he doesn’t give us anything to go on?”
 
   Peyton’s brow creased into a concerned scowl. “Matty, are you...is that a smile? Are you actually smiling at a time like this?”
 
   I tilted back in my chair and clapped my hands over my face, laughing to the point of hysterics. I laughed until my cheeks ached and my stomach cramped, and Peyton burst into a fit of anger.
 
   “This is crazy,” she scolded me. “Do you know how many more people could die before—”
 
   “Peyton,” I interrupted, waving her off. “I don’t know how I could’ve been so stupid...I know who this is.”
 
   “You do?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Of course.” All it took were a few strategic questions, and he’d given it all away. “And I know exactly how we’re going to find him.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Ten
 
   When his name blistered through my synapses like a lightning strike I’d never felt so completely brilliant, and yet simultaneously like a total idiot. Sultan Darmaki. Notorious playboy billionaire from the United Arab Emirates, and one of the only people on the planet (besides Cameron Frost) to have hosted an Arena event himself. The handsome thirty-year old tycoon was practically Frost’s arch-rival; they’d competed against each other from across the globe, each jockeying for position in the same fields: entertainment, real estate, politics, and most recently, the lucrative world of promoting combat sports.
 
   What made Darmaki interesting was that, unlike Frost, he was a bona fide superhuman himself. And not just any superhuman: one whose powers had never been fully tested, and were alleged to be some of the most dangerous in existence. The ability to manipulate the four elements at will was a terrifying prospect, though few had seen a full display of his powers. He was paranoid about being filmed, and for the most part rejected technology altogether. There were rumors, though. From my experience, a rumor is rarely a hundred percent false.
 
   “How did you figure it out?” Peyton asked, dumbfounded.
 
   “Yeah,” McGarrity added, scratching at his hairline. “Dude gave you nothing to work with.”
 
   “He gave me everything,” I explained. “Referring to himself as a ‘leader’ was the first giveaway.”
 
   “What if he’d meant, like, a political leader?” Brynja asked.
 
   “I considered that, but he’d also made reference to stocks and ‘breeding excellence’. It was pointing to a businessman more than a politician. Plus he’s crazy...though I suppose you can’t be at the top of either of those fields without being a sociopath.”
 
   Peyton tugged at a loop of her cotton-candy pink hair, narrowing her eyes. “You knew it was a ‘him’?” she asked curiously. “How can you be so sure, even now?” She’d always been neutral on whether I was being set up by a man or a woman – I suspected because she was hoping the blame would be laid on Brynja. But even now she wasn’t completely convinced.
 
   “That part was easy once I figured out how to press him,” I said with a short laugh. “I purposely said ‘missus’ because if it was a woman, she wouldn’t have corrected me...but if a man who thinks of himself as a Master of the Universe is mistaken for a woman, you can bet your ass he’s going to set you straight.”
 
   The rest of the pieces fell into place: a businessman with a possible gripe against Cameron Frost (or his business) who is fascinated enough with superhumans – and with no-holds-barred competitions – to risk everything by arranging an unsanctioned Arena Mode tournament. And someone who was callous enough to flatten populated areas in the process. I was rapidly eliminating possible suspects, and was left with a single, solid possibility. 
 
   “So this is a two-for-one deal,” Gavin said. “He gets to run his crazy death match, and at the same time, frame the richest person in the world. With you out of the way he’s the man.”
 
   I rose from my chair and began to pace the length of the conference room. “Yeah, that all makes sense...except for one thing.”
 
   “Fee didn’t fill yoo,” Karin mumbled after cramming her mouth full of what looked like the remaining half of her hamburger.
 
   Everyone stared at her as she chewed, either with disgust or fascination, I couldn’t be sure.
 
   She swallowed. “Sorry, that was supposed to be ‘he didn’t kill you’.”
 
   “Right,” I nodded, still burning a hole in the pristine vanilla carpet as I retraced my steps. “If this was just about being the ‘best of the best’, I’d already be dead – that much he wasn’t lying about. He wants something else...”
 
   “Could just be a Cameron Frost type of deal—?” McGarrity guessed. “You know, some rich old dude wanting to prove he’s better than some other rich old dude. It’s like when my grandfather plays chess with his friends at the park.”
 
   “Jesus, man, I’m not that old, I’m thir—” and then I stopped in my tracks. 
 
   This was a game, for sure. Darmaki said it himself. But he’d been playing against a blind opponent. More than that, he’s been moving my pieces for me, forcing me into very specific actions to further his agenda. 
 
   The landscape was rapidly changing: I’d lost credibility, I’d been framed for murders that Darmaki had been responsible for, and now, cities were cancelling their contracts with the Moxon Corporation. They were lowering their defenses, and giving up on CDU’s as a means to repel superhuman attacks. This was all happening according to his plan, and it was happening precisely on his schedule. I needed a disruption. I’d figured his game out sooner than he’d anticipated, and I needed to make a sudden move that he wasn’t expecting. What I needed was a game-changer.
 
   “I’m going to draw him out in the open,” I said to no one in particular, staring off into the middle distance. “I’m going to throw myself into Arena Mode.”
 
   Brynja sprang from her seat. “First of all, what the fuck?” She circled the table and stood in front of me, locking her feet into place. “Secondly, for real, Mox...what the fuck?”
 
   “Matty,” Peyton pleaded, coming to my side. “You don’t need to do this.”
 
   “And besides,” Gavin added, “Even if you wanted to throw Darmaki a curveball by jumping into one of his fights, you don’t know where the next competitors are going to show up.”
 
   “He wants me in hiding. He said it himself – he kept wishing me luck, prompting me to stay out of view. For whatever reason he needs me free and out of custody...at least for the time being. I go into a populated area and wait for him to come to me. When I get spotted by a camera, I won’t need to find the next arena fight – Arena Mode will come to me.”
 
   “Okay,” McGarrity agreed, “I’m totally down with that...but what makes you so sure this old dude will show up?”
 
   “I don’t think he will. I think he’ll send back-up – some of his lackeys to get me out of harm’s way.”
 
   “You mean capture you?” Peyton asked.
 
   “Possibly. But we’re going to capture them.”
 
   “Wait, we’re taking prisoners, now?” Peyton was incredulous. “Like we’re going to abduct someone?”
 
   “‘Abduct’ is kind of a harsh way to describe it...I’d think of it more like a kidnapping.”
 
   “That’s the same thing,” she said flatly.
 
   I shrugged. “Yeah, but ‘kidnapping’ has less of a torture-y vibe to it.”
 
   “So we’re not going to torture anyone...” Gavin asked, now rising to his feet as well.
 
   “Oh, no, we probably will. We need to be sure who’s behind this. I’m pretty certain that it’s Darmaki but I can’t be a hundred percent until we get our hands on one of his superhumans.”
 
   Karin glanced up at me, sipping from a straw in her oversized mug. She was the only person in the room still seated. “Damn, boss, this is some dark shit...even for you.”
 
   “Dark?”
 
   “You got a little darkness lately,” she said in between gulps. “You’ve had this kamikaze look in your eyes ever since that doctor’s appointment in Switzerland.”
 
   The last thing I needed was for her to bring up my condition. I knew Karin had grown suspicious of all my doctor’s visits, and she probably knew a lot more than she was letting on. This was neither the time or the place to open up that can of worms. 
 
   I quickly cleared my throat, motioning for everyone to sit back down (no one did). “I think we’re getting off-topic here,” I said, my voice cracking. 
 
   “Can we circle back around to the torture thing you brought up?” Peyton demanded.
 
   I took her by the shoulders, squeezing gently. “We’re fighting blind here. Even if I’m right, if it is Darmaki, he could be at any one of his homes anywhere in the world. I need to get my hands on him in order to clear my name.”
 
   “And what,” Brynja cut in, throwing her hands apart. “You’re going to chain one of his lackeys to a chair and shove bamboo shoots into his toenails until you get the location? Jesus, we’ve done some questionable shit in the past, but are we really crossing this line?”
 
   “If that’s what it takes,” I said coldly. I could tell my words had cut deep; Peyton shrunk away from me, and Brynja’s mouth fell open.
 
   After a moment Gavin stepped forward. “This is nuts, Mox.”
 
   “You don’t think Darmaki wants to do that to me?” I fired back. “To make me suffer? It’s been two days and he’s already destroyed my life.”
 
   “Mox,” Gavin said, his voice low and even, as if he were talking a jumper off a ledge. “This isn’t who we are, man. We’re better than this. We’ll find another way.”
 
   “No!” I shouted, clenching my fists. “You see that’s where you’re wrong, Gavin. All of you are wrong, because this isn’t a ‘we’ type of a situation. This is about me, making the hard choices and doing what needs to be done.”
 
   “Ah, okay,” Brynja said, a biting smile cutting across her face. “So this is a dictatorship now? We’re just the merry band of idiots who aren’t smart enough to make the tough calls. Please, exalted leader, tell us what to do.”
 
   I turned back to Peyton and her eyes welled with tears. She opened her mouth but didn’t speak. Gavin, Karin and McGarrity looked on in silence.
 
   I wasn’t about to tell anyone what to do, but I told them what I needed. “Give me some space,” I whispered. Then I stormed out of the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
   I’d spent the day alone in my living quarters. I was remorseful about the way I’d responded to Peyton and everyone back in the conference room, although I was still confused about their attitudes. This was life or death; how could they quibble about something as trivial as an interrogation, even if it was going to be a little rougher than a standard Q and A session? It’s not like the person we’d capture would have been innocent. If they were working for Darmaki they certainly knew the risks involved, that much was a given. I could understand Gavin and Peyton being squeamish about the idea, but McGarrity? Brynja? They were as hardened as I’d been after living through Arena Mode, as well as the fortress occupation in Alberta. They’d maimed, they’d killed – and now, all of a sudden, they were taking the moral high ground. They were claiming innocence as if there wasn’t any blood on their hands, as if anyone could wash themselves clean of the things they’d done. The things we’d done. This is exactly the reason why they needed my guidance: I was willing to pull the trigger when they weren’t, and today only further illustrated my point.
 
   By the time night fell I’d felt like a caged animal. I lay in bed for hours upon restless hours, staring into the darkness. Sleep never came. Eventually I had to concede defeat, and threw on jeans, runners, and zipped up my hoodie. Maybe a walk would help. 
 
   Without any real sense of where I was going I wandered the halls. The silvery white corridors were dim, the lights having been partially powered down for the evening. Within the confines of Fortress 18 – a mountain base the size of a small town – I still felt claustrophobic. It’s not that I wanted to go anywhere in particular, it was just the fact that I knew I couldn’t.
 
    
 
   I roamed the compound for the better part of an hour before heading in the direction of the kitchen, which had been closed up for the night. There would still be a few hours before the earliest shift started, and I figured it was time to grab a bottle of water and rehydrate if I was going to continue lurching around. As I slid my access card across the glowing amber pad at the side of the doorframe, the door whisked open and it was immediately apparent that I wasn’t the only one having trouble sleeping. Sitting on one of the stainless steel countertops in front of an open fridge was Karin, clutching a small tub of ice cream in one hand and an oversized spoon in the other. She was dressed in fuzzy blue pyjamas and was shoveling mounds of mint chocolate chip into her mouth as I approached. “Care to join me?” she asked, not bothering to check who was behind her.
 
   “No,” I grumbled. “I want to be alone.”
“Sounds about right,” she said with a lazy shrug. “You don’t have to stick around, I know you hate me...or at least that you pretend to.”
 
   This is exactly why I’d advised Peyton not to hire Karin (or at least chastised her for it after the fact...my memory is a little hazy on which had happened first). I wanted a pilot – nothing more. What I didn’t want was to be continually on the defensive, worrying that someone on my staff would be judging and analyzing every single word that came out of my mouth. My discovery that she’d been a superhuman troubled me, but almost in equal measure I’d been irritated when I saw that she’d been a psyche major in her lone year of college. How she’s made the transition from psychology to airline pilot so rapidly didn’t concern me; I’d been mildly curious but had neglected to ask her.
 
   “What is that supposed to...” I trailed off, pinching the bridge of my nose. More headaches. They were coming in waves now, hot and throbbing. “Look,” I said sharply, “just stop it. Don’t psychoanalyze me. I pay you to fly, so stick to your job.”
 
   She mumbled, “Mm-kay,” as I turned towards the doorway. Not the word ‘okay’, because that would have require the effort of forming an additional syllable. It was the word ‘kay’, preceded by a groan.
 
   “Good. Glad we got that straightened out.” I suddenly stopped at the opening, pressing my palms into either side of the door frame. “So...why do you think I hate you?” I asked. “Even though I don’t...I’m just curious as to why you’d say something like that.”
 
   She glanced back over her shoulder, her messy blond hair strewn across her eyes. “You said it yourself, boss: I don’t get paid to be a shrink. If you want a session you’ll have to give me a raise.”
 
   She was like a rash I silently vowed to stop itching, but kept dragging my fingernails across without considering the consequences. “Indulge me,” I sighed.
 
   “Sorry...I’m off the clock.” Another heaping scoop was shoveled into her mouth, followed by a long pause. “And I only indulge my friends.”
 
   My resolve was weakening. I was too exhausted to argue. “We can be friends...can’t we?”
 
   She shrugged again and offered crooked grin. “Why not.” She scooted sideways to make room on the metal table, glancing expectantly at the spot next to her.
 
   I made my way back across the kitchen and lifted myself up on the table. “So—?”
 
   “Well first of all,” she explained, “I know what happened to you last pilot.”
 
   As far as I knew, everyone did. During the second unofficial Arena Mode tournament inside of Fortress 23, my pilot, Mac, was attacked. A shape-shifter had morphed into a gelatinous creature with long, coiling tendrils, powerful enough to tear him to pieces. 
 
   Generally speaking, simulcast audiences had built up a strong tolerance for violence. Watching a limb get hacked off during a full contact swordfight wasn’t even considered gruesome to most viewers. It was just part of a typical sporting event in 2042, like watching a body check in hockey or a tackle in football. Then Arena Mode came along and pushed the envelope, if such a thing even existed anymore. There had been some pretty horrific deaths during the original tournament in Manhattan, but nothing could have prepared audiences for what happened to my former pilot: watching a man get drawn and quartered in high-definition rendered even the most hardened sports fans light-headed, teetering on the brink of regurgitation. 
 
   “And yet you still signed up for the gig?”
 
   “Sure,” she said cheerfully, and hopped down off of the table. She reached across to a drawer where she pulled out a fresh spoon and handed it to me, tilting the half-empty tub of ice cream in my direction. “I got a chance to work for the biggest company in the world: benefits, a steady pay check...can’t complain. Especially these days. I was just happy to find a job.”
 
   “Not much work out there for psychologists?” I asked as I dug my spoon into the container.
 
   “The economy is in the toilet and half the country is depressed and out of work. Pretty much everybody needs a shrink, but no one can afford us anymore.”
 
   “Ironic.”
“Mmm.” She nodded in agreement, re-loading her mouth with ice cream.
 
   “Okay so why do I hate you?” I asked, quickly adding, “I don’t, by the way.”
 
   She brushed her yellow bangs aside and looked at me. Really looked – which was disarming. I’d had so many conversations with Karin while she was indulging her deceptively voracious appetite, or watching a simulcast, that I had come to the conclusion that she had some kind of social anxiety disorder. Something that, at the very least, prevented her from maintaining eye contact. 
 
   “Valentina stabbed you in the back, Mac got pulled apart like a piece of warm taffy...I saw it all on the simulcast. And I saw you there, watching every time. I don’t blame you, boss. Everyone who gets close to you either betrays you or ends up in the ground.”
 
   “So that’s your diagnosis?” I asked, the heat rising in my face. “You think I’m too jaded to have friends anymore?” I was still digging into the tub, not realizing that I’d passed the ice cream and was scraping my spoon along the bottom of the container, leaving a deep groove in the cardboard. 
 
   “Well,” she said flatly, “at first I pegged you with borderline personality disorder since you’re always pushing people away...but people who suffer from BPD usually have severe confidence issues. You’re way too narcissistic for that.”
 
   “Wait – what?” I dropped the tub. “A narcissist? That’s insane. I don’t think I’m better than you guys.”
 
   “But you think you know better than us,” she said, her eyebrow arching just enough to annoy me. “You think that you always have the right answer and don’t need anyone else’s input. Especially Peyton...you treat her like a toddler who needs her shoes tied and her food cut up for her.”
 
   “That’s crazy!” I shouted, not realizing that by shouting, I probably sounded like the crazy person on the room.
 
   “Is it?” Her eyebrow twitched again. That goddamned eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, Karin – it is. It’s totally, one hundred percent insane. I respect everyone’s opinion, especially Peyton’s.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
    “Yes!” I shouted, even louder. “Of course! I’m a totally fair leader. I mean...no, not leader. I’m a fair member of this team.”
 
   She turned away with a heavy sigh, rummaging through the fridge. “Mm-kay.”
 
   “I don’t have to stand here and listen to this bullshit. I’m going back to my room and getting some sleep.” I stomped across the kitchen for the second time, and for the second time I froze in the open doorway. “And for the record, I’m not a narcissist.”
 
   She pulled chocolate milk from the fridge and took a swig straight from the carton. “Mm-kay,” she mumbled, wiping her mouth on the sleeve of her fuzzy blue pyjamas.
 
   “I want the transport hot and ready for take-off at first light. We need to be in Italy by noon, local time.” Before she could say any more I rounded the corner, and had taken a few steps before getting the last words in, shouting as I stormed off. “And I don’t want to be friends anymore!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
   I was already in the transport when the rest of the team arrived. I hadn’t slept for even a minute, especially after my therapy session, and certainly looked the part; the darkness around my bloodshot eyes must have told at least some of the story. I exchanged nods and awkward smiles with everyone as they trudged up the boarding ramp, except for Brynja, who breezed past me without acknowledging my existence.
 
   Karin went through her pre-flight checklist while we silently strapped ourselves into place in preparation for take-off. Yesterday’s argument in the conference room hung in the air, but no one volunteered to be the first to mention it. Probably for the best.
 
   The engines rumbled to life. We roared into the morning sky and through the powder-white clouds as the sun rose behind us. A few hours into our flight I opened one of the overhead compartments and pulled out a long silver case, laying it down on the floor. I urged everyone to gather around and see what I’d packed for the trip.
 
   I flung open the lid to reveal our weapons. In the early hours of the morning I’d made my way to the research lab and cobbled together some modified guns; non-lethal firearms that, hopefully, would achieve my goal of discovering Darmaki’s location without the need to torture one of his lackeys. I explained my plan and recommended that everyone take hold of their assigned weapon and get a feel for its size and weight.
 
   “Are you sure this is gonna work?” Peyton studied an oddly-shaped pistol, poking and prodding at the elongated bronze weapon from every angle. The widened barrel looked more like a muzzle-loading blunderbuss than a modern-day gun, but the design was necessary.
 
   McGarrity scratched at his rumpled hair, equally confused. “Yeah, are we cosplaying as pirates or going into battle?”
 
   “You’ve got your own weapon,” I reminded him. “You don’t need one of these. Sword made of light, remember? The forecast is calling for clear skies and plenty of sun – you’ll be at full power.” 
 
   “Damn right I will be,” he beamed, gazing out the window. 
 
   We’d almost arrived. The transport banked hard, descending towards a cluster of more than a hundred islands, all linked together by stone bridges. Venice was one of the few remaining cities left untouched by the steamroller of technology – the relentless juggernaut that had paved over most of the planet. While the majority of first-world metropolitan areas glistened with shimmering megatowers, the City of Canals remained untouched. It had been carefully preserved over the centuries like a priceless piece of art you’d find in the Louvre.  
 
   The team looked prepared, at least on the surface. McGarrity, as per usual, had no qualms about charging into battle wearing no more than a t-shirt and jeans. While he had the power to manipulate light into solid objects, it’s not like he had a healing factor or some kind of invulnerability. Why he refused to wear potentially life-saving armor, I’d never know.
 
   No longer able to control her ability to ghost through objects, Brynja had opted to wear one of my remodeled smart-fiber suits. The flexible alloy allowed for a full range of motion, but solidified on impact like an airbag in an old gas-powered car: when a projectile made contact with the suit’s fabric it hardened, causing even the highest caliber bullet to bounce harmlessly to the ground. 
 
   London – my shiny new swarm robotics suit – was with my team of engineers, being prepared for the next phase of the plan (assuming I’d survive long enough to put it into place). Either way I needed protection. For the mission I’d chosen to wear the navy blue smart fiber suit that had protected me throughout the occupation in Northern Alberta, and it was still in perfect working order, if a little scuffed and battle-scarred around the edges.
 
   Peyton and Gavin opted for the suits as well; Peyton had worn hers in Alberta and was relatively confident, all things considered – though Gavin seemed more skeptical about his suit’s effectiveness.
 
   “So bullets are one thing,” Gavin asked, adjusting the chunky metallic gauntlets that fit over the charcoal-colored bodysuit. “but what about the giant that attacked South Africa? This is some sick looking armor, Mox, but I don’t know if it’ll hold up to something really gnarly...like a stomp from a fifty-foot monster.”
 
   “We’ll be in a confined area,” I explained. “Darmaki will send in someone with more finesse to defuse the situation. And the goal won’t be to hurt me.”
 
   “Right,” he said, snorting out a laugh. “Whoever he sends might not hurt you. What about the rest of us?”
 
   “Don’t sweat it,” McGarrity replied, draping an arm over Gavin’s shoulder. “I’ll have your back. Remember, I have experience with this shit. I single-handedly won the second Arena Mode tournament.”
 
   Brynja cocked her head, hands on her hips. “Really? I think your definition of ‘single-handedly’ might differ a little from mine.”
 
    
 
   McGarrity rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I’m just saying, I know what I’m doing out there. And I’m bringing some serious firepower with me. If anyone gets in my way it’ll be slice and dice.”
 
   He mimed the motion of swinging a broadsword with both hands, adding his own lightsaber-like sound effects with each stroke. Of course when he generated his sword it was completely silent, but that didn’t stop him from embellishing.
 
   “We’re not here to kill anyone,” Peyton sternly reminded him. “We just need Darmaki’s superhuman to think we’re going to capture and torture him...right?” She looked at me expectantly.
 
   “Right,” I said quickly, trying to convey as much confidence as possible. “And don’t worry about who might come after us...I have this entire situation under control.”
 
   I didn’t. I had no idea what kind of a nightmare I was getting us into.
 
   A cold bead of sweat rolled from my hairline, streaking down my temple. At a poker table I could out-bluff the best in the world, but in real life situations I was a terrible liar. I dragged my palm across my forehead as inconspicuously as possible, just as Brynja caught my gaze. Her eyes narrowed, blue-painted lips pressed into a tight line. Did she notice me fidgeting? Possibly, but I felt like it was more than that. She was reading my mind. Burrowing through my darkest thoughts – all of the potential pitfalls and grimmest predictions I had about this mission. The things I’d never dare speak aloud. 
 
   Or she suddenly realized that I was simply full of crap (which was equally true, more often than I cared to admit).
 
   Brynja turned and glanced out the window towards the floating city that was rapidly approaching. “Well I’m glad you have everything figured out, ‘chief’. Because if you don’t, we’re all gonna be mashed into meat waffles.” She let out a frustrated sigh before gesturing to her back. “And this piece of junk had better work out there.” The long, narrow rifle she’d been assigned was latched to the magnetic strip on her armor’s spine. It was designed specifically for this mission, and could only be fired once before necessitating a lengthy reloading process (a process we didn’t have time for during combat). It had been tested several times by my team of engineers and in theory it would work, but being in the field is rarely the same as being in the safe confines of a controlled testing facility – there are just too many variables to account for.
 
   A moment later Karin emerged from the cockpit and distributed the jellybeans. Brynja spread her palm and accepted it without turning around. She was still pissed about what I’d said in the conference room back in Fortress 18. I didn’t blame her. After all we’d been through together I didn’t have the right to overrule her – to brush off her suggestions without any consideration. But for a mind reader, she sure as hell didn’t know what I’d been going through. No one did. I wanted to tell everyone about my tumor and headaches, and about the voices that had been rattling around inside my head, but the time never seemed right. What was the right venue? When was the correct moment? How do you sit all your friends down in a room and tell them that all the money in the world can’t buy you any additional time? The moment would come, and eventually they’d all understand. My meds were controlling the pain, my contingency plan was on standby...everything had been taken into account. Eventually I’d tell them all the truth, but not now. They didn’t need this kind of stress, especially right before we landed.
 
   We pressed the jellybeans into our ears and Karin returned to the cockpit, testing our audio. Solid connection, no lag. Satisfied with our communications, everyone leaned into the passenger bay walls at our pilot’s instruction. Long magnetic straps emerged, buckling us into place as we prepared for landing.
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   The five of us marched into St. Mark’s square, heavily armored and armed to the teeth. I’d figured that by late October, much of the summer crowd would have long returned home, giving us ample space to work with. I was partly right. While not overcrowded, the wide open courtyard that led to the basilica still bustled with activity, despite the fact that superhuman battles were breaking out globally. Tourists fed pigeons and snapped photos, wandered between the endless rows of stone columns while snacking on lemon gelatos, and generally carried on as though that sort of thing doesn’t happen in this part of the world. Even with the possibility of being pulverized during a superhuman fistfight, you’re simply not going to stop Europeans from cashing in on their vacation days – especially the elite who had money to burn. We drew a few curious glances, but no one seemed alarmed. In a city famous for its ornate masks, they might’ve thought we were simply decked out in elaborate costumes – or, that we were part of a more enhanced security force.
 
   However, there was no shortage of ‘regular’ security in the square, and just a minute after our arrival a squat, olive-skinned police woman crossed our path, stopping dead after catching a glimpse of our faces (we’d intentionally left our helmets off so our faces would be recognizable). The officer yanked the com from her shoulder, shouted something in Italian, and scurried away in the opposite direction.
 
   It was happening, right on schedule. 
 
   I turned towards my friends. “This is what we were waiting for,” I said, attempting to steady the tremble in my voice. “It should only be a couple minutes now. Everyone remember their places?”
 
   Peyton pressed her lips against my cheek and smiled weakly. She nodded and led Gavin off to the far end of the courtyard, concealed behind rows of stone columns that flanked the square.
 
   “Brynja...”
 
   “I know.” She jammed her thumb towards the customized rifle on her back and replied with an exaggerated nod. “We went over this a hundred times. Point, pull the trigger...I’ve watched movies, I know how guns work. It’s not rocket science.”
 
   “All right, all right,” I said cautiously, “just double-checking.”
 
   “OhmygodIknow,” she huffed, each of her words spilling into the next. “This isn’t double-checking, this is zillion-checking. I get it.” She stomped away, taking her place at the opposite end of the square, leaving me alone with McGarrity.
 
   “It’s just you and me now, bro.” He began shadow boxing, throwing hooks and uppercuts as if he were warming up for a prizefight.
 
   “Awesome.” I said flatly. “Just remember that you need to put on a show. Make it look like you’re trying to hurt them, but don’t go in for the kill. Whoever Darmaki sends after us, we need them alive, or the plan falls apart.”
 
   It didn’t take long. A tense minute ticked by and a swarm of police poured in through the opening of the square; the wide-open piazzetta that led to the waterfront. The frightened officer had called for back-up, and the cavalry was now at her back. McGarrity and I held our ground as they rushed across the courtyard, guns drawn, shouting at us in a language that I barely understood. I’m pretty sure a burly, moustached man screamed ‘bastard’ but I couldn’t be sure. Language barriers aside, I knew exactly what they were asking us to do.
 
   I dropped to my knees, lacing my fingers behind my head. McGarrity did the same. I gazed skyward, awaiting the swirling purple lights and flashbulbs to appear. Fat pigeons drifted by and a single cloud rolled lazily into my field of view. But there was no sign of the jet.
 
   “Where the hell is he?” McGarrity whispered. “If the dude isn’t monitoring the simulcasts he won’t send anyone to save us.”
 
   “He is,” I whispered back through gritted teeth. Darmaki had to be...he’d been far too meticulous in his planning up until this point. There was no way that he’d let me get taken into custody, throwing his entire plan into upheaval. 
 
   This could be embarrassing.
 
   As the officers descended on us I felt the cold metal cuffs snap across my wrists, arms contorting behind me. I didn’t resist.
 
   When the moustached officer attempted to detain McGarrity he sprang back to his feet, pushing the man away. “Back off, Super Mario. I’m an American – I have rights!” Grabbing fistfuls of each other’s shirts, McGarrity and the officer screamed at each other in different languages.
 
   It was all falling apart. I no longer worried that we’d be locked up; now I was just hoping that I’d leave St. Mark’s Square without getting shot for resisting arrest thanks to McGarrity’s outburst. 
 
   Just as Mario had reached for his baton, the tell-tale flash of purple light we’d been waiting for crackled overhead, followed by the gasps and screams of fleeing tourists. I don’t know where the jet landed, or how it had manoeuvred between the impossibly cramped low-rise buildings, but somewhere it had dropped off our savior – the man who was here to keep us from government custody.
 
   The shimmering bronze hulk stormed across the square, shattering stone tiles underfoot. Each step was thunder. His combination of weight and speed caused a wake of crumbled rock to spit from his heels like water behind a speedboat.
 
   Shots rang out. Bullets pinged off of Dozer’s impenetrable skin as he charged, never breaking stride. For a man his size he moved with surprising speed, closing the distance in a matter of seconds. 
 
   A metallic fist slammed into Mario’s chest, sending him spiralling across the courtyard; the crack of his bones echoed like an oak tree snapping in a windstorm. Some of the police scattered, while others were tossed like human Frisbees, screaming as they sailed into the distance, their bodies suddenly rubber as they contorted around cylindrical stone columns. 
 
   Dozer reached down and snatched me by the wrist, yanking me to my feet with an effortless tug. He ripped off my handcuffs, tossing the crushed piece of metal aside, and latched his hand onto my forearm. There was no escape; it was like having my arm welded to a two-thousand pound statue. I looked up at this behemoth, only a few inches taller than me, but more than twice as wide. 
 
   “The boss has a message.” His voice was calm, and not nearly as intimidating as his appearance. “He wants me to keep you safe until the time is right. You’re coming with me.”
 
   “And you’re going to Hell!” McGarrity’s battle cry rang out as his broadsword clanged against Dozer’s chest. A weapon made of pure light could penetrate nearly anything, but for whatever reason, apparently not this metallic skin. The reflective blast was blinding.
 
   Dozer released his grip on my arm, feverishly rubbing the glare from his eyes.
 
   I rolled to safety. “Now!” I shouted into my com.
 
   Brynja’s shot was perfectly placed. The counterweights spun through the air, expanding the net around Dozer’s body. I don’t know how much training she’d gleaned from watching action movies, but whatever she’d seen, it had paid off.
 
   He grabbed a handful of the mesh and stared at Steve and I, shaking his head in disbelief. “You’re kidding me with this, right?” Grabbing two fistfuls of the netting, Dozer tore through his confinement like the steel ropes were made of tinfoil.
 
   McGarrity attacked once again, hacking and slashing into the monster’s forearms. It generated an impressive light show but never even scuffed his armored form. Squinting and barely able to make out the figures in front of him, Dozer lashed out with a frantic backhand, slamming his opponent mid-chest. McGarrity bounced across the courtyard and rolled to a stop as he joined a battered police officer, clutching his ribs. 
 
   I heard a scream in Italian at my back – it was the officer who had first spotted us. She held a pistol with both hands, trembling with her finger poised over the trigger.
 
   “Okay, okay,” I shouted, palms facing outward. I maintained eye contact and was careful not to make sudden movements, hoping she wouldn’t be startled into squeezing. My armor would withstand a round from her handgun without issue, but I wasn’t wearing a helmet. 
 
   Eyes like saucers, she angled the barrel of her quaking gun towards the ground and motioned for me to lay down in surrender. I nodded in agreement as a streak of pink hair whisked behind her. Peyton tackled the officer from her blind side, slamming her to the stone tiles. They rolled and struggled until Peyton caught the woman in the cheekbone with a right cross, slamming the back of her head into the tiles with dull thud.
 
   Across the courtyard Gavin gamely intercepted Dozer, who was storming towards an injured McGarrity.
 
   “Take him alive!” I shouted hoarsely, before Gavin pulled the trigger. The multicolored blast of particles erupted from the gun’s widened barrel, like a buckshot of confetti. It showered Dozer, coating his face and chest.
 
   “Blurgh!” He let out a sour groan, dabbing his fingertips across his tongue (which, from the looks of it, was bronze as well). He glanced curiously at the particles and shook his head once again. “What the hell are you people trying to accomplish here?”
 
   I heard a muffled voice echo from inside his head. Dozer was wearing an earpiece, not much different than ours. His metallic skin vibrated the sound like a low-quality speaker, making it audible to everyone around him.
 
   “You can’t be taken into custody,” the frantic voice reminded him. “Forget Moxon. Get to the extraction point right now, Glendinning.”
 
   Dozer stared at me for a moment, as if he were contemplating his orders. I held my breath and froze, locked in place. The bronze giant let out a growl before hammering his fist on the walkway, pulverizing the stone into dust. He turned and fled, disappearing between the narrow passageways through the city. 
 
   Peyton stepped away from the unconscious officer, throwing herself into my arms. Her face fell into my shoulder, pink locks draping over my back. 
“I thought she was going to...”
 
   “I know,” I reassured her, running my fingers though her hair. “You did the right thing.”
 
   Brynja and Gavin approached with guns in-hand, and McGarrity stumbled up behind them, wincing in pain, nursing his likely-broken ribs.
 
   Peyton stood upright and wiped a wayward tear with the back of her hand. “Did it work?” she sniffled.
 
   Only one way to find out. I tapped my wrist-com, illuminating a bright blue map of the world, expanding several feet above us. The blast of smart dust that had showered Dozer like a midnight celebration on New Year’s Eve worked as micro tracers – even if you brushed yourself clean of every visible piece, the microscopic remains would give off a signal that could be pinpointed by satellite. According to the blip on the screen Dozer was still in Venice, a kilometer from St. Mark’s square. A moment passed and the glowing icon disappeared from the map, reappearing in the United Arab Emirates. It was a remote location in the Liwa Desert – the ideal hiding spot. Any doubts about who had been setting me up disappeared.
 
   “Is it the Darmaki dude?” McGarrity groaned, doubling over in pain.
 
   “It’s him, I’m sure of it. And now we know exactly where he is.” I clicked off my holo-map and went to McGarrity’s side, draping his arm over my shoulder. Gavin grabbed his other arm, helping him hobble towards the transport.
 
   “So what do we do now?” Brynja asked.
 
   “The exact opposite of what he’s expecting,” I replied. “I’m going to knock on his front door.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
   The Liwa Desert shimmered under a cloudless sky, stretching in every direction like waves of dented copper. My self-piloted transport touched down on a tarmac, swirling up a sandstorm beneath it. Once the dust settled and the engine had powered down the doors slid open, triggering a metal staircase to telescope into place. I stepped out onto the runway, squinting against the glare of the punishing midday sun.
 
   Darmaki’s estate – the only visible landmark for hundreds of miles in any given direction – was a towering ivory monument.  Floating in a sea of manmade waterways, the ornately designed palace was supported by a thousand pointed archways, stretching five stories into the sky. 
 
   The sprawling front courtyard was alive with the activity of a small army, all working diligently to maintain the property: merchants and deliverymen purposefully strode across narrow pathways toting food and supplies; women scrubbed marble floors and polished windows; and gardeners manicured shrubs and watered palm trees that lined the property. Far from the metal and concrete structures that gleamed in the distance, this self-sufficient compound bustled industriously, but unlike the cosmopolitan wonderland of Abu Dhabi, there were no technological conveniences to be seen. Not a single road led to or from the palace, and the only modes of transportation I spotted were camels, ambling through the hills of blustery sand.
 
   A pair of men in white robes and sandals greeted me, smiling brightly as if they were welcoming home a long-lost relative. Not the reception I’d expected when I arrived unannounced. They were unarmed, at least as far as I could tell, and had no pretense of being security guards. 
 
   “Welcome to the Jewel of the Liwa Oasis,” one of them announced, arms spread wide. “Your presence has been requested on the rooftop terrace, Mister Moxon.”  Well, there goes the element of surprise.
 
   “Please,” the other said with a stately, sweeping gesture, “follow us. Sultan Darmaki has been expecting you.”
 
   Expecting me? Now I was more suspicious than confused.
 
   Navigating our way through the lavish front courtyard, we weaved our way through the worker bees, and into the main building. The entrance had no doors; it was a series of towering marble columns that beckoned anyone to pass through, but subtly reminded them that they were very, very small. As we rounded one set of stairs after the next, ascending towards the rooftop, it had occurred to me that there wasn’t a single interior light. Unlit iron torches were fixed to the walls and fireplaces rested in alcoves, which would no doubt serve as the only source of illumination once night fell.
 
   I stepped onto the terrace at the top of the stairway, and was surprised to find more than just Darmaki awaiting my arrival – sprawled out before me was an all-star cast of the world’s most notorious living weapons. I recognized each of them from the simulcasts. They were the ones who had battled throughout the world (the survivors, anyway), carving a bloody swath across densely populated areas, and increasing infrastructure spending in their wake. 
 
   Overhead, intricate latticework was overgrown with ivy, providing shade for Darmaki’s guests; they lounged beneath, where mounds of velvet cushions offered comfort as servants supplied fruit and wine on silver platters. They were laughing, drinking, sharing stories...I wasn’t walking into a top-secret gathering of super villains and evil masterminds – I’d just crashed a garden party. 
 
   A few glanced in my direction, but most were too engrossed in food and conversation to be bothered with my presence. The Japanese man I’d confronted in New York sat cross-legged, a bottle in each hand. He chortled at a husky Maori woman who sat across from him; she was miming someone getting shot in the head and falling limply on a pile of pillows.
 
   Sultan Darmaki strode past his guests, hands resting in his pockets. “Mister Matthew Moxon,” he said with a wide grin, “to what do I owe this pleasure?” The bearded man with cropped black hair standing before me was nothing like the photographs I’d seen. Darmaki was dressed in freshly-pressed khakis, a white dress shirt and loafers – not the traditional ankle-length robe of the Emirati.
 
    “Just in the neighborhood. Thought I’d swing by for a cocktail.”
 
   “Absolutely, my friend,” he said without missing a beat. “Make yourself comfortable. My home is your home.”
 
   “I appreciate it. But I thought maybe we could speak alone?”
 
   “By all means,” Darmaki said with a nod. He strolled across the terrace, past the overhang and onto the exposed front balcony.
 
   As I followed I glanced at his attire. “I’ve never seen you without your kandura.”
 
   “It is my day off,” he said with a smile. “They’re only required for formal occasions.”
 
   “Oh, all right. I just figured since you were The Sultan of—”
 
   He cut me off with a hearty laugh, throwing his head back. “No, Mister Moxon, I am not ‘the’ Sultan. That is my first name. Sultan is a very common given name in this part of the world – like ‘John’ in America.” 
 
   “Ahh, okay.” I scratched at the back of my head, glancing away. Well that was embarrassing. “Sorry about that. Not my cultural ballpark, I’m afraid.”
 
   “No, not at all. It is a common mistake. I sometimes correct people, but other times I let them believe what they want. It can be helpful when booking a hotel or securing a table at a restaurant.” He winked and smiled again, even brighter than before. I knew he was a homicidal maniac, but I was actually starting to like this guy.
 
   We reached the balcony overlooking the courtyard, where a servant awaited us with a tray balanced on his palm, carrying silver goblets and a bowl of fruit overflowing with grapes and bananas. 
 
   Knowing I was unable to drink whatever was in the glass, I scooped it up just to maintain appearances, leaning carefully against the white marble balustrade.
 
    “So what are we toasting?” Sultan asked, raising his goblet.
 
   “You tell me,” I replied, clinking the rim of my glass against his. “You’re the one throwing a party that’s tearing up half the modern world.”
 
   “Ahh, that,” he said, with what sounded like a hint of embarrassment. He took a quick sip and set his goblet down on the edge of the railing. “I know, I feel badly about the damage I have caused. It is a nuisance, but unfortunately, it is also a necessity.” 
 
   “It was necessary that you destroyed big chunks of New York, Stockholm, Cape Town, London...? The people in those cities are not at war with you, Sultan.”
 
   “No, they are not. But the cultures of those cities are at war with themselves. You see this?” Sultan tugged back the sleeve of his linen shirt. His wrist-com was exposed – the only piece of modern technology I’d seen since I’d arrived at his palace. “What does this mean to you?”
 
   I cocked an eyebrow.
 
   “I know, I know,” he said with a smile. “I am difficult to deal with – everyone tells me so. But please, my friend, humor me for just a moment.”
 
   I shrugged. “Communication.”
 
   He replied with a reluctant half-nod, as if what I’d said was only a partial truth. “For you, perhaps. But for many in the modern world, this is a distraction. A device that replaces conversation and human interaction. Thoughtful reflection has been replaced with mindless games and digital consumerism.”
 
   The last time I’d had a conversation that began this way I was visiting my grandmother at her nursing home. It was rare to interact with a technophobe these days – it was such an ingrained part of Western culture that even the elderly were at least moderately tech-savvy. “Newsflash, Sultan: it’s been going on for decades. It’s pretty normal to spend a good chunk of your time in a holoforum.”
 
   “Just because something is common does not make it normal,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “And that is the curse of technology.”
 
   “Curse?” I said, laughing under my breath. “I’m using my billions to re-build The Fringe and other parts of the world that you’re destroying – without technology it would take years to accomplish what I’ve done in just weeks.”
 
   A storm began to swirl behind Sultan’s dark eyes. I’d struck a nerve. “Technology is a false idol, Matthew Moxon. It promises to solve the issues that plague mankind, but at what cost? What have we given of ourselves in exchange for these so-called ‘modern miracles’ and scientific discoveries? Ten years ago superhumans were a fantasy. Mythology even. Nothing more than bedtime stories you read to children, or the comic books you place so much value in. Now we are here – we are a reality. But thanks to people like you and Cameron Frost, we have become commonplace.”
 
   “I’m not sure that I’m following,” I admitted. As he continued his impassioned argument I was growing more confused.
 
   Darmaki jammed a finger out across the courtyard. “Look into the horizon. Do you see the storm coming?”
 
    “I see sand,” I said flatly. “And blue skies.”
 
   Sultan took great care in unbuttoning his sleeves at the wrist, rolling the white linen fabric to his elbows. He extended his hands, palms open to the horizon. One hand suddenly burst into flame, and at the exact same moment the other froze, sending slivers of ice from his fingertips up his forearms. With the slightest of gestures Sultan sent streams of fire and ice swirling up and into the distance, darkening the skies. Charcoal clouds started to emerge; rolling, low-hanging cumulus that blanketed the coppery desert in shadow, threatening with a flash of blue-white and the crack of thunder. Then came the rain.
 
    “I just gave life to hundreds of people,” he stated, swelling with pride. “I provided water that will sustain a village for weeks. That is a miracle, my friend.”
 
   “So the ‘miracles of science’ are overshadowing your superhuman rain clouds?”
 
   “Your rain clouds,” he was quick to correct me. “Your cloud seeding program helps nourish so many that the devotion of my followers is beginning to wane.”
 
   “I’m providing more than water,” I explained. “I’m giving people hope.” I glanced over the balustrade at the workers toiling below; scrubbing, raking, trimming hedges – they worked tirelessly under the scorching midday sun, and I suspected it was in exchange for no more than the approval of their demigod. “But,” I added, “I’m thinking you like your followers a little on the desperate side.”
 
   He spread his hands wide, smile stretching beneath his dark beard. “Devotion stems from desperation, my friend.” He leaned over, gesturing towards his followers. Those who caught a glimpse of him dropped their equipment, mouths agape. A woman fell to her knees and wept when she thought he was gesturing specifically at her. “When your technology feeds and clothes these people, and provides them with the conveniences of the modern world, all of this will end. There will be no need for my powers once your program has reached this region.”
 
   He’d been doing his homework. My cloud seeding program was well-known, and had been rapidly spreading across Africa and much of rural Asia. Darmaki had no way of knowing about my other projects, which included a roll-out of 3D printers which would soon provide clothing, blankets and rudimentary shelter for much of central Africa. And with water and shelter would come hydroponics farms, providing a near-unlimited supply of food. Once my programs reached the Middle-East, the people in this unbelievably poor region would be fed and clothed, giving them a measure of independence. And with independence comes freedom.
 
   “And you’re grumpy because you won’t have free labor to trim your hedges and feed you grapes?” I asked.
 
   “I’m ensuring my future,” he quickly replied. “If I cease to possess my abilities, I will have no safeguard against the oppressors of the West.”
 
   I’ve been accused of some crazy things in the last year, but ‘oppressor’ was nowhere on the list. “How will my cloud seeding sap your powers?”
 
   He looked at me with a slight tilt of the head, bringing a hand to his bearded chin. It wasn’t condescension – at least that’s not how I read it. It’s as if he was genuinely baffled by my lack of understanding. “You know surprisingly little for someone with so many resources at your disposal. Do you not understand the nature of our abilities? I was given these gifts by a higher power.” He gestured grandly at the now-dissipating clouds in the distance, which were being lanced through by rays of desert sun. “And now I am that higher power. I was put here to provide for my followers. But my abilities are fed by belief...not just my own, but the belief of others.”
 
   It made sense. Superhuman abilities are linked to brainwaves; it’s why a cerebral dampening unit can nullify them by sending out a scrambling signal. Not much else has been gleaned besides that, simply because there hasn’t been enough research done on the subject (and what little research had been done was wildly inconclusive). Electrical frequencies inside our cerebral cortex are affected by virtually every type of stimuli, from music to scents to visual information. Could the relative proximity and thoughts of others – devoted followers, to be exact – actually feed a superhuman’s brain, amplifying their abilities? “The more people who believe you’re a god, the more powerful you become.” I had to say it, if only to hear how crazy the words sounded when spoken aloud.
 
   “Exactly.” He nodded in perfect agreement, as if I’d just said ‘the sky is blue’, and not something completely bizarre and theoretical. “And as your technology infects my region of the world, fewer will require my care and protection. My powers will begin to wane.” His voice levelled off to a chilling monotone. “I am not willing to let this happen.”
 
   “You want me to stop my program,” I said matter-of-factly. “Stop seeding clouds.”
 
   No, no, no – you misunderstand me, my friend.” He waved off the notion, suddenly more affable. “I wish to negotiate. I would like to purchase the technology from you.”
 
   “And then what, you just sit on it?”
 
   He raised his goblet as if in a toast. “Then I own patents. The rights to the cloud seeding technology will be mine, and no one can follow in your footsteps.”
 
   “This can’t go on forever, even if you get my tech. Someone else will pick up where the Moxon Corporation left off, and start cloud seeding before long.”
 
    “How long has the internal combustion engine been around for?” he asked.
 
   “The first car was made in 1886,” I said without missing a beat, as if was a contestant on a television game show. It was a nervous tick; if my mouth had a chance to blurt out a useless factoid it would do so without consulting my brain. 
 
   He smiled. “Ah, you are quick with dates. Very good. A miracle of engineering, but hardly the most efficient innovation, as  I’m sure you know. It should have been replaced by the electric car not long after its creation, and yet...”
 
   “Oil companies made sure that didn’t happen.” 
 
   His smile widened. He bared his teeth this time, and it shifted smoothly from friendly and jovial to disarmingly predatory. “Decade after decade the rich held back the technology, and it was easy. People are sheep, Mister Moxon. They fear change, reject what is new – even if the benefits are considerable. All they require is a nudge in the right direction.”
 
   I could almost hear the clacking of dominos colliding, toppling over one piece at a time. Everything was falling into place. The unsanctioned Arena Mode tournament did more than provide a reason to fear and distrust me – it was a reason to fear and distrust my technology. If the Cerebral Dampening Units proved to be ineffective (which was already the case in most industrialized countries) then surely the rest of the Moxon Corporation’s inventions could be called into question. My cloud seeding technology could be painted as an environmental risk, or hazardous to the population’s health with no more than a week of PR gimmicks. And with my technology slandered, the door would swing wide open for Darmaki’s god-like ability to produce rain from his fingertips. Close to a billion people lack access to clean water. If he could tap into just a fraction of that number, his power would, if his hypothesis was correct, amplify to unstoppable levels – assuming he wasn’t there already. 
 
   “So that’s why you wanted to keep me out of custody? So we could do business together?” It was the part of his plan that seemed erroneous. “I don’t know if these camels deliver a newspaper to your front door now and then, but I won all of Cameron Frost’s estate in the lawsuit. According to Forbes I have ten times your net worth, so there’s nothing you can offer me.”
 
   “I did not realize you were so...comfortable, Mister Moxon. Financially speaking.”
 
   “Yup,” I nodded confidently. “I’m comfy as fuck.”
 
   “Well put,” he said flatly. “So, we have arrived at an impasse.” 
 
   “Seems like it.” Darmaki wanted to continue the attacks, forcing my company’s value lower and lower with each passing day. Eventually I’d be so strapped for cash that I would have to give in and accept his offer. Though even after The Moxon Corporation’s free fall on the New York Stock Exchange, I was still far wealthier than he was – and even if I’d lost every cent, there was no way I was going to sell the cloud seeding patents.
 
   “Now the negotiation begins.” He entered a voice command, causing his wrist-com to produce a hologram. It was Peyton. A dozen images cascaded through the air, displaying candid photos of her; recent photos, as if a private detective had taken them over the last several weeks in The Fringe. One had been taken at the opening of Excelsior: there I was, standing amidst the crowd of shoppers, while Peyton embraced me, her pink hair cascading over my back.
 
   I clenched my teeth so hard I thought I’d grind my molars into dust. “Listen carefully, asshole: you’re not going to touch Peyton Lockridge. If I ever catch a photographer outside of Excelsior taking her picture again, I’ll reach down your throat and tear out our intestines.”
 
   He remained unfazed. “Hmm. That was very...descriptive. Although once again, my friend, I think you misunderstand my intentions. I am not going to touch Miss Lockridge. Or should I say, ‘President and CEO of the Moxon Corporation’, Peyton Lockridge. I am merely going to negotiate with her.”
 
   I barked out an acerbic laugh. “For the technology? Good luck. Money means nothing to her.”
 
   “I am not going to offer her money. I am going to offer you. For your life, she will be willing to trade anything, I would imagine.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” I whispered, the words catching in my throat.
 
   “Am I? Because I have put a considerable amount of thought into this matter.” He took a final sip from his goblet and leaned casually, as if we were old friends exchanging pleasantries. “If I had taken her, you would have never negotiated with me. You would have staged some elaborate attack on my compound, fighting impossible odds to save her life.” He let out a light chuckle. “In the end you would have failed – that much is certain – and the two of you would be dead. It would be years before I could secure your technology.
 
   “Having her true love as my prisoner, with his life hanging in the balance? This will not even be a negotiation. She will be offering me your entire company on a silver platter within sixty seconds.”
 
   I took hold of my goblet and raised it to my lips, pretending to sip the ruby liquid inside. “You think I’m your prisoner, then? That’s interesting.”
 
   “You have no powers.” He chuckled again. “No superhuman abilities. I saw the battle at Fortress 23 in Canada, and aside from your alleged problem-solving abilities, you have nothing.”
 
   “You knew I’d come here,” I stated. “You knew I’d arrive alone, and you knew I’d have no way to escape.”
 
   “Are you admitting defeat?” he said with a theatrical tone, mocking surprise. “Are you conceding that I, Sultan Darmaki, outsmarted the legendary Matthew Moxon?”
 
   I replaced my goblet on the balcony’s railing and threw my hands up in surrender. “You got me, Sultan. I’m screwed. Any maybe I’m not so smart after all. I mean, let’s just assume that I knew you’d be inviting if I showed up to your palace. Arrogant, even. Maybe arrogant enough to reveal your plans and tip your hand.”
 
   He raised his hand and gestured to his servant, who had been loitering inconspicuously for refills, and who now immediately scurried away. “Please,” he said offhandedly, “go on.”
 
    “And assume that, just maybe, I figured out your powers. That you’re in tune with not only the elements, but with nature itself. Which means from the moment I stepped onto the terrace you’d be monitoring my pulse, pupil dilation, sweat glands – you can probably even hear my heart beating.”
 
    “Very interesting, Mister Moxon. Continue.”
 
   “And maybe,” I continued, leaning in a little closer, “knowing all of this, I realized that if someone showed up who wasn’t me, like some kind of ‘technological miracle’ that just looked like Matthew Moxon, I’d have to compensate for all of those abilities. I’d have to mimic the same characteristics of a human being so precisely that you’d never guess what I actually was. It would never even cross your mind, until...”
 
   His arrogant smirk melted away, and the raging storm began to swirl once again. But this time it wasn’t just anger behind his eyes – it was fury.
 
   “Right about now, I’m guessing.”
 
   He lashed out and smashed my swarm robotics suit to pieces.
 
   Back in Fortress 18 I stepped out of my virtual reality rig. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
   I splashed two handfuls of cold water on my face, massaging the heels of my palms into my eyes. Staring back at the confused, broken man in the bathroom mirror, I kept asking him the same question: how long until it happens for real? 
 
   Dying in virtual reality was more of a shock than I’d anticipated. I knew it was going to happen – that wasn’t the issue. When I’d sent London – my swarm robotics exoskeleton – into the Liwa Desert, I knew it wasn’t coming back. Thousands of miles away in the safety of Fortress 18, I controlled London with my VR rig, maneuvering it like a life-sized marionette. When the strings were cut and the suit was smashed to bits, the experience was painless, and, at the same time, all too real. 
 
   I felt nothing, though I was face-to-face with my attacker when he struck. Darmaki never blinked. It was the madness stirring behind his eyes that chilled me to my core. It was the way he lashed out; wild, violent, like a reflex more than a conscious decision. Intentional or not, his reaction sent me a message: there would be no hesitation. Not the next time. Before now he wanted me alive to use as leverage (he said as much during our brief but informative conversation) although now, the game had been changed. I was safe for the time being, but the next time he lashed out at me I wouldn’t be half a world away. And there wasn’t a suit of armor in existence strong enough to protect me anymore.
 
   I blinked hard, dabbing a small cloth against my face. Glancing down at my com I noticed the time; I’d been standing here for more than half an hour, water running, leaning forward on the edge of the sink. My short term memory had been on the fritz lately, so much so that I rarely knew what time of day it was anymore. I was losing track of the little things, like where I’d put my medication, and what I’d asked my assistant to do for me just moments before. Suddenly I realized that I was running up against two separate (but equally dangerous) ticking clocks: would Darmaki hunt down me and my friends before I had the chance to neutralize him, or would my brain turn to oatmeal before I could figure out how I was going to stop the threat?
 
   Four tiny raps at the door startled me. 
 
   “One second,” I shouted, clearing my throat. “Just finishing up in here.”
 
   “Okay Mister Moxon,” Bethany replied. Her thick Jersey accent was unmistakable, even as the water ran from the sink below and the fan spun overhead. “Quick reminder: you called a meeting seventeen…wait, no – eighteen minutes ago. Everyone is waiting for you. So…”
 
   “I said I’m finishing up,” I snapped back. 
 
   She never answered. I heard the clack of Bethany’s heels recede into the distance, and the hydraulic whoosh of my bedroom door shutting behind her. 
 
   When I’d arrived in the conference chamber everyone was already there. Gavin, clad in his suit and tie, sat next to Peyton, who’d opted to continue wearing her scrubs. They sat across from McGarrity, who was in a housecoat for some reason, and Brynja, who’d reverted to her old wardrobe (probably just because she knew it annoyed Peyton): ripped jean shorts over black leggings, knee-high boots, and a tattered black tank top that revealed a generous amount of midriff. Karin sat at the end of the table, knees pulled to her chest, engulfed in her oversized bomber jacket. As usual her eyes were glued to her com, though it was the first time I’d seen her without food in her hand since I’d met her. 
 
   I made my way to the head of the oval-shaped table and pressed my palms into the surface, triggering the transparent glass. It illuminated with an electric-blue hue, and the overhead lights began to dim. 
 
   “We have a problem,” I blurted out.
 
   Among the long list of things that were not my specialty? Motivational speeches. Neither was tact.
 
   “I love this plan already,” McGarrity said. He uncorked an annoying laugh before pulling a beer bottle from the deep pocket of his housecoat, twisting off the cap.
 
   Peyton shot a disapproving glare across the table. “You’re drinking? Now?” 
 
   “So we can’t drink beer just because we’re in a conference?” he said, furrowing his brow. “What’s next – you’re going to tell me I can’t do coke, either?”
 
   “You brought cocaine with you?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Well not much. Just a couple of bumps to take the edge off. Why, you want some?” 
 
   “No!” Gavin shouted, throwing his hands up.
 
   McGarrity took a sip from his bottle, looking Gavin up and down. “I dunno, man…I think you could use some.”
 
   I sighed, letting my head sag. “Can we focus on the task, here?” 
 
   “Sure,” McGarrity said calmly, kicking his bare feet up on the edge of the table.
 
   “Our timelines are tightening,” I explained. “Now that I confronted Darmaki he’ll move into phase two of his plan: he’s going to start exposing Moxon Tech as a hazard, and trying to replace it with his own solutions.”
 
   “His superhuman security force will start protecting cities, not destroying them,” Peyton said.
 
   “And his homemade rain clouds will replace your seeding technology,” Gavin added. 
 
   “Exactly,” I nodded. “And that’s when things get even more dangerous…he knows he can’t negotiate with me, so once his plan goes into effect, having me alive will become a liability. As well as everyone in this room.”
 
   “He can’t find us here,” Peyton asked, her voice thin with panic. “We’re safe…right?”
 
   “For now,” I assured her. “But we can’t stay here forever…and we can’t keep the employees here forever, either. Eventually they’ll want to return home – we can’t hold them hostage.”
 
   Brynja threw her hands apart. “Well we can’t just sit on our asses and let your company crumble – all while this jackass builds a rep as some kind of messiah.”
 
   “You’re right.” I swiped my hand across the table’s surface, bringing a satellite view into focus: it was his stronghold in the Liwa Desert. “We can’t just sit here…every minute we do nothing he fortifies his position and he comes closer to achieving his goal. So we’re going on the offensive.”
 
   McGarrity spit out a stream of beer, splashing the table. “Are you saying we’re going to war against an entire army of superhumans?”
 
   “More or less,” I shrugged.
 
   He slapped his knee, blurting out another grating laugh. “Finally! This is the stage I’ve been waiting to perform on. And now I can show that big bronze bastard what I can really do.” 
 
   Judging from their expressions, the rest of the gang didn’t share his rampant enthusiasm.
 
   Gavin stood, letting his white leather chair roll away behind him. “Let’s just say we do this,” he said plainly. “There’s just one little problem.” He reached out and touched the image of Darmaki’s fortress with both hands, swiping them apart until the rooftop came into focus. The satellite clearly showed twenty people on the terrace, and there were likely more hidden beneath the shaded ivy-covered latticework, standing out of view. 
 
   I nodded. “Yes, I’m aware that we’re outnumbered, Gav.”
 
   “But we’ll have the element of surprise…” Brynja asked, eyebrows raised. “…right?”  
 
   “Nope.” I circled the desert with my finger, tracing a glowing red line around a wide radius. “According to the readings that London picked up before Darmaki smashed it to pieces, he can project his abilities up to fifty kilometers – at least.” 
 
   “At least?” Peyton asked nervously.
 
   “That’s how far away the rainclouds were that he created,” I explained. “There’s no way to know for sure if his range can extend beyond that, but it’s a good estimate. The problem is that he can sense disturbances in nature all around him…as soon as we’re in range, no cloaking device will be able to hide our transport. He’ll know we’re there before we can even see his compound on the horizon.”
 
   McGarrity stood and spread his hands apart, producing a glowing broadsword. Peyton gasped and jumped from her seat, knocking it over.
 
   “Are you crazy? Put that thing away!” she shouted.
 
   “You see this?” he boasted. “This baby is going to be the difference maker. I can cut through those posers like a chainsaw through a bowl full of Jell-o.”
 
   “Nice analogy,” Brynja groaned.
 
   Apparently I wasn’t the only one who’d been suffering from a bout of short-term memory loss. 
 
   “First of all,” I reminded him, “You weren’t even able to scratch Dozer’s armored skin. For some reason that light sword of yours can’t pierce bronze.”
 
   “Okay, he conceded, “but it can cut everything else. No one else stands a chance! Once I take out Darmaki we win, right?”
 
   “Until he does this.” I pulled up the HUD on the tabletop and dragged a pair of fingers down the panel’s lighting system, completely darkening the room. In the windowless chamber the only light source was the outline of our coms; the faint glow of blue and green that pulsed from the devices strapped to our wrists. In the absence of light, McGarrity’s sword dimmed, and eventually dissipated. He stood frozen with his hands coiled around the invisible hilt of a non-existent weapon.
 
   “Ha ha, very funny, man.” Mc Garrity reached across the table and dragged his hand along the glowing head’s up display, once again illuminating the room. “But if we attack this guy’s base it’ll be in the daytime, right? No problemo. I’m totally ITC.”
 
   “What?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.
 
   “It stands for ‘In the clear’,” he said slowly, as if I were a complete idiot for not recognizing the acronym. “Everyone knows that, man. GTS.”
 
   I said nothing, and my confused eyebrow remained in its arched position. 
 
   “Google that shit,” he said, pointing towards his com.
 
   “Okay, can we start using full sentences again?” Brynja huffed.
 
   I typed a file name into the surface of the table, converting it into a three-dimensional video projector. Class was now in session, and McGarrity was going to listen if I had to duct tape him to the goddamned chair and prop his eyes open, Clockwork Orange-style.
 
   “Darmaki can control the weather,” I said sharply, “as we’ve already established. But there’s more to it than that…let me give you a little history lesson, my dim-witted friend.” 
 
   The first video I showed was a bird’s eye view, shot by a drone. The now-notorious footage had been leaked online during the security breach of 2022 when a rogue programmer released thousands of classified documents to a South American journalist. The reporter exposed some very damning evidence, highlighting America’s numerous foreign policy blunders. There were several to choose from, though one was particularly relevant in shaping Darmaki’s belief system.
 
   “In 2019,” I began, “an American drone strike in Afghanistan killed most of Sultan’s family. He was seven when it happened. His uncle had been using the underground opium trade to finance a rebellion against a corrupt dictatorship. It was a noble cause, but the US government didn’t see it that way. The strike leveled three city blocks. It demolished schools, a hospital, a market, and a number of private residences. The bomb hit the ground and that was it – young Sultan was an orphan. He grew up bitter, rejecting technology as a result. When he developed his powers, he was able to do this…” 
 
   The video I brought up next was clearer, more recently shot. The footage was taken by another American drone, time stamped 2034. It circled over the United Arab Emirates, and then a sudden rush of darkness swarmed in. The jet-black clouds blotted out the sun, making it impossible to capture any additional video. The bright, cloudless sky was overwhelmed by Darmaki’s artificial storm, plunging daylight into darkness. Drones can’t target what they can’t see, and since he can feel their presence soaring overhead, he can shut them down at will. This has become Sultan’s MO: when a drone approaches, he simply blinds it. Or sends it crashing into a sand dune.
 
   “Your unbreakable sword made of light,” I informed him, “will disappear the moment Darmaki sends a black cloud overhead. And he can do it anytime he wants.”
 
   McGarrity’s eyes widened, and his silence spoke volumes. 
 
   “Any more good news,” Brynja said with a stinging smile.
 
   “He’s not the only one we have to deal with,” I said. “We know that already. But I did manage to dig up some specifics on each member of the rogue’s gallery. Care to see who we’re up against?”
 
   “Don’t keep us in suspense,” Gavin prompted me with a nervous chuckle.
 
   “First up, we have our mystery man from back in The Fringe – the guy who started it all, Jonathan Ma.”
 
   I tapped the tabletop and displayed the first image. Jonathan’s profile picture was of a well-dressed, dark-haired young man with broad shoulders and friendly eyes – not the portrait of a killer everyone had expected to see. When we’d caught each other’s gaze in The Fringe he was sporting a much a different look, though; at the time Ma had a defiant, egotistical flare– an arrogance that radiated from him. It was in the way he walked, the way his mouth twitched with just the tiniest hint of a smirk when I stared him down. He’d just killed someone, and that was disturbing as all hell. Even more disconcerting was that he wasn’t just at peace with what he’d done. I had the sense that he was actually proud.
 
   “The twenty-five-year-old Asian-American grew up in San Francisco,” I explained, “eventually earning a degree in psychology. He turned his focus to investing, earning millions on the stock market before his twenty-first birthday. He eventually diversified into technology, and that’s, ironically, when he ran into Sultan. They became business partners after a chance encounter at a trade show in Dubai, and Ma has lived overseas ever since. His motives remain unclear…they could be financial, or he could be doing this for the fame. One thing is for certain, though: he’s loyal to Darmaki.”
 
   “His power seems pretty gnarly,” McGarrity said with an impressed nod. “When he tore the asphalt off the ground and whipped it through the air I nearly jumped off my couch.”
 
   I’d almost forgotten that portions of the battle in The Fringe between Ma and the mystery woman had been captured by a handful of spectators and was recently posted on iTube – at least in shaky fragments.
 
   “The metallic gauntlets he wears have nothing to do with his powers,” I replied. “They use electromagnetism to allow him control over certain types of material – when he’s wearing them, he can lift anything with a substantial amount of metal in it. The more metal content, the farther it can be tossed. It’s an interesting back story: the technology is actually used to build commercial airliners and satellite systems. Workers can lift thousands of pounds of—” 
 
   “Okay we get it,” Brynja sighed. “The gloves can throw junk. I don’t need a doctorate in metallurgy.”
 
   Public speaking? Also not my forte.
 
   “Sorry, right…I’ll get to the point. His real abilities were on display in Helsinki.”
 
   “That was him?” Brynja asked, leaning forward over the table. 
 
   “It was,” I assured her. “The guy in black and yellow leather who had about a hundred identical twins, all attacking like a well-coordinated mob – that was Ma. As far as I can tell, he’s able to self-replicate.”
 
   Gavin seemed even more dumbfounded. “How is that even possible? I mean, I know we’ve seen some crazy shit over the last couple of years, and I’ve learned to believe the unbelievable…”
 
   “Self-replication happens in nature all the time. DNA, cells, even crystals – with the proper conditions they can make perfect copies of themselves. Jonathan Ma must have an enhanced variation of that ability.”
 
   “So we won’t just be fighting a bunch of superhumans at the compound,” Brynja said, “as well as his regular security squad…we could also be facing hundreds of additional copies of this guy, too?”
 
   “That’s what I’m saying.”
 
   “Damn,” McGarrity whispered.
 
   “And it gets worse.” Probably not the best choice of words, but we were in too deep – no point in sugar-coating this nightmare now.
 
   “Here we have another familiar face: the man we encountered in Venice, ‘Dozer’.” I pulled up the image of a pre-transformation Paul Glendinning, without the benefit of his impenetrable bronze skin. We all knew the story, and we all knew the challenges he’d present on the battlefield. Not even McGarrity’s light sword (a weapon I’d seen slice through solid rock like it was a stick of warm butter) had been able to scratch his seemingly impervious skin. 
 
   “So he’s just hired muscle?” Gavin asked. “Or does he have something else at stake in all of this?”
 
   “According to his bio, Glendinning’s lifelong goal was to compete in the NFL. When he manifested his abilities he was banned from the league, like every other super powered being at the time. He thought his second chance at glory had come along when he competed in Arena Mode, but…” 
 
   “But Sergei Taktarov dropped him into the Hudson River,” Peyton added.
 
   “Right. Now he’s back: bigger, stronger and apparently more pissed off than ever – and probably looking to recapture some of his lost glory.”
 
   I pressed my index finger into the tabletop, leaving a faint blue outline of my print on the glass. I swiped right and the presentation rolled to the next superhuman we’d have to deal with.
 
   “We have an ID on the hundred-foot woman who stomped her way across South Africa. She’s Kayleigh Botha, a forty-two-year-old former NIU agent from Johannesburg. The National Intervention Unit deals with the worst of the worst: gang violence, urban terrorism, the taxi wars that have been raging since the mid 80s…she was a decorated member of the force until she’d lost her job after choking an unarmed man to death; she’d been taking crystal meth to deal with the stress of the job, and one day she went over the edge. Without a job or any other alternatives, she turned to arms trading and drug pushing.” 
 
   Botha’s profile picture was a mug shot from her most recent arrest. Her mop of greasy yellow hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, revealing a pale, skeletal face, battle-scarred from a lifetime of fistfights. Her sunken eyes were dark, lifeless, the whites cut through with a webbing of crimson veins. A row of faded black skulls were tattooed on her shoulder, stacked up the side of her neck, and a deep scar traced from her left cheekbone across the bridge of her jagged nose; according to her profile she’d been shot at point blank range while taking down a drug cartel, resulting in the gruesome injury. During the melee, the bullet had barely slowed her down. She knocked out her attacker and cuffed him while gunning down four others, earning the NIU’s prestigious Steel Cross of Valor in the process.
 
   “What do those skull tattoos represent?” Peyton asked, though after I told her she’d regretted asking the question.
 
   “It’s to commemorate her ‘justified homicides’. One skull for each person she’d killed in the line of duty. After she was kicked out of the force she kept adding skulls to her collection...at the time of her last mug shot the count was up to nineteen.”
 
   Just days ago Botha had caused billions in property damage in Cape Town, and had flattened more than four hundred civilians in the process. I don’t know if there was enough canvas available on her body to memorialize the destruction she’d been responsible for. 
 
   The nauseated look that had washed over Peyton’s face mirrored my sentiments. Nearly every superhuman we were about to face had killed before, but this…this was entirely different. Botha wasn’t just comfortable with taking lives – she put human beings in the ground as a casual afterthought. She felt no more remorse for ending someone’s life than crushing an insect underfoot, which was literally what she’d done during her rampage in South Africa. There was no question in my mind that Botha, while at one point an upstanding member of society, was now a full-blown psychopath. Her lack of humanity made her the most dangerous member of Darmaki’s personal army.
 
   “So aside from being one of the scariest looking people on the planet, we have to deal with the fact that she’s a giant, too,” Gavin stated flatly, now loosening his tie.
 
    “We have no way of knowing the extent of her abilities,” I said, “aside from the obvious. Her strength, her durability…for all we know she can grow even larger than she already was.”
 
   Another quick swipe of my hand revealed the kid who had caused even more damage in Sydney than Botha had in Cape Town. The waif-like teenage boy was pale, gaunt, with a head full of ridiculous red hair that sprouted from his scalp in every direction. It was his online profile picture from a dating site he’d signed up for – the only photo I could locate. From the looks of it he was at a university frat party, beer in-hand, a goofy grin stretched across his freckled face. 
 
   “Meet Trey Lucas McLemore: American university student from Jackson, Tennessee. He was double-majoring in biology and political science when he realized that he could do this…”
 
   I projected an iTube video that McLemore had shot and uploaded himself. He was in a lab coat, standing in a darkened room. The table he loomed over was lined with potted plants of all different varieties. With virtually no knowledge of plant life I was able to identify one of them as ivy, but the rest were a mystery to me. 
 
   Trey bent his fingers into claws and tensed his face. He screamed, loud and shrill, causing the plants to tremble. Then they became still. He cleared his throat and tried again. A second, higher-pitched shriek reached a falsetto. It caused them to quake once more, and then, somehow, they took on a life of their own. The potted ivy grew and expanded, shattering its confines, slithering over the table like an anaconda. Within moments the entire table was overgrown with plants, and Trey leaped with excitement, pumping his fists in the air as if he’d just scored a touchdown. 
 
   “This is how it started. He left his dorm room shortly afterwards and was never seen again. Never even packed a bag. According to a file Detective Dzobiak sent me, he’d been listed as a missing person all this time…until Sydney.”
 
   “All right,” Gavin said, peeling off his suit jacket. “So to recap, we have McLemore, the plant kid, Botha the South African giant, an indestructible metal goliath named Dozer, and Jonathan Ma, a kid who can photocopy himself as many times as he wants.”
 
   “As well as Darmaki,” Peyton reminded him, her words drowning in defeat. “This is insane.”
 
   “No,” Brynja shouted, “‘insane’ would be letting Darmaki increase his power even more, and then asking him to play nice with it. You’ve seen what he can do already – what happens when he’s fueled by the devotion of thousands of new followers…or millions? Once entire countries rely on him for water he’ll be worshipped.” 
 
   “I never said we should do nothing,” Peyton shot back, now more animated. “I’m just not doing back-flips about the prospect of going to war, that’s all. Unlike some people I have a conscience. I have a soul.”
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” When Brynja said the word ‘that’, she slammed her fist into the conference room table so hard it sent a hairline fracture streaming across the surface, blurring the holo-projector.
 
   Peyton stood, straightening her posture. “It means that I actually care if I kill someone – it matters to me who lives and who dies.”
 
   “No,” Brynja said forcefully. “It’s more than that, isn’t it? Just say it.”
 
   “Say what?” Peyton sneered. “That I don’t trust you?”
 
   “That you don’t think I’m real.”
 
   Peyton looked genuinely confused by the accusation. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Brynja made a gun with her fingers and pressed it to her temple. “I can read your mind, bitch. I know you think I’m some sort of a freak – some half-person who doesn’t belong. This is about when I came back in Thunder Bay, appearing in Kenneth’s hospital room. You’ve been thinking it for days, and I want to hear you say the words.”
 
   “THAT’S ENOUGH,” I heard myself scream – so loud and with so much authority it was like an out-of-body experience. The outburst had cost me. My head was pounding and I had to pretend I was calming myself down, rather than fighting a wave of nausea. “We need to be on the same page, here. We need to be united. Darmaki has an entire army who are willing to lay down their lives for him. Hell, they’re willing to fly around the world and fight each other to the death for his sick amusement. This is more than just about money for them. They’re loyal, don’t you see that? Scary loyal. And loyal means organized. They’re going to be ready, so we need to get our shit together right fucking now – because you can bet your ass that when this goes down, theirs will be.”
 
   Peyton, Gavin, Brynja and McGarrity stared at me, eyes wide. Even Karin – who I’d forgotten was even in the room – looked up from her com and paid strict attention. 
 
   I drew in a deep, shaky breath, running my fingers through my hair. 
 
   “Now,” I said sharply, “I have a plan. Everyone has a role, and if we stick together and can execute it before we execute each other, we might actually have a decent shot at stopping this maniac. If you want to walk, the door is over there. No hard feelings – I’m not forcing anyone to fight this battle with me. But if you’re choosing to stay and fight, then we fight together. It won’t work any other way.”
 
   Everyone exchanged pensive glances, but no one spoke.
 
   “All right,” McGarrity said, nodding in agreement. “This is the Mox I’ve been waiting for. I am really down with this plan, now.”
 
   I scanned the eyes of everyone in the room. “All right. Phase one. Karin, how are you at crash landings?”
 
   A tiny smile crept across her lips. “They’re my specialty.”
 
   And suddenly it was Peyton’s turn to look nauseated. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
   The massive cylindrical tube fit over my hand as if I were a glove. A glove designed for a giant robot. It was roughly the size of an old microwave oven, like the one my grandparents used to own, and it was more than twice as heavy.
 
   The tiny Australian tech could barely lift the device, and was having trouble latching it into place. “This’ll fit a lot more snugly when you’re wearing your armor,” she assured me, snapping the last strap behind my elbow. Once it was firmly locked in, she stood back wiping her brow with the sleeve of her lab coat. “There. She’s a beauty, right?”
 
   I tried to lift the cannon but was barely able to tilt the barrel above my waist. I’m glad the basement-level Research and Development floor was otherwise empty, because this was a little embarrassing. 
 
   “Can we make this any lighter?” I grunted, as my cheeks reddened and I struggled to keep the device upright.
 
   She shook her head. “Sorry, mate. You’re shipping out in the morning and there’s no time for engineering to work their magic. You’ll have to make do, Mister Moxon.”
 
   I heard the clang of boots rapping against the steel floor at my back. “So are you planning to cosplay as a Go-Bot?” the voice called out. “Because I don’t think that’ll be enough to scare Sultan Darmaki into surrender.”
 
   “No, Brynja,” I chuckled, turning to face her. “And besides, I’ve always been more of a Transformers fan. Not the movies, of course, but the toys were pretty bad ass back in the 80s. I remember this vintage Optimus Prime I scored off of the holo—”
 
   “What does this do,” she interrupted, pointing towards my giant metal prosthetic.
 
   “Right, rambling. Sorry. It’s an anti-matter gun.”
 
   “Whoa, now that is bad ass…” she ran her fingertips along the barrel, inspecting the exposed wiring on the side that poured from an open panel. “This thing looks a little unfinished, though.”
 
   “Oh, it’s not even close to battle-ready,” the technician replied, wiping the short brown hair from her eyes, blinking like an owl. “It’s a prototype. Can only be fired once, and even that’ll be at around half power, I reckon.”
 
   Bryjna frowned at the device. “What is it with you and one-shot weaponry? You’d think a billionaire could afford more than one bullet.”
 
   I thanked the technician, whose name had escaped me, and gave her the rest of the day off. Before making her way to one of the common rooms, she ensured me that I could ping her anytime if I needed any additional help with the fitting.
 
   “So you’re going to vaporize Darmaki?” Brynja asked, cocking her head. “I thought you said we needed him alive?” 
 
   “We do. It’s critical to our plan.”
 
   I’d run over numerous scenarios with everyone that morning. The tempting solution to ridding the world of Sultan Darmaki was to bomb him; simply figure out a way to destroy his fortress with a high-powered explosive. Of course, there were a number of reasons why that couldn’t work. First of all, he’d intentionally surrounded himself with thousands of innocent civilians, many of whom lived in the lower levels of his compound. Take him out that way and it’s not an assassination – it’s a massacre. That, and the fact that even if I were to leave my moral objections at the door and try to level his compound with an air strike, he could swat a transport out of the sky with a lightning strike, a sand storm, or whatever else he wanted to conjure.
 
   Moral issues aside, I needed him alive for a much more practical reason: evidence. If he died, America had no one to interrogate. Without a lengthy question and answer session, there would be no way for Darmaki to confess to all the crimes that he’d committed, framing me in the process. I’d, of course, recorded our conversation when I sent London to speak with him, but that wouldn’t be admissible in court, and it certainly couldn’t clear my name. In the year 2043, video evidence was no longer the smoking gun that it once was in a court of law; digital 3D models were cheap to purchase and quick to assemble with the right software, mimicking anyone with the press of a button. These days, even a teenager with a moderately-powerful desktop computer could replicate audio and video with incredible accuracy, and a seasoned pro could make it seem like someone was saying, or doing, literally anything on camera. The only thing that was guaranteed to sway a judge was the words coming directly from the horse’s mouth – something that would require a living, breathing super-villain to produce. 
 
    “Nothing has changed,” I explained. “We capture Sultan alive, take back my teleporting jet, and dump him on the Department of Justice’s doorstep. Once he confesses to the unsanctioned Arena Mode event this will all be over.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Brynja said. “I remember the plan. It’s just…” she trailed off, drawing a deep breath. “I came down here to thank you.”
 
   “Thank me? For drawing you into another life-or-death situation?”
 
   “No,” she said with a smile that almost bordered on sweetness. “For letting me in. Giving me a spot on the team.” 
 
   This mission was optional – I made that abundantly clear for everyone involved. I didn’t want Brynja to throw herself into the fray just because she felt some misplaced loyalty towards me. She didn’t owe me anything. 
 
   “Look, you don’t need to do this just for me.” 
 
   Brynja blurted out a laugh. “I knew you were full of yourself, but wow, really? Of course I want to stop Darmaki and put an end to the attacks, but I’m not doing this just for you.” 
 
   If my face had reddened when I was unable to lift the anti-matter gun, I must have looked like a fire hydrant at that point because my cheeks were burning with embarrassment.
 
   “It’s just...” Brynja shifted from one foot to the other, thumbs hooked over her pockets. “I used to feel things, you know? I used to cry...by myself, just because I needed to. I actually miss it.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   She snorted out a tiny chuckle. “Silly, right? It’s not like I was ever a ‘heart on my sleeve’ type of girl, but I broke down once in a while. It was music that did it. Lying on my bed with my ears covered by these giant pink headphones I picked up at a thrift store, I’d stare at my ceiling, let a song wash over me, and I’d cry. It was this amazing release. Afterwards I’d felt like the tears had cleansed me somehow. It was so cathartic and beautiful, and now...”
 
   She paused. Her steely blue eyes had grown cold and still, like a lake after a storm.
 
   “That’s what Arena Mode took away from me,” she said forcefully. “The bloodshed, the death...something inside of me broke and I don’t know if it’ll ever be whole again. It’s like part of me can’t experience beauty anymore.” 
 
   I offered a small nod. I knew exactly what she meant. I’d experienced it as well, and she’d just articulated it in a way that I never could. Not that I’d spent a lot of time searching for the words...I tried to forget more than I tried to remember.
 
   “I thought I was rid of Arena Mode forever, but when I saw Sydney, South Africa, Helsinki...the buildings collapse, the fires...and the kids...” She glanced away, biting down hard on her bottom lip. “I won’t let an entire generation get broken inside. This is my fault and I’m going to help fix it.”
 
   “I know you’re upset,” I said, “and I am too. But you can’t blame yourself.”
 
   “I’m trying not to, believe me. But after selling the jet, and then not telling you about the Kremlin, it’s just…I don’t know what I am. After I came back I was confused and scared and was a shell of myself – sometimes I think I still am. But now I know who I am. I’m the type of person who stops bastards like him.”
 
   I reached out and gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Thank you…there’s no one I’d rather have by my side tomorrow.”
 
   Brynja wiped her face with both hands and shook her head, as if to shake herself loose of the vulnerable mask she’d been wearing. “Arrgh,” she groaned, followed by a soft laugh. “I’m sorry. You don’t need this shit right now. It’s just that I spent months alone on that stupid island with my staff, who only spoke three words of English between them. And now I’m here with human beings who know me and understand me and blaaaah! It’s all spilling out.”
 
   I let out a tiny chuckle of my own. “I get it. It’s all good.”
 
   “And I know you have enough to worry about, with your—” and then she cut herself off mid-sentence, eyes darting off to the side. “I mean, dealing with Darmaki, and your business issues. It must be hard.”
 
   Brynja was getting better at lying, but she wasn’t good enough to fool me. Not yet, at least. That single lapse in concentration led to a stutter in speech, but it was no accident. She was about to reveal something she knew – something she didn’t want me to know that she knew – and it had slipped through the cracks. 
 
   And there was only one thing it could have been.
 
   “You know,” I said coarsely. 
 
   “I know what?” she asked with far too much innocence in her voice. Her pitch raised like a tiny bell blowing in the wind – it was subtle, but it was there.
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t bullshit me.” 
 
   She glanced back over her shoulder towards the elevator, ensuring that no one else lingered in the laboratory. “The box,” she whispered. “That is really, really messed up, Matt. I’m sorry, but…”
 
   “It’s not,” I flamed through gritted teeth. “You shouldn’t even know about that. What have I told you about my head? My thoughts and memories aren’t your goddamned HoloFlix account! You can’t just log in and start scrolling around for entertainment whenever you feel like it.”
 
   “I can’t help it,” she pleaded. “Stop thinking so fucking loud and I’ll stop reading you!”
 
   “That doesn’t make any…” I bit down on my tongue. “Just stay out, all right? This, right here—” I pointed towards my head with a sarcastic twirl of my finger, “is off limits. What about that don’t you understand?”
 
   “She’s right not to trust you,” Brynja said under her breath, storming back towards the exit.
 
   The elevator doors slid open, she stepped aboard and they closed with a soft ping. 
 
   I didn’t follow. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
   Our transport slid silently over the desert floor, just a hundred feet above the blustering sand dunes below. It was our attempt to avoid detection. It wouldn’t matter. We’d be off of any traditional radar at this altitude, but Sultan Darmaki’s powers went far beyond any known technology. The slightest vibrations in the air pressure around his land might tip him off; we could buy ourselves a handful of minutes if we were lucky, but that was about it. He’d sense our presence long before we even had his fortress in our sights.  
 
   “The local temperature in the Liwa Desert is forty-two degrees Celsius,” Karin’s voice crackled over the com, using her most official-sounding pilot cadence. “We’re about fifty kilometers away from the evil super-villain’s not-very-secret lair, which means we should be arriving shortly. Please buckle your seatbelts because it looks like we’re about to hit some turbulence.”
 
   We were all ‘suited and booted’ for war. With my swarm robotics suit destroyed, I’d gone back to my traditional smart fiber armor. I’d put on a few unwanted pounds since then thanks to my steady diet of first-person shooters and potato chips, but thankfully it was designed to expand and contract. The flexible bodysuit conformed to my body, while the gauntlets, shoulder pads and boots latched into place. 
 
   Brynja and Peyton donned their own smart fiber suits, and were adjusting their boots and gauntlets prior to landing. Peyton’s grey and pink armor had been retrofitted with a couple of new gadgets, and I’d repaired the tasers in her gauntlets. Brynja’s light blue suit had been modified to absorb electricity (her only known weakness, which she’d discovered during the original Arena Mode). Gavin was suited up as well, his helmet resting on his lap. He was rapping his fingers against it, eyes darting around the cabin. Karin had her own freshly-printed suit, which was canary-yellow to match her bob of wild hair. McGarrity, once again, laughed off the notion of wearing protective gear in favor of his ripped jeans, runners, and black t-shirt with a cartoon skull emblazoned across the chest. I’d given up arguing with him. If he wanted to go down in a blaze of glory – riddled with bullets, or ice shards, or whatever Darkmaki had poised to throw at us – that was his prerogative. 
 
   Gavin pulled on his helmet, secured the visor and sat back against the passenger bay wall, yanking the straps across his shoulders that latched magnetically to the steel wall. I could see his chest rise and fall in a rapid pulse. Peyton went to his side and latched herself into place at his side, wrapping her gloved hand around his. The exchanged nods and Gavin’s breathing seemed to even out.
 
   Brynja and I faced them from across the bay, quickly buckling ourselves into place. McGarrity stood at the center of the room, arms folded, feet locked to the durasteel floor. “What’s the point of buckling up now?” he scoffed. “We’re going to be on the ground in a few minutes anyway.”
 
   Before he’d had a chance to finish his sentence the windows darkened. We were blanketed by sand, the transport bucking wildly like an untamed stallion trying to unhorse a rider. McGarrity went airborne, his back slamming into the passenger bay ceiling, then crashing back to the floor.
 
   Brynja shook her head. “That’s the point,” she muttered flatly. “Jackass.” 
 
    
 
   McGarrity sprang back to his feet, eyes wide. “What the...what happened?”
 
   “It’s the turbulence I warned you about,” Karin said through the com. “It’s Darmaki. He knows we’re here and he generated a sand storm. I’ll try to land us as close to his fortress as possible but it’s getting choppy out there, guys – I can’t make any promises.”
 
   The wind grew more ferocious as we approached. The transport slowed, and the passenger bay windows groaned from the pressure. Tiny spider webs crept through the glass, creaking and crackling. A pressurized pop shot through the cabin, triggering sirens to blare from the speaker system.
 
   “The windows are all about to blow,” Karin screamed against the shrieking noise. “And we’ve lost pressure. I’m putting her into emergency landing mode.”
 
   Karin raced from the cockpit, slamming the door at her back. Protective sheets of metal covered the failing windows, and cabin lights illuminated. She strapped herself next to Brynja, and McGarrity finally decided to do the same, buckling himself in next to Peyton. 
 
   “Now what?” Gavin shouted. He was barely audible over the rushing wind.
 
   Karin’s eyes darted nervously towards the window as the protective armor plates slammed shut, biting off the dull shaft of light that was creeping in from the outside. “Now we hold on. Tight.”
 
   We made impact a second later. The transport collided with the crest of a sand dune, spinning us like a pinwheel. We bounced and rolled more times that I could remember; lights flickering, the screeching howl of our wings snapping off. When we finally slid to a stop we were upside down, and had collided with the side of Darmaki’s fortress.
 
   I winced and unbuckled my straps, falling downwards into the ceiling. By the time everyone had dismounted and regained their footing it was too late. 
 
   “They’re already on their way,” Brynja groaned, clutching her ribs. She’d fallen awkwardly on her side after she’d unbuckled. “I can hear their thoughts...twenty, maybe thirty of them – all racing towards us.”
 
   “You’re up,” I instructed Karin, and she nodded. She flashed me the salute that she often did, but her typically luminous smile was not nearly as pronounced.
 
   “I’ve got this,” she said weakly.
 
   “You do,” I agreed, much more forcefully. “You’re going to crush them.”
 
   McGarrity pulled a glow-stick from his pocket and cracked it in half, letting the bright light saturate his skin. Within a moment he was glowing from the inside out, his skin radiating like a cloudless sunrise. He channeled the energy into a broadsword made of pure energy, gripping it with both hands. A pair of overhead swipes carved the side of the passenger bay open, welcoming a blast of sunlight and a swirl of sand.
 
   The mob had arrived. Two dozen men clad in white robes sprinted towards us brandishing machine guns. They fired, wild and untrained, spraying us down with a hail of jacketed lead. The bullets bounced harmlessly from our suits and helmets. McGarrity’s broadsword flattened and expanded, becoming a six-foot shield, protecting his entire body. Each slug melted into a sopping pile of liquid as they made contact with his creation. 
 
    
 
   Karin extended her hands and a flash of pink light swirled from her fingertips. The beams turned to a fine mist, dancing and crawling through the air, surrounding the charging mob. 
 
   They lowered their weapons in unison and began to gaze around, as if they’d smelled something enticing and were searching for the source. A few of them exchanged curious glances. Then it happened. They fell, all at once, collapsing to the sand.
 
   My pilot swayed, eyes fluttering, and toppled. I caught her arm.
 
   “That was a rush,” Karin said, bringing a hand to her temple, knees still rubbery beneath her. “I don’t know if I have another one of those in me.” 
 
   “It was enough,” I assured her. “But we need to keep moving.” I pulled a syringe from my utility belt and popped off the cap. I peeled off her left gauntlet and plunged the needle into her wrist, injecting her with a dose of adrenaline. It stiffened her body, even before the vial had fully drained into her bloodstream. Her pupils dilated to the size of saucers.
 
   “We good to go?” I asked.
 
   “Holy shit are we ever!” she ran to the overhead compartment of the passenger bay (which was now on the floor), tore it open and pulled out my anti-matter cannon. She tossed the giant cylinder, knocking me backwards as it collided with my breastplate. I flung it over my shoulder and secured it to the magnetic plates along my spine, carrying it like a comically oversized backpack.
 
   Once everyone had a machine gun and several spare clips, we sprinted from the ragged hole in the side of the transport, circling our way around to the front of the compound. 
 
    
 
   “Incoming,” Brynja shouted, pointing towards the towering marble columns that framed the entrance to the massive structure. And out poured the one-man-mob. The black and yellow leather-clad copies burst from the opening, rushing shoulder to shoulder. They moved as one, perfect mirror images. They rushed lockstep, forming an impenetrable wall. More copies swarmed from either side of the compound, flanking us on both sides.
 
   “You’ll never make it out of here alive,” a thousand voices called out as one. The effect caused an eerie reverberation that travelled through the mob; it was a surreal echo that sent prickles of fear trailing along my spine. 
 
   Brynja, Gavin, Peyton, Karin and I stood in a circle, back to back, weapons drawn, as the horde of doppelgangers surrounded us.
 
   “Might wanna crack out that big fat anti-matter gun,” Peyton shouted, the stock of her gun pressed firmly into her shoulder.
 
   “Not yet,” I yelled back without averting my eyes from the crowd. “It’s not the right moment.” 
 
   “We could head-shot every single one of these copies,” Gavin said, a frantic tremble cracking his words, “And we still wouldn’t have enough bullets. The moment isn’t gonna get any more right than this!” 
 
   I shouted out in my head as loud as I could, if that was even possible. Apparently I’m a naturally loud thinker so I was confident it was going to work. 
 
   Brynja, Jonathan Ma needs a line of sight. He’s going to have his eyes on us. Figure out which one he is.
 
   They’d been holding their ground around the perimeter, but something triggered them. All at once the clones rushed in. When they plunged forward they were greeted with a barrage of bullets. They were torn ragged by the close-quarters assault, but they didn’t bleed when the slugs penetrated: they crumbled, one body after another, shattering into piles of crystalline shards. The sound of gunfire was deafening, but even with a helmet muffling the sound I could still hear the human replicas shattering like panes of glass. 
 
   McGarrity swung his glowing sword in wide, looping arcs, bisecting up to three clones at a time. He looked smoother, more practiced. I don’t know if he’d actually been training or had just watched more samurai movies, but whatever he’d been doing was apparently paying off. He whirled and slashed, smiling wider with every stroke. I’d seen that look before. It was the confidence brimming from his every action that went beyond hubris: it was borderline suicidal. As more and more copies surrounded McGarrity he got drawn into the crowd; sucked in, surrounded. Before long he was invisible behind a thicket of black leather and flailing arms. The sheer mass of humanity was overwhelming him, piling on top as if they were children in a schoolyard, burying a hapless playmate beneath their sheer weight. Eventually the bright light from his sword vanished beneath the bodies.
 
   We’re running out of time, I shouted out in my head, tearing one clip from the base of my gun and slapping a fresh one into place. Find him, Brynja!
 
   She ripped off her helmet and threw it aside, cupping a hand over her brow, squinting against the powerful wind. Scraping her wave of blue hair aside she scanned the towering ivory building.  “There!” she shouted, jamming a finger towards the rooftop terrace.
 
   Standing behind the railing was Jonathan Ma, observing the carnage below. Directing it.
 
   I leveled my weapon, centering his forehead in my crosshairs. My finger twitched. I was poised to squeeze when a splash of crimson burst from his shoulder, spinning him on his heels. Jonathan cried out, clutching the fresh gunshot wound.
 
   I glanced to my left to see Peyton staring down her telescopic sight, a plume of grey smoke twisting from her barrel.
 
   Then things got bizarre: the clones that surrounded us – hundreds upon hundreds of them – froze in place like storefront mannequins, their volatile expressions locked into place. It was a strange, windswept diorama where not a single muscle twitched, not a single eyelash fluttered, yet grains of sand blew past in thin waves just to remind me I wasn’t staring at a photograph. And then, all at once, and with a loud pressurized pop, they burst. Their bodies littered Darmaki’s courtyard with waves of pebble-sized crystals. We lowered our weapons in unison and breathed a collective sigh of relief, standing knee-deep in glittering human remains. 
 
   A hand reached out of a particularly large pile, like a zombie clawing its way from a grave. McGarrity crawled to the surface, spitting wads of crystal. “Ugh,” he groaned, “I think I just swallowed a chunk of someone.”
 
   He was waist-deep in the shiny quicksand and unable to free his legs, so I reached out and grabbed his forearm, helping him step from the pile. 
 
   “You knew all of his clones would shatter?” McGarrity asked.
 
   “I guessed,” I admitted. “Based on a couple calculations.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   I shrugged. “I’m a good guesser.”
 
   We now stood unchallenged before the entrance. The walkways that bridged the moat led to the towering columns, where a staircase gave access to the upper levels of the compound. It was where Darmaki almost certainly was, along with his last (and likely, more dangerous) line of defense. 
 
   I turned towards the tarmac at our backs, where a single aircraft occupied the landing strip – the teleporting black jet. 
 
   “Karin, go take it up to a safe altitude,” I instructed. “I’ll buzz you when we’re ready for a pick-up.”
 
   She gave me a quick salute and jogged back towards the jet.
 
   Gavin, Peyton, McGarrity and Brynja followed me through the blustering shards of crystal. The gusting winds blew them in rolling waves, and the sound was like wind chimes rattling in a storm. 
 
   We passed through the archway, beyond the columns and up the winding marble staircase. Helmets secured, guns drawn, we marched single file, and McGarrity trailed close behind, his sword blazing. The torches and open windows provided him enough light to fuel his construct, though we were all aware that fact could change at any time. 
 
   By the time we’d reached the ninth level my thighs burned with lactic acid, reminding me – once again – of the afternoons I’d spent with a video game controller or a comic book in-hand, never once venturing outside.
 
   “Everyone shut up,” Brynja said, pulling off her helmet.
 
   Gavin cocked his head. “No one is saying any—”
 
   “Shh,” she cut in, pressing her fingertip into his mouth. “There,” she whispered, though I’m not sure who would’ve heard her. She pointed towards a set of double doors at the end of a corridor. “Darmaki and a bunch of others…I can hear them.”
 
   “What is that room used for?” I asked.
 
   “It’s Darmaki’s armory,” she explained. “A big storage area filled with guns, swords…it’s huge. And there are a lot of people in there.”
 
   “Define ‘a lot’,” Gavin grumbled.
 
   She just shook her head.
 
   “We should rush them,” McGarrity said, raising his broadsword overhead. “We scream, charge, and take these assholes out!”
 
   Brynja rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Because the Braveheart approach worked so well in Thunder Bay.”
 
   The last time McGarrity had used his patented ‘act first, think later’ approach, the results were less than impressive; his rush into the hospital following the occupation at Fortress 23 had resulted in him getting blasted with a volley of bullets, leaving him blood-soaked and unconscious. Needless to say he wasn’t much help for the remainder of the mission.
 
   “I’ve picked up a couple new tricks since then.” He collapsed his broadsword and rubbed his palms together, generating a glowing umbrella; a canopy that stretched overhead, wide enough to cover the entire team. We stepped closer to him and the umbrella continued to expand, curling around us like a protective dome. It was blinding – like being inside of a light bulb but without any heat.
 
   “Okay, now what?” Peyton asked, squinting at our bright confines. 
 
   “Now you stick close and we walk together,” McGarrity said. “And you might not wanna touch the dome.”
 
   We shuffled forward as one down the corridor, like a family huddled beneath a single umbrella trying to stay dry during a downpour. We took baby steps, shoulder-to-shoulder, chest-to-back, moving for several minutes with no clue what lied ahead. We assumed McGarrity knew where he was going as he seemed to have no issue seeing through the opaque yellow orb. Then he stopped.
 
   “Ready?” he asked.
 
   We all nodded, some more reluctantly than others. Ready or not, we didn’t have much of a choice.
 
   He moved forward and the doors burnt to cinder. We passed through them as if they weren’t there, trampling the ashes as we crossed the threshold. With only the stone floor beneath us visible, we had no idea how many others were in the armory, or what awaited us when the dome was set to disappear. 
 
   McGarrity scanned the perimeter of the protective bubble, eyes darting from side to side. “I’d get ready to fire, boys and girls…kinda now-ish.”
 
   We pressed the stocks of our machineguns into our shoulders, leveling our barrels. The tip of Peyton’s gun was an inch too close to the barrier and it sizzled when it grazed the surface, causing her to gasp. She swallowed hard and reset her weapon.
 
   Everyone seemed ready. I gave McGarrity a thumbs up and he nodded back, his eyes glistening with a maniacal energy that sent a chill up my spine.  
 
   “Wait,” I shouted. “Steve, remember that we need him alive, right? Stay composed out there. I need you to be a surgeon, not a butcher.”
 
   The smile that twisted across his face gave me little comfort. “Precision strikes, Mox. I got it.”
 
   And then the dome disappeared.
 
   We fired into the crowd of Darmaki’s followers. Like the mob that had rushed our transport, they were armed with old Soviet-era machine guns, firing them wildly. But they were protected by nothing more than white robes which were punched through with plumes of red as they fell. We aimed for their extremities, hoping for as few fatalities as possible, but it was too chaotic for true accuracy.
 
   Our suits held up against their fire and McGarrity swung his sword so quickly that it created a blur; a solid block of light that deflected bullets as they whizzed towards him. His attack was a buzzsaw that sliced through our attackers with anything but scalpel-like precision. Limbs sailed off and streams of crimson painted the walls.
 
   It didn’t take long for the mob to realize that our suits couldn’t be penetrated with bullets. Those who had functioning legs turned and ran, and those who were injured were dragged off by the able-bodied. They passed us by, hurrying out the corridor at our backs. 
 
   Once the wave of terrified soldiers had fled, we were able to see what lay ahead: at the end of the warehouse-sized armory, with its high ceilings and seamless alabaster walls stood Sultan Darmaki. Tall and confident, with a small gathering of super humans ready at his side. Dozer pitched forward like he was prepared to charge, his bronze musculature shimmering in the torch light. Botha (not yet in her giant-sized state) punched a gloved fist into her open palm; the knuckle-cracking pops echoed down the chamber like tiny firecrackers. Trey McLamore’s hands glowed with a hazy green energy, fingers curled into claws. Thankfully Jonathan Ma and his army of clones were absent thanks to a well-placed sniper shot from Peyton (had she been practicing her aim in secret?) and the rest of the superhumans I’d spotted during his party were absent – although Darmaki’s remaining brute squad provided more than enough resistance. 
 
    “Mister Moxon, my friend,” Darmaki shouted from across the long corridor. His voice carried effortlessly along the exposed walls. “I am impressed that you made it this far. And I am a very difficult man to impress.”
 
   “No one needs to die, here,” I called out. “Give yourself up and everyone can walk.”
 
   He let out a hearty laugh, head back, hands covering his stomach. “Oh, I love Americans. Your sense of humor remains intact, regardless of the circumstances. It is a virtue that has not yet spread to the East, I am afraid.”
 
   “This is over, fucker,” Brynja seethed. “Mox wants you alive, but that doesn’t mean I can’t snap your arms off and drag you back to America kicking and screaming.”
 
   His smile vanished at Brynja’s threat. 
 
   “You should control your woman,” he instructed me, harsh and forceful.
 
   Peyton cocked her gun and redoubled her hand around the grip. “Oh, screw this guy.”
 
   Before I could call out to her she’d broken into a sprint, racing across the wide-open space between us and Darmaki. 
 
   Dozer, Botha and Trey charged to meet her.
 
   I sprinted into the fray, gun blazing with Brynja, Gavin, and McGarrity following close behind.
 
   I emptied my clip into Dozer’s head and chest, but without even managing a distraction, much less any harm. I might as well have been lobbing pebbles at the side of a tank. Tossing my gun aside I pulled the cannon from my back, struggling to latch it onto my arm as I charged.
 
   The collision happened before I could intervene. Dozer’s fist collided with Peyton’s helmet, knocking her off her feet. She slid backwards across the floor. McGarrity retaliated with a series of wild sword swings, chopping at the bronze giant like a towering redwood. The light show was spectacular, but his blade was still unable to penetrate the monster’s hide. 
 
   “This is useless,” Brynja shouted. “We need to detain him!” She pulled a long flexible cord from her utility belt that glowed when she extended it. She rushed in as McGarrity continued his assault.
 
   “You’re going down, you son of a bitch,” he howled as he continued to hack away.
 
   Brynja kept trying to approach Dozer and McGarrity, but the flailing sword was keeping her at bay. “Out of the way, you idiot! I’ve got him.” She shielded her eyes with an outstretched hand, the sparks bouncing off her gauntlet.
 
   When the swinging sword relented for a moment she lunged, coiling the wire around Dozer’s wrist. He shrugged her off as McGarrity slashed once again, accidentally catching Brynja across her forearm. The blade sliced though her gauntlet and opened a wide laceration, sending a stream of liquid that dotted the stone floor. The fluid that poured from her veins had the same consistency of blood, but there was a single bizarre difference: it was blue. A bright molten cobalt that glistened in the torch light.
 
   She grimaced, latching her hand around her forearm.
 
   In the fray I couldn’t tell whether or not McGarrity had noticed the color that she’d bled, but he was clearly horrified by what he’d done. His attention shifted from Dozer to Brynja for a heartbeat too long, allowing a bronze hand to coil around his neck. And then another.
 
   Glendinning squeezed until McGarrity’s face reddened, then purpled, eyes bulging from their sockets. His feet dangled inches off the ground.
 
   I steadied the cannon and fired. Not at Dozer – his reflective surface would have deflected the beam – but at the space directly beneath his feet. I’d released just enough energy to destabilize the stone floor, forcing it to melt into quicksand. As he sank waist-deep I cut off the power, allowing the floor and his bronze exterior to meld together, coalescing into a singular piece of fused matter.
 
   He bellowed and flailed his arms, trying to pound himself free, but his struggle was futile. His own impenetrable skin had combined with a portion of the floor; he could slam his fists into it for a century and it would never buckle. 
 
   McGarrity had rolled to safety, gasping for air. He was barking out painful coughs, dotting the stone floor with crimson. Deep welts circled his neck.
 
   Gavin and I stood shoulder-to-shoulder, squaring off with Botha and Lamore. 
 
   “Are you ready to negotiate now, my friend?” Darmaki called out. His hands burst with flame, casting a sinister glare across his face. “I am impressed by your valor. I did not expect you to even make it up the staircase, but you have defeated my clones and bested my strong man. Impressive, though you are a betting man, are you not? I do not like your odds against my giant…and also what comes next.”
 
   Gavin looked back over his shoulder; Peyton, his sister, battered into unconsciousness; McGarrity, lying half-dead on the floor; and Brynja, gripping her forearm, drops of bright blue liquid pooling beneath her. 
 
   He unlatched the strap from his shoulder and let his gun clack to the floor. 
 
   I ripped off my helmet.
 
   “Gav, what the f—”
 
   “I can’t,” he confessed weakly. “I’m sorry, I…I want to get out of here. With you and Peyton and everyone, all in one piece.”
 
   “You don’t know this guy,” I pleaded. “He’s not gonna let us walk just because you surrender.”
 
   “Let him beg,” Darmaki laughed. “Perhaps he can persuade me.”
 
   I raised the cannon strapped to my arm, grunting from exertion, barely able to hoist it to waist-level. 
 
   Botha and Trey took a backwards step, but Darmaki advanced. His eyes blazed, a raging inferno crackling in each palm. 
 
   “Ah, we are playing yet another game, Mister Moxon. We both hold power in our hands. Me, with real power – the power divined to me from on high. And you,” he sneered, “with your technology; metal and silicone, cobbled together.”
 
   “One flick of my finger and this technology turns you into a steaming meat waffle.” I flicked my thumb into the safety latch, spooling up the power with a low hum. 
 
   Darmaki’s smile was bright beneath his dark beard. “So you have enough power to unleash another blast? And before I can unleash this?” Pillars of flame rose from his palms, swirling towards the ceiling. “Or are you bluffing, my friend?”
 
   “Let’s find out,” I said with false confidence, tilting the barrel of the cannon up as far as I could manage. Beads of sweat formed on my hairline, rolling down my temples.
 
    
 
   “If I die you will have nothing, Mister Moxon. No evidence to clear your name. No company, no resources. And your friends…do you think they will all escape here alive?”
 
   He extended his palms towards Brynja, flames pulsing, poised to burst.
 
   “Mox,” Gavin said, his voice panicked. “Stop this right now, man. Do something...”
 
   “Last chance,” Darmaki taunted me. 
 
   Inside the concealed grip of my cannon I was already squeezing the trigger. My anti-matter gun vibrated with power…but was unable to fire. 
 
   He shook his head, as if in embarrassment for me. “Botha, Lamore, take Mister Moxon. We are going to dispose of the rest.”
 
   A blast exploded from overhead, pouring a shaft of daylight into the armory. Chunks of ceiling rained down as an electric blue streak burst into the room, as sudden and violent as a lighting strike. The streak trailed across my field of vision and the flames from Darmaki’s hands disappeared, snuffed out in a single puff like tiny candles on a birthday cake.
 
   Darmaki dropped to his knees, hyperventilating. His eyes were transfixed on the cauterized stumps at the end of his forearms where his hands used to be. A horrified scream lodged in his throat. It would remain there for nearly a minute until the shock wore off. 
 
   Peyton regained consciousness and lurched to her feet. She started towards us and removed her helmet, examining it for a moment, goggling at the deep indent that was shaped like Dozer’s fist.
 
   “Wow, these things can really take a beating,” she said.
 
   “Peyton…” I called out, not turning around.
 
   “Oh, I’m fine. Don’t bother with me. Once again, I get knocked on my butt, and no one even bothers to check if I’m okay. I’s not like I’m a—”
 
   “PEYTON,” I shouted.
 
   She tilted her head up and saw what the rest of us were staring at. Not Darmaki’s handless body, or Dozer lodged in the floor, or Botha and Lamore sprinting out the open doors like they’d just seen a ghost. Our focus was locked on the powerful, imposing figure who was familiar, and at the same time almost completely alien – nearly unrecognizable. His blue body suit, dark matching boots and gloves, the cowl and flowing cape; it had all changed since last we’d seen him. Even the emblem on his chest – the piercing, all-seeing eye – had taken on a more menacing design.
 
   He stared at us with a vague sense of recognition, but nothing more. His gaze was a rush of cold wind that stung my skin. Judging by the expressions of everyone around me, they’d experienced the same chilling sensation.
 
   It was Kenneth Livitski. 
 
   The Living Eye. 
 
   And I had no idea how he’d found us.
 
   


 
   
  
 

PART TWO: THE NEW AGE
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “When He tore back the curtains and exposed the truths of this world, my transformation was instantaneous. I was renewed; born again with virgin eyes. I shuffled loose my broken past like rusted shackles, clanging to the floor. I have never seen so clearly.” 
 
    
 
   - Herald of The Order (Darknet Holoforum)
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Chapter Seventeen
 
   My real life has been difficult to separate from my dreams over the last two years. My once razor-sharp memory had dulled considerably: recent events drifted out of my mind, day bled into night while I struggled to keep track of time, and, most disturbing, voices echoed inside my head. The pills kept some of the symptoms at bay, but medication could only do so much. But the vivid dreams – the really trippy, Sandman-meets-Adventure Time journeys through my subconscious mind like the one I was currently experiencing – were clearly labeled. There was no way I’d mistake this trip down the rabbit hole for an actual, physical experience.
 
   I was falling, as I tended to do in my dreams. Spinning, spiraling through the darkness. The Liwa Desert opened beneath me, the sand swallowing me into an ever-deepening cavern. Objects cascaded all around me: books, chairs, shattered pieces of the palace above…and people. Screaming, panicked people clawing at the sand around them, as though they could climb their way out of a rushing waterfall if they just struggled hard enough. Their cries were drowned out by my own. The floor was rapidly approaching, with long fingers of flame reaching out towards us, lighting the tunnel as we dropped.
 
   A blue lightning bolt streaked my vision. Kenneth had flown to my aid, or so I’d thought. He hovered at eye level, locking his eyes onto mine, never reaching out to me. I begged him to help me, tears streaking my face as the heat overwhelmed me, my skin charring, hair disintegrating. He just watched. It was a look of indifference, as if my body turning to cinder was of no great concern; he’d just as soon let me turn to ash as reach out for my arm, pulling me to safety. I was suddenly unconcerned with the fall, the heat, the muscle and sinew falling from my bones. I needed to know why. Why was he here? Why now? And why wouldn’t he just say something? I would embrace my fiery condemnation then and there if I could just get a goddamned answer…
 
   My eyes snapped open before my remains could tumble into the abyss, just as I’d heard Peyton’s voice.
 
   “Are you going to get out of bed today?” she called out as she emerged from the bathroom. A towel was wrapped around her chest and another twisted around her head, drying her wave of pink locks. She poked her thumb into the wall panel by the bathroom door, triggering the blinds to elevate. The flood of bright yellow sunlight might as well have been an atomic bomb going off in my retinas.
 
   “Argh, what’s wrong with you! It’s only…” I squinted and cupped a hand over my wrist com. “Oh. Damn.”
 
   Peyton padded over and sat on the edge of the bed, pulling a bottle of moisturizer from the end table. “Would you care to join me for lunch?” She squirted a glob of peppermint green goo into her hand, rubbing it up and down her arm. “I just need a few minutes here and I’m heading down to the common room. I heard the chefs are making pizza.”
 
   I rolled over and yawned, burying my face in a pillow. “When did you get up?”
 
   “Several hours ago,” she giggled. “You know, like around breakfast time? When humans typically wake up? I went to the gym, had a conference call with the board of directors, got your pardon approved by the DOJ, and then I helped out one of the maintenance workers with her golden retriever. The poor little guy had been throwing up all night.” 
 
   I bolted upright, eyes wide. “Wait – what? Why didn’t you come get me?” 
 
   “I didn’t know you’d be so interested in puppy barf.”
 
   I continued to stare at her, eyebrows creased together.
 
   “Ohh, the pardon,” she said, absently applying a fresh handful of lotion to her thigh with a long stroke. “Right. Well after we dropped Darmaki at the Department of Justice yesterday, they went right to work on him.”
 
   “Work?” I asked, suspicious. “What does that mean, exactly?”
 
   She shrugged. “I asked that exact same question.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “They told me not to ask. However they managed it, they were able to get a written confession out of Darmaki in like, twenty minutes.” 
 
   “How did he write it?” I asked. When Peyton looked confused I lifted my hand and made a chopping motion at my wrist.
 
   “Oh…huh. Good question. They didn’t say…with his mouth, maybe? Or his toes?” 
 
   “But either way we’re in the clear?” I asked.
 
   “Paperwork is going through right now,” she said brightly. “The President of the UAE gave his blessing and the feds raided his palace. With whatever they found, coupled with his confession, it was enough evidence for them to drop all charges against you. You’re not terribly popular after your escape in Manhattan and they have some follow up questions, from what they tell me it’s a done deal. No more running, and we can head back to America whenever we want.”
 
    “All good news,” I said, rolling out of bed. I stood, stretched, and reached for my red hoodie and jeans, which were rumpled up on the floor.
 
   “Planning on taking a shower at some point this week?” Peyton asked, glancing down at my clothes. “Or running those through a washing machine…or the incinerator?”
 
   “Hey,” I chuckled. “I happen to like my clothes.”
 
   “Uh huh,” she grumbled. “That was my other project this morning. I took the liberty of using the 3D printer to make you a new wardrobe.” Peyton crossed the bedroom and reached for the sliding glass doors across from our bed, pressing her finger into the reflective surface. They hissed open to reveal a closet filled top-to-bottom with freshly minted clothes: forty pairs of blue jeans, neatly folded and stacked, with a dozen identical red hoodies on hangers – along with an assortment of a hundred different comic book shirts. “I know you’re not big on the housekeeping, so I made you these. Just toss them in the garbage when you’re done with them.”
 
   “Wow, this is impressive,” I said with a nod. “And incredibly wasteful.”
 
   “So I was thinking, now that superhumans aren’t destroying the world and Sultan Darmaki is out of the picture: how about Paris?”
 
   I riffled through the clothes on the rack until I located a character from ‘Watchmen’ splashed across a black t-shirt. “Sweet, Dr. Manhattan by Adam Hughes.” I pulled it over my head and gazed at the reflection in the mirror. I pulled a pair of jeans from the stack and stepped into one of the legs.
 
   “Hello?” she repeated, slightly annoyed. “Paris?”
 
   “Oh, right,” I replied, still staring into the mirror. “Paris. Sounds good.”
 
   She dropped her towels, crossed the room and pulled jeans and a white tank top out of her dresser. 
 
   “Yeah, I was thinking it would be great for the ceremony…or at least the reception.”
 
   With my jeans pulled to my knees I wobbled, toppling onto the carpeted floor. 
 
   “Wait, so…but, we’re not even…” I grumbled, flopping around like a goldfish that had leaped from its bowl and landed on a countertop. I finally pulled up my jeans and popped back to my feet just as she’d finished dressing.
 
   “I know, I know,” she said, smiling sweetly. “It doesn’t have to be now, but it needs to be sometime in the future, right? We’re not kids anymore, Matty. Some long-term planning isn’t going to hurt. It just makes sense.”
 
   Peyton was like a ninja when it came to dropping hints into conversations, and even better at steering me into specific answers. It’s not that she tried to conceal them – it was actually the opposite – but she could somehow Jedi her way right into my mind. It was nerve-racking. With a flash of teeth and a bat of her eyes I was suddenly a stammering teenage kid again, trying (and failing) to look cool when the hottest girl in school passed by my locker. 
 
   She made her way back towards me. Her fingers found their way through my dark hair, and her chest pressed to mine.
 
   It was more than just nerves. It was my memory loss, and my condition, and the box that was in the basement of the fortress. It ate away at me, all of it. There was so much she needed to know. She thought there was going to be a future with me that might never happen, at least not for a while… 
 
   “I’ve been meaning to tell you about something,” I said, not much louder than a whisper.
 
   “I can take a guess,” she said coolly, inching her hands down my back, fingers circling my waist. “You’re going to tell me that you can’t live without me, and that if I weren’t around, you don’t know what you’d do?” She grabbed the zipper on my jeans, yanking it up with a quick tug.
 
   Damn you, woman – you’re like Obi Wan and I’m a clueless Stormtrooper.
 
   “Well, no…I mean, yes, actually. You’re right. But I was just thinking…aside from the fact that I feel like you just pulled up outside of the cantina at Mos Eisley in your landspeeder, and you’re waving your hand around, telling me that these aren’t the droids I’m looking for.”
 
   She planted a wet kiss on my mouth. “I love it when you speak other languages. But I was thinking we could start learning one together…maybe French? Sometime after you pop the question…which might be…”
 
   My wrist-com chimed and I let out a sigh of relief. Not a metaphorical one – an actual, physical exhalation of air, causing Peyton to narrow her eyes. 
 
   “Sorry.” She groaned. “My fault for trying to inject some romance into…this. Whatever ‘this’ is.”
 
   I glanced at my beeping wrist. It was Detective Dzobiak. “I…I have to get it. I’ve been waiting for a call. It’s critical.”
 
   She turned and walked towards her dresser, shaking her head. “It always is.”
 
   I opened a holo-screen, washed out against the light pouring in through the windows. The reflection coming off the ocean was so powerful it blurred Dzobiak’s face into a haze – a ghost-like apparition floating above my wrist.
 
   “Mox, my man!” His pearly grin was barely visible against the glare.
 
   “So you heard my news?” I asked.
 
   “I did, I did. Couldn’t be happier for you. Wouldn’t wanna be in Sultan Darmaki’s shoes right now…if he were wearing any shoes. Which won’t be allowed where he’s headed. And I heard you had something to do with his new accommodations?”
 
   Before our trip to the Liwa Oasis I’d designed a containment unit that would remove atmospheric ions from the air – essentially a jail cell that made it impossible to create or control weather when you’re locked inside (an added piece of tech in addition to the built-in CDUs). I’d had one of my staff draw up a blueprint and send it anonymously to a few high-ranking suits at the DOJ. I guess they’d used the design. Of course I had no idea that Sultan would be a double amputee by the time he was locked in the cell, which would, possibly, nullify his abilities. Though you can never, ever, be too careful. Or plan too far ahead.
 
   “Yeah, that was me,” I admitted. “How did you know I was the one who sent over the blueprint?”
 
   “Call it a hunch,” he laughed. “I wasn’t sure until just now. I go with my gut.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound very scientific,” I replied with a laugh of my own.
 
   “Nah, not really, but it works. Not everything can be measured and quantified, my man. Some things just need to feel right.”
 
   Peyton had overheard the conversation from across the room and turned towards me. “Sounds like some good advice, Matty.” The tone in her voice was back…it was the return of the Jedi.
 
   “Peyton!” the detective called out, his eyes scanning the room around me. “Where’s my girl?”
 
   She stepped into view and wrapped an arm around my waist, tilting her head towards mine. “Hey, Todd. Taking care of The Big Apple for us while we’re gone?”
 
   “You know it.” He jutted a thumb in my direction, wedging his mouth to the side. “So when is Mox here gonna make an honest woman out of you? And am I gonna be attending a ceremony under the Eiffel Tower or not?”
 
   I creased my brow into an uneasy frown. “Wait, how does he know about Paris? And why are you calling him ‘Todd’?”
 
   Peyton and the detective exchanged knowing glances and shared a light chuckle. “What do you think I’m doing when you’re playing video games,” she asked, “or when you’re locked in one of your basement labs tinkering with gadgets? I’m a human, Matty – I interact with people. You know, chit-chat? Exchanging pleasantries?” 
 
   “I’m a human too,” I huffed. “I know how to interact with people.” My comment caused instant hilarity.
 
   Dzobiak shook his head, wiping his eye. “Yeah, the jury is still out on that one. I don’t know another human being who works shit out as far in advance as you do, Mox.”
 
   “In advance?” Peyton said, sobering a little. “Doubtful. Whenever I bring up the future Matty shuts down – like it’s physically painful to plan anything more than twenty-four hours in advance.”
 
   The detective jerked his head back, the playful tone in his voice vanishing. “Really? Are we talking about the same Mox, here? Because this shit he pulled with The Living Eye was damn-near a year in the making.”
 
   Peyton angled away from me, skin flushed. “Wait…what did you do? Did you know that Kenneth…that he’d show up at Darmaki’s palace?”
 
   “No, nothing like that,” I was quick to clarify, “I mean, I thought there was a very slim chance, yes – but I knew he’d show up at some point. I’ve been tracking him.”
 
   Her eyes darted to the detective, and then back to me. “Tracking him how, exactly?”
 
   I explained that the smart dust – the microscopic particles that I’d used to coat Dozer with in Venice – were a technology I’d acquired long ago. The gun that was used to blast him had been cobbled together just prior to the mission, right here in the basement labs of Fortress 18 – but the smart dust was nothing new. It was already in the beta testing phases at The Frost Corporation when I’d acquired the company. It took me just a few phone calls to acquire as much of it as I’d needed.
 
   “During one of my visits to see Kenneth in the hospital,” I explained, “when he was in a coma in Thunder Bay…I sort of injected him with some smart dust.”
 
   “Injected him?” Peyton repeated, miming the action of a syringe plunging into her arm.
 
   “They’re harmless, really! The invisible particles went into his IV bag, and circulated through his bloodstream. I was tracking him for the better part of a year…the human body recycles all of its cells in roughly a twelve month span, so they’d only be active until—”
 
   “Am I the only one who thinks this is a little crazy?” she cut in. 
 
   “You put microchips inside of dogs ears,” I reminded her. “What’s the difference? I was just keeping tabs on him.”
 
   “Why?” Peyton persisted. “Why would you ever do that?  We chip dogs in case they run away and get lost. Spying on people is a completely different thing and you know it, Matt. Why did you…” She trailed off, bringing a hand to her mouth. “Wait, are you tracking me, too?”
 
   I didn’t reply.
 
   Her eyes narrowed, now with disgust as much as suspicion. “Every time I drink a bottle of water around here or take a sip of tea, am I actually ingesting some weird tracking chips?”
 
   Glancing down at my wrist I’d forgotten that the detective was still on a holo-screen call. He was staring awkwardly off-camera, fidgeting with his collar. “I’d better call you back, Todd.”
 
   He nodded in agreement and terminated the call with a rapid tap of his wrist, blipping out of view.
 
   “So?” Peyton asked once again, this time even less politely. “Tracking chips?”
 
   “They’re not chips,” I explained. “They’re microscopic, and totally non-toxic.”
 
   “I don’t care if they’re made of Oreo cookies and rainbows! You can’t just go around feeding people weird science junk so you can keep tabs on them. And has there been any long-term testing? For all you know I could get cancer in ten years because of this.”
 
   “I would never put you at risk like that!” I shouted, more forcefully than I’d intended. “The tracking is to keep you safe, can’t you see that? What would I do if you ever got kidnapped by someone who wants revenge against me? I do everything in my power to keep you out of harm’s way, but you keep insisting on tagging along during dangerous missions like you have some kind of a death wish!”
 
   “It’s because I love you, you stupid idiot!” She jammed a palm into my chest and sent me back a step. “But you make it really hard to do that sometimes. And of course I’m going to ‘tag along’. If you’re going to walk into the fire, I’m damn well going to be there holding your hand, willing to burn to ashes right by your side. Because I know you’d do the same for me.”
 
    “Well I love you too, Peyton. That’s why I go to these insane lengths to protect you.”
 
   Peyton’s jaw fell slack. Her hands, which were tightly clenched fists just a moment before, dangled loosely at her sides. 
 
   “I realize that was a weird moment I chose to say that for the first time,” I admitted, scratching at the back of my neck. “But…it’s just…you needed to know.”
 
   The shock melted from her face and she pulled me close, squeezing me tight. I could feel the rapid-fire pace of her heart beating into my chest, like an overtaxed piston ready to explode. I wanted to say more. I should have. That was the most raw, honest moment we’d ever shared, and if I could’ve gone back in a time machine and pre-planned the most ideal moment to tell her about everything I’d been concealing, that would’ve been it. 
 
   But I let the moment slip away.
 
   It would be a long time before she knew the full extent of my illness; the cancerous mass that continued to eat away at my brain, devouring thoughts and memories and pieces of who I was. But it wouldn’t be nearly as long until she discovered what was in the box.
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   The lab was empty during lunch hour, which afforded me not only privacy, but access to all the toys I needed to play with. The football stadium-sized underground space was glistening with pristine white metal, and rows upon rows of workstations containing every device imaginable: from old-school compound microscopes to the most state-of-the-art equipment. There was the immersive virtual reality rig (which was basically a giant metal hamster ball sitting on a gyroscope) that allowed me to climb in and control a remote presence with the combination of laser-mapped physical movements and a form of machine-augmented cognition. There was a ten zettabyte computer, with an interface no larger than a standard tablet, powerful enough to engineer the climate of every city in the Western hemisphere, tracking the amount of precipitation to the exact raindrop. Not to mention the neuro-informatics research center, which was used for designing various artificial intelligence programs. Back in The Fringe I’d spent more than one boozy night at the pub with Gavin, arguing about the perils of designing AI. He was convinced that Skynet would one day plunge the world into chaos, or that we’d eventually be relegated to pink amniotic sacks, being harvested for energy by our new robotic overlords (“No, Gav, despite hundreds of sci-fi movies to the contrary, there is absolutely no chance of a machine ‘turning evil’ and enslaving us. It’s like being afraid that your toaster is going to get jealous and slit your throat while you sleep.”)
 
   I went to the comm center; a slab of cylindrical beveled glass propped up by a stone pedestal. Without the glowing access pad and touch-controls discreetly situated on the outermost edge, it would just look like a dinner table that could seat a party of ten. I swiped my gold access card across the pad and it chimed to life. With a voice command, a towering holographic projection of the Earth spread out before me, first as a sphere, and then flattening out into a more traditional-looking Peters Projection map. I leaned over the console with the illuminated touch pad at my fingertips, adjusting it into position. With a second command I brought Detective Dzobiak’s face into a smaller screen off to the side.
 
    “Sorry to keep you on hold,” I apologized. “I needed to get somewhere private.”
 
   “Huh. Thought it would be easy in a fortress the size of a city.”
 
   I sighed. “And yet…”
 
   “How did things go with Peyton?” he asked, wincing slightly, as if bracing for a disastrous response. 
 
   “I told her I loved her,” I said flatly, my attention focused on the map.
 
   “That’s a good thing…right? I can never tell with you.”
 
   I shrugged half-heartedly. “I think so. I don’t know. Do you have the results I asked for?”
 
   “Right, right…link your console to mine and I’ll send the data right to your display. I can’t make heads or tails of this mess…I’m not a mapologist.” 
 
   “A what?” I said with a chuckle. “You mean a ‘cartographer’.”
 
   “Whatever, man,” he scoffed. “I never claimed to be Christopher goddamned Columbus. You asked for this shit, so I’m sending it over.”
 
   I accepted his link request with my console. And with a few clacks of his ancient keyboard, Dzobiak sent a stream of red lines streaking across my giant projected map. At first it looked like an abstract painting – thousands of intersecting paths that cut through the ocean, sailing in every possible direction. The nautical patterns of every known commercial sea craft over the last year were not giving me anything to work with. At least not yet.
 
   “Now dial it back to just the last three months,” I asked. The blue lines overlapped red, displaying a slightly more readable pattern. Cruise ships that sailed across the Mediterranean exclusively throughout the summer months were more distinctive, as were the paths of cargo vessels travelling between China and the west coast of South America. Nothing out of the ordinary, except for a huge increase in naval traffic converging on a very remote, very specific island. The lines all pointed in one direction, and they all led to Kenneth Livitski.
 
   Using the smart dust in his bloodstream, I’d been tracking my former friend and ally for the better part of the year. At first the activity was frantic. For the months following Kenneth’s departure from Thunder Bay, he’d been bouncing around the globe with no discernible pattern: from Khartoum to São Paulo, Nagpur to Vancouver, and everywhere else in between. He’d stay in Qatar for a week, a couple days in Morocco, and then, without warning, the tracers had simply stopped working. They should have tracked his position for several additional months (and I was never able to get a definitive reason as to why they’d failed) although they’d done their job. One of his last known positions was the Kerguelen Islands –the most remote destinations on the planet, located in the southern Indian Ocean. 
 
   The islands, also known as the ‘Desolation Islands’ have no permanent residents. There is no infrastructure, no airport. Aside from small teams of scientists and researchers that periodically travel there from France, no one ever goes there – there’s simply nothing to see. Hence the name. The only way to and from the secluded chunk of rock is by ship, and those excursions are extremely rare. 
 
   Or had been rare – until now. 
 
   When the detective sent over his data, my suspicions had been confirmed. Chartered ships of all shapes and sizes had been departing from Madagascar, Western Australia, Tazmania, even as far away as South America – all headed directly towards the Desolation Islands. Stranger still? They were one-way trips. The new population of the deserted island must have now been in the thousands. And no one knew why. 
 
   “Homeland sent me the aggregated worldwide stats,” Dzobiak explained. “They hit my com an hour ago. There’s been a surge in missing persons cases over the last couple of months…and you’re saying it has something to do with all the boats heading to this island?”
 
   “That’s what I’ve been piecing together. Satellite imaging?”
 
   “We can try,” he said. “I’ll get the boys to put eyes over the island to see what’s what, but we won’t know much until we can get boots on the ground.”
 
   “Don’t do that,” I snapped, my eyes darting to meet his. “And don’t tell anyone about the Desolation Islands. At least not yet.”
 
   “Mox, come on. I can’t just sit on this, man – I have a responsibility. People’s lives are in danger, families are scared…”
 
   “They’re all fine,” I assured him. “Kenneth isn’t hurting them. He wouldn’t. You don’t know him.”
 
   “And you do?” 
 
   It was a fair question. The look on Kenneth’s face when he saw us in the Liwa Desert was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was just a glance – a freeze-frame between the moment he’d sheared off Darmaki’s hands and the moment he took off in a burst of blue energy, as suddenly and as dramatically as he’d appeared – but that glance spoke volumes. I thought I knew Kenneth. Who he was, what he was capable of. Now? I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “Look,” Dzobiak said, “This place, this island – it’s a rock, man. A rock floating in the middle of nowhere with no power, no food, and no shelter. I know your boy is super powered, but how are regular folks staying alive for months on end out there? I have to assume there’s a bunch of bodies out there.” 
 
   “Give me twelve hours,” I asked. “Please. I can take the TT-100 and teleport there with the gang. We’ll go in on foot and see what’s happening. I’ll report back and if anyone is in danger you can send in the cavalry.” 
 
    He sighed, shaking his head. “I appreciate the lead, Mox, and this news is big. But if it gets out that I knew something was going down with these missing people, and I didn’t act on it right away…”
 
   “Eight,” I said, holding up a hand. “Please, Todd. I’ll leave right now. Eight hours, max, and I’ll report back, I promise. Are we cool?”
 
   He groaned and grumbled, pitching back in his chair. I knew he was going to cave in, but he had to make a show of it – using his body language to convey the moral objections he had to my less-than-reasonable request.
 
   “Fine,” he finally blurted out with a pronounced sigh. “But if my ass gets canned for this, you owe me a new job.”
 
   “Fair enough,” I agreed with a smile. “I’ll have to check with HR, but I’m pretty sure I have an opening in my mapology department.”


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
   Ask your friends to suit up, grab a machine gun and march into enemy territory with you and no one bats an eye. Suggest a field trip so we can reunite with an old friend, and everyone loses their minds.
 
   McGarrity, always up for an adventure, volunteered before I could finish the question. He knew nothing of Kenneth Livitski, of course, aside from what everyone else knew: that he was the overly-enthusiastic, pudgy, and almost comically-dressed cosplayer who participated in the original Arena Mode tournament. Kenneth and I became quick friends, but early in the competition he was stabbed. I saw it happen, but as he lay on the Manhattan sidewalk motionless and bleeding, I had no way to help; I’d lied to Kenneth (as well as the rest of the world) about possessing super human abilities. While he bled, I ran. He was airlifted to a nearby hospital, clinging to life.
 
   For most people, that was the last they’d seen or heard from The Living Eye. His costume sat folded neatly in a dresser next to his hospital bed, collecting dust, along with the rest of his worldly possessions. While he lay in a coma, I continued on with my life…until the day when his cord was pulled, and he rose like a phoenix from the ashes. He was pulsing with electric blue energy, muscular, powerful, beaming with a confidence I’d never seen in him before. He was better than new: he’d been reborn. 
 
   After disappearing into the distance with Valeryia Taktarov, Kenneth was never seen or heard from again – at least not by me, or any media outlets I’d tuned into. And now, he’d settled on an apparently uninhabitable island, where scores of people were disappearing to; secluded and barren, the already-creepy island chain was now becoming a modern-day Bermuda Triangle. But instead of aircraft, human bodies were disappearing at an alarming rate, and I needed to know why.
 
   Peyton and Gavin were willing to tag along for that very reason. They wanted to get settled back in New York, although this situation had piqued their interest. They knew Kenneth primarily through my anecdotes and what they’d seen on the simulcasts. The first time they’d seen him in person was the day before, when he’d blazed into the Liwa Desert to save our lives.
 
   Brynja was unreachable. She’d been locked in her room since we’d returned, refusing any medical treatment for the wide gash that stretched across her forearm. The fact that she’s bled a substance that was definitely not blood had caught her off-guard to say the least, and then, seemingly, sent her spiraling into a depression. She wanted to know who she was, and how she fit into this world. More than that, she wasn’t even sure what she was, and this just led to more questions we had no answers for. Brynja assured me through a text message that she didn’t require any stitches, and that the cut had already mended itself, leaving no trace that there had even been the slightest scratch. And when I asked if she’d tag along for our visit to the Desolation Islands she never replied.
 
   I made my way across the rooftop tarmac, drenched in a bright orange haze that filtered through ragged clouds. The ocean, the panoramic mountain-chain, the fresh sea air…it was like poison to my senses. After yesterday’s battle I wanted nothing more than to lock myself in a dark, windowless room with a stack of vintage graphic novels and every video game emulator I could find. But this had to be done.
 
    
 
   “What do ya think?” Karin shouted as she bounced from one foot to the other, both index fingers pointing squarely towards the jet.
 
   The TT-100 jet had been scrubbed clean of its midnight-black paint job, returned to its former luster; the shimmering gold finish reflected like a mirror. In the midday sun it was difficult to even look in its direction.
 
   “How many times did you polish that thing?” I laughed.
 
   Her smile beamed as bright as the hull. “You mean since I woke up this morning, or just in the last ten minutes?”  
 
   A staircase lowered from its underbelly and we stepped aboard, awaiting Gavin and Peyton. Karin strapped herself into the cockpit chair while I sat behind her in the compact six-seat fuselage. 
 
   “So,” Karin asked, flipping a dial on the dash, “I got the updated passenger manifest from Bethany. No Brynja on this trip?”
 
   “Guess not.” 
 
   She pivoted around, peering over her shoulder. “Hmm. You’d think she’d want to know a lot more about Kenneth…weren’t they buddies back in Arena Mode?”
 
   “Yeah, definitely. She’s dealing with some stuff right now, though. It’s complicated. But when Kenneth showed up yesterday…I don’t know. Something was going on with him. It was the energy he was giving off. I could feel it. I think she did too.”
 
   Karin shrugged. “You never know, he might be suffering from PTSD after everything that went down in Arena Mode. Or he could have brain damage after being in a coma for so long.”
 
    
 
   Peyton stepped aboard with Gavin in tow. 
 
   “She’s right,” Peyton agreed. She slipped into the seat next to me, pulling the lap band across and snapping it into place. “I don’t think you should press the guy so hard. He’s been through a lot. If he’s on some deserted island it probably means he wants privacy.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Whatever he’s been through, what happened yesterday was just...”
 
   “Off?” Gavin asked.
 
   “How the hell did he get there so fast,” I asked, now growing more agitated. “He got all the way to the Liwa Desert in a split second. And how did he even know we were there?”
 
   “Maybe it was just meant to be,” Peyton offered, her pink lips turning up at the corners. She was baiting me.
 
   I groaned. “So help me, if you say the ‘L’ word…”
 
   “No, not luck,” she explained,  “I mean, maybe he was tracking Darmaki at the same time as we were, and when he saw us in trouble he jumped in to make the save? An old friend was watching out for us, and it was just some good timing. What’s wrong with that?”
 
   It was a textbook example of deus ex machina. The timing was too perfect, the intervention too convenient. I didn’t buy it. “Why did he wait until that precise moment, then? It doesn’t make any sense. When we were getting swarmed by clones that might’ve been a better time to join the party, don’t you think?”
 
   “Sure,” Gavin added, “but he did pull through in the end. That’s what counts, right?”
 
    
 
   The last thing that Kenneth had said to me was burned into my memory. Not just his statement, but the grave, unforgiving tone that cut through his words, blasting a hole in my gut. He swore that he’d never help me again, and warned me never to seek him out. Then the second I needed him – the precise moment – he appeared, pulling my hapless ass from the proverbial fire. 
 
   “This was no coincidence,” I said flatly. “There’s no such thing.”
 
   “Oh, come on,” Peyton said, “coincidences happen all the time. And what’s the difference anyway? Maybe you should just be happy to be alive?”
 
   “I am happy,” I stated, pointing to the grin I’d painted across my strained, unshaven face. “See? Smiling, ear to ear. But a lot of people are missing, and if Kenneth is there, and if he did have something to do with it…”
 
   Gavin stared at me with a deep, concerned line forming on his brow. “Hey, Mox, it’s okay…we were all rattled after yesterday. It’s okay to just move on from it, and try to—”
 
   “I CAN’T,” I thundered, causing him to lean away. “All right? I can’t ‘just move on’ when he’s out there. Didn’t you guys see him yesterday? He looked at me like I was a stranger. He might be shell-shocked after Arena Mode, messed up after the coma…we don’t know what’s going on inside his head.”
 
   “You didn’t make him this way,” Peyton whispered.
 
   I buried my face in my hands, letting my head fall back against the wall. “And I didn’t stop him from becoming this, either.”
 
   McGarrity climbed aboard. He sensed the tension in the aircraft and for once, opted to keep his goddamned mouth shut about it. 
 
    
 
   The staircase lifted seamlessly back into place with a low hiss, popping closed, sealing shut. Karin flipped another switch on the cockpit’s dash and the jet purred, soft as a newborn kitten. The engines were so advanced you could barely detect whether they’d been powered on. The cabin lights dimmed.
 
   “Okay, kids,” Karin said, sounding more like a school teacher than a pilot. “Buckle your seatbelts and get ready to teleport. There won’t be an in-flight movie because this is only going to take, like, three seconds.” 
 
   We were engulfed by tendrils of purple lightning before winking off the tarmac, appearing high above the Indian Ocean.
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   The TT-100 hovered in place as if we were still sitting on solid ground. I asked Karin to pull around and tilt the aircraft, affording us a better look at the floating land mass below. From overhead the Desolation Islands look like jagged stones floating in a sea of steel-grey water, their peaks lightly dusted with snow. Some low cloud cover obscured most of the details. 
 
   “Can you give us a better look without getting any closer?” I asked. 
 
   Karin shook her head. “Sorry, boss. This jet is just a prototype. It’s not equipped with any advanced satellite imaging or long-range scopes. I am getting some power readings along the eastern peninsula of the main island, though.”
 
   I messaged Detective Dzobiak on my com and asked if he’d been able to retrieve any satellite shots of the islands. He wasn’t. They were still in the process of getting the authorization to reposition one of their cameras.
 
   “All right,” I said with a heavy dose of uncertainty, not at all sure if I was about to make the right decision. “Let’s put her down on the coast and we’ll go in on foot.”
 
   Karin set our aircraft down in the rust-colored sand that made up the coastline. Beyond the coast were stretches of grass, leading to rugged mountains that jutted from the island; some squat and wide, loosely draped in vegetation, while others loomed in the distance, capped in white, piercing the low-hanging clouds.
 
   McGarrity stepped out onto the beach and rubbed his arms for warmth. His t-shirt was providing as much warmth as it did protection. The sun was bright but the wind blew in chilling gusts, as I told him it likely would on an island so close to Antarctica. He grumbled about the weather and his breath floated from his lips in a frosty plume – something I’m sure the Texas native wasn’t accustomed to. Before we left I’d informed him that his Reeboks would be less than helpful during a potentially long walk as well, though again, he scoffed at my advice. 
 
   Peyton, Gavin and I were dressed in flannels, jeans and hiking boots with our fitted smart-fiber gear concealed beneath. Definitely better-suited to the craggy, uneven terrain we faced. I didn’t know what to expect if we ran into Kenneth – or anyone else on this island, for that matter – and I wasn’t about to take any chances. Some small, carefully concealed firearms were tucked into shoulder holsters, hidden beneath our jackets.
 
   I glanced back at the jet. “Stay out of view,” I said into my com. “I’ll shout if we need you.” 
 
   From the cockpit Karin gave me a salute and silently whisked the TT-100 up into the clouds. 
 
   I was gazing out at the vista, marveling at the island’s unique scenery when I heard Gavin shouting behind me. “Dude, check this out!” He was jogging out towards the coast, where something jutted curiously from the shallow water. 
 
   We moved in to inspect the object, which looked like part of a mast; a splintered shard of wood, several feet long, with a tattered length of cloth hanging lifelessly from its tip. The fabric floated in the knee-deep water, waving like a flag in surrender.
 
   Peyton used her hand to shield her eyes from the sun, searching the open sea. “If this is just part of a ship, where’s the rest of it? And who was aboard?” 
 
   “Maybe the survivors can tell us.” McGarrity said, motioning towards the stretch of dirt that led towards the core of the island. There weren’t any discernible footsteps, but there was certainly a path. It was well-worn, beaten into the rock and dirt, cutting through the vegetation in the distance. 
 
   Following the trail away from the beach and up to higher ground, a clear walkway became evident. It was our best and only lead. It could’ve been a pathway that researchers used, or the geologists who were known to frequent the island from time to time. Or someone could have survived the boat wreck, and ventured out towards the mountainous interior of the island, in search of food or shelter. There was only one way to be certain.
 
   We’d trekked for an hour before we’d arrived at the foot of the low-rise mountain. Circling around its base, our field of view opened to a wide-open valley between two peaks.
 
   Flanked by the stone giants stood a third peak. An imposing structure that, while not as immense as the mountains on either side, would have dwarfed its predecessors at Giza. The pyramid in the distance was hundreds of feet taller than its Egyptian counterparts and had a much wider base, the summit backlit by the blazing sun. It cast a dark shadow through the valley that swallowed us as we approached. 
 
   Gavin let out a low whistle. “Wow, that’s amazing…I didn’t know there were ancient settlers on this island.”
 
   “That thing isn’t ancient,” I said, unable to tear my eyes from the structure. I was no geologist, but as we drew closer I could already tell this was new construction. There were no signs of wind or water erosion; the smooth rock face was pristine, the masonry seamless. A wide marble staircase opened to the valley floor, narrowing as it climbed towards the entrance – a dark, narrow slit that was the only opening on the flawless surface. And as we wandered closer, our eyes travelled from the stairs up to the apex, where we could clearly discern a massive carving. It was an eye. And it peered down at us, as if watching us more and more intently with each footstep.
 
   McGarrity scratched at his head. “Wait, so Kenneth, The Living Eye, is in there?”
 
   “The Living Eye is everywhere,” a voice called out, loud and booming. The sound travelled down the canyon, carrying across the rock walls.
 
   We turned to face the man who’d shouted, and a hundred people at his side.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
   The men and women rushed us. I reached into my jacket, fingers tightening around the grip of my firearm, but it was too late – the ambush had caught us off-guard. The man who had called out reached towards me and threw his arms around me, his thick beard brushing my face.
 
   “Welcome, brothers and sisters,” he chortled, embracing me with a friendly bear hug. I froze. It was one of those lingering hugs that lasted about ten times longer than it should have. I was uncomfortable enough with regular hugs. “You’ve come home.”
 
   I turned to see McGarrity, Gavin and Peyton being embraced from all sides as well. It was the largest, most awkward group-hug I’d ever been witness to, much less experienced.
 
   The group surrounded us, all beaming; arms draped over each other’s shoulders, smiles wide and genuine. These were not the missing people who’d disappeared on this island. They couldn’t have been. Fresh clothes, well groomed…hell, the guy hugging me even smelled good. Judging from his fresh sandalwood scent he’d bathed more recently than I had.
 
   “My name is Jeremy,” the bearded man announced. “And these are…well, you’ll learn everyone else’s name eventually. There’s plenty of time to get acquainted. Is there anything I can get for you?” 
 
   “Can I have a few grams of whatever you guys are smoking?” McGarrity asked, without a hint of irony. His question elicited a smattering of laughs from the group. 
 
   “Where are you lot coming from?” someone asked; a short, middle-aged woman with a broad South African accent. “We came out for an afternoon walk to check the coast, but we didn’t spot any new boats.”
 
   “We came by plane,” I explained, still suspicious. 
“Well it doesn’t matter how you got here, it just matters that you’re here.” With an inviting smile she waved towards the imposing staircase that led into the towering pyramid. “I’m sure you’re all tired from the journey. Let’s get you some food and water, and you can rest before you meet him.”
 
   “Him, meaning Kenneth?” Peyton asked.
 
   “The Living Eye,” the woman was quick to correct her. “He’s the reason we came here. He saved us.”
 
   “You were in danger?” Gavin asked.
 
   “Of course,” a young girl cut in; a platinum blonde waif with a pronounced overbite and hair tied into thin braids. “We were in danger from ourselves. We heard the call of The Herald and she invited us. And once we arrived, everything changed. We have a community, now. We have purpose.”
 
   Jeremy must have noticed the confusion that washed over our faces. He let out a friendly, Santa-like chuckle, holding his belly as his shoulders bounced. 
 
   “I know, it takes a lot of getting used to. The pyramid, the community…it’s a shock when it’s new, but you’ll get used to it, I assure you. Come along.”
 
   We marched the well-worn path that lead to the staircase, trekking up hundreds of stairs. Though if you’d asked my calves, they would’ve have guessed there were roughly a million. I actually stopped half way up to catch my breath. 
 
   Once we’d reached the top stair the bearded man waved us into the single, narrow opening. A short, dark corridor opened to an expansive foyer, hundreds of feet high. It was an ornate room that glittered with golden flecks, the stone from the floors and walls giving off a serene light all their own. It bathed everyone in a bright yellow sheen that made our skin reflective. I had no idea how long this pyramid had been here, but the work that had gone into every conceivable detail was staggering; waterfalls cascaded from openings on the walls, spilling into shallow pools where people bathed; hieroglyphic patterns were etched into the walls; and the floor was so precisely crafted that the spaces between the tiles were microscopic. 
 
   Long stone tables were piled high with gold platters and bowls, overflowing with every fruit, vegetable, cheese and bread imaginable. Followers filed along each side in orderly lines, filling their plates as they passed by. And at the center of the room was a statue: a meticulously sculpted marble depiction of Kenneth Livitski, built to three times his scale, posed heroically in his ‘Living Eye’ costume.
 
   We drew curious glances from the men and women who ate and bathed, but everyone responded with warm smiles and friendly waves. Not a single person seemed threatened, or even questioned our presence. 
 
   “Would you like to freshen up?” Jeremy asked, motioning around the room. “Some food, perhaps?”
 
   “Not hungry,” Peyton muttered, gazing around in awe.
 
   “No? All right then, maybe we should introduce you to The Herald. She pretty much runs things around here.” Jeremy wandered off past the crowd, and through an archway at the opposite end of the expansive chamber. 
 
   The four of us stood in the center of the room as activity bustled around us, awaiting our escort.
 
   “So,” Gavin noted, “this is some pretty nice craftsmanship. Mox, you think you’ll ever deck out one of your fortresses like this?”
 
   “Not my style,” I replied.
 
   McGarrity approached  the twenty-foot marble statue with his hands resting on his hips, nodding in approval. “Now this…you see this, guys? I need one of these carved for me. When my first royalty check clears for my autobiography, I’m getting a place in the Hollywood Hills, and one of these is gonna be right out front in the driveway.”
 
   “Classy,” Peyton said dryly.
 
   “I know,” he agreed. McGarrity ran a hand along the base of the statue, as if admiring the craftsmanship that had gone into its construction. “Maybe my next book cover can be me next to a statue of myself.”
 
   “Please refrain from touching the statue,” a voice chimed, rising above the chatter of the crowd. A group of people in line for the buffet had parted, allowing The Herald to make her way towards us. She was just as I’d remembered her: a wave of golden hair pulled back with a bow, her piercing blue stare, even the hint of a Russian accent that she was unable to rid herself of no matter how hard she’d tried. As she approached her white linen dress swayed to and fro, like a bell chiming in the wind. It was Valeriya Taktarov.
 
   “Holy shit,” Gavin whispered, attempting to keep his lips as still as possible. “Is that…”
 
   “The girl who tried to kill us all,” Peyton added. “Yup. That’s her.”
 
   Valeriya had recognized us around the same time as we’d recognized her, and it stopped her in her tracks. She stood rooted to the floor, crystal blue eyes suddenly blazing with fury.
 
   “You,” she seethed, locking me in her crosshairs. 
 
   Everything snapped into focus. The Herald – the one who’d been reaching out across the globe to the downtrodden, encouraging them to seek enlightenment – had been Valeriya all along. Of course it was. When Kenneth promised he’d help her I didn’t know what he’d meant; I assumed she’d end up with relatives back home in Russia, or possibly locked in an insane asylum where she belonged, pumped full of enough thorazine to drop a charging T-Rex. Kenneth had other plans. He’d instead brought her to this bizarre island cult, where she could put her considerable abilities to their best use. The diminutive, pre-teen girl had an almost superhuman ability to bend people to her will, and she was using it to build this colony.
 
   The jovial bearded man rushed to Valeriya’s side when he noticed her stiffened posture and hardened glare. “We have a problem here?” he said, clearing his throat. 
 
   Valeriya let her eyes fall shut, taking in a deep, meditative breath. When they opened she’d seemingly regained her composure, though the tightness around her mouth told me otherwise. “No, Jeremy…I am fine. Thank you for asking. Please assist Felipe and Hadassah with the lunch clean up.”
 
   With a smile and an obedient nod Jeremy rushed off to the tables and began clearing away platters. 
 
   Valeriya turned on her heel and began striding back towards the archway at the far end of the corridor, her leather shoes clacking the stone underfoot. “Follow me,” she called out.
 
   Our group exchanged unsure glances, not sure if it was wise to pursue her.
 
   “We’ve come this far,” Gavin shrugged.
 
   McGarrity agreed. “And if they’d wanted us dead, we’d probably already be hacked into pieces, or hanging in a meat locker somewhere.”
 
   Peyton shot him a sidelong glance. “That’s reassuring.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
   We followed Valeriya through a series of passages, wide enough for the four of us to walk side-by-side. She marched up the steep inclines with military-like precision, forcing us to keep pace behind her. For a pre-teen who stood barely five feet tall she was surprisingly fast – she power-walked about as fast as I could jog.
 
   After weaving our way through the twisting labyrinth we were lead through a set of doors that opened to the apex of the pyramid: the King’s Chamber. Unlike traditional pyramids, this particular King’s Chamber occupied the entire upper third of the structure and stretched well over two hundred feet above us. The enormous space was bathed in the same golden flecks that illuminated the lower sections; no lights, no opening in the walls for sunlight to penetrate – the walls just gave off a brilliance of their own as if powered by some unseen electrical source. The room was dominated by a pulpit. A dozen stairs let to a raised dais where a throne carved from black marble rested as the centerpiece. Sitting comfortably in the chair was Kenneth Livitski. 
 
   A glowing blue bodysuit clung to his muscular frame, the fabric alive with energy. His boots and gloves were darker but had a similar sheen. Kenneth’s cape and cowl – the same he’d worn when he appeared in the Liwa Desert – were a new addition to his wardrobe; he’d come and gone so quickly that I didn’t have the chance to stop and take notice, but now, studying the design, it was eerily reminiscent of another super human…a man I’d killed back in Arena Mode.
 
   Valeriya ascended the short staircase and went to Kenneth’s side. She brushed her white dress beneath her knees and took a seat on the wide arm-rest of the imposing throne, properly folding her hands in her lap.
 
   The four of us stood at the foot of the stairs, unsure if we should follow her. An awkward moment drifted by with Kenneth studying us. We gazed back up towards him, unsure of how to respond.
 
   Gavin glanced at me and offered a tiny shrug, his eyes flicking towards the pulpit. It was the slightest gesture, as if to say, ‘well, we came all this way…might as well say something?’
 
   I cleared my throat before calling out to him. “I know you hate me right now,” I said, my voice carrying effortlessly through the massive room. It was as if the space had been expertly engineered for pitch-perfect acoustics, like an opera house’s auditorium. “So I apologize for coming here. And I know you asked me to never come looking for you.”
 
   “That is not the case at all,” he said offhandedly, seemingly unfazed that we’d showed up unannounced. “I’ve moved beyond those fragile human emotions; hate, bitterness, revenge, anger. They’re petty. Useless. What do these feelings really accomplish in the end? You hold a grudge, seek retribution when you’re wronged…it’s an endless cycle of violence and nothing is achieved. Together, as a collective, we can accomplish so much more.”
 
   “Apparently,” Peyton said as she peered around the vast chamber, eyes widened. “So who are these people who decided to…‘collect’ here?”
 
   Valeriya sprang to her feet. “You question the Living Eye?” she blazed. “He owes you no explanation. Be thankful that he—”
 
    
 
   Kenneth cut her off with an absent wave of his hand. It was subtle, dismissive even, but the gesture stopped her in mid-sentence as if her words had been choked off, crushed before they could escape her lips. Valeriya obediently shrunk back to her seat, hand folded in her lap as she’d been before. She remained silent, but her crystal blue eyes continued to flare.
 
   Kenneth shook his head at the young girl, like a disappointed father. “I should apologize for Valeriya. She’s only human, after all. Prone to emotional outbursts.” He rose and approached us with a confident stride, breezing down the staircase, his cape billowing behind him. He stopped an arm’s reach from Peyton, eyes locked on hers as if she were the only person in the room. “So to answer your question, Peyton Lockridge: these people – everyone who has chosen to gather here – has done so of their own volition. I have not coerced or convinced any one of them. They are free to leave at any time, and they owe me nothing.”
 
   McGarrity burst with one of his trademark laughs, rusted nails scraping down a cheese grater. “So why are all these zombies coming here, then? Is it the bizarro Fortress of Solitude ambiance you have going on, or are they here for the free Kool-Aid?”
 
   Kenneth’s eye twitched, a tick rippling down his cheek. He pressed his lips into a thin line and stepped towards McGarrity. He stood closer to him than he’d been to Peyton. An attempt to intimidate, possibly. 
 
   McGarrity never flinched. He was either brave, or (more likely) was too dense to realize that he was being threatened. 
 
   “You’re the one everyone is talking about,” Kenneth said plainly. 
 
   McGarrity raises his brow. “Sweet, you checked out my book?” 
 
   “No,” he continued. “I know of your history, though. The stories of your battles. You bend light into weapons.”
 
   “I can bend it into a lot more than that,” McGarrity boasted. “Shields, projectiles…I’m even working on objects that stay solid in total darkness. You should see the shit I have planned for my next challenge.”
 
   Kenneth nodded, bobbing his head lightly, his gaze never leaving McGarrity’s. “I see. I’m sure whatever…‘shit’ you plan on constructing will be very impressive. I wonder how effective you are in combat, though. When you need to defend yourself, for example…or defend others.”
 
   McGarrity barked out another grating laugh. “Are you kidding me, bro? I took home first prize in the last competition.”
 
   “The ‘last competition’?” Kenneth asked. He was legitimately confused.
 
   “Okay,” McGarrity conceded, “Technically, the Occupation at Fortress 23 wasn’t an official, sanctioned, Arena Mode tournament...but I think we can all agree about who won.”
 
   “So you claim that as a victory…” Kenneth asked, eyes narrow.
 
   “Come on, man – check out the iTube clips. Back in Alberta I shredded super humans: I carved up The Beast, flooded Frost’s army of pissed off Go-Bots, and led my team to safety. If that ain’t victory, I don’t know what is.”
 
   “And yet,” Kenneth stated, folding his powerful arms over his chest, “when you were in the Liwa Desert yesterday, it was I who had to intervene. You have this power – this ability to harness light and do with it as you will – but were unable to stop Sultan Darmaki. Had I not arrived at that precise moment...”
 
   “About that,” Gavin cut in. “Look, I’m appreciative that you got there when you did. Don’t get me wrong, dude, everyone here owes you. But Mox thought that the timing…it was just a bit coincidental.”
 
   “Don’t let your friends speak on your behalf,” Kenneth said, spreading his hands wide. He strode towards me, his eyes now locked on mine with laser-sharp focus. “Matt, please, we’re all friends here…tell me more about this coincidence.”
 
   “We’re still friends?” I asked.
 
   “Of course,” he replied.
 
   “How did you find me,” I said flatly, my voice leveling off into a monotone. “How did you know I would be there, at that exact moment?”
 
   A smile stretched across his face, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “That’s what I missed about you, Mox. Your certainty. Like all of us, you have self-doubt, but the conviction that swells up inside you when you’re absolutely positive that you’re correct – it’s mesmerizing. In the short time we had together, it was the one attribute of yours I envied.” 
 
   “Isn’t envy one of those pesky emotions?” I asked.
 
   “It is,” Kenneth said, his smile fading ever so slightly. “And it’s one I’m glad to be rid of.”
 
   “You’re deflecting,” I shot back.
 
   “Deflecting?”
 
   “Ignoring the question I just asked you. How did you know I was there, and how did you know I was in danger?”
 
   His general tone of indifference was beginning to fade, and a darkness was settling in. A flare of his nostrils, a variation in his breathing pattern – it was subtle, but it didn’t go without notice. “I was tracking you,” Kenneth said, biting off his words. “Every moment of every day. I’ve known your location since the moment I left the hospital in Thunder Bay.”
 
   “The Eye sees all,” Valeriya added, shouting down from the pulpit. 
 
   “So you’ve been spying?” I asked.
 
   “Is that what you call it?” Kenneth asked, cocking his head curiously. “Very interesting, Mox. Because if that were the case, and if I believed in squabbling and petty arguments, I’d accuse you of spying on me. Or does tracking someone with invisible dust not count as ‘spying’?”
 
   It’s not often that someone catches me off-guard, but his verbal jab struck me like an uppercut to the solar plexus. “You knew,” I said, my voice hushed.
 
   “There is little I don’t know,” Kenneth replied. His cheeks twitched, resisting the urge to grin with self-satisfaction. “I’ve known about the tracking dust for quite some time. Ridding my blood of it was no small task.”
 
   “I wanted to know you were safe.”
 
   “I know,” he said calmly. He placed a powerful hand on my shoulder, squeezing it gently. “And I wanted the same for you. I know we left things awkwardly in Thunder Bay, but like I said, I’ve moved past those emotions. I was protecting you.”
 
   “I-I wasn’t trying to violate your privacy,” I stammered. “Really. I just—”
 
   “You want the best for everyone,” he interrupted, finishing my sentence. “I truly believe that, which is why I can’t fault you. In your heart you believe that you have the best solutions for every single person on this planet. Though as smart as you are, you’re only human. You simply don’t have the power to solve the world’s problems. That’s my responsibility now.”
 
   We all exchanged glances as Kenneth’s words hung ominously in the air. I was curious about the ‘responsibility’ he spoke of, but I felt that pressing him further might not be wise at this point.
 
   Kenneth turned and levitated, floating back up the staircase before repositioning himself on his throne. He took a moment to flatten his cape out beneath him, adjust his gloves, and fold one leg over the other. “I appreciate your concern,” he said, “and I know you all wanted to satisfy your curiosities about me and my island.”
 
   “And now you have,” Valeriya added icily. “So your presence is no longer required here. Though if you would like to stay and assist downstairs with the clean-up, you are more than welcome.”
 
   McGarrity chuckled at her comment, stopping suddenly when he realized that she wasn’t kidding.
 
   Without another word we left the King’s Chamber, made our way down the passage that led through the base and out the front entrance, all without incident. We received nothing but well-wishes and friendly smiles as we left, and plenty of cheerful hopes that we’d return.
 
   Once we’d descended the front staircase and were safely out of earshot, we let out a collective sigh of relief. 
 
   “Holy shit,” Gavin said, shaking his head.
 
   “Yeah, what was that about?” McGarrity said. “Did you see that guy getting all up in my grill? Could you believe him?”
 
   Kenneth tracking us to the Liwa Desert, his motives, his desire to ‘re-make’ the world? “No,” I said flatly. “I don’t. I don’t believe a single word he said.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-One
 
   We blinked back to the South China Sea, and were inside Fortress 18 within a few minutes. The teleportation left me a little nauseated, and for some reason craving pretzels (it might have been a sodium deficiency; an unexpected side-effect of so much teleportation within such a small timeframe).
 
   After eating dinner, guzzling down a gallon of Dr. Pepper and scouring the kitchen for a bag of pretzels I’d sadly never locate, everyone returned to their rooms for some downtime. We were all exhausted from the trip. I was looking forward to a shower and an evening of binge–watching a series on my HoloFlix account. Unfortunately, that would have to wait. I had a call to make.
 
   Peyton and I trudged into our bedroom. The lights popped on automatically, bathing the already paper white room and décor with even whiter light. I needed to add color at some point in the near future – I felt like I’d been sleeping in a rubber room. The metallic door whooshed closed behind me. Once it had latched shut I swiped open my wrist com, enlarging a holoscreen. 
 
   “Want me to step outside?” Petyon asked, pointing towards the exit. “I don’t mind, I can go to the common room while you make your calls.”
 
   “No, stick around. I don’t have any secrets.”
 
   She shot me derisive glance. “Uh-huh. Famous last words, Matty.”
 
   Detective Dzobiak answered my call on the first chime. The camera snapped into focus and his face appeared, displaying his downtown office in the backdrop; his back faced a window that opened to the drizzly grey Manhattan skyline. 
 
   “Mox, what have you got for me, man?” He seemed hurried, anxious. 
 
   “Well let me put you at ease, Detective. Kenneth isn’t hurting anyone. They’re all fine.”
 
   He tilted his head. “Fine? So you saw the missing people…all of them?”
 
   “We didn’t take a head count,” Peyton added, “but yeah, there were hundreds of people. All of them seemed…” her eyes flicked towards me, and back to the detective, “happy, I guess?”
 
   I shrugged and nodded. 
 
   “Damn.” Dzobiak leaned into his chair, rubbing his hand along his neatly trimmed goatee. “So we don’t have missing people at all, then. We have a bunch of people joining a cult.”
 
   “Hey, that’s not really fair,” Peyton replied. “They were more than happy. They were blissed out.”
 
   “Like on drugs?” the detective asked.
 
   Peyton shook her head. “No, not like that. At least I don’t think so. They just seemed overjoyed to be there. To be in Kenneth’s presence.”
 
   “And they’re in a pyramid,” I added.
 
   “A…” Dzobiak furrowed his brow. “Like, as in pharaohs and tombs and mummies? That type of shit?” 
 
   “I didn’t see any mummies,” I conceded. “But then again, we didn’t stay long. The pyramid wasn’t there before. It’s new. He made it using his abilities, if I had to guess. It seems like now, he can generate constructs that last indefinitely – it’s like an all new classification of superhuman. He’s an architect. And the way he took down Darmaki…his speed, his strength…”
 
   “It was intimidating, to say the least,” Peyton added.
 
    
 
   Dzobiak leaned in and folded his hands on his desk, his voice lowering in pitch. “I’ll tell you what: the DOJ knows that Livitski is the one who went all Texas Chainsaw on Darmaki and lopped off his hands. Not exactly legal. But, since he helped apprehend the guy who was behind the attacks around the world, the Justice Department and the UN are looking the other way. And since everyone missing is of legal age, and, if what you say is true, they’re going to the island of sound mind and all that, we can’t pin kidnapping on him.”
 
   “So that’s that?” I asked.
 
   “You say he built a pyramid there, and technically the Kerguelen island chain belongs to France. So if they want to pursue him for a building permit violation, they can do it themselves.”
 
   “So he’s not on the hook for anything?” I asked.
 
   “International real estate isn’t exactly in my job description,” he shrugged. “Our satellites can’t get a clear view of the island, and tech guys are working on that now. I don’t know whether he’s blocking us or if it’s just atmospheric…that could be something too. But for now, he’s in the clear.”
 
   “Good,” Peyton said with a cautious smile. She squeezed my thigh, before adding, “This is a good thing…right?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s a whole barrel of awesomeness.” I tried to force a smile of my own but I couldn’t manage one. Just the attempt was hurting my face and causing my temples to throb.
 
   “So what’s the problem?” Dzobiak asked. “Are you holding back on me? Is there something else I need to know?”
 
   I massaged my forehead, rubbing my fingertips in small circles. “No, not at all. It’s just…Kenneth said he was tracking me – that’s how he knew we were in the Liwa Desert. How he got Darmaki.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” the detective grumbled. “And—?”
 
   “And he was lying.”
 
   “How can you be sure?” Dzobiak asked. I could tell by the way he leaned in towards the holoscreen that I’d piqued his interest.
 
   “Because I just know,” I said. “You have to trust me.”
 
   Dzobiak flashed a quick smile. “Hey man, I do. You’re right about a lot of crazy shit and I don’t know what goes on in that big fat brain of yours. I’m sure if you say he’s lying, he is. But I can’t arrest him for a fib, Mox.”
 
   “And the cult?” I asked. “What do we do about that?”
 
   He let out an exasperated sigh. “What every country does about every cult,” he said. “Nothing. They’re grown-ups, they can believe whatever the hell want, no matter how crazy or stupid or dangerous.”
 
   “But you’re keeping an eye on him?” I asked.
 
   “Absolutely,” he said, reaching for his coffee mug. He took a quick sip before adding, “but that’s the extent of my authority, here. We can look, but we can’t touch. Unless you bring me some evidence that he’s done something, he’s free to keep playing King Tut.”
 
   “You want him arrested?” Peyton asked me, now growing concerned. 
 
   “No, I just…some things don’t add up, that’s all.”
 
   “They rarely do,” the detective added. “People aren’t equations you can solve all the time, Mox. They’re not poker or blackjack hands that you can use your freaky calculator brain to work out. Sometimes there’s a wild card in the mix…and you don’t always see it coming.”
 
   And with that our conversation ended. Dzobiak returned to work and I shut down the holo-session. 
 
   Peyton crossed the room to her dresser and went through the top drawer, pawing her way through the neatly folded piles in search of pajamas. “I don’t get you sometimes,” she chimed. “You wanted to see Kenneth, you did. You wanted to see if everyone on the island was okay, they were. And you found out how he helped us with Darmaki. Just let it go.”
 
   I fell back on the pillowy white comforter and stared up at the ceiling. “I can’t,” I sighed. “It felt…wrong. Everything on that island, everything inside that stupid pyramid…it was just so bizarre.”
 
   “That it was,” she agreed.
 
   I continued to stare into the utter blankness of the white ceiling and I could hear her padding across the carpet towards me. When she came into view she was wearing one of my tattered old Swamp Thing t-shirts – a shirt I thought she’d incinerated. She leaped onto the bed, pinning me down. 
 
   My nostrils were invaded with my own pungent body odor. “Eww…I thought you threw all these old shirts out?”
 
   “Not all of them,” she explained. “I kept a few of them as night shirts.”
 
   “Could you have at least washed the ones you planned on keeping?”
 
   “I like your sweaty smell,” she giggled. Her lips pressed to both my cheeks, then my lips. Then she drew back and pushed off my chest, sitting up on my thighs, before saying, “Go talk to her.”
 
   I frowned. “Talk to who?” 
 
   Peyton rolled her eyes. “Don’t make me say the B-word,” she said with a tiny grin. “You know exactly who. I know Kenneth isn’t the only thing bothering you. She’s been locked in her room and something is most definitely wrong with her. She needs to talk to someone, and you’re her only friend here.” 
 
   Her breezy demeanor was troubling me, like the calm before a storm. Was I supposed to tell Peyton that I didn’t care about Brynja, and that I was going to stay in the room with her – or was this my girlfriend being cooler than I’d given her credit for, granting me permission to talk, alone, with her slightly more provocatively-dressed doppelganger? I could suddenly hear the immortal words of Admiral Ackbar resonating through my head: ‘It’s a trap!’
 
   “Okaaay…” I said, easing back up on my elbows.
 
   She blurted out a tiny chuckle and scooted back off the edge of the bed. “Just go,” she said, now more forcefully. “It’s no big deal, really. I’ll keep HoloFlix warmed up until you get back.”
 
   “Okaaay…” I slid back to my feet and inched towards the door.
 
   She raised her eyebrows, shooing me off with a playful flick of her hand.
 
   “But,” she added, just as I neared the door frame, “we’re not doing another Battlestar Galactica marathon. Tonight we’re watching Cooking with Corben.”
 
   I winced as I pressed my finger into the plate on the wall, triggering the doors to slide open. 
 
   “Damn,” I muttered under my breath. “It was a trap.”
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   I navigated the winding narrow hallway to Brynja’s quarters, where the door had been sealed shut since we’d arrived home from the Liwa Desert. I knocked. And knocked. And knocked again. No answer. I continued to rap until my knuckles ached. 
 
   I rubbed the sting from my hand and pressed my back into the metal door. “You can’t stay in there forever,” I called out. I knew she could hear me because these rooms weren’t soundproofed. I’d learned that while traipsing by the maintenance workers’ living quarters one evening, and had heard the moans of a young Australian scientist reverberating through the door with disturbing clarity, calling out the name of a man who most certainly wasn’t her husband. 
 
   I called out and knocked again with the back of my hand.
 
   Silence.
 
   “Well I suppose you could stay in there forever, technically speaking,” I continued. “Because like all my fortresses, this one is self-sustaining. Theoretically you’d have access to desalinated sea water, eco-energy, 3D printed clothing, and whatever else you need for a hundred years. It’s funny because when I’d lock myself in the bathroom as a kid, my mom or my sister would shout ‘you have to come out sometime, Matt!’, which was very true twenty years ago. Now? Not so much.”
The metal door whooshed open at my back, causing me to tumble and splat on the hard tiled floor. Now my back ached more than my knuckles did. 
 
   “If I let you in will you shut the hell up?” Brynja said with a heavy groan. She hovered overhead, hands on hips, staring down with a frustrated shake of her head. 
 
   As I regained my footing my knees creaked and my muscles flared (probably more from my general lack of fitness than the fall, though it didn’t help matters much). I winced, running the heels of my palms up and down my lower lumbar. 
 
   “I can’t promise I’ll stop talking,” I said, “but I’ll try to keep it brief. Fair enough?”
 
   She waved me in with a resigned sweep of her arm. 
 
   With Brynja’s length of blue hair pulled into a braid and her face washed clean of make-up, it was more of a mental challenge to carry on conversations with her. Her similarities to Peyton became more apparent; the angle of her cheek bones, the shape of her eyes, the full bottom lip that always curled like a pout even when she smiled. I found myself studying her more often than not; I was lost in thought as I compared the two, letting whatever it was that I was going to say float away into the aether. 
 
   She snapped her fingers, inches from my face. “Hey, wake up, buttercup. If you’re sleepy go back to your own room and zone out. I’m busy here.”
 
   My eyes fluttered. “No, sorry, I’m just…sorry.” I glanced around her room; towels, clothes and food containers had been scattered throughout her chamber as if they’d been shot out of a cannon just moments before I’d arrived. “Did I interrupt Fall cleaning?”
 
   I went to her bed and brushed aside a mound of twisted sheets, sending potato chips and empty bags to the floor. 
 
   She folded her arms.
 
   I glanced at the bed next to me, raising my brow.
 
   After a few more obligatory grumbles she walked over and sat at my side.
 
   “So,” she huffed. “What’s up?”
 
   “What’s up,” I said, “is that you’ve been locked in your room alone, and it’s not healthy.”
 
   “So what?” she fired back, more defensive that I’d anticipated. “You lock yourself away all the time, Mox.”
 
   “I know, and look how fucked up I am.” I pointed to my face. “Is this what you want to end up like in ten years?”
 
   Her shoulders sagged, the anger draining from her face. “Yeah, fair point.” She rubbed her forearm, massaging the skin that had been sliced open during the raid on Darmaki’s palace.
 
   “So…Kenneth is living in a pyramid, now. That’s different. I always pictured him as a French Colonial type of guy. I didn’t know Egyptian-chic was his style.”
 
   “How did you know?” I asked.
 
   She rapped her blue-painted fingernail into the face of her wrist com. “McGarrity sent me the footage. He was recording the entire conversation. Kenneth has really changed, huh?”
 
   I nodded. “Yeah, time will do that to people.”
 
   “Except for me,” she said weakly, her eyes trailing along the floor. 
 
   “You’re awesome just the way you are,” I assured her. “Change is overrated.”
 
   “But everyone gets to grow, expand. Become a better version of themselves. Look at you, helping innovate ways to feed people and get water to the poorest places on Earth. Peyton is becoming a veterinarian. Gavin re-built his entire business. Even that dick McGarrity has a freaking book deal. Everyone is a better version of who they were, and I’m like…” 
 
   “A great friend,” I added. “And a good person. Plus you’re a very adequate cosplayer, if you don’t mind my saying.”
 
   “I’m an echo. I’m like that superhuman clone Jonathan Ma: just a fragile copy of a copy. It’s like I’m living out the same experiences, wearing the same face each and every day, but nothing improves. I’m always just a blurrier, more busted copy of who I was the day before.”
 
   “You can’t believe that, Brynja. You’re so much more than this.” I waved my hand up and down her body. “This is just a shell, it’s not you. Just like this,” I poked my fingertip into the side of my forehead. “This isn’t me. My condition – this shit I’m going through – it doesn’t define who I am.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Oh, Mox…I didn’t mean to compare. What you’re going through is so much more serious.”
 
   “What I’m going through is called life,” I smiled. “And sometimes it sucks worse than we can possibly imagine. And sometimes it feels like a game of Whack-a-Mole: one shitty problem pops up, you gather the strength to slam it down, and another even shittier one pops up right next to it. You just keep whacking away over and over again, until you can’t whack any—” I paused, realizing I was miming the motion of holding a handle, moving it up and down in a ‘whacking’ motion, dangerously close to the zipper of my jeans.
 
   She giggled like a young girl, covering her mouth. “You might wanna work on your metaphors a little, but yeah, I hear what you’re saying.”
 
   Brynja’s smile faded and she leaned in, resting her head on my shoulder. “How do you do it?” She whispered.
 
   “Do what?” I asked.
 
   “Stay so freaking positive?”
 
   My memory continued to fade with each passing day, but that was the first time I could recall anyone accuse me of being ‘positive’ about anything. I was historically the one prepared to throw in the towel at the first sign of adversity. 
 
   I let out a short laugh. “Are we talking about the same person, here?”
 
   “The Matthew Moxon from Arena Mode would’ve never come here just to cheer me up – especially not with an inoperable tumor eating away at his brain.” She held up her thumb and index finger, barely an inch apart. “How many times were you this close to quitting during the tournament?”
 
   “I guess…”
 
   “And it took a life or death situation to shake you out of your apathy,” she said, pivoting towards me, hugging a knee to her chest. “A bullet flying at your head, your friends being threatened…now, you’re back in the same spot you were back then – worse, actually – and you’re not only strong enough to keep moving forward, you’re trying to pick me up, and drag my sorry ass along with you.”
 
   I suddenly had visions of following in Steve McGarrity’s footsteps, writing my own autobiography – but with a more inspirational twist. 
 
   “I’ve learned a lot about myself since Arena Mode,” I said. “And I realized the only thing that sucks more than life is living it alone.” I put my hand on top of hers, lacing our fingers together. “We both have a shit-load of moles that we need to whack the hell out of…if you’re feeling up to it, maybe we can whack them together?”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” She said with a weak smile. “So, now that I’m all cheered up, is there anything else you wanted to talk about?”
 
   “The video that McGarrity sent you: did you see the part where Kenneth claimed he was tracking me to the Liwa Desert?”
 
   “Sure,” she shrugged.
 
   “He lied.”
 
   “Okay…so say you’re right about this,”
 
   “I am,” I assured her.
 
   “So that means he knew we were there some other way.” She paused, bringing a fingertip to her lips. “Satellite imaging?”
 
   “I don’t think so. Fortress 18 is cloaked; he’d have no idea when we were coming or going. Plus I don’t see ‘The Living Eye’ as someone who relies on technology all that much. Not his style.” 
 
   “An insider? A mole?” she glared at my suspiciously. “Wait…what about your pilot? The one Peyton hired.”
 
   “Karin? Doubtful. I’ve had my eye on her since the moment she came on board at the Moxon Corporation.”
 
   “But how can you be sure?” Brynja asked.
 
   “I also monitor all her transmissions. She hasn’t called anyone outside of her on-again/off-again boyfriend, her mom, and the pizza delivery place in Manhattan that uses drones to drop the box on your doorstep.”
 
   “Damn,” she said, rubbing her stomach, “I could use some Drone and Drop right now…”
 
   “Focus,” I said with a laugh.
 
   “Right, sorry. So are you going to make me guess all night or are you going to stop being an asshole and share this mind-blowing theory of yours?”
 
   “All right,” I said, “My problem is that I thought this was all about me.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes. “Surprise, surprise.”
 
   “But it’s not. It’s about you.”
 
   “Me?” She asked, her eyes snapping open.
 
   “Kenneth didn’t come to save me from being attacked by Sultan Darmaki – he came because he knew you were there. And he didn’t know until McGarrity accidentally sliced your arm.”
 
   “So wait, you’re saying that when I bleed this glowing blue ectoplasm that it actually sent out a signal? It’s like a GPS that tells Kenneth where I am?” She looked down at her arm, sneering, as if a troupe of angry insects were crawling through her veins.
 
   “Occam’s razor.”
 
   She lifted her eyes. “Is that Klingon?”
 
   “No,” I laughed. “It means the simplest explanation is usually the correct one.”
 
   “My magical blood is the simplest answer? I think you and I have very different definitions of that word, Mox.”
 
   “It was the only anomaly during that entire fight,” I explained. “No one contacted Kenneth and tipped him off, and there were no sensors, cameras, or any other way to know we were there. When he came he was expecting you to be in trouble – he didn’t take off like a blue lightning bolt until he saw me there.”
 
   “Whoa.” She brought her hands to her forehead, dazed after the bombshell I’d just dropped. “So...what does that mean?”
 
   “It means that you’re connected to him – tethered, somehow. I don’t know exactly how but I’m going to find out, Brynja, I promise.”
 
   She let her arms fall at her side and her eyes cleared. It was as if she’d felt a blissful release – like a crushing weight had been lifted from her, allowing her to breathe again. “Let it go,” she said plainly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Let. It. Go,” she repeated.
 
   I didn’t understand. “But this is what you wanted, Brynja. To figure out why you can’t change your appearance, why you can’t phase through things anymore, and now, with the blood—?”
 
   “I can’t spend the rest of my life wondering what I am…I need to start becoming who I am. Look around here, Mox – this is insane!” she threw her hands up, waving around at nothing in particular. “I’m here with you again, in one of your hermetically sealed domes, hiding from reality. The reason I left in the first place was so I could venture out into the real world and find my place in it.”
 
   “So you want to leave?” I asked.
 
   She fell back onto her mattress, staring up at the ceiling as I’d just done in my own room. “I don’t know what I want,” she said, her voice thin and exhausted.
 
   “Welcome to the club,” I said with a sigh. I fell back, landing at her side.
 
   “But I know what I don’t want,” she added. “I don’t want to be a burden to you anymore. And I don’t want to spend any more time focusing on Kenneth. He’s moved on as well, and if he wants privacy then he deserves it. Whatever I am, whoever I am, I’ll figure out on my own. It’s just scary.”
 
   “Scary?”
 
   “Scary because…” she trailed off, biting down on her lip. “What if I never figure it out?”
 
   “That’s probably another one of those ‘being human’ things. We’re never complete. But we keep trying to finish a puzzle that never runs out of pieces, and then get frustrated if we don’t see a clear picture.”
 
   “Humans are weird,” she grumbled.
 
   “We definitely are.”
 
   We continued to stare up at the ceiling, side by side. It was a blank canvas, untouched, and like the rest of the room it was in desperate need of some color. With a next-gen 3D printer and an entire staff at my disposal, I could have easily redecorated the room…I could’ve re-done all of the rooms throughout the entire fortress if I’d wanted. But day after day had drifted by, and I’d grown accustomed to the blandness. I’d convinced myself that it no longer bothered me, and that the effort of changing the design wouldn’t be worth the hassle. Anytime I’d mustered enough energy to take some initiative, I’d let something else distract me – something that I pretended required my immediate, undivided attention.
 
   I couldn’t help but think she was right: searching for answers you’ll never receive is no way to exist. The only way to push past the apathy is to focus on what really matters and chase your passions. And there’s never a better time than the present.
 
   Brynja finally rolled over, propping herself up on her elbow. “Wanna get some pizza?”
 
   I bolted upright, smiling wide. “I thought you’d never ask.”
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   I’d gathered with Brynja and a few of the staff in one of the common rooms, happy to have a snack before my cooking show marathon with Peyton. Watching those shows are torturous enough – they’re positively agonizing to consume with an empty stomach. 
 
   The circular white room had a sunken sitting area, where couches and lounge chairs surrounded a new floating holo-screen – a state-of-the-art projection that was like a massive eight-sided die that rotated slowly on an invisible axis. You could watch a simulcast while viewing from any angle. Much to the delight of the employees, I’d finally enabled outside communication, which meant Frost’s reign of tyranny had finally come to an end (only sixteen short months after his death). 
 
   We sat on a leather couch, plates stacked with steaming pepperoni pizza resting in our laps. A soccer game blared from the holo-screen, and the growing number of spectators began to pack the room. A Scottish computer scientist laughed when she heard me use the word ‘soccer’ to describe what was clearly ‘football’, eliciting a giggle-fit from Brynja. When South Korea scored the first goal against Australia, half the room belted out a roar of approval, while the other half booed, tossing chips and popcorn at their friendly rivals.
 
   While the players on-screen were still celebrating their goal, the broadcast blipped off. It was replaced with a satellite image of a rocky shoreline.
 
   “This is a breaking story out of the United States,” the newscaster announced in her cultivated Australian accent. “The Department of Justice has a lead on some missing persons who have disappeared from American soil almost three months ago. According to facial recognition software, nineteen-year-old Boston native Janice West is believed to be the individual seen here. If you’re a sensitive viewer, you may want to look away.”
 
   The camera zoomed to an ash-white body, face-up, lying in a shallow inlet. Her auburn hair floated around her face, the clear water shot through with crimson. A more magnified close-up showed a wound. Her head, cracked like an egg; ragged skin split over shattered skull. And a wooden club floating at her side, bobbing into her shoulder with every roll of the tide, like a boat in a marina slip that someone had neglected to tie off.
 
   The room buzzed with conversation and shocked gasps, but the white noise silenced when I read the words that rolled by on the screen. 
 
   ‘The Kerguelen Islands’.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   “What is this shit?!” I shouted into my com, even before Detective Dzobiak’s image had materialized over my wrist. I was trying to steady my trembling arm as I hurried through the hallways, weaving my way back towards my room. 
 
   “Whoa, hold up, man,” he said defensively. “this had nothing to do with me.”
 
   “How did the media get a hold of this footage?”
 
   “We made a breakthrough with a satellite,” Dzobiak explained. “Right after we finished talking. I got a shot of the outer edges of the island. A couple minutes of scanning and we IDed the floater.” 
 
   “So why is it on the simulcasts already?” I shot back.
 
   Dzobiak sprang from his creaky office chair and moved towards his door, clicking it shut before continuing in a hushed voice. “Look, I told them to hold off on going public until we could figure out what was what, but did you see the victim’s name? I couldn’t stop them. This went way over my head and several million dollars over my pay grade.”
 
   The surname and the hometown of the victim seemed innocuous enough, but coupled with the urgency that this was broadcast to the world it suddenly snapped into focus: Janice West, from Boston. “West…” I said cautiously, “as in, Republican Senator Madelyn West, from Massachusetts?” 
 
   “That’s the one,” he confirmed with a small nod, eyes darting away. “Single mom, too. And Janice was her only daughter.” 
 
   It was all making sense. “Holy shit,” I whispered. I’d stopped rushing down the hallway. My feet, seemingly of their own volition, refused to keep carrying me, and I’d fallen back against the wall.
 
   “No shit,” he said, eyebrows raised. “‘Holy shit’ is right. The senator’s baby girl washed up on the shore of the island – your boy Kenneth’s island. I’m out of the loop on this one, but word around the water cooler is that she’s already talking to the president of France. She wants boots on the ground, pretty much yesterday.” 
 
   “I don’t know what the reaction from the natives will be,” I said.
 
   “I thought you said it was Woodstock down there?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s pretty much a love-in, but Kenneth…you didn’t see what he did to Darmaki. If he feels threatened, and America escalates things…”
 
   The detective’s voice deepened and his gaze intensified; I suddenly felt as if I were back in New York being questioned in a tiny windowless room. “Hey, if he popped Senator West’s girl, he’s the one who escalated shit, man. He’s gonna end up with the world’s most powerful military firing rockets up his costumed ass.”
 
   “A lot of people could die if that happens,” I warned him.
 
   “Look around. People are dying already, Mox.”
 
   “Let me go back and talk to him,” I pleaded. “I know something weird is going on but this doesn’t seem like Kenneth’s style. I can’t believe he was responsible for a murder. It could’ve been one of his followers killing another one.”
 
   “The ‘blissed out’ followers?” he asked, his words dripping with sarcasm.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted weakly. And I didn’t. I was reaching, grasping for straws. I had no idea who would dump a body on the shore of Kenneth’s island – but I couldn’t believe it was him, or that he had anything to do with it.
 
   Dzobiak opened his palms, pitching back in his chair. “Like I said, Mox, it’s out of my hands. The wheels are in motion and there isn’t much time to work with. Whatever you’re going to do, you’d better do it fast…and get out of there before America arrives on his front porch. They’re not big on knocking, in case you haven’t heard.”
 
   My mind blistered with a million scenarios – ways to diffuse the situation without any need for further bloodshed. Whatever happens on that island could be resolved diplomatically, and there had to be a more rational way to bring the killer to justice. “What if you had proof that it wasn’t Kenneth?” I snapped. “What if you came with me to a neutral location – got confirmation right from him? Would that help calm things down?”
 
   He shook his head, unconvinced. “Yeah, I mean, if he cooperated – if he helped turn in the person responsible and we secured a confession, then I might be able to stop a full-on assault on the island. But like I said, this would have to happen now.” He glanced down at his watch. “I’m talking now. And unless I show up back here with some rock-solid, concrete evidence, and someone in cuffs…”
 
   “We’ll figure it out,” I assured him, now breaking into a sprint towards my room. “We always do.”
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   I was on my way back to the common room when Brynja rounded the corner in a full sprint herself, colliding with me in mid-stride. Our chests slammed together and it knocked the wind out of both of us. She stumbled a step, regaining her footing.
 
   “Whoa!” I shouted. “Are you okay? I was just coming to get you, there’s an emerg—”
 
   “I know,” she cut in, breathless, clutching her chest. “I heard you.”
 
   “From the common room?” I asked. Damn, the acoustics in this fortress were even better than I thought.
 
   She pointed towards her forehead with both fingers. “Still with the mind reading,” she huffed. “Remember?”
 
   I let out a frustrated groan, balling my fists. “I told you to stop that shit, Brynja!” I actually stomped my foot a little when I said her name, like a toddler demanding a juice box.
 
   “And I told you to stop thinking so fucking loud – but this argument can probably wait, no?”
 
   I took a deep breath, steadying my voice, trying to behave more like an adult. “I know this sounds crazy, but we need—”
 
   “I know what you need,” she interrupted again. “I know we need to get to Kenneth, and I know we need to talk to him…and I know why you want me there.”
 
   “Damn, you read all of that?” 
 
   She shrugged. “Like I said, you’re a loud thinker. When you’re stressed it’s like I’m wearing a pair of headphones, and I’m listening to a playlist of all the anxieties running through your mind. Believe me, it’s not a lot of fun being inside your screwed up brain.”
 
   “Okay, okay,” I replied, my patience wearing thin. “So you’re okay with the plan?”
 
   She nodded firmly, her lips pressing into a thin line – though her eyes overflowed with consternation. I wasn’t sure whether she was apprehensive about confronting Kenneth, or if she was afraid he might have been responsible for what we’d seen on the news. She’s had the utmost confidence in him from the moment they first met, and she’d never been given a reason to doubt him until now.
 
   “Look, there might be another way,” I assured her.
 
   “There isn’t,” she said plainly. “Don’t bullshit me, Mox. You know there’s only one way to do this. And we both know we can’t go to his island. It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “We’re not.” I started back down the hall and she followed close behind. “There’s only one safe place to meet Kenneth…I just don’t know how much he’s going to trust us once he arrives there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Brynja, Detective Dzobiak and I stood shivering, knee deep in snow on the frigid platform. Within a minute our cheeks had been stung red from the wind, lips chapped, eyelashes tipped with frost. 
 
   The entire journey had taken only a couple of minutes. It was jarring, to put it mildly. Using the TT-100, Karin teleported us from the sweltering temperatures that choked the South China Sea to the wind-chilled rooftop of Dzobiak’s office building in Manhattan, and then over to central Europe in the blink of an eye. Two jumps in such a short time frame left my stomach in knots, head spinning, knees like jelly. My travel companions weren’t faring much better.
 
   I moved to the edge of the platform, where a string of red lights blinked relentlessly through the snow indicating the outer edge (there wasn’t a railing). I peered down at Lake Lucerne, which looked like a sparkling amethyst several thousand feet below. It was one of the country’s most breathtaking sights. If the wind hadn’t been slicing through my jacket, and if I’d been smart enough to wear a hat and gloves, I might’ve taken the time to appreciate the view. Now, all I could focus on was the irritating fact that Fortress 13 – possibly the most critical of all Cameron Frost’s technological hubs – was built into a perpetually frozen chunk of rock that overlooked Switzerland.
 
   “Are you sure this voodoo is gonna work?” Dzobiak asked, teeth chattering. He was squinting against the glare of the unobstructed midday sun, hand cupped over his eyes. He wore an overcoat on top of his black suit, but it was designed more for fashion than practicality. 
 
   “We’re gonna find out,” I replied.
 
   Brynja tugged the sleeve of her puffy winter jacket away from her wrist, revealing the skin below. She pulled a small knife from her coat pocket and pressed the tip into her flesh. Biting down on her lip, she dragged the blade until a drop of sparkling blue liquid surfaced, trickling down towards her palm and rolling along her finger tip.
 
   “Wait,” I shouted, reaching out to her. “That’s your radial artery – you don’t want pull the blade up your arm. That’s how people commit suicide.”
 
   She crinkled her nose. “I though there had to be a lot of blood?” 
 
   “Yeah, we need enough to send out the signal, but I don’t want you drained. Pull across, from side to side.”
 
   With a deep breath she repositioned the blade and forced her eyes shut. She pulled. It opened a gash that poured like a broken faucet. The alien blue substance that had the same consistency of blood flowed from her vein, down her hand, and melted into the fresh powder at her feet. The warm plasma hissed as it disappeared into the snow, producing tiny plumes of steam.
 
   I pulled a length of sterilized cotton from my jacket, wrapping it several times around her wound. I held firm, sensing the heat rising from beneath the bandage. I could feel energy pulsing from her, as if the wound was already mending.
 
   “You think that was enough?” Brynja asked, peering skyward.
 
   Dzobiak pointed a gloved finger out over the horizon. “Unless that’s the world’s fastest blue jay, then yeah, I’d say it worked.”
 
   From the south he’d spotted a glistening blue light that was cutting through the sky, blistering towards us. A flash followed, like the lightning strike that had blinded us in the desert. Then the platform quaked with an aftershock, and a burst of snow rose around us in a thin cloud. By the time I’d blinked the streaks from my eyes and rubbed away the sting, Kenneth had arrived. Valeriya stood at one shoulder, Jonathan Ma at his other – the same person who had nearly killed us at Darmaki’s palace, until Peyton sent a bullet into his shoulder. Apparently Kenneth was now in the business of recruiting superhumans in addition to his groupies. 
 
   They were a few hundred feet down the tarmac, marching towards us. As they approached Ma vibrated. He moved like a blur, and then seemed to split in two. It was so sudden I couldn’t tell which was him and which was his copy. Then he did it again, and again, and again after that, each time faster than the time before, until it seemed as if copies were simply materializing from thin air. In a heartbeat there were ten of him, walking lockstep with Kenneth and Valeriya. 
 
   Dzobiak threw open his overcoat and reached for his hip where his sidearm was holstered. I lunged out and snatched his wrist, shaking my head.
 
   He froze. We made eye contact and a tense moment ticked by. He inhaled and nodded tentatively, pulling his hand away as I lightened my grip.
 
   I lifted my wrist to chin-level, jerking my sleeve away from my com. “Activate,” I commanded. The red lights that surrounded the vast metallic platform blinked off, replaced by a sparkling green. A siren wailed, warning that the device had been activated.
 
   As suddenly as they’d appeared, Jonathan Ma’s leather-clad clones exploded into piles of shattered crystal, disappearing into the snow. His jaw fell slack, staring down at what remained of his creations. 
 
   Kenneth stopped mid-step. “You summoned me for this?” he shouted, folding his arms across his chest. His cape flapped wildly in the wind, gusting behind him. “You couldn’t find a local superhuman to test your device on?” Valeriya stood fast at his side, eyes as cold as the mountain top. She wore only a white dress and a thin wool sweater, but if she’d been bothered by the sub-zero temperatures, she wasn’t showing it.
 
   “I came to talk,” I yelled back, making my way towards him. Brynja and Dzobiak followed a step behind.
 
   “This is one of your fortresses. The ones you acquired from the Frost Corporation.”
 
   “Good guess.”
 
   He stared intensely at the ground below, as if he could see straight through the three-meter steel platform and down into the belly of the hollowed-out mountain top, directly into the reactor core that powered the world’s largest cerebral dampening unit. His powers seemed to be expanding exponentially – for all I knew, he could.
 
   “The CDU that’s beneath us,” he said, tilting his chin upward, “it must be an impressive device to dampen even my abilities.”
 
   “Just keeping everyone honest,” I replied flatly. “With it activated, you know that Brynja isn’t reading your mind, and we know…”
 
   “What?” he said. “That I won’t slice you into pieces?”
 
   “Like you did to Janice?” Dzobiak cut in. His hand was poised at his hip, fingers trembling with nerves like a gun slinger in the old west, prepared to draw.
 
   “Who’s your jumpy friend?” Kenneth asked, his eyes flicking towards the detective.
 
   “Detective Todd Dzobiak, New York PD,” he stated, “and the only reason you’re not in cuffs is because of this man right here, so you should choose your next words pretty goddamned carefully.”
 
   The darkness I’d seen earlier began to once again gather behind Kenneth’s eyes, though his face remained stoic. “I know Janice West,” he said coolly. “What happened to her?” He asked as if he really didn’t know, and simultaneously didn’t care.
 
   The detective’s fingertips brushed the grip of his pistol, but he left it holstered. “Maybe the satellite reception inside your pyramid is on the fritz, Ken, but it’s all over the simulcasts. Janice’s body is floating on the shore of your island. Someone whacked her.”
 
   Kenneth raised his eyebrows, though he didn’t appear overly surprised. “That is a tragic loss of life,” he replied. “Though I fail to see how this is any of my business.”
 
   “Uh-huh. Well you’d better make it your business, because if I don’t bring evidence back to the Justice Department in the next thirty minutes, we’re coming for your ass.”
 
   “She was a non-believer,” Valeriya shouted. “The others were…unhappy with her lack of faith.”
 
   “One of your followers executed that poor girl?” Brynja asked, clasping her hands over her mouth. “How could you give them an order like that?”
 
   When the horrified words spilled from Brynja mouth, Kenneth’s demeanor softened, and a flicker of his former self glimmered from beneath the veneer he’d created. It was the same kid who’d asked for my autograph just a year and a half ago – the stammering fanboy who I’d shared a couch with, flinging potato chips into each other’s mouths and sharing stories from our pasts. He seemed wounded, as if Brynja had dealt him a crushing blow with the pain in her eyes.
 
   “It’s not…I would never do that,” he said, steeling his resolve. “Brynja, you can’t believe I’d ever ask someone to execute—”
 
   “He owes you no explanation,” Valeriya cut in. “One of The Living Eye’s followers must have been responsible. They are the one you seek.”
 
   “Well that’s a pretty big problem,” Dzobiak stated matter-of-factly. “You see if there’s a murderer running around that island, and if you can’t turn them over, we’re going to have to come in and find them ourselves. And you’re gonna have to answer a couple questions.”
 
   Kenneth didn’t blink. He shook his head defiantly, staring a hole through the detective.
 
   “Kenneth,” I added, as gently as I could manage, “come on, man. You have to know something. There are only a couple hundred people on that island, and they’re all there because of you. Help out now, before things get worse.”
 
   “How dare you,” Valeriya shouted in my general direction before turning her attention towards Kenneth. She jutted her finger towards me and stomped her tiny foot into the snow. “You cannot allow a mortal to speak to you in this manner. What if your followers were here, listening to this blasphemy?”
 
   “Blasphemy?” Brynja asked, her face contorting into a mask of confusion. “What the freaking hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
   Valeriya spun around. “It means that The Living Eye is above people like Matthew Moxon and this detective. He has been gifted powers like my brother before him.” 
 
    
 
   Kenneth glanced down at Valeriya and then at Ma, who was staring at him expectantly. “I offer my people inspiration and guidance,” he said, straightening his back, rolling his shoulders. “Nothing more. If they kill in my name, so be it. Their reasons are their own.”
 
   The detective snatched the gun with a practiced flick of his wrist, aiming it at Kenneth’s head. “I’ve heard about enough of this. Kenneth Livitski, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used—”
 
   “Todd, don’t do this, man.” I stepped towards him and he stiff-armed me, jamming his palm into my chest.
 
   “This is police business now, Mox. I need to bring this sack of shit in for questioning. He just gave me probable cause.” Dzobiak reached behind his back and produced a pair of cuffs with his free hand. He pressed forward, approaching with caution.
 
   Kenneth jutted his hands out in front of him, wrists close together. “Be my guest, detective. I’d like to see you try.”
 
   “TODD,” I shouted, stepping in front of him. “You’re not thinking this through: he’s only dampened because we’re standing above a CDU. The second we all board my jet and lift off he’s back at full power. Kenneth could tear his way out of the aircraft and fly back to his island, leaving us all very, very dead.”
 
   Kenneth nodded in agreement, lifting his shoulders into a lazy shrug. “They don’t call him a genius for nothing, you know.”
 
   Dzobiak kept his gun aimed squarely at my head, with Kenneth standing behind. He was aiming right through me. “Well then we’re at a stalemate, because I can’t let this guy go.”
 
   “You can, and you will,” Kenneth said with complete and total confidence. He delivered the news with such towering bravado that it caused Valeriya’s lips to purse, curling into an arrogant smirk. “You are going to put away that toy of yours, Mox will turn off his dampener, and I’m taking my people back to my island. And no one is going to bother me. I see a single American flag enter my airspace…”
 
   “Say it,” Dzobiak threatened, shoving me aside. This time I toppled over, landing painfully on my ass. “Give me a reason, Ken. I’ll put a bullet right through your stupid fucking eye.” He lowered the barrel towards the emblem on The Living Eye’s chest; the bright blue logo that crackled with energy, as if it were powered by an unseen power source.
 
   Kenneth’s eyes flicked to his chest and back to the detective. “If your people come to my island – and have no delusions, it is my island – I will not be responsible for what happens to them. Your army is more than welcome to try, Detective Dzobiak. You all know where to find me.” He took a step towards the detective until they were just a few feet apart, the barrel nearly poking Kenneth in the sternum. “Now holster your weapon, unless you plan on becoming a murderer yourself.”
 
   Dzobiak’s finger trembled and his eye twitched. He let out a long breath, a puff of warm mist forming as he exhaled. Then he stepped back, slamming the weapon back in its holster.
 
   “That is what I thought,” Valeriya gloated. “Americans, all alike. Barking dogs, bearing their teeth…but once you discipline them, they come to heel.”
 
   The detective gritted his teeth. “Keep talking, assholes.”
 
   Dzobiak turned and wandered to the back edge of the platform, and Brynja came to my side. “How could you do this?” she asked Kenneth. “How could you listen to this little psychopath?”
 
   “I came to your rescue twice,” he stated impassively. “I saved you once the desert, and came here because I thought you were in danger. And this is the thanks I get? How you repay my kindness?”
 
   “Kindness?” she blurted out. “You’re stalking me across the globe and you want a fucking thank you card?”
 
   “Your blood was designed to help me keep track of you – to keep you safe. And I’m doing a much better job of it than Matthew Moxon.” He said my name without so much as glancing in my direction; he was speaking as if I wasn’t in earshot, standing just a few feet away. 
 
   “What is my blood?” Brynja thundered, lunging towards Kenneth. She hammered his chest with her fists, but he stood fast, never even reacting. “Why the fuck did you bring me back like this?! Why do I feel so, so…”
 
   “Empty?” he asked, snatching her wrists with both hands. “Why are you morose, directionless? It might be the company you keep. I can give you more than he can…I can give you purpose.”
 
   “Her?” Valeriya barked. “She’s a killer!” Her crystal blue eyes welled with tears.
 
   “We’ve all made mistakes,” Kenneth said, keeping his gaze locked on Brynja. “Haven’t we? Let’s move on together. Come to the island with us right now and start over. I’ll give you the answers you seek and more. I’ll give you power…more power than you’d ever thought possible. Together we can do what no politician, no businessman, no supposed genius has ever been able to accomplish. We can change the world. We can fix it.”
 
   Brynja stepped away and he released his grip. She opened her mouth to answer but stopped – a pregnant pause that lasted only a heartbeat but felt like an hour. “I-I can’t,” she stammered. “Kenneth, I want answers and I want to help people…to do something with this second chance you gave me. But I need to discover what that is on my own.”
 
   “You disappoint me,” he said coldly. “But I have a feeling you’ll see things my way. In time, everyone will.” 
 
   “And if not?” I asked.
 
   Kenneth didn’t reply. He remained focused on Brynja, his lips twisting gently at the corners in a knowing smile. His expression turned my insides to liquid. By the look on Brynja and the detective’s faces, they’d experienced a similar sensation. 
 
   “Now if you don’t mind,” he said casually, glancing down at my wrist, “we’ll be on our way.”
 
   With a tap of my com the green lights were replaced with red, and the hum that vibrated from inside the mountain top ceased.
 
   Kenneth offered me a quick nod. 
 
   “Detective,” he added. “Best of luck with that investigation. I hope you get your man.”
 
   “I always do,” he sneered.
 
   Kenneth reached out and wrapped one arm around Jonathan Ma’s waist, and another around Valeriya’s. He flashed Brynja one final glace, as if to say, ‘I’ll see you soon,’ before exploding into the sky, disappearing into the distance.
 
   


 
   
  
 



“I cannot see you, my brothers and sisters, and I do not know who you are – but I know exactly what you are. You are slaves. On bended knee, begging the system for approval, for acceptance, for the most meager of sustenance. In return, you receive nothing more than scraps. And you are thankful for even this, because you know nothing else. This is not your fault. You did not ask to be born into this position, and in truth you may have no knowledge that this system even exists. But it is there, with its forceful hand, guiding your every action like a master training its dog. And you are resigned to comply, or face the consequences of your disobedience.”
 
   - Herald of The Order (Darknet Holoforum)
 
    
 
    [image: living-eye-logo5.png]


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Karin picked us up in the TT-100, and with a jarring flash of purple we were back in Manhattan. A light drizzle streaked from the gray November sky, pattering the cockpit window while we made our descent through the ashen clouds. We touched down on the NYPD’s rooftop hoverpad, the landing gear making contact with the steel platform so gradually we could hardly tell we’d landed. The ramp lowered from its underbelly. 
 
   Brynja, the detective and I stepped out into the wind. Dzobiak hiked the lapel of his overcoat up around his head, shielding himself from the rainfall. 
 
   “So you’re the human lie detector,” the detective asked. “Was he bullshitting me?”
 
   I shrugged. “You mean about the girl? I think Kenneth knew she was dead, or at least had a suspicion. I don’t think he was responsible for it, though. At least not directly.”
 
   He threw one hand towards the rooftop access door. “What am I supposed to take to the powers that be, man? Help me out here, Mox – help me stop a war. If we put boots on that island and your boy takes a shot at America, it’ll be the biggest international incident since 2001.”
 
   I couldn’t disagree. At least when superhumans were flattening populated cities it was considered a worldwide crisis – there was no flag assigned to any of the destruction, and no one had taken responsibility. The attackers all originated from different nations, none subscribing to any particular religion or group or government. It was bipartisan, non-denominational destruction. There was nothing to rally against, except for general peacekeeping, and the desire to end the violence.
 
   Kenneth allowing the daughter of a well-known American to die on the shore of his island – a particularly brutal death, by the looks of it – would be a cut-and-dry, textbook case of evil that everyone in this country would get behind. At the moment, the media was just presenting the death as an unsolved murder, but information within the walls of a government building gets passed around like water in a leaky bucket. It’s transferred back and forth and, little by little, it tends to spill. A single reporter catches wind of this story and everything would explode – not just in America, but on a global scale. Military action for the United States wouldn’t just be on the table, it would be imminent. Hell, it would be virtually mandatory.
 
   The storm grew fiercer on the eightieth storey. Taking a cue from the detective I grabbed the hood on my sweater, pulling it overhead to block the wind and increasing rain. “I don’t know how he’s going to react and I don’t know if he’ll back down…I don’t even know what he wants.”
 
   “I’ve seen this type of thing before,” Dzobiak said gravely. “My former partner used to work vice; he did ten months undercover infiltrating a cult in west Texas. The cape, the attitude, the way he spoke…your buddy Ken has a messiah complex, man.”
 
   “You don’t know him,” Brynja put in, flipping her fur-lined hood over her head. “He’s not a bad person. He’s just being manipulated by Valeriya – she’s using him. Didn’t you see that?”
 
   The detective shot her a derisive glance. “I don’t care who’s pulling the strings. He’s a big boy, and he’s making his own decisions. The problem is that his power is off the charts, and that’s messing with his mind. He wants what every superhuman wants: more power. This isn’t an isolated incident, you know...The Living Eye, Sultan Darmaki…there are guys like them around the world, gathering armies. And the sheep are flocking to them by the truckload.” He shook his head, staring out across the hazy downtown skyline, before adding, “Fucking superhumans, man…they’re going to be the end of us all. First it was Russia’s Son, now this son of a bitch. We should lock them all in cages and watch them rot. Every single one of them.”
 
   Brynja’s forehead creased, lips parting. Her surprise quickly turned to anger, and the next thought tumbling through my mind wasn’t my own – it was hers, being sent telepathically.
 
   Let’s get back into the goddamned jet, right goddamned now, before I throw your friend off the goddamned roof. 
 
   She didn’t need to send me the message. Her facial expression did a better job of relaying her feelings about the detective’s last comment than her words ever could have.
 
   “Well,” I said sharply, clapping my hands together, “I think we should be getting back to the goddam…er, back to the fortress. We could all use some rest. This has been a lot to process and we need to figure out our next move.”
 
   Dzobiak shrugged his coat back onto his shoulders, buttoning it up. “Yeah, you do that. And if you can get your boy to talk some reason, send up a flare. And we’ll hope it’s not too late.”
 
   “Will do.” I extended an open hand and the detective shook it firmly. 
 
   He turned and made his way to the rooftop access door without giving Brynja a second glance.
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   The sun was cresting over the horizon when we arrived back in the skies above the South China Sea. A shimmering orange sliver was all that remained. As we made our descent it disappeared into the west, casting Fortress 18 into darkness. 
 
   We landed on the glowing green hoverpad that topped the remote mountain range. The moment the passenger bay door slid open Brynja raced down the ramp. She was clearly simmering over the detective’s comments and needed some time to decompress. I didn’t bother trying to stop her.
 
   I made my way across the tarmac, into the main lobby and towards the common area. The soccer game had long ended, leaving the pristine white room littered with beer bottles, plates and discarded wrappers. Steve McGarrity sat alone on the circular leather couch wearing nothing more than a pair of black boxer shorts and a wide-open housecoat, with a holo-screen stretched out before him.
 
   When I caught a glimpse of him I winced, taking a backwards step. Then the metallic floor creaked beneath my boot.
 
   “Hey man!” he called out, bolting upright in his seat. “Come on in…I’m watching this new reality show about people who are locked in coffins and get buried for a week.” He shuffled around on the couch, brushing aside empty bottles and cans. He located a pair of unopened beers, holding them up for my inspection with a ridiculous grin. “Drinks are on me!”
 
   “There’s nothing I’d rather do than stay up and drink beer with you,” I said flatly, “but I’m just passing through. I need to get some sleep.”
 
   His shoulders sagged, mouth turning into a small frown. “Oh, that’s okay. We’ll catch up tomorrow I guess.”
 
    
 
   I was exhausted and wet and tired of dealing with crazy people. I didn’t want to stay. There was nothing I wanted less. Although I’d been accused of being a borderline sociopath for the better part of my life, the fact remained that I was also paranoid about what people thought of me; just because I don’t always consider others feelings, doesn’t mean I want them to hate me. 
 
   As soon as I’d walked into the common room and McGarrity had spotted me, I’d engaged in a social contract: he was my guest, extending me a courtesy. A simple invitation. And since he’d put his life on the line for me in the Liwa Desert, the very least I could do was take him up on an offer to sit with him, sip a beer, and watch idiots lock themselves in wooden boxes.
 
   “You know what,” I said with a heavy sigh, glancing down at my wrist, “it’s not that late. I can stay for a little while.”
 
   “Yeah?” His enthusiasm returned and he rapidly wiped garbage from the couch, his arms like giant windshield washers, sending bottles and cans clanging to the floor. I was once again reminded that whatever I was paying the cleaning staff around here, it wasn’t nearly enough. 
 
   I flung off my hoodie and dropped into the soft leather cushion, twisting the cap from the beer bottle.
 
   “Looks like I missed a good party,” I said, glancing around the trashed room.
 
   He let out a boisterous laugh. “Dude, I don’t know where you found those scientists but they know how to throw a bash. You haven’t partied until you’ve had a topless Dutch chemist mix you a Purple Zebra, heat it with a Bunsen burner, and then pour it down your throat.”
 
   I tried to contain my shock and envy. “Aletta was topless?”
 
   “Don’t blame her…once the Zebra kicks in you can’t be responsible for your actions over the next hour. None of us were dressed.”
 
   “Why don’t I ever get invited to these types of parties?”
 
   McGarrity shrugged. “I don’t know, man…leave the house once in a while and you see all kinds of crazy shit.”
 
   It was sound advice, though not something I pictured myself doing anytime soon. “I’ll take it under advisement.”
 
   “So I hear you went and saw Kenneth again,” McGarrity said in between generous gulps from his bottle. “I wouldn’t trust that guy. If I were you, I would’ve busted his ass, right then and there. Just sayin’.”
 
   I blurted out an unexpected laugh in mid-sip, coughing the contents of my beer back into the neck of the bottle. “You’re kidding me, right? He’s probably the most powerful superhuman in the world and you think you’d take him out?”
 
   McGarrity grinned, wide and idiotic and sparkling with hubris. “Powerful? He’s got a shitty island with two hundred brain-dead hippies who smell like weed and regret. I’ve got this…” he turned over his wrist and opened a holo-session from his com. It was a Kashstarter.com campaign, where a clearly delusional fan was gathering pledges to construct a bronze statue of Steve McGarrity in his hometown. “See this? It’s been up for only an hour and it’s already at twenty million bucks. The only campaign that made money faster than this was the one to have you killed.”
 
   “Thanks for the reminder.” I took a long swig from my bottle.
 
   “Before you know it, yours truly will be a statue in beautiful downtown Boise, Idaho. And that’s not all…I’ve got eighteen million Hyve followers, a deal to have my own custom oculars designed in Japan, and of course my new career as an author. That is what power looks like, my friend.”
 
   McGarrity swiped to his Hyve Mind account, which had just re-launched yet another retro service called ‘Buzz’. It was based on a decades-old messaging system where users had only a hundred and forty characters to post a status update. The trend had long since died once holoforums came into existence, but that didn’t stop Hyve from dusting off the concept and making it fashionable again. They’d already resurrected physical texting, and now they wanted the entire world to be ‘Buzzing’. And before long, they were. Based on the stats I saw, McGarrity’s eighteen million followers had swollen to nearly nineteen million in just the last two days, with no sign of slowing down. The outpouring of affection for him was nauseating: everything from general well-wishes to marriage proposals were flooding in by the second. His timeline was scrolling by with new messages faster than my eyes could keep track. 
 
   @MeredithTheConquerer2023 offered to have his baby, and provided a helpful photo proving she was anatomically equipped to do so. 
 
   @Nuclear_Ostrich had built him a custom replica of the DeLorean from Back to the Future and was offering to ship it from Oslo to wherever he was at the moment. 
 
   And @Official*TanashiZen claimed she was almost finished developing a new 3D fighting simulator, where you could play as McGarrity himself, complete with a holographic light sword.
 
   Some of these people weren’t just fans – they’d become obsessed. Devoting their lives to following someone they’d never met, and who had never really accomplished anything of value. When I was younger, the unwashed masses worshipped at the altar of musicians who were famous for anything but their music, and women who took photos of their surgically-enhanced asses and posted them online. Idiotic, sure, but completely innocuous. Now, it seems like the fashionable trend was to worship superhumans; these ticking time-bombs with more destructive power at their fingertips than an entire army. What I thought would turn into a backlash following Darmaki’s impromptu Arena Mode tournament had yielded the exact opposite effect. Many people were scared, of course, but more than that they were impressed. They were in awe of these gifted individuals, and wanted to connect with them on any level possible. 
 
   I reached the bottom of my bottle with a final gulp. “You’ve got quite a following, Steve. And hey, if the whole writing thing doesn’t work out and everything falls apart, I’m sure Meredith will give you a place to stay.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said with a nod, “it’s pretty dope.”
 
   “You must miss it,” I said.
 
   He brushed a messy curtain of blond hair from his face, blinking expectantly. “Miss what?” 
 
   “The fans. People asking for your autograph, the paparazzi, the book signings…being cooped up here in the fortress can’t be easy on you.” 
 
   “You’d think so,” he said thoughtfully, “but these missions are what I missed more than anything.”
 
   I chuckled, scanning the immediate area for another unopened beer. “I know, you’re an adrenaline junkie. You need to have your life in danger just to get your heart rate going.”
 
   He shook his head. “No…I mean yeah, the battle in the desert was a blast, and so was Venice, but I mean being here, with you guys. Being with friends.”
 
    
 
   I pressed my lips into a thin line and tried to manage a smile – or at least fashion a passable representation of one. He was a dim bulb, but he couldn’t have been this clueless. No one liked McGarrity, least of all me. We tolerated him, and even that was a struggle at the best of times. His nearly nineteen million followers knew him only from simulcast feeds and iTube clips, where he came off like a heroic comic book character, rushing into battle with sword blazing. If they spent more than ten minutes alone in a room with him I’m sure they’d be cancelling their membership to his fan club.
 
   “When we survived The Spiral back in Canada,” he explained, “it was the first time I’d ever been a part of anything. The first time I’d ever felt included. Sure, I’d been a part of clans and raiding parties and every type of video game team you can imagine – but that shit was real. We had each others’ backs in a real life war zone.”
 
   “I punched you in the face,” I reminded him.
 
   He cocked his head like a confused puppy, running his hand along his jaw line. “Huh. That’s right. Ah well, I probably deserved it.” 
 
   “What about your fans?” I asked. “And people you know back home. Don’t you hang out with them?”
 
   “I hang out with ‘friends’ the same way that Kenneth does. They’re just people who follow me around with big doe eyes, telling me I’m the greatest. It was the same when I was a video game champion. Don’t get me wrong, having people blowing sunshine up my ass twenty-four-seven was nice, but sometimes it was lonely. That’s why Kenneth is dangerous…I know from experience that lonely people can start going a little crazy.”
 
   The Living Eye seemed anything but lonely on his own private island, his flock worshipping at his dais, but it was an interesting theory. “So you think Kenneth is lonely?”
 
   McGarrity shrugged. “I think he’s surrounded by people telling him exactly what he wants to hear: that he’s this world destroying bad-ass who should be running things.”
 
   “And how exactly does that equal loneliness?”
 
   “Because I know what it’s like to be in a room full of people who think you’re a god, and at the same time feel completely hollow. It’s not the number of friends you have, man – it’s the friends who are there for you when no one else is.”
 
   I ran my fingers through my dark hair, sagging into my seat. “He invited Brynja to tag along. Come back to the island with him.”
 
   McGarrity leaned in, eyebrows raised. “Shit, really? Right in front of you?”
 
   “Yeah, well…it’s not like we’re a thing, me and her.” 
 
   “But she’s hot,” he said without missing a beat.
 
   “She’s a clone of my girlfriend, Steve.”
 
   “Whoa, are you saying…” he jolted upright as if a realization had struck him like a lightning bolt, “Brynja’s a robot? I never noticed before, but she kind of does have a Terminator-like vibe to her. Like when she looks at you she’s deciding whether or not she should execute you.”
 
   “A clone, not a robot,” I explained. “She’s a real person.” 
 
   “Doesn’t she have blue blood?” he asked, now looking perplexed.
 
    
 
   “She did, yeah – but only since she came back from the dead. Now she’s just…” I blinked hard waving my hand in front of me, as if the gesture would somehow swipe away the fog of confusion that I’d created. “Look, it’s complicated. The point is that Brynja is not my girl – Peyton is.”
 
   McGarrity’s interest had clearly waned. He was patting down the pockets of his bath robe, searching for something. “Whatever, dude. Kenneth straight up put the moves on her, and she left with a guy he used to have a bromance with. That shit has to sting.”
 
   “First of all,” I was quick to correct him, “Kenneth and I didn’t have a ‘bromance’, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean.”
 
   Steve slid off the couch and began crawling around, riffling through the garbage strewn across the floor. “If you say so,” he replied offhandedly. “But you two definitely had a dudevorce.”
 
   “A ‘dudevorce’?”
 
   “Yeah, you know – you’re both dudes, and when you split, it was a divor—”
 
   “I get it,” I snapped.
 
   McGarrity plucked a small green tablet off of the floor. He held it up to the light, squinting at the microscopic writing printed across the side. Still on his knees he popped it into his mouth, washing it down with the remainder of his beer. “Your buddy doesn’t want world domination,” he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve. “The dude wants a dime on his arm – and Brynja is about as close to a perfect ten as he’s ever going to find.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
    Steve crawled back to the couch and resumed his previous position, the leather cushion still indented from where he’d been sitting. “I don’t know. I’m pretty drunk. Don’t listen to anything I’m saying.”
 
   I dropped my eyes to the floor. “Whatever his motivations are, he’s heading down a dark path. It’s a path I can’t help but feel I might have set him on.” 
 
   And then one of the kindest, most sincere sentiments I’d ever heard in my life came from McGarrity’s mouth, carrying a hundred times more weight considering the source: “I know you feel like crap about what you did to Kenneth in Arena Mode. You weren’t yourself, though. How could you have been? You were dying of brain cancer. You made a shitty decision one time, but that doesn’t mean you’re a shitty person.” He reached out and patted me twice on the leg, offering a friendly nod.
 
   “What I did to Kenneth…” I said, my words catching in my throat. “There’s no forgiveness for that. He has every right to hate me. And I deserve to be hated.”
 
   “If he wants to hate you forever that’s his loss, man. You might be old, and annoying, and think you’re right all the time…which also falls under the ‘annoying’ category, by the way. And you ramble a lot about details that no one really cares about. And your hair does this weird thing where it sticks straight up…”
 
   “Is there a ‘but’ coming any time soon?” I said, snorting back a chuckle.
 
   “But, you’re also a stand up guy. I’ve never seen anyone so loyal to their friends. If I can forgive you for the rambling and the arrogance and the hair thing, Kenneth can forgive you for Arena Mode. And I think he will. Just give him time.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said with a weak smile. “I think.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” he belched, covering his mouth with his fist. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I just realized that the aspirin I found on the floor was actually the most powerful hallucinogenic I’ve ever had…so I have some barfing to do before it fully kicks in. Which way is the nearest bathroom?” 
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   The party that began in the common room had spilled down the hallways. Beer bottles and crushed cans littered the corridors, and potato chips crunched underfoot with each step. A goat from the research lab strolled the east corridor, absently munching on what was left of a grey fedora. I lacked the energy to call one of the techs to come and retrieve it – I’m sure it would eventually wander back towards one of the elevators.
 
   Sliding a keycard over my chamber door, it whooshed open, and sent a shaft of fluorescent light into the darkened room. Peyton lurched upright in bed, sending a bottle crashing to the floor.
 
    “What’s going on in here?” The room was filled with more debris than the hallway; half-eaten sandwiches and fruit and overturned plates were scattered throughout. A holo-screen flickered in the corner, where a cooking show blared at full volume.
 
   I collapsed the screen as Peyton stumbled to her feet. “Did you know that they have room service in your fortresses?” she slurred. “Just like a motel. Or a hotel. Which one is classier? I always mix those two up.”
 
   When she approached I used my thumb to prop open one of her eyelids. “Are you drunk?”
 
   “Well that is a very, very specific question,” she snapped, swatting my hand away. “Mister Moxon, is this an interrogation?”
 
   “It was more of a rhetorical question, actually.”
 
   She folded her arms. “Always with the big words, mister fancy pants.”
 
   “Okay—?”
 
   “I could ask you a question or two, you know!” she shouted, jabbing a fingertip into my chest. Her fingernail left an indent in my skin.
 
   “I’m sure you could.”
 
   “Like where have you been for the last five flippin’ hours while I’ve been waiting here, by myself, with only Captain Morgan to keep me company? I could ask you that, but the thing is, I know I won’t get an answer. You know why? Because you never tell me anything.”
 
   “I had to go meet with Kenneth,” I explained, “and detective Dzobiak, and Brynja for this—”
 
   “It’s always something,” she cut in. “Isn’t it? Always going on a quest to save the world. Why don’t you stay here for just one night and save your relationship?”
 
   Her words sliced through me. I didn’t know our relationship was in any need of saving. “I’ve been doing nothing but stay home for the better part of a year, and you kept telling me to get off my ass. Now that I’m out trying to make a difference you’re chewing me out?”
 
   “Working with charities, attending benefits, coming into Moxon Corporation and actually conversing with the people you employ – that makes a difference. This nonsense with Kenneth? It’s not helping anyone – it’s just meddling.”
 
   I coughed out a caustic laugh. “Meddling?”
 
   “Yes,” she said sharply, “‘to meddle’, go look it up: the act of sticking your stupid nose where it doesn’t belong.” She reached out in an attempt to poke the end of my nose but I slipped out of the way. She lacked the energy to go for a second attempt. “It’s like you’re allergic to happiness. Can’t you just let the police take care of police business? Detective Dzobiak and Kenneth Livitiski and Brynja don’t need you – I do.”
 
   “What is this really about?” I asked suspiciously.
 
   “Oh, don’t pull that crap on me, Matt. Not this time.” She stomped over to her dresser and began tearing clothes from the drawers, tossing them into a pile on the floor.
 
   “Pull what?”
 
   “The mind reading thing,” she shouted, continuing to fling shirts over her shoulder without looking back. “Like you know what I’m secretly thinking all the time. You don’t.”
 
   It was one of those rare moments where I’d wished I had Brynja’s abilities – that I actually could read minds, because I perpetually felt like I had no idea what Peyton was thinking, and was being summarily punished for it. “Well if you just tell me what the real problems are then maybe I can actually help you. Stop speaking to me in these generalities.”
 
   “Okay, Matt – you want me to get really specific?” (when she said the word ‘specific’ it came out sounding more like ‘pacific’, but I decided to let it go). She turned away from her dresser and stomped back towards me. “Here it is: you know that box you have hidden away in the basement of this lab? The one you refuse to open? Tell me what’s inside of it right now, or this,” she wagged her finger back and forth between us, “whatever the heck this train wreck is between us – it’s over. For good.”
 
   I stood in silence for just a moment, contemplating the damage I could cause with just a few simple words. I knew they had to be said. I knew she had to hear them. But telling her what was inside of that box was a wrecking ball that could destroy everything we’d built together, smashing it down to the foundation. When she heard what I had to say the bricks would start crumbling, and I didn’t know if there would be anything left.
 
   “Look,” she said, her tone softening, “I let you set the pace right from the get-go because I knew you had issues. That you were bad with…well, everything human-related. I didn’t go into this blind.” Her hands flattened against my chest, eyes welling with sadness. “Your heart needs to open up, Matty. You need to let me in at some point, or I need to be with someone who will.”
 
   I swallowed hard and cleared my throat. I was preparing to say something but the words never came.
 
   She shook her head in disappointment and turned to leave when I snatched her by the wrist.
 
   “It’s my future,” I whispered, my voice suddenly trembling.
 
   “Your…” She brushed a wave of pink hair from her face, eyes half closed. “I’m sorry, I’ve been drinking a lot…you’re gonna have to use a couple more words to describe what you’re talking about.”
 
   I reached into the pocket of my jeans and produced a key card. It wasn’t the clear translucent cards that everyone had been assigned here in the fortress, used to access the main entrances and their chamber doors. It was blue and opaque, with an angular white logo emblazoned across it. 
 
   “What does that open?” Peyton asked, though I’m sure she already knew the answer.
 
   “Come with me,” I said softly. “I’ll show you.”
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   The elevator opened to the basement level, giving way to a network of concrete halls lined with metallic yellow doors, each one leading to a different department. Peyton followed in silence as we navigated through the dimly lit corridors. With a swipe of my card I accessed a secure laboratory which had recently been cleaned out; chairs, tables and workstations had all been removed, leaving the space bare. Sitting mid-room was an eight-foot silver casket. My box.
 
   “Should I keep a safe distance?” Peyton asked, her eyes cautiously trailing along its smooth metallic surface.
 
   I shook my head. “I already told you what’s inside.” I pressed the opaque blue card to the front of the device and it hissed open, frigid air rushing from the seams as it revealed its contents. When the door swung open and the interior lights burst on, Peyton realized that I’d been telling her the truth all along. It was empty. At least for the time being. 
 
   Peyton arched her eyebrows, staring into the box with anticipation. She continued to wait, possibly expecting something to appear, like an assistant in a magic show. “Okay, well that was a big build-up that led to absolutely nothing.” 
 
   “What were you expecting?” I asked.
 
   “A weapon? Or maybe a manticore. Or a secret magical amulet. I don’t know – anything but a fancy refrigerator.”
 
   She stepped towards the box and reached out towards it.
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” I said quickly, waving her off. “It’s not calibrated yet, you could get frostbite.”
 
   She jerked her hand back. “Just from touching it?”
 
   “It’s designed to get down to a hundred and fifty degrees below Celsius.”
 
   Careful not to make physical contact with the container, she leaned in and squinted at some writing along the inside seam, etched below the old Frost Corporation logo. It was a single word that explained exactly what the box was, what I was doing with it, and what I’d been lying to her about for way, way too long. 
 
   Cryogenics.
 
   She spun back towards me. “It’s still there, isn’t it?” She studied me, as if peering through my eyes and directly into my brain.
 
   I nodded slowly.
 
   “You lied,” she said, her words brittle with pain. “You said you had the operation. You said it worked.”
 
   “No, no, no,” I was quick to correct her, “It was gone – at least mostly. The nanotech procedure got most of it, but a little piece was embedded too deeply, and…”
 
   “Here we are.”
 
   I nodded again. “Here we are.” 
 
   “And this,” she said, throwing a hand towards the box, “this is all your ten zillion IQ could come up with? Becoming a popsicle – until when? How long are you planning to go into this thing?”
 
   I scratched at the back of my head, eyes glued to the floor. “Technically my IQ is only two-hundred and twenty. It’s actually impossible to score anything above a—”
 
   “HOW LONG?” Her palm slammed into my chest.
 
   “As long as it takes,” I fired back. “As long as it takes for the lab coats to come up with a cure for this. Ten years, maybe twelve.” The pain in Peyton’s eyes gave way to chest-tightening panic so I softened my tone. “But science is progressing so fast,” I assured her, reaching for her shoulders. “You never know – it could be as soon as eight years…or less! And by that time you’ll still be younger than me, so…”
 
   “I’m glad you’ve taken the time to figure all of this out,” she whispered, her voice thick and hoarse. “To consider all of the details. By yourself.”
 
   And then I cried. I sat on the ground like a wounded child in a playground, buried my hands in my palms and wept. It was almost a minute before I was composed enough to speak. “Everyone assumes I have all the answers…I – I just don’t. If you think I want this…if you think I want to leave you here while I’m locked in a freezer…”
 
   She knelt before me and leaned in, gentle fingers kneading the back of my neck, tilting her forehead against mine. “I just wish you’d trusted me enough to say all of this a year ago. That’s all I’ve ever wanted: to be let in. Not all at once, but gradually, inch by inch I wanted you to open the door. Just a crack.”
 
   “It not about letting you in…it’s always been about protecting you.”
 
   She laced her fingers into the hair at the base of my scalp. “And how many times have I told you that I don’t need your protection, Matty? I’m a big girl – I can take care of myself. Just have a little faith in me once in a while. The same faith I always put in you.”
 
   When I craned my neck upwards our eyes met, and she wiped my tear-stained cheeks with her thumbs. 
 
   “I trust you, Matty. All the way. If you say this cryogenics thing is the only way to go – to freeze your tumor until one of your scientists can cure it – then I say do it.”
 
   I gazed at her with red-rimmed eyes, nearly choking on my words. “I – I don’t know what to say, but…this isn’t going to be easy.”
 
   She smiled, bravely fighting back tears of her own. “Life never is.”
 
   She threw her arms around my neck and we remained on the floor, intertwined, for longer than I can remember. I wanted it to remain like this. Peyton and I, our hearts beating rhythmically, my face buried in the nape of her neck, breathing her in…I wanted this fleeting moment to be frozen in time, locked into my failing memory forever. When I would eventually step into the cryogenics chamber having said all my final goodbyes, I wanted this exact sensation to be burned into my consciousness. As long as I remained in stasis, I’d never need another thought to comfort me.
 
   She drew back until her lips brushed my ear. “How much more time do I have with you…” she breathed. “I mean, before you need to…I don’t even know what to call it.”
 
   “It’s okay to say the word,” I reassured her. “I’ll be frozen.”
 
   She bit down on her lip. “I hate the thought of that. You, ice cold, in the dark…and what if they can’t even bring you back? When it’s time to wake you, what if something goes wrong, and—”
 
   “Hey,” I cupped her cheek in my hand, “it’s all right.”
 
   I explained that my freezing needed to be scheduled a lot sooner than later. My medication, designed to keep the tumor’s expansion at bay, had been faltering. No, I haven’t been experiencing full-blown hallucinations – no unicorn rides across the ethereal plane or fist fights with flying spaghetti monsters, but in London I’d heard a voice in my head; speaking to me, reassuring me – a voice that didn’t exist outside of my subconscious. That’s when I knew that the ticking time bomb embedded inside of my skull was poised to detonate a lot sooner than I’d anticipated. 
 
   I also assured Peyton than the science was sound, though I completely understood her skepticism. Cryogenics had been nothing more than a farce dating back to the 1960s, where the wealthiest in society could roll the dice and make Pascal’s Wager by stepping into the freezer. Oftentimes, the less-than-pious among us suddenly decide that they’ve ‘found God’ when they’re faced with a trip to the afterlife. Because after all, what’s the harm? If there’s no such thing as Heaven and Jesus and all the celestial perks that are apparently awarded for devout belief, then nothing is lost. But in the off-chance that you do happen to find yourself standing at the Pearly Gates, it’s preferable to have a solid track record of worship on your pre-mortem resume. Or so I’ve read. Taking a leap of faith with cryogenics had always been much the same: there were no assurances that a client could be successfully thawed without significant damage to their brain tissue. It was assumed, by the greatest minds of the time, that the technology would eventually be developed decades down the line – but making that assumption was a leap of faith in itself. It was risky, but with time running short and a bank account filled with cash they’d never spend, the privileged had nothing to lose by taking a chance.  
 
   With my current technology, being revived was all but assured. The next-gen cryogenics tube was a prototype – a one-of-a-kind unit that had been in development for over a decade. Back when Cameron Frost suffered the boating accident that left him paralyzed, he’d invested billions to ensure he’d walk once again. Robotics was the first step, which the world saw on display during Arena Mode. He’d also invested heavily in cybernetic implants, and harvesting stem cells from both humans and superhumans alike, in the hopes that something would give him back his legs. Nothing worked. Frost was by no means elderly, but at middle-age he began thinking about the future, and how many good years remained while he sat prone in a chair. He covertly spent hundreds of millions more on the development of a cryogenics chamber that actually worked; a cooling system that would leave the brain in perfect stasis, unaffected by temperatures that could damage neurons and synapses beyond repair. 
 
   I walked Peyton to the back of the box and snapped open a long panel. It revealed a pair of shimmering violet crystals as long as my leg, bolted into the freezer like giant double-A batteries in an old television remote. 
 
   “These were found at one of Frost’s excavation sites in Morocco,” I explained. “They’re naturally occurring and extremely rare – scientists don’t even have a name for them yet. But when they’re exposed to heat, they protect themselves by giving off a freezing mist.”
 
   “So you’ll wake up, no problem?”
 
   “A golden retriever was in this chamber for eight months, two weeks and four days. Woke up, wagged her tail and went looking for her favorite tennis ball like she’d just woken from a nap.”
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “Like I said, one of a kind. Only a dozen people even know this thing exists. It can’t be replicated – at least, until more of these crystals are found. And it took a couple of hundred years to find these two, so who knows when that’ll be.”
 
   “I’ll be here when you wake up,” she promised. “No matter how long you need to be inside, I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
   And I believed her.
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   The next couple weeks were harder than I’d anticipated. 
 
   A week before Christmas I flew to Canada to visit my three remaining family members: my older sister, my hyperactive five-year-old nephew Austin, and my precocious seven-year-old niece Addison. We embraced, we laughed, we shed a few tears. It was overwhelming, but also cathartic. 
 
   Elizabeth worried (as she always did) that I was making the wrong decision. I assured her it was the only one I had left. She was more of a mother to me than my biological mother ever had been, and she never stopped treating me like her baby brother – emphasis on the ‘baby’. I used to think it was irritating. Now, in a strange way, I almost craved it. 
 
   It would be difficult for everyone, but I had no alternatives. I wanted to spend more time with Elizabeth; to have her shout at me for not eating healthy enough, or for going outside in the snow without my coat on. I wanted to teach Addison how to shoot a three-pointer and finally crush Austin at Mario Kart Universe (a feat I’d yet to accomplish…how he got so skilled at VR motion control by the age of five, I’d never know). I wanted to watch them sing in choirs, dance ballet, learn how to snowboard. I wanted to see them grow. Now I’d have to experience all of those things through videos and photographs. Just a few short years ago I’d held the little munchkins while they were tightly swaddled in pastel-colored blankets, sucking pacifiers…by the time I’d emerge from cryogenics, they’d be thinking about which universities to apply to. Being an uncle to these kids was such an honor, such a privilege. Missing these years with them was something I’d never get back, and it crushed a little part of me.
 
   Elizabeth asked if I should contact mom and tell her about my tumor, as well as my upcoming cryogenic treatment. She was still in the wind, off the grid. We hadn’t heard from her for longer than either of us could remember, and at this point, she’d pretty much relinquished her rights to even be called ‘family’ to any of us. I had the resources to locate her if I’d really wanted to, but she clearly didn’t want to be found, so who was I to go against her wishes? When I went into stasis, she could hear about it on the simulcasts along with everyone else.
 
   After giving Austin and Addison several hundred gifts, and spoiling them beyond all reason, I said my tearful goodbyes and returned to Fortress 18 for New Years.
 
   Seven days remaining until stasis. 
 
   Peyton and I spent a quiet night in our room with champagne and chocolate covered strawberries, blissfully watching a simulcast of the fireworks erupt over Sydney – the first major city to celebrate the New Year. The neon multi-colored explosions were cut through by a call on my com. It was Detective Dzobiak. 
 
   I stepped into the hall and pulled open a holoscreen. “What’s up, partner?”
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” he said, gritting his teeth with agitation. “Your boy Kenneth is still running loose. And now he’s adding to his body count.”
 
   It had been six weeks since the senator’s daughter had washed up on the shore of Kenneth’s island, and he’d all but threatened an attack on any American who’d dare step foot near his self-proclaimed land. It didn’t seem like something that the government would let slide. But here we were, with not a single word of new information being uttered on the news about the incident, and Kenneth staying conspicuously silent. 
 
   “He…killed someone?” I asked. “How do you know this?”
 
   “Because I saw it.” Dzobiak swiped a file from his wrist-com and it instantly appeared on mine, blinking, awaiting my command. “And now you’re about to see it.” 
 
   I opened the video file. A night-vision satellite image showed a streak of light burst into a building (somewhere in Rural China, judging by the topography) and several bodies being sliced in half. It was as if someone had chucked a six-foot, heat-seeking buzzsaw through a window, directly into a crowded room. It all happened in a blink. The victims were in pieces before they could react. 
 
   “That attack looked a lot like when Kenneth took out Darmaki,” I noted. Suspicious, yes, but hardly conclusive. That streak could’ve been someone, or something else – I didn’t have any evidence it was Kenneth.
 
   “Believe me, it’s your boy all right,” the detective grumbled. “He took out a man named Jian Zhou – but his followers called him ‘The Life Bringer’. This ancient dude could bring dead matter back to life, according to reports. He’d revive farm animals, turn dead crops into food for thousands – this guy could do it all. Except bring himself back to life, apparently.”
 
   The second video the detective sent me was a recording from a US satellite tracking system, which saw the streak blasting southward. The cameras lost track of the target not long after it passed over Hong Kong, but whatever the buzzsaw was that killed those people, it was most definitely heading in the direction of the Desolation Islands. Kenneth’s Island. Occam’s Razor. 
 
   “All right,” I sighed, massaging my forehead, “so Kenneth probably killed this superhuman in China. That sucks, but I’m not a cop, man. I’ve got my own shit to deal with here.”
 
   “I know you’re stepping into the freezer next week, but I could really use your help on this one, Mox.”
 
   “Help with what? What could I possibly do that the entire US government can’t?”
 
   “It’s not a matter of ‘can’t’,” he said in a hushed tone, as if someone were listening in. “It’s a matter of ‘won’t’. The senator’s daughter was scooped up by some French nationals, shipped stateside and buried. End of story. The media shut up about it, and no one else moved a muscle. Doesn’t that seem a little strange to you?”
 
   “Hmm…” It did seem suspicious that what seemed like an act of war had suddenly been downgraded to a routine homicide. Though technically it was possible that America’s resources were being spread too thin; even with a military that eclipsed thirty of the largest armies on the planet combined, they could only do so much, and be in so many places at once. At the time, the US was involved in six separate occupations throughout Africa and Asia with no sign of withdrawing from any of them. A senator’s dead daughter was tragic, but possibly not a priority given the world’s political climate.
 
   “This video should change everything,” I suggested. “The Living Eye going on a killing spree? They won’t let this stand, especially if he’s linked to the senator’s daughter. Send your findings to the powers that be, and they’ll have no choice but to do something about it.”
 
   “That’s the thing,” he said, exasperated. “I already did. I sent this shit up the chain of command, right to the Secretary of Defense. An hour later I got called into the captain’s office, and was told that I needed to stop investigating this or I’d be put on indefinite suspension.”
 
   I shrugged. “To be fair, China is out of your jurisdiction. It’s a little west of Brooklyn.” 
 
   “Come on, Mox,” he pleaded, slamming a fist into his desk with a loud thump. “Don’t you see what’s going on here? Kenneth wants to be the top dog – he’s eliminating his competition. Anyone else who’s being worshipped around the world is on the chopping block. And he already has politicians shitting their pants because they don’t seem willing to lift a finger against him. They’re scared.”  
 
   It was a definite possibility. They could be scared to move against Kenneth. Or, more likely, they could’ve been paid off to keep their distance. It wasn’t difficult to believe that particular scenario, since the loyalties of politicians (and their votes) have been for sale since the early 2000s. But that didn’t seem like The Living Eye’s style.
 
   “Maybe they worship The Living Eye,” I suggested. “Maybe some of them are part of this new cult?”
 
   “What? Like even people at the top?” 
 
   I sagged against the wall. “Who knows? With Sergei Taktarov’s death leaving a vacuum, someone had to come along and fill the void. Maybe it’s Kenneth. It doesn’t seem like a stretch that at least a few of the policy-makers could be drinking the Kool-Aid. They might even believe he’s doing the right thing.”
 
   “But do you think he’s doing the right thing?” the detective asked.
 
   “No,” I said emphatically. But it didn’t really matter what I thought. I had a week to spend time with my loved ones, get my finances in order, and say my final goodbyes. There would always be injustice in the world: some caped idiot trying to kill another caped idiot, or start a cult, or turn an island into an evil hideout. Comic books had been preparing us for this insanity for more than a century, and as it turns out they were more accurate than any futurist could have predicted. And just like the monthly adventures of these heroes, their enemies were never truly vanquished. At least not for long. If The Joker or Kingpin or The Green Goblin went down in flames, another villain was more than willing to step into their shoes and wreak havoc, vying for world domination. 
 
   What the comic books got wrong, however, was that heroes are not immortal. Superman and Wonder Woman never age with time, which is incredibly helpful; it allows them an endless clock to defeat their enemies, and a bottomless well filled with reboots and retcons and do-overs. I wasn’t so fortunate. My hourglass was running out of sand, and there was no slowing the grains from falling. And besides, there were plenty of stronger, faster, and more capable people who could take my place – actual superhumans with actual powers – and if they were willing to carry the torch and step into the role of ‘hero’, they were more than welcome. I needed some rest. I deserved it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said dully. “I don’t know what to tell you, Todd. I don’t have a lot of time left, and there isn’t anything I can do.”
 
   He let out a deep sigh and shook his head. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I’m sorry, too.” 
 
   Dzobiak wished me well on my journey and closed the holo-session. 
 
   It would be the last time I saw his face. 
 
    
 
    [image: divider2.jpg] 
 
   Three days remaining until stasis. 
 
   “And take a big, deep breath for me,” my doctor instructed, pressing the cold metallic disc into the bare skin on my back, sending a shiver through my extremities.
 
   I let out a long, labored breath, halfway expecting to see a plume of cold mist billow from my lips. It was freezing cold in the small basement infirmary, and being shirtless wasn’t helping either my body temperature or my mood. I had a migraine as well, made worse by the incessant ping of my wrist com, chiming with incoming calls and meeting reminders.
 
   “Is this going to take much longer?” I asked, trying not to sound as grumpy as I was. It came out sounding like a whine.
 
   “If you hold still and stop complaining it’ll go much quicker,” she said with an artificially cheerful tone. “And when we’re done you can have a lollipop.” 
 
   “Ha, ha,” I said dryly.
 
   She circled around in front of me, plucked a small metal pen from the pocket of her lab coat, and illuminated a blue light at its tip. “Ahhhhhh…” she said, letting her jaw hang open.
 
   I followed her instructions. She hummed and hawed as she inspected the inside of my mouth, and I heard the infirmary doors whoosh open at my back. 
 
   “Damn!” a voice called out from behind me. “You need to tone up, Mox. Hit some free weights or so dome Jazzercise or something. You don’t wanna come out of the freezer with those pasty white love handles.” 
 
   Steve. 
 
   Fucking. 
 
   McGarrity.
 
   “I’ll be right back with your results, Mister Moxon,” the doctor said, tossing my t-shirt on my lap. She turned and exited the room.
 
   “What do you want, Steve?” I pulled my shirt over my head and slid down off the metal table. 
 
   “I know you wanted to talk to me, so…”
 
   I glanced down at my wrist-com, just to confirm my suspicion. “We had a meeting scheduled tomorrow,” I groaned. “Today I have to prep for stasis. I’ve got back-to-back appointments all day.”
 
   “Ahh, damn!” He smacked himself on the side of the head. “I knew something was off about today. Like today sort of felt like tomorrow…you know?”
 
   I was already having reservations about the conversation I needed to have with McGarrity – about the monumental favor I was going to ask of him. He wasn’t instilling me with any great deal of confidence. 
 
   “Yeah, okay…sure,” I replied. I offered him a metal stool and sat across from it. “Now that you’re here, we might as well do this.”
 
   “Cool.” He sat down and brushed a mane of disheveled blond hair from his eyes. “Hit me.”
 
   “This is hard for me to…” I trailed off, squeezing my eyes shut. I started over. “I’m not the best at asking people for help…but I need you to do something for me while I’m frozen. I need you to keep an eye on things around here. Especially on Brynja.”
 
   He cocked his head. “If there is anyone that B doesn’t want hanging around, it’s yours truly. Trust me.”
 
   “Well she doesn’t have a choice,” I said flatly. “I don’t know what Kenneth is up to, or what his endgame is, but it’s becoming clear that he’s hunting down superhumans. And I already know he wants Brynja. You can’t let that happen. You have power…when it came to the superpower lottery, you somehow hit the jackpot. If anyone can stand up to Kenneth, it’s you.”
 
   “Obviously,” he scoffed, letting out a chuckle. “I know, I’m freakin’ awesome.”
 
   “I’m not fucking around here,” I shouted, causing McGarrity’s perpetual goofy grin to vanish. “I’m going to be in a freezer for years, and I can’t watch out for everyone. Peyton, Brynja, my family back in Canada – if someone wants to get back at me, they could target them. And I need someone I can trust to watch their backs.”
 
   His cheeks flushed, eyes widening. “You…you trust me to protect everyone?” 
 
   I nodded. “I do. I know you’re the best person for the job. But no more drugs, no more all-night partying. When I’m gone, I need you to be the superhero that you already think you are.”
 
   He smiled, warm and genuine. It was an expression I’ve never seen on McGarrity’s face. “I’d be honored. No one has ever given me responsibility like this before.”
 
   “And no one ever will again if you screw this up,” I said without missing a beat. “You’ve have all the money and resources and training you need while I’m gone. You’ll be like Iron Man and Batman rolled into one. So I need you to man up and act like it.”
 
   His posture straightened, eyes sparking with confidence. “I can do this,” he assured me. “Really, I can.”
 
   I stood and extended my hand. He took and pulled me forward, wrapping me into an embrace. “You’re my best friend, man – I was going to watch your back anyway.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile. “All right, all right,” I said, gently pushing him away. “I appreciate it. Just remember that I’m a button-push away from coming out of stasis. You screw this shit up and I’ll be thawed and ready to kick your ass myself.”
 
   “Aww,” he said with a broad smile. “That’s cute that you think you could.”
 
   I pulled my itinerary from my com and saw his name scheduled for a fitting with my weapons and armor specialist. “Steve, you’re needed in the main lab at seven. I had a custom nanotech suit constructed for you.”
 
   “Whoa! With thousands of those little bug things that crawl all over you, and create a suit made of—” 
 
   “Yes, one of those,” I cut him off. “It’s bad-ass. I even had a skull logo imprinted on the chest for you. Now it’s technical, and will require weeks of training for you to completely understand all of the…”
 
   And before I could finish my sentence he was sprinting away, rounding the corner towards the lab. “I can’t wait to try this out!” his voice echoed, getting more faint as he disappeared.
 
   The man who I was trusting to protect everyone I loved was running towards a suit of armor like a kid dashing towards the tree on Christmas morning, poised to tear the wrapping paper off his biggest present. What McGarrity lacked in intelligence, he more than made up for with enthusiasm. While not the sharpest sword in the arsenal, I knew that the most irritating, brash, and loyal person I knew would be there when I needed him, watching over me and mine for as long as the job required. I could have done a lot worse.
 
   I’d assigned a small army of people to take over my affairs while I was away, and the last piece had fallen into place. No more appointments. No more meetings. And no more incessant beeping on this two-ounce handcuff that was perpetually strapped to my wrist.
 
   I walked out of the infirmary. On the way I dropped my wrist-com into a garbage can, smiling when it struck the bottom with a satisfying ping.
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   Five hours remaining until stasis. 
 
   The small subterranean room was designed for a single purpose: to house my cryogenics chamber. Nothing was left to chance. The walls, three feet of concrete and steel, would require a nuclear bomb to leave even the smallest dent. I had engineers reinforce it again just for good measure. I also had a bank vault-style door added to the entrance, ensuring only those with security clearance could gain access to me in my vulnerable state. Fortress 18 was completely cloaked, off of every known map and radar, so the chances of someone locating me were slim. I didn’t care – I was still going to adhere to my unwavering belief of paranoia being the best policy.
 
   Lab coats shuffled throughout the room, calibrating the chamber, checking the power sources, and ensuring the crystals were secured in place one final time.
 
   “Are you scared?” Peyton asked, her arms circling my waist from behind. I’d been so engrossed in thought I didn’t hear her arrive.
 
   “No.” I clasped my hands over hers. “Not that. I’m relieved.” 
 
   “Relieved?” 
 
   I turned to face her. “Because I’ve left nothing to chance. You and everyone else will be safe, our finances are secure, and my cryo-chamber has the best probability of giving me my life back.”
 
   “I’m going to miss you so much,” Peyton said, her eyes filling with tears. “I shouldn’t be crying…” she said, turning away. “This isn’t fair to you. You have enough to deal with.”
 
   I grabbed her shoulders, pulling her close. “Hey, don’t be like that.” Then I said the same thing that everyone says when they have absolutely no idea what’s going to happen in the future. “Everything is going to be fine.”
 
   “I know, I know…” she sniffled. “It’s just, you can plan for every possible eventuality, but you don’t know. How could you? You said it yourself: it’s impossible to see the future. Not even a superhuman can do that.” 
 
   “Outta my way!” I heard a voice shout, cutting through the chatter of the scientists and technicians who filled the room. Karin pushed her way through the sea of lab coats. “Guys!” she said breathlessly, “did you see the news?”
 
   “We’re kind of having a moment,” I said, glaring back with the fiery hatred of a thousand supernovas. “Can this wait?”
 
   “Well no, it can’t wait,” she shot back. “You’re gonna be a Popsicle in the next few hours, and this seems like something you’d wanna know now, and not like, ten years from now.”
 
   “Ohmygod,” I shouted, throwing my hands up. “What’s the emergency, Karin? What is so incredibly important that you need to tell me now? Who the fuck died?”
 
   “The Detective!” she blurted out. Seeing the color drain from my face, she swallowed hard, and lowered her voice. “Todd Dzobiak…he…in New York. They found him.”
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   Within twenty minutes I’d gathered the gang in the conference room. They sat in silence, exchanging concerned glances until I brought up a holo-screen. It was a news report: Detective Todd Dzobiak, killed while off-duty outside of his low-rise condo in Brooklyn. He was reaching into his pocket for a key card when his assailant supposedly emerged from an alley, stabbing him to death. They’d apprehended the so-called suspect less than an hour later, and the police obtained a full confession on the spot. That’s it, open and closed. I’ve seen old re-runs of CSI that took longer to solve a case. 
 
   “I know he was a good friend,” Peyton said, swallowing back tears. “I liked him, too.”
 
   “This is bullshit,” I shouted, slamming my palms into the glass tabletop.
 
   “I know you’re upset,” Gavin said, “but this is just part of life, man. When you’re in the freezer things are going to happen, good and bad, and there’s nothing you can do about it. You can’t let this mess with your head.”
 
   “This wasn’t a random homicide. This shit was staged. It was a hit job.” 
 
   “How do you know?” Karin asked. “I mean yeah, it looks kinda convenient, but this is New York we’re talking about. Not exactly the safest place in the world anymore, especially for a cop.” 
 
   “Because of this.” I swiped open a message that the detective had sent me just thirty-six hours ago. It was a text document, accompanied by a video. I’d thrown away my wrist com and didn’t bother to retrieve the transmission from my server. 
 
   Mox, I know you have bigger fish to fry, but I could really use your help. I hope you still have the satellite video I sent to you last week, because mine disappeared from my com. I think I was hacked. And none of my contacts at DARPA seem to know where the original went, so I’m screwed. This smells dirty and I know someone is covering for your boy Kenneth. 
 
   You’re close with a shit-ton of politicians. I know that the mayor of New York is a close friend and you’ve gotten close with others. Tell someone. Anyone. He’s going to keep killing, Mox, I know it. He did it once and I have a gut feeling it won’t be the last.
 
   “Todd just wanted what was right,” I said, staring listlessly at his holographic message projected in the air. “He never wanted money or fame or recognition – he just wanted to make things better. He was a hero for all the right reasons.” 
 
   McGarrity scratched at his hairline. “This sucks, but if you want revenge it’s already too late. They caught the killer.”
 
   I’d read the police report and seen the mug shots: “Detective Todd Dzobiak, stabbed multiple times by Eduard Gamburyan”; a skeletal thirty-three year old drug addict with bloodshot eyes and a ragged oily mane. Eduard had a rap sheet a mile long – mostly misdemeanors and possession charges – but nothing even resembling a physical assault up until that point, let alone a murder. Not to mention that at the time of his arrest he looked nearly comatose, pupils dilated, drooling jaw hanging slack. I had a hard time believing this rat would’ve been able to murder Dzobiak in that condition. From the looks of him, I was surprised he’d been lucid enough to even remain vertical long enough to pose for the mug shot. 
 
   “Gamburyan was a pile of shit,” I admitted, “but he was a pile of shit who could’ve never pulled this off. He was handed a knife, doused in blood and cuffed a few blocks from Todd’s building. I’m sure of it.”
 
   Brynja, who had surprisingly remained silent until this point, shook her head in disbelief. “Well if this drug addict was framed, Kenneth could have been, too.”
 
   Peyton scoffed. “Why would anyone frame The Living Eye? He’s already out there killing people. That senator’s poor daughter—”
 
   “That wasn’t him!” Brynja shot back.
 
   Peyton threw her hands apart. “Yeah, that we know of.” 
 
   “Okay, okay – we’re getting off track, here,” I intervened. “Detective Dzobiak was my friend, and I’m not letting this stand. I don’t know whether Kenneth, or the US government, or someone else was responsible for his death, but something is going on here and I’m not going to rest until I find out what it is.”
 
   “So you’re not going into cryogenics?” Peyton asked.
 
   The last message that Todd Dzobiak ever sent was a plea to his friend. To me, someone he trusted, and was reaching out to in his time of need. I’d turned my back on him. I could’ve protected Todd, invited him to stay here at my fortress. I could have used my political connections to do some digging and find out what really happened in China, and if Kenneth really had been responsible for those brutal murders. Instead I hid inside my bubble, as I always did when things became too difficult. 
 
   Maybe the reason I’d been so at ease with the prospect of going into cryogenics was that it was simply another level of isolation. A bubble within a bubble. Another way for me to bury my head in the sand and pretend that the world wasn’t falling apart all around me, and that so few people were willing to put themselves on the line to make an actual difference.  
 
   I shook my head. “If I go to sleep now, I don’t know what kind of a world I’ll be waking up to.”
 
   “So what’s our next play?” Gavin asked.
 
   “I’m going to pay an old friend a visit back in The City. Someone who’s going to give me some answers.”
 
   “Manhattan?” Karin asked. “Want me to warm up the TT-100?” 
 
   I nodded. “Yes. I just need to grab something from my room before we go.” 
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   The elevator opened into a small, sparsely-decorated waiting area, with soaring windows looking out towards the Manhattan skyline. Beyond the tasteful brown sectional and matching reception desk was a wooden door with a shimmering gold name plaque. I marched towards the door and was summarily intercepted. A slender man with a manicured goatee and a hot pink sweater vest scurried from around his desk, frantically waving me off. “Where do you think you’re going?” he shrieked. “You aren’t on the itinerary!”
 
   I ignored him. When I buried my foot into the door the lock snapped off the hinges, spiraling into the office, skidding across the marble tiles. A cameraman shot me a horrified glare, and a young woman standing behind the mayor gasped and dropped her curling iron. Across the opulent room a pair of shocked maids stood at a towering glass cabinet, dusting and polishing a lifetime’s worth of awards and trinkets and shiny baubles.
 
   “Mister Moxon,” the Mayor said, rising from her chair, her voice barely registering surprise. She wore a blue blazer and matching skirt, chestnut hair that was streaked with silver being curled and pinned into place – no doubt for one of her weekly addresses. “I didn’t know we had an appointment scheduled?”
 
   “I already called security,” the sweater vest shouted from behind me, his high-pitched voice shrieking like a cartoon chipmunk. 
 
   “No, that won’t be necessary,” she said with a dismissive wave. “Tell them to stand down. And everyone, please give us the room. Whatever Mister Moxon has to say must be very important.” 
 
   The hair stylist and camera man gathered their equipment and shuffled out of the room. The maids followed closely behind, pulling the broken door closed behind them. Without a latch it re-opened a crack after the door bumped up against the splintered frame.
 
   “Gregory, take an early lunch,” she called out, and waited for him to board the elevator with the rest of the team before saying another word.
 
   The mayor and I kept our eyes traced on each other until we heard the elevator doors slide shut.
 
   “Now,” the she said, her expression darkening, “what the fuck was that all about, Matthew?”
 
   “Abigail, we need to talk.”
 
   “That’s what schedules and appointments are for,” she said sternly, rapping her fingernail against the face of her wrist-com.
 
   I held both my naked wrists up for her inspection. “Yeah, I tried planning everything out before…now I’m just sorta winging it.”
 
   “Fair enough,” she said, dropping back into her leather seat. “You have three minutes.”
 
   “A multi-billion dollar donation only purchases three minutes with the mayor? You’re more expensive than your buddies in the senate.” 
 
   “And you’re wasting my time,” she said icily. 
 
   “Fine,” I replied. “Three minutes is plenty. I only need one. What the hell happened to Todd Dzobiak?”
 
   “You saw the news, same as everyone else. Meth head. Stabbed him sixteen times.” 
 
   “Yeah, I saw the guy they arrested,” I scoffed. “He looked like a real killer: a ninety-eight pound toothless junkie…and yet he somehow came out of a life-or-death fight without a scratch on him. Todd was the size of a New York Jets linebacker.” 
 
   She shook her head and dismissively riffled through some pages on her desk. “I don’t watch baseball, so that reference is lost on me. What I do know is that the detective was in the wrong place, at the wrong time. Shit happens.”
 
   “Shit happens?” I shouted, leaning over the table. “I’ll tell you what my theory is: I think that the detective kept running into resistance when he was investigating Kenneth Livitski, and he was tired of being silenced. He was going to expose the truth: that America’s fearless leaders are scared to death of this superhuman messiah, and some of them might even be a part of his fucked up cult.”
 
   Her severe eyes met mine. “I think your minute is up.”
 
   “He forwarded me the footage, you know. I could leak it. All of it. Right now.”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what footage you’re referring to.” Her mouth twitched. Left eyebrow fluttering. Slight redness appearing around her ears.
 
   “I think you do. And I think you know a hell of a lot more than you’re telling me. I’m not exactly an expert in politics, but I know that when I do leak the footage, I could mention that you gave it to me.”
 
   “No one will believe you,” she said, painting on a tight-lipped smile. “It’s a lie, and I’ll sue you for slander. And I’ll win.”
 
   “You’ll sue the richest man on the planet?” I laughed. “Good luck, Abby. I’ll tie you up in court for years with my army of lawyers. And in the meantime, I’ll finance whomever wants to run against you. You’ll be the disgraced liar who sold out her own country, and I’ll be the billionaire living in my private fortress where no one can touch me.”
 
   She studied me for a moment, a bead of perspiration rolling from her brow. “I see you’ve made up your mind,” she said sharply, snapping off her words. “Fine. I’ll show you something. But first, a warning: a single word of this leaves my office – if the media gets even the faintest whiff of what I’m about to tell you – I will find a way to reach down your throat, pull out your intestines and play jump rope with them.” 
 
   Holy shit. By the stone-cold veneer that glossed over her steely grey eyes, I somehow believed she could actually make that happen. 
 
   “My lips are sealed,” I promised her.
 
   She expanded a map of the world from her wrist com, where dots had been placed at several different locations. Random cities that had no real significance – a town in Argentina, a rural area of Tazmania, a Siberian ecological preserve – all time stamped with a date and number.
 
   “See these dates?” she said, motioning to the holographic map. “Each one corresponds to a dead superhuman somewhere in the world. And each number represents how many followers he or she had at the time of their demise.” 
 
   Eight superhumans dead, twelve thousand, four hundred and twenty-two followers. And I had a feeling I knew where they all went to live after their deity had been disposed of. 
 
   “Kenneth really is wiping out all of his competition…destroying false prophets.”
 
   “I’m not saying that,” she said, quickly and fiercely. “I’m giving you some statistics, nothing more. I can’t confirm or deny who did what, or where.” 
 
   “Uh-huh. And you’re not just sitting on your ass along with the rest of the sycophants, doing nothing while he kills whomever he pleases. As long as he stays off of American soil, right?”
 
   “It’s more…” she paused for a moment, letting out a shaky breath. “It’s more complicated than that, Matthew. Sometimes the enemy of our enemy is our friend.”
 
   These spineless bastards don’t worship at the altar of The Living Eye, and they aren’t too scared to move against him. They’re scared of the next Sergei Taktarov – scared of what might become of these superhumans, gaining influence with more and more followers. They’re giving Kenneth Livitiski a license to kill, likely arming him with intelligence and resources, allowing him to locate these targets, snuffing them out quickly and quietly.
 
   “Have you ever read a history book, Abigail? Because when the good ol’ US of A trained and armed the Afghans to fight the Russians, it didn’t turn out so well for us in the end, did it? Especially not New Yorkers.” 
 
   “Don’t you lecture me about loss,” she flamed, rising to her feet. “My mother worked in the North Tower. I was a thirteen year-old kid and I lost everything that day. You think I want this caped maniac flying around the world assassinating people?”
 
   I folded my arms over my chest. “Well you’re not doing much to stop it.”
 
   “I’m the mayor,” she shouted, “not the fucking president. I don’t have the authority. I don’t have the power.”
 
   “I don’t have much power either,” I admitted. “Not compared to Kenneth Livitski, or the US government, or even the average run-of-the-mill superhuman. Not really. But I’m going to use the power that I do have. I’m going to try.”
 
   A ping from the elevator door chimed, and a moment later her assistant slinked back into the office. “I’m sorry, Missus Mayor, but your next meeting is…well, he’s here. Waiting downstairs in the lobby. So…” 
 
   I didn’t take my eyes off of her. Reaching into the front pocket of my jeans, I pulled out the key to the city – the oversized gold-plated trinket that was more or less a three pound paper weight. “One last thing,” I said. I wound up like a Major League pitcher (even lifting my front leg for dramatic effect) and whipped the key into her cabinet like a fastball, shattering every award and glass ornament on display. “You can have this back.”
 
   I shoved my way past her assistant, stormed out the door and stepped into the open elevator. 
 
   “Missus Mayor,” I said coldly. 
 
   She stared back at me and replied with a small nod. “Mister Moxon.”
 
   The elevator doors slid shut. 
 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   Todd Dzobiak’s frigid January funeral was absolutely gutting. I held Peyton close as the freezing rain pattered our umbrella, gazing through a crowd of stoic uniformed officers and grieving family members. 
 
   His children wept while their daddy’s casket, draped in an American flag, gradually lowered beneath ground. His wife fell to her knees, sobbing, begging God for her partner back. I knew them only through stories Todd had told me and from seeing the occasional photograph; even if I’d known them personally I wouldn’t have been sure of what to say. What silver lining can you possibly offer when a husband and father is senselessly killed, torn from his loved ones in the prime of his life? 
 
   After some kind words from co-workers and family, Mayor Baldwin took the podium. She expressed her deepest regrets for this senseless act of violence, pledging to prosecute the killer to the fullest extent of the law. She then granted Todd’s family a ceremonial ‘key to the city’, as was her go-to move when honoring someone’s achievement. I wondered if it was the same key I’d thrown into her trophy case the day before, or if she just had a cardboard box filled with gold-plated trinkets stashed somewhere in her office, liberally handing them out like lollipops at a doctor’s office (given her previous vocation as a family physician, it wouldn’t have surprised me).
 
   When the funeral had ended, Peyton and I made our way across the damp cemetery towards our rental car, and a shrill voice screamed my name. “Matthew Moxon! Is that you?” A fresh-faced reporter raced up beside me, trying to steady his camera as he jogged.
 
   “No comment,” I grumbled, picking up the pace. Since Arena Mode I’d remained out of the spotlight as much as possible, always refusing photo ops and turning down interview requests. I’d hoped to retain at least some measure of anonymity. I’d always assumed that an average height, average looking guy with short brown hair was generic enough to blend into a crowd, but in New York City my face was instantly recognizable.
 
   By the time Peyton and I were in our SUV we’d been surrounded by paparazzi, snapping photos, palms slapping the hood and windows, begging for a quote. I offered the one-fingered salute as I sped off, knocking two reporters backward who were trying to prevent me from pulling away. If one of them wanted to sue they could take it up with my lawyers in a decade once I’d been thawed.
 
   We arrived at a nearby landing strip and Karin flew us back to Fortress 18. I prepared for my evening’s activities.
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   “To Todd Dzobiak,” I said, reaching across the hardwood table, clinking my stein against Gavin’s.
 
   “To the detective,” he repeated, before downing his entire Guinness with three massive gulps. He wiped the foam from his mouth with the back of his sleeve and slammed the glass down. “So, what are we doing here, Mox?”
 
   “Consuming alcohol.”  I motioned to the side of my half-empty cup, eyebrows raised. “Partaking of the libations, destroying precious brain cells…”
 
   He narrowed his eyes, clearly unconvinced. “Here? In Glasgow?”
 
   The Scottish bar I’d dragged Gavin to was a three-hundred-year-old stone mansion on the outskirts of town which had been converted into a pub. It was a brilliant patchwork of ancient and modern, and I’d wanted to visit for longer than I could remember. Time-worn tables that had been in use since the place was built, scarred and battered from centuries of wear. The crumbling grey walls and iron chandeliers added to the charm, and the bar relied on a network of candles to illuminate its dim interior. Patrons chortled and chanted and clinked glasses all around us, as you’d expect to see in any popular water hole on a Saturday evening – though that was only half the reason people gathered here. The upper levels of the mansion had been outfitted with immersive virtual reality rigs. Unlike the relatively cheap headsets that were commercially available, these full body units took things to the next level: bungees suspended a user from the ceiling, giving them a full range of motion; light sensors detected even the most subtle tick or muscle movement; and contoured compression bandages could replicate nearly any physical sensation. Coupled with next-gen oculars and audio implants, they could experience any fantasy setting imaginable. Ever wanted to be an international superspy? Pull off a heist? Fight an army of orcs while riding a fire-breathing dragon? If you’ve imagined it (or seen it on film) it’s probably available. With the world seeming to perpetually teeter on the verge of political, economic and social disaster, drinking yourself into a blackout was no longer enough to take your mind off of the misery that surrounded you. Venturing off to an entirely different world for a few blissful hours was the next step in escapism.
 
   “I know you too well,” Gavin continued. “You wouldn’t drag me halfway across the world for a pint unless there was a damn good reason. If you wanted to toast your buddy we could’ve done that at the fortress.”
 
   “Can’t I just spend some time with my bro? Just to…you know – ‘bro out’ a little bit?”
 
   He laughed and unbuttoned his white collar, loosening his crimson power tie. “That sounded almost convincing.”
 
   “Give me a break, Gav. I’m gonna be frozen solid soon. Let me at least do some damage to my liver before I get locked in the box.”
 
   “Hey, I’m not complaining,” he said with a small wave of his hand. “I’m just glad you’re not in the freezer yet, and I get to spend a little more time with my ‘bro’.” He looked me in the eyes – the uncomfortable stare that men only reserve for other men when they’re feeling especially sentimental (or have downed enough alcohol to loosen their inhibitions). “I’m gonna miss you, man.”
 
   I smiled and offered a tiny nod. For someone who rarely expressed human emotions, I’d been experiencing these odd, foreign sensations lately…Peyton refers to them as ‘feelings’. I’ve been told it’s perfectly acceptable to have them, and even that crying once in a while wasn’t off the table. I’d cried very recently, though, so I felt like I’d filled my quota for the year. “So,” I said, clearing my throat. “Another round?”
 
   “Always!” He jutted his hand overhead, glancing around the darkened room for our waitress, before adding, “This round is on you, by the way.”
 
   “Hey, the last one was on me.” I blinked hard, trying to jog my memory. “At least I think it was.”
 
   “Glad your brain hasn’t deteriorated to the point where you can’t perform simple mathematical equations. You are correct, my brilliant friend. And the next one will be on you as well.”
 
   Once Gavin had ordered additional beer, and a plate of deep-fried Mars Bars to go along with it, he continued with his line of questioning. “So are you gonna tell me why we’re here, or do I have to start guessing?”
 
   “I met with the mayor of New York,” I explained. “She told me what happened to the detective. He was getting too close to exposing them, so he was killed.”
 
   Gavin spit a mouthful of beer back into his stein, eyes snapping open. “Holy shit, dude. She actually admitted that they had him executed?”
 
   “She didn’t know who did it, but she pretty much admitted it was a cover-up. And there’s more. Kenneth is apparently America’s newest ally. All this time I thought he was a loose nuke, but he’s not; he’s an invisible drone, being used to take out superhumans around the world who have power and influence.”
 
   “Wait,” Gavin said, lowering his glass. “How does America know they can trust him? How can they be sure once Kenneth has wiped out the rest of the big boys he won’t just go into business for himself? That’s the scary thing about monopolies…when there’s only one game in town, the consumers have nowhere else to go.” 
 
   “That’s exactly my point,” I sighed. “Everyone who wants to worship at the altar of a superhuman will end up on The Living Eye’s doorstep, and before long he’ll have an army. The shit is about to hit the fan, Gav. The riots that Taktarov’s followers caused earlier this year will look like the Macy’s Day Parade compared to what’s on the horizon.”
 
   “So you had to tell me all of this in Scotland because…?”
 
   “It’s Brynja,” I finally admitted. “She keeps telling me I’m ‘thinking too loud’, whatever the hell that means. I needed to get as far away from her as possible because I have to think about this. I need to talk about it with someone impartial. And I have to consider the possibility that Kenneth…”
 
   “That he really could be the next Sergei Taktarov.”
 
   “No,” I said, my voice etched with sadness. “I’m worried he could actually be worse.”
 
   “Brynja is tight with Kenneth, right?” 
 
   “Yeah, they met early into the Arena Mode tournament and they formed a quick bond. She trusts him – always has. And she wants to believe that somewhere beneath this insane new exterior is the old Kenneth she used to know.”
 
   “You want to believe that, too,” Gavin said thoughtfully. It was a statement, not a question. 
 
   He was right.
 
   “More than anything,” I sighed. “But I saw his eyes when we met back in Switzerland. This crazy, swirling madness…he’s so far gone. Too far gone, maybe. Something has to be done. Something drastic.”
 
   Gavin glanced from side to side as if to scan the bar for eavesdroppers. “So your mind is made up?” he asked, leaning forward. “You’re just gonna whack him?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. I’ve killed people before, but it was different during Arena Mode; it was life or death, me or them. I’m not an executioner, and I’m not going to murder one of my friends, no matter how crazy he’s acting.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “I need to try and talk him down,” I explained. “One last time. Maybe he’ll listen to reason.”
 
   Gavin peeled off his suit jacket and unbuttoned his sleeves, rolling them to his elbows. Despite the gloomy weather and chilly temperatures outside, the air was uncomfortably thick inside the pub, warmed from hundreds of sweaty bodies and burning candles.
 
   “I always wanted to start my own business,” he began. “Ever since I could remember. While my friends played video games and hung out in holoforums, I’d spend my free time reading these autobiographies about the most successful businessmen on the planet. I wanted to know how they did it, how they went from nothing to billionaire. As a kid from the Dark Zone I was starting at as close to ‘nothing’ as I could get, so you can imagine these were the stories that interested me most. A lot of them were really fascinating, and some were even inspirational. But then I started reading news stories about exactly how these giants of industry built their empires. It’s scary how similar they are: someone has success selling computers or fast food or popular fashion, and they get a few million bucks in their bank account. They expand over the years, grow their operations, and then, before long, they’re cutting corners; ten-year-old kids sewing their shirts, genetically altered foods soaked in pesticides, employees building wrist-coms on assembly lines who are forced to work so many hours they die from dehydration. All to add a few dollars to their bottom line.
 
   “The guys at the top all started as naïve bright-eyed kids, usually running their businesses right out of their parents’ garages. Most of them kind, well-meaning people just wanting to make a difference. Before long they’re running soulless conglomerates that are doing so much more harm than good.” He shook his head slowly, staring into the freshly-poured amber liquid foaming at the top of his glass. “I’ve always wondered how these guys sleep at night. They must know what they’re doing – the blood that’s being spilled to just to pad their bank accounts with a couple extra dollars that they’ll never live long enough to spend.”
 
   “What’s your theory?” I asked.
 
   “That they surround themselves with ass-kissers who tell them it’s all okay. ‘Group-think’, ‘hive-mind’, call it what you want: it’s a powerful concept, Mox. And a dangerous one. Get enough believers to agree with the same thing and nothing becomes too horrific – no atrocity too great.”
 
   I groaned. “That’s bleak as all hell, Gav. True, if history tells us anything, but very, very bleak.”
 
   “That’s business, my man. And business is life. Kenneth is quickly becoming the president and CEO of his own twisted corporation. And ain’t nobody gonna tell the boss that he’s wrong. No one ever does as long as he’s holding the power. The Living Eye is going to keep getting gold stars from his expanding horde of maniacs no matter what he does.”
 
   I buried my face in my hands. “If I can’t talk him out of stopping, then how do I do it?”
 
   “I think you know. I just don’t know if you can.”
 
   Two more pints and four shots later, Gavin continued to press me. He demanded to know why, exactly, that I’d chosen this particular bar, on this particular night. Being out of Brynja’s mind-reading range was one reason, but he knew me all too well. There was something I’d been neglecting to mention. Once again, he was right – though if I’d told him up front, he would have never come along.
 
   “All right,” I conceded. “The real reason we’re here is making her way through the crowd right now.” With a tilt of my head I gestured towards the crowd at the bar. A pale, narrow girl with flaming red curls and matching freckles gently shouldered her way through the mob of rowdy patrons.
 
   “Damn,” Gavin whispered, letting out a low whistle. “I didn’t know you were gonna hook me up. I’ll never doubt you again.”
 
   “Very funny,” I replied. “Now stay cool and follow my lead.”
 
   He furrowed his brow and parted his lips, but didn’t have time for any follow-up questions. The red-head was already at our table. 
 
   “You’re Maisie?” I said, standing to greet her.
 
   “Tony—?” she asked in a thick Scottish brogue. I nodded. She extended her hand, shaking mine warmly. She unbuttoned her long black jacket to reveal a thick wool sweater. She pulled up a chair next to Gavin.
 
   “So, Tony,” Gavin said flatly, “are you going to introduce me to your new friend here?” 
 
   “Gav, this is Maisie Calderwood. She’s a recruiter here in Glasgow.”
 
   “I prefer ‘ambassador’,” she corrected me, smiling broadly. “But I understand the confusion. This is all so new, and we’re just sorting out the titles in the early stages.” 
 
   Gavin raised his brow again, eyes darting between me and our guest. “And you’re an ambassador for…” 
 
   “You didn’t tell him?” she said cheerily. “Ah, that’s all right. I know, it’s a bit intimidating at first, but really there’s nothing to be afraid of. Imagine it? Just the thought of being with him, in his presence day after day…” she clasped her hands over her heart and stared dreamily off into the middle-distance. “I can only imagine how it will change my life. I just want to share that feeling with as many people as possible.”
 
   “You worship Kenneth Livitiski?” Gavin asked with a hint of a sneer.
 
   “The Living Eye,” she said quickly, raising a finger. “And it’s not ‘worship’. I’ve surrendered myself to the cause, and I’m a part of him, now. Part of The Order. We’re as one.”
 
   “So this Order,” I asked, folding my hands on the table. “Can you tell me a little about it?”
 
   “Ah, it’s wonderful,” she beamed like a lovesick teenager mooning over her new beau. “It’s like a family, Tony. You’d love it. No judgment, no hatred…we simply work together for the greater good.”
 
   “That girl who washed up on the shore of the Desolation Islands, she seemed like she’d been judged pretty severely. And someone carried out the execution.”
 
   “Oh, you misunderstand,” Maisie replied, sounding genuinely concerned. “That girl was a non-believer, yes, but you can’t blame the entire Order for the act of one person. We don’t even know who took that poor girl’s life.”
 
   “But you’re not exactly condemning it,” I added.
 
   “Well, no, I didn’t want her to die. That’s barbaric. But you can’t blame the others for being upset with her. After all, she’d been taken into The Order, allowed to bask in The Living Eye’s presence, and then decided to throw it all away? She had to expect some backlash, didn’t she? Besides, we’re not about revenge. We’re about togetherness, and making the world a better place.”
 
   “And how are you doing this?” Gavin asked nervously, edging his chair away from Maisie’s. “How exactly are you improving it?” 
 
   She shrugged. “That part of the plan has not yet been revealed. The Order of the Eye must first build its numbers. My job is to share the love that’s in my heart, and implore others to follow me. Nothing more.”
 
   Gavin rubbed his clean-shaven jaw. “What are you pulling in for this ambassador gig? After taxes?”
 
   “It’s not about money,” she said with a boisterous laugh. “It’s about being with The Living Eye, with my new family, at our home. When I’ve brought more believers into the Order, I’ll be granted my sacred place on The Island.” She spoke as if the cold, dreary Desolation Islands were tantamount to a celestial paradise, when in reality, a lifetime trapped on that remote dusty rock seemed more like a prison sentence. To each their own, I suppose.
 
   “And once there are enough believers,” I persisted, “what does Ken…er, The Living Eye plan on doing?”
 
   “Ah, Tony, even If I knew I couldn’t tell you,” she smiled. “And it’s not my place to question his plan. Valeriya assures me that very soon, all shall be revealed to myself and the rest of the ambassadors. The Order are the tools which will forge the new world, and The Living Eye will be the architect.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how much additional information I could mine from this space cadet, but from the sounds of it she’d been kept in the dark; it seemed that all of The Order had been, at least for the time being. Whatever Kenneth had planned for his grand finale would be a closely guarded secret, but from his aggressive recruiting strategy I had a fairly good idea about his endgame.
 
   I forced the most enthusiastic smile I could manage, and sat a little straighter in my chair. “Well, I’m sold. Where do I sign up?”
 
   Her dreamy eyes and broad smile vanished from her face, and were replaced with a hard, quizzical stare. “I’m a little surprised that you’re interested in joining our family…Matthew. All things considered.”
 
   At that point I shifted my hand below the table as casually as possible, my fingertips slowing inching my jeans up my calf. 
 
   “You knew who I was all along?” I asked.
 
   “Of course,” she said plainly. “Valeriya knew that you’d try to reach out to The Order sooner than later.”
 
   I dug into my boot, curling my fingers around the grip of my handgun. “Yup, good old Valeriya. Sharp as a tack, that girl.”
 
   “I didn’t think I’d be the one, though. The one you’d be foolish enough to meet up with.” Her bright green eyes flashed towards Gavin, and then back to me. “Funny story: I actually spotted you both ten minutes before I approached the table.”
 
   “Is that so?” 
 
   “It is,” she nodded earnestly. “I saw you sitting here and thought about how easy it would be: find a steak knife, walk up behind you and slit your throat from ear to ear, draining you into your pint.” She brought a finger to her neck and pulled it across in a slashing motion. “One cut, no more God Slayer.”
 
   I shook my head and let out a frustrated groan. “Still with that nickname? Really?” 
 
   Her emerald eyes blazed with fire. “People like you and your detective friend clearly want to stand in the way of the new world. And if that’s the case, you’ll burn in the ashes of the old one.”
 
   I cocked the hammer and tilted the barrel up towards her chest. One squeeze and the projectile would barrel through the oak table, shatter her breastplate and explode out her spinal column. Gavin and I would have to run for it, but Karin was hovering just a quarter mile above the pub. She could scoop us up in the jet and blink us back to the South China Sea within sixty seconds, long before police could arrive. 
 
   For all I knew this lunatic had a gun of her own, or was strapped down with a vest full of explosives, concealed beneath her thick wool sweater. I had no way of knowing. If I squeezed the trigger now I could be saving both my life and Gavin’s (and potentially hundreds of people here in the bar). Although if she was unarmed I’d be murdering a defenseless woman; a delusional maniac, without question, but not someone who deserved to die.
 
   “So why didn’t you kill me then?” I asked, staring into her wild, unblinking eyes. 
 
   “Because if The Living Eye wanted you dead, you would be. I am not going to presume to know what he wishes and what he does not. His is the final word, the final say.”
 
   “And because you’re all about love and family,” I added.
 
   “Families need to be protected,” Maisie said matter-of-factly, and with a steely resolve. “At all costs.”
 
   My eyes darted towards Gavin, who was frozen with fear.
 
   “You put a lot of faith in this man,” I said. I could feel the sweat forming in my palm, slicking the rubber grip of my pistol.
 
   “He’s not just a man,” she snapped. “He survived the ultimate betrayal: your betrayal, when you abandoned him and left him to die in Arena Mode. The Living Eye overcame, ascended, and has returned to this Earthly plane to guide The Order. He is unstoppable.”
 
   “Kenneth might have some crazy powers and some even crazier followers, but he’s no god. His powers disappear when he’s near a cerebral dampening unit, same as every other superhuman. He can’t scare me, and neither can you.” 
 
   “Oh you will be scared,” she promised. “Poor Matthew Moxon. For someone so brilliant you know so little. Everyone fears something…your detective friend learned that lesson, and you will too.”
 
   When Maisie rose from her seat my finger twitched on the trigger. After just a heartbeat of hesitation I flicked my thumb, latching the safety back into place. 
 
   Without another word she snatched her coat, turned and disappeared into the crowd.
 
   Gavin let out a breath as if he’d been holding it for the last five minutes, eyes wide, skin flushed. “Well she was a barrel of laughs.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Gav. I needed to meet with one of Kenneth’s followers – see what these people were being told, and what they were up to.”
 
   “Did you learn anything?” he asked, head swiveling around in panic.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, signaling a waitress for another drink. “That it’s worse than I thought. This round is on me.”
 
   As the waitress took our order, everything that Maisie had said tumbled through my mind. She knew something, I thought. She had to. My thoughts wandered to the funeral I’d attended that morning; the weeping children, his widow screaming to the heavens, begging for her husband back. That sound she made…that piercing, gut-wrenching wail as—
 
   “Sir,” the tiny kilted Scottish woman asked, “you were saying…?” Ginger eyebrows raised, her pen was poised above a notepad, awaiting my response.
 
   I rose, letting the wooden chair fall behind me, clacking to the floor. “I feel sick. I need to use the bathroom.”
 
   Shoving my way through the dense crowd I located the back exit, which lead to a small cobblestone street dusted in snow. Standing at the edge of the road was Maisie, hailing a cab.
 
   I pulled the gun from my pocket, lunged forward several paces and pressed the barrel to the back of her head, pushing through the thicket of flaming curls. I cocked the hammer.
 
   “What the—” she spun to face me, staring into the steel cylinder. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You said you spoke with Valeriya. She warned you I might try to seek out one of The Order, looking for answers.”
 
   “S-she did,” Maisie stuttered. “She said you’d try to question one of us, but that you were harmless.”
 
   “She was wrong,” I whispered.
 
   Just then a fire-engine red sedan pulled up to the curb with a crisp white taxi logo stenciled on the door. The frost-covered window descended. “Need a lift?” a thickly-bearded man asked cheerfully, doffing his charcoal flat cap. His smile vanished when he caught a glimpse of my weapon. 
 
   “No, we’re good here,” I replied.
 
   His hands were glued to the steering wheel, eyes focused on my gun in a trance. His expression was a freeze-frame of a video that had been paused at the most awkward possible moment. 
 
   “I don’t know if ‘we’re good here’ means something different in Scotland,” I said, now pointing the gun at his forehead, “but in America it’s a polite way of saying ‘fuck off.’”
 
   He remained on pause. 
 
   I groaned and aimed my gun overhead, squeezing off a single round. The sound triggered a scream from Maisie and the man slammed his foot down on the accelerator, disappearing down the narrow road.
 
   Dragging her by the arm I circled behind the bar, affording us a measure of privacy. I stepped into the shadows and shoved her against the building’s brick exterior. “Now,” I continued, “how did you know?” 
 
   “Know what?” she asked, eyes flooded with horror and confusion.
 
   “That the detective – Todd Dzobiak, who died in New York the other day – was my friend?” 
 
   “E-everyone knows that.”
 
   “No,” I corrected her, jamming the barrel of my gun into the soft tissue of her throat, causing her to gurgle. “My name was never mentioned alongside his in the news. And Todd and I almost never met in public. Someone told you I was his friend, and that I’d be investigating his murder.”
 
   She turned away, wincing. “It…it was…Valeriya.”  
 
   “How does she contact you?” I snapped. 
 
   She dug into her coat pocket.
 
   “Whoa, slow down, hands where I can see them.” She jerked her open palms overhead and I reached into her pocket, retrieving a small device that looked like a vintage pocket watch.
 
   “I-It’s untraceable,” she stammered. “It’s how I…I mean, how the ambassadors from The Order get in touch with—”
 
   “Call her.” I insisted. “Right now.”
 
   “It’s only for emergencies,” she said in a panic. “She calls us if we’re needed, but we’re not to call her unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
 
   With my free hand I snapped open the face of the pocket watch, revealing a touchpad. “I’m feeling a sudden sense of urgency.” 
 
   She nodded in agreement and pressed her thumb into the pad. I took the device and placed it on the cobblestone, projecting a holo-screen into the alley. 
 
   After a few blips, Valeriya’s face appeared.
 
   “Sister Calderwood,” the young girl said with a yawn, brushing the platinum locks from her face. “It’s late. I told you that…” Her words drifted away when she spotted The God Slayer, pressing a gun into her ambassador’s face. “You,” she hissed.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt your beauty sleep, but I have a quick question for you. Who killed Todd Dzobiak?”
 
   Her tiny pink lips twitched. “Who do you think?” She asked playfully.
 
   “Put Kenneth on the com right now.” I grabbed a fistful of Maisie’s collar and shoved her towards the holo-screen. “And if you don’t I’ll put a bullet in one of your recruiters.”
 
   “Please,” the girl pleaded, dropping to her knees, clapping her palms together in supplication. “Don’t let him kill me!”
 
   Valeriya’s smile was as wide as it was insincere. “Child, you have nothing to fear. This man lacks conviction. He would not take an innocent life. Not like this.”
 
   I pushed Maisie forward until the whole of her horrified face filled the screen, barrel jammed to her temple. She let out a terrified whimper. “And if I had the courage to pull the trigger, that wouldn’t bother you? Seeing one of your followers splattered all over an alley?”
 
   “You want to know who killed the brave Detective Todd Dzobiak? You want to know who would be fast enough to stab him sixteen times before he had the chance to react? You would like to know who had the connections to frame a pathetic waste of human life for his murder?” She rattled of the rhetorical questions with an upward tilt of her chin, a prideful tone outlining her words.
 
   When the color drained from my face her smile only widened. 
 
   “Why would he do that?” I thundered, my trigger finger trembling. “Why would Kenneth kill an innocent man?”
 
   She sighed theatrically, as if she’d been bored into a near-comatose state by our conversation. “Go back to your fortresses,” she ordered me, suddenly taking on an air of superiority; a queen talking down to a lowly peasant. “Go, resume your perch at the top of the world, along with the rest of the billionaires – the self-appointed elitists who decide the fate of the commoners with a stroke of their pens. Enjoy the final days of your gilded age, Matthew Moxon…because a new empire is about to rise. It’s the final empire this world will ever see.” 
 
   The holo-forum winked off and the pocket watch burst with a sizzle of fried electronics and a plume of grey smoke. It had self-destructed, all evidence of the call disappearing.
 
   “Mox?” a voice called out. Gavin stood at the mouth of the alley, traced in a halo of a street lamp against the darkness. “What are you going to do, man?” 
 
   Quaking with anger, I didn’t realize I still had the barrel of my gun pressed to Maisie’s head, my hand tightly clenched around her neck. She was still kneeling, whimpering softly.
 
   I pulled the gun away, releasing my grip.
 
   It was a mistake.
 
   Without missing a beat she yanked a small knife from the inside of her boot and pressed off her heels, lunging at my throat. I fired. I put a bullet in her thigh, sending a streak of crimson across the fresh layer of snow.
 
   She screamed and toppled over, grasping at her leg. Her hand covered the wound that might have nicked an artery by the way it was squirting; it was like pressing her thumb against the nozzle of a garden hose, where the pressure forced the liquid to propel in convulsive fits and spurts.
 
   “I wasn’t going to execute her, if that’s what you were asking.” Of course I wasn’t. I wasn’t a monster, and I still had a soul. At least I think I did. 
 
   Police sirens blared in the distance, triggering the onset of a migraine. I winced, rubbing my palms into my eyes. I’d dropped the gun somewhere in the previous few seconds but I didn’t know where; the alley was dark and I didn’t have time to locate it. Gavin took me by the arm and guided me through narrow cobblestone alleys and out towards an abandoned football pitch where the TT-100 was cloaked, waiting for our arrival.
 
   We disappeared into the night sky undetected. As Karin spooled up the teleportation drive in preparation for our return, my mind swam with dizziness. It was filled with anger and violence and misplaced self–righteousness, yet I’d never seen things so clearly. I’d made a decision, and there was solace in that; a decision I should have made a long time ago. I had to do what no one else was willing to.
 
   Gavin strapped into the chair next to me, one of six in the jet’s small passenger bay. He put a hand on my shoulder, squeezing gently. “I’m worried about you,” he said, his voice labored from our sprint to the rendezvous point.
 
   I stared blankly at the wall ahead. “Don’t.”
 
   “You have this faraway look in your eyes,” he said. “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were ready to go to war. I just don’t want you to do anything stupid.” 
 
   I didn’t reply. My mind was on autopilot, calculating every variable of every possible scenario I could fathom – each one ending with Kenneth’s brains exploding out the back of his cranium.
 
   Gavin let out an exasperated sigh. “I know what you’re thinking, Mox. I might not be psychic but I know you want to storm Kenneth’s castle, kick down the gates and send him to hell. But he’s an architect, remember? He can construct anything he wants, move as fast as he wants…we’d be sliced to ribbons before we even landed. And I doubt he’s going to follow you back to Switzerland and volunteer to stand next to the world’s most powerful dampening unit.”
 
   Once again, Gavin was my voice of reason. There was no way I’d ever trick Kenneth into stepping anywhere near a two-thousand pound CDU, allowing me to strip away his powers and level the playing field.
 
   “We’re ready to make the jump to Fortress 18,” Karin said, glancing back over her shoulder from the captain’s chair. “Everyone buckled in?”
 
   “WAIT,” I blurted out. “Karin, don’t jump yet. This jet is a transportation prototype, right? Does it have a cargo magnet?”
 
   “Of course,” she shrugged. “Almost every jet has one these days. The neodymium magnet on this baby is top of the line.”
 
   I unbuckled my seatbelt and darted towards the cockpit, frantically scanning the control panel. I ran my fingers over buttons and levers as if I were reading Braille, and the tactile sensation would somehow relay me information. “What’s the maximum payload?”
 
   “Well…” she said, staring at me quizzically, “it’s hard to say because I’ve never tested it out. But judging by the size of the craft, the thrust-to-weight ratio when we perform a vertical—”
 
   “Oh my god, Karin, just guess,” I persisted.
 
   “Um…ballpark? Two tons? Possibly three?” she said, frazzled. “W-why do you want to know? What are we picking up?” 
 
   I returned to my seat and strapped myself in as Gavin and Karin exchanged a concerned glance. “Erase the jump coordinates and reprogram for Switzerland,” I ordered her. “We’re going to pay Kenneth a visit in the Desolation Islands, but first we need to pick up a housewarming gift.” 
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   From a quarter mile above the mountain range, the top of Fortress 9 looked like a silver casino chip that had been dropped in the snow, winking up a faint glimmer of moonlight. 
 
   We made our descent and an angry female voice blared over the intercom, demanding authentication. It was security from inside the fortress.
 
   I tapped the intercom, leaning close. “Hey Denise,” I said. “This is Matthew Moxon, code number 1138.”
 
   “Ah, sorry Mister Moxon,” the voice replied, “Welcome back. Didn’t recognize your ship. The cloaking on your jet plays havoc with our scanners.”
 
   “Not a problem,” I said quickly, drumming my fingers into the dash. 
 
   “What can we do for you? You’re cleared to land anywhere on the pad.”
 
   “I need you to open the pad this time,” I instructed. “I want access to the Version Two dampening unit. We’re going to activate our magnetic cargo strip and pick it up.”
 
   “You want…you want to actually take the V2 somewhere? Okay, well I’ll need to have the tech guys attach a power source, or it won’t be much good to you.”
 
   “Well obviously,” I shouted, with a fierceness in my voice that surprised even myself. “Just get it done and signal us when it’s ready for pick-up.”
 
   “Copy that.”
 
   I returned to my seat and found myself unable to sit still. I squirmed uncomfortably in my chair, fingernails scraping up and down the length of my forearm.
 
   “You all right, man?” Gavin asked. “You seem a little…off. When was the last time you took one of your pills?”
 
   “You know what?” I snapped. “This is exactly why I don’t tell you things. You and Peyton are two peas in the same annoying pod. Always with the questions and the accusations…”
 
   He drew back, eyebrows raised. “Don’t bite my head off, Mox. You just look a little agitated. And you’re about to raid an island, armed with no more than a handgun and a comic book salesman at your side.”
 
   I continued to scratch an itch I couldn’t quite feel, though I felt a strange sense of relief as my fingernails dragged along the surface of my cold dry skin. “If you want to leave, Gavin, I don’t care. I’ll drop you back at the fortress and do this alone.”
 
   “I’m always with you,” he stated with disarming conviction, “but think about this for a second, Mox. That’s all I’m asking.” He reached out and took hold of my wrists, stopping me just before I’d scraped my forearm raw. “You’re the genius, here – walk through the steps. Say you do kill Kenneth. Then what? What will Brynja say? What about Peyton? And how will you live with yourself, man? Can you go through all of this again?”
 
   I paused for a moment as his words penetrated, thinking of Arena Mode and the horrors of The Spiral and the things I’d done to survive them. Then I pushed him away. “You don’t get it!” I shouted. “I didn’t just come up with this now – this is all I’ve been thinking about. This crazy fucking maniac could destroy the entire world. Don’t you see that? If I don’t kill Frost then there’s no telling what he’ll do.”
 
   Gavin’s sudden intake of breath and widened eyes snapped me out of my rage blackout – at least for a moment. “Y-you…” he swallowed hard. “You just said you need to kill Frost. As in, Cameron Frost.”
 
   “No I didn’t,” I scoffed. “I said I needed to kill Kenneth. Kenneth needs to die.”
 
   “You need to take a big step back and re-evaluate this. You’re losing your shit.”
 
   I raked my fingers through my hair, teeth grinding. “You know what, if you’re not going to be part of the solution, you can just…I can drop you off…”
 
   “Yeah, you already mentioned that,” he said flatly. “But I’m not going anywhere. I might not be able to talk you out of confronting Kenneth but I’m not going to let you do it alone. You go, I go with you. Family, remember?”
 
   An awkward moment floated by and the silence in the passenger bay became deafening.
 
   “Karin,” I shouted. “Where are we with the V2 unit?” 
 
   “Prepping to scoop it up now…boss.” She answered without turning around.
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-Six
 
   Day broke as we hovered over the Desolation Islands. We’d appeared out of nowhere, blinking just above the wispy cirrus clouds at twenty thousand feet. As we made our gradual descent towards the dusty patchwork of stone and sand, the only man-made structure visible from this altitude (or any altitude, for that matter) was the pyramid. Kenneth’s home. And even from this distance, I could tell it had grown.
 
   When I’d first visited the island, the structure was impressive: larger and more detailed than the pyramids at Giza, wedged between two soaring mountains. Now, the apex of the towering monument dwarfed the peaks on either side, stretching impossibly above the landscape. Kenneth had used his abilities to expand it, no doubt to accommodate the sudden influx of new recruits and believers. 
 
   Karin tilted the jet on its axis and gazed out the cockpit’s side window, nose pressed to the glass like a kid on her first trip to the zoo. “How the hell did he build that?”
 
   “He’s an architect,” I grumbled, fidgeting in my seat. “He can build whatever he wants.”
 
   Gavin pointed to the passenger bay floor. “And this thing is going to dampen his powers?” He was referring to the one-ton cylindrical monstrosity attached magnetically to the underbelly of our jet; the world’s largest cerebral dampening unit that might prove to be the only weapon in my arsenal powerful enough to stop The Living Eye. “Are you absolutely sure this is gonna work Mox? Because if you’re not sure…”
 
   Of course I was sure. And I was sick to death of everyone questioning my decisions, assuming that whatever idea I’d come up with was going to result in disaster. I had a pretty solid track record of good plans, and I wished someone would give me some goddamned credit. This was going to work, and Kenneth was going to pay.
 
   I unstrapped the buckles from my waist and chest, shuffling to the cockpit chair next to the captain’s. “Bring her down, and hover directly over top of the pyramid,” I ordered.
 
   Karin looked at me as if I was an idiot. “I can’t land if I’m over the pyramid, boss. I need a clear spot to set down the V2 so I can lower the landing gear and drop you guys off.”
 
   “Get down to fifteen-hundred feet.” I glanced at the dashboard’s digital altimeter and then back towards the pyramid. “Then drop the V2 when you’re directly overhead.”
 
   Gavin yelped, scrambling into the tiny cockpit. He leaned in, wedged shoulder-to-shoulder between Karin and myself. “You’re going to bomb the pyramid with the dampening unit? Won’t that kill a crap-load of innocent people?”
 
   “Aim near the base,” I quickly suggested. “No one will get hurt, but it’ll get Kenneth’s attention.” My mind was on auto-pilot. I was making unfiltered decisions in fast-forward without considering what I was even deciding. 
 
   “This isn’t a military jet,” Karin said with a crack in her voice, wiping her sweat-drenched hands off on her jeans. “This is a transport plane. I mean, I could, technically, drop the cargo from any altitude, but I can’t guarantee exactly where it’ll land.”
 
   The heat rose in my face, an angry twitching vein pulsing in my forehead. “I’m not asking for your opinion,” I said, doing my best not to scream. “I’m telling you to press a button. Do you think you can manage that, Karin? Do you think you can do one goddamned thing without questioning me for a change?” I groaned and slammed my palm into the control panel, causing the jet to shudder. 
 
   Karin gasped.
 
   I yanked my hand back like it had been pressing against a hot burner. “What was that?” I scanned the controls, as if the dials and panels and blinking lights would offer an answer. They didn’t. “What did I do?”
 
   She frantically tapped the console, winking a small circular holo-screen to life. It was a live video feed, pointed directly below our jet. A sixty-foot steel tube spiralled and tumbled, shrinking into the distance. It was heading towards the island.
 
   For a moment no one said anything. No one even breathed. Then a mushroom cloud of stone and earth exploded from near the pyramid’s base, blanketing the valley in an impenetrable fog. 
 
   Gavin stared into the screen. “Did...did it explode?” he whispered.
 
   “I didn’t see an explosion or any fire,” I said, unable to avert my eyes. “The casing is supposed to be able to withstand a nuclear blast, coated in ten inches of graphene, so...yeah. I think it’s okay.”
 
   “Okay?” Karin squeaked, throwing both her hands towards the screen (as if we weren’t already transfixed on the billowing cloud below). “You just bombed a building! With a crazy superhuman demi-god in it. Who is probably a bit pissed that you flattened his goddamn front porch and probably a bunch of his followers. How can this possibly be filed under ‘okay’?” 
 
   “When the dust settles put her down in the valley near the entrance of the pyramid. If Kenneth survived we need to have a chat.” 
 
   She gripped the yoke and tilted it downward, sending the jet into a vertical drop. “I don’t get paid enough for this shit,” she grumbled. “And I’m filing a formal complaint with HR.”
 
   The fog lingered in the air when we made our landing. The earth had been split near the base of the pyramid; a long, cavernous fissure like the aftermath of an earthquake had been carved down the center of the valley. The silver cylinder jutted from the opening like an oversized tombstone, tilted slightly askew. It was still intact.
 
   From the cockpit window I spotted a few of Kenneth’s followers who had emerged from the pyramid’s entrance, and were making their way down the steep staircase to get a closer look at the devastation. Their leader wouldn’t be far behind.  
 
   The entrance ramp lowered and we stepped out into the dust. Karin coughed a few times, squinting at the dampening unit. 
 
   “Does it still work?” I asked.
 
   My pilot closed her eyes, bringing her fingers to her temples. “Yup,” she shrugged. “The dampening unit is still...dampening. I got nothing.” Her eyes snapped open and she pointed towards the jet. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m gonna get to a safe altitude before bullets start flying. That thing might block superpowers but it ain’t gonna stop crazy.”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Gavin said, reaching out towards her. “You’re leaving us here? What are we going to have for protection?”
 
   Karin extended a hand towards Gavin and yanked her bomber jacket’s sleeve away from her wrist, exposing her com. When she said the words, “Full scan,” a red light appeared from the watch face, zig-zagging and spinning while it traced Gavin’s body.
 
   “What is this supposed to do?” he asked.
 
   “It’ll help with your armor,” she explained. “Just say the word.” 
 
   Gavin glanced at me quizzically, and then back at Karin. “Armor?”
 
   “Yup,” she nodded. “That’s the word.”
 
   A metallic buzz echoed from inside the jet, triggered by Gavin’s voice, and then the program initiated. He brushed the first nanobot off his chest as if it were a wasp about to sting. Then he gasped as the rest of the bots appeared in a singular metallic swarm, adhering to his arms, legs and torso in large clusters. The charcoal-grey armor solidified, encasing him in the most secure protective suit that my money could buy.
 
   Gavin ran is fingers up and down the gauntlets, nodding in approval. “Damn...this is like Tron on steroids.” 
 
   I triggered my gunmetal blue swarm robotics suit as well. Inside the passenger bay there was a small storage container built into the floor, where I’d been storing a small cache of weapons for a rainy day. And today it was pouring. I handed Gavin a machine gun that he latched to the magnetic strip on his spine, and I locked a pair of handguns to my hips.
 
   By the time we’d suited up, armed ourselves and Karin had lifted off, more than a thousand followers had gathered outside of the pyramid. They milled about, goggling at the giant cylinder that protruded from the gaping crevice, and pointed in my direction. Then the chatter hushed, and quickly fell silent. En masse the followers dropped to their knees, heads bowed, while The Living Eye strode past with Valeriya in tow. He was in full uniform: flowing cape, matching boots, gloves, and the skin-tight body suit that revealed every cut of his heavily muscled form. He looked even more powerful than the last time I’d seen him; his chest swollen, abdominals more defined, veins as thick as rope slicing across his massive biceps. 
 
   Gavin and I walked side by side across the valley floor, tracing along the side of the fissure. Motes of dust still hung in the air. 
 
   Once they were within earshot, Kenneth spread his hands wide, and shouted, “Hey buddy, you made it!” The grin stretched across his face was eerily similar to the one he used to flash me in his previous life; as if we were best friends, and he’d just invited me over for pizza and beer.
 
   He breezed past the V2 dampening unit without even giving it a sidelong glance. Kenneth’s feigned confidence was like a tick buried under my skin. It was a sliver that I wanted to extract so badly I’d be willing to sever my pinky finger just to rid myself of it. 
 
   We marched towards each other until my fist collided squarely with his jaw line, rocking his head back. Then a left hook spun him, sending him to the ground. 
 
   Valeriya shrieked and Gavin grabbed my arms, yanking me back.
 
   “How could you?” I screamed, struggling to free myself from Gavin’s grip. “How could you kill him? He had a family!”
 
   Kenneth chuckled and staggered to his feet, running a gloved hand along his jaw. His tongue snaked across his top lip, tasting the coppery tang of his own blood. He raised his brow at the sensation. “Interesting...I can’t remember the last time I bled. Didn’t know I could anymore.” His eyes flicked to the massive steel cylinder. “I assume this giant tin can you dropped on my island is a CDU?”
 
   “That’s right, asshole. Before long I’ll mass produce these new models, and have them everywhere, in every city around the world. They have a one-hundred mile radius and an independent power source that can last generations. Soon, everyone like you will be history.”
 
   “Ambitious,” he said, looking the device up and down. “Naïve and short-sighted, but ambitious. Ultimately this will fail, just like every other security measure does.” He strode towards me with his hands clasped behind his back, seemingly unconcerned that I might strike again. Was he taunting me? Daring me? The tiny horizontal split on his lip was still bleeding, and a droplet rolled down his chin. “No deterrent in human history has ever been able to stop determined people,” he continued. “If they’re angry and motivated enough, nothing will get in their way. Prisons, war, the looming possibility of nuclear annihilation – they’re half-measures, at best. There is only one way to eradicate a group of radicals and ensure they never again pose a threat.”
 
   I struggled to free myself but Gavin held firm, gauntlets clasped tight around my arms at the bicep, keeping me from reaching my weapons. “Are you out of your mind?! You really think you’re going to kill every single superhuman on the planet?” 
 
   He motioned back towards his followers who were gathered at the foot of the pyramid – a mob that had swollen to more than two thousand, with more pouring from the entrance. They stood at bay as if an invisible length of police tape were blocking them from a crime scene. “Not just me. I’m powerful, but I’m just a single person. I have a flock willing to give their lives for the cause. This is going to be a long, arduous task, but...”
 
   “But at the end of the day you’re the last one standing,” I said, breathing heavy. “You want to be the only one left with powers.” 
 
   “It’s the safest way,” he said, mustering as much sincerity as he could.
 
   I shook my head. “Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?” 
 
   He smiled again. The insincere flash of teeth that made me want to smash them down his throat. “The American government seems to think it’s the right thing to do. And so do my followers. Do you, Matthew Moxon, think you know better than everyone else?”
 
   While listening to The Living Eye’s rhetoric I couldn’t help but feel as if I was no longer conversing with Kenneth Livitski at all. It had been like this ever since I’d first stepped into his throne room at the apex of his pyramid; the cape, the cowl, the impossibly muscular physique he’d crafted for himself – it was convincing, and at times evening intimidating, but it was all cosmetic. Window dressing. He was too lucid and calculated to have completely lost his mind, and somewhere, beneath the shiny new exterior he’d created using his considerable powers, he was the same person he’d always been. But there was something else at play. Whenever Valeriya was at his shoulder he was putting on a performance. Kenneth was now a walking, talking puppet that vaguely resembled the man I once knew, and was espousing propaganda-laced talking points that I’d come to expect from his pint-sized sidekick, not himself.
 
   I was getting nowhere. I had to throw him a curveball and see if it would yield some different results. My eyes flicked towards Valeriya and back to him.
 
   “Can we have a moment alone?” I asked.
 
   His gaze never left mine while he took a moment to contemplate my request. “Go tend to our flock,” he said flatly.
 
   Valeriya’s crystal blue eyes widened, craning her neck upwards. “What?”
 
   He didn’t look down. “Please don’t make me repeat myself.”
 
   She spun and trudged back towards the army of gawking followers with all the enthusiasm of a teenager being forced to mow the lawn during a heat wave. I asked Gavin for some privacy as well and he reluctantly agreed, backing up to a distance of about a hundred paces before The Living Eye and I could continue our conversation. 
 
   And then something amazing happened: our first one-on-one conversation began, and I was suddenly speaking to Kenneth again – or at least a reasonable facsimile.
 
   “Wake up, Mox!” he said, careful to keep his voice calibrated to a sensible level (the acoustics were surprisingly sharp between the craggy mountains that flanked us, amplifying each decibel). His tone had changed as well: he’d ditched the modulated, almost monotonous speech patterns and had adopted a more buoyant cadence, reminiscent of our time together before his coma. “Why do you think Darmaki stole Sergei Taktarov’s body? Just for shits and giggles? He knew that Russia’s Son was still being worshipped, even after his death. He wanted to be the only game in town.”
 
   “Same as you.”
 
   “Right!” he said excitedly, taking a step towards me. “Who would you rather have as the last man standing: me, or some deranged lunatic out in the desert who wants to control the world’s water supply? There are some dangerous powers out there and they’re all gunning for the top spot.”
 
   I had to resist the urge to tear at my hair and scream myself hoarse. “So this is your idea of a better world: a fucking genocide?”
 
   “Oh come on man,” he scoffed. “Don’t be such a goddamned drama queen. Valeriya lays it on thick for her simulcasts on the Darknet, but it’s not like we’re planning to wipe out every superhuman; just the ones who pose a threat.”
 
   “And who decides who is and isn’t a threat, Kenneth? You? The US government?”
 
   “Things are going to be better this way, Mox, can’t you see that? After that shit Darmaki pulled we’re all on the chopping block: me, Brynja, your pal Steve McGarrity – everybody. America isn’t going to let a bunch of powers just run rampant over cities whenever they want. After I thin out the herd, things will start going back to normal.”
 
   “Superhumans are real, Kenneth. There is no more ‘normal’. There’s no going back.”
 
   “But we can co-exist like this,” he said, sounding disconcertingly sincere. “I take out the main players and everyone can feel safe again. I’m the hero here, can’t you see that?”
 
   “’Take them out?’ You sound like a crazy person! These are human beings you’re killing.”
 
   “When I was in a coma things became so much clearer: life, death, that place I slipped into between both realms— it’s all the same. They’re just different universes, realities we bounce back and forth in between.” He turned to his flock of gawking followers at the base of the pyramid. “Some people are better off here, and some need to be sent to the next life. I’m just speeding up the natural order of things. I’m creating a balance.”
 
   “You can’t play God, Kenneth.”
 
   He turned towards me. “I’m just doing what you’ve been doing all along, buddy: making choices. You shot and killed Frost because he needed to die. Now you’re giving water to villages so people can live. You’ve taken life and now you’re giving it – you’re just using different tools to get the job done.”
 
   My head was beginning to throb, and my words were coming out hollow, echoing inside my skull as if someone else were saying them. “That’s….that’s different…”
 
   “Is it?” 
 
   I snatched the gun from my holster and jammed it out in his direction. My hand trembled. My vision blurred from the floating dust motes that stung my eyes (or maybe it was my lack of medication, or maybe it was both, I couldn’t be sure). 
 
   The sight of me with a gun in-hand was apparently hilarious. “You are I are so much alike,” Kenneth laughed. “It’s a shame you can’t see it.”
 
   “Shut up,” I growled, wiping the dust from my eyes with the back of my free hand, keeping the gun aimed squarely at my target.
 
   He jutted his thumb back over his shoulder at the CDU. “You dropped this thing from a jet in the hopes of flattening me, and you didn’t give a crap who got steamrolled in the process.”
 
   “It was an accident!” I shouted. I gripped the pistol with both hands to steady it, but the barrel continued to vibrate.
 
   “And accidents happen,” he shrugged. “I get it, buddy. Shit goes down and you can’t always control it. And sometimes, cool people die. Look at your friend Todd Dzobiak, for example. Yes, I admit, I took a little pleasure in stabbing every single one if his vital organs, mainly because I knew it would piss you off...but either way, he had to go. He was going to expose me. Now that he’s out of the way we can move on and be a real team. You, me, Brynja…”
 
   What. The. Crazy. Fuck. Was I hallucinating? Hearing voices again? There was no possible way that the words I just heard actually came from Kenneth’s mouth.
 
   “Think about it!” Kenneth said, beaming with excitement. “Now that you and I are even, we can put all this crap behind us.”
 
   “We’re ‘even’ now?” I flamed. “Are you fucking kidding me? You murder my friend and frame an innocent man for it, and then tell me we’re even?”
 
   “Yes,” he persisted, not at all rattled by the fact that I was still holding him at gunpoint. “We’re completely square. It’s one life – get over it already. Just join my team and be on the right side of history for a change. I need smart generals like you out in the field, not bureaucrats sitting in board rooms, and Brynja belongs with me, anyway.”
 
   This was it. I was going to do what I came here for. I couldn’t hear one more second of this complete and utter madness. Every word that floated from his stupid mouth was like a toxic cloud that permeated my skin, infecting me as they coursed through my veins.
 
   I lunged forward and jammed the barrel of my gun into Kenneth’s forehead, hard enough to leave a welt on his pale skin. 
 
   He grinned and leaned into it, pressing back. “This has been really exciting,” he laughed, “but Mox, c’mon, buddy. I know you’re not going to kill me.”
 
   I flicked the safety off with my thumb. It took three attempts but I eventually caught it.
 
   He never flinched. 
 
   “You know what ‘buddy’,” I said through gritted teeth, “I don’t think you know what I’m capable of. You’re not a savior, or a messiah, or the next Sergei Taktarov – you’re a fucking cancer. If I don’t end you right now while I have the chance, you’re going to continue to spread.”
 
   My finger was about to squeeze the trigger when Kenneth said, “You’re not going to kill me because of Brynja.”
 
   I blinked hard. “She’ll get over it.”
 
   “You’re not listening,” he said sharply, the buoyancy slipping from his tone. His words grew bolder and he adopted a deep baritone. “I’m not a cancer, Mox: I’m a nervous system. Some of my creations may act independently, but they’re still part of a larger whole. Part of me. You shoot me, and my extended body dies along with me.”
 
   I pulled my gun away from his forehead. “You mean...I kill you, and Brynja...”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “You didn’t ‘create’ Brynja,” I said, rubbing a sheen of perspiration from my brow. “She existed before.”
 
   “Correct. Her consciousness existed before I brought her back: her thoughts and desires and memories – everything that makes up who she is. But those are nothing more than non-local electrical impulses that can transfer from one carbon-based life form to another.”
 
   I reeled, head spinning. “I-it’s her mind, but you gave her a new body…” I stammered. “You made one for her, manifested it. The same one she had in Arena Mode.” That’s why Brynja was no longer a perception, taking on the appearance of whoever observed her, and it was also why she couldn’t ghost anymore, becoming incorporeal. She’d been given a new physical form, and was walking around inside of Kenneth’s construct. 
 
   “You catch on quick.” He pointed towards the gun that I was now dangling loosely at my side. “You pull that trigger, Mox, and Brynja blinks out of existence.”
 
   Even sleep deprived and desperately in need of medication, I could see clearly enough to notice his conviction. My failsafe fib detector was still functional. “You’re not lying.”
 
   He folded his arms across his broad chest. “No, I’m not. And I’m disappointed in you...I can’t believe that after my generous invitation to be part of The Order, you were actually going to kill me.”
 
   My knees buckled. Gavin must have seen me crumbling because he had raced to my side, propping me upright. “You...you’re a...” I trailed off, slurring my words. I was planning to say something like, ‘you’re never going to get away with this!’, or ‘I’ll be back!’, or something else I’d seen in an action movie, but my mouth wasn’t cooperating. My brain was grinding to a stop, and by body was quickly following suit.
 
   “Look at you,” he said with a derisive laugh. “You’re pathetic. You’re falling to pieces, and before long you’ll be dead. I won’t have to listen to your sanctimonious bullshit ever again, and Brynja will come back to me – come home, where she belongs.” He waited a moment and sighed, shaking his head. “But you know what, who has the patience for all that? Why don’t I just kill you right now and speed up the process?”
 
   Kenneth lunged for my gun and Gavin cut him off with a sharp right cross, followed by a knee to the gut. The hydraulic boosters in his armor’s legs helped Gavin push off with a thunderous kick that struck Kenneth’s chest, blasting him backwards as if he’d been thrown from a moving car on the interstate. 
 
   Gavin put his finger to his ear and scanned the sky above. “Karin, we need a lift!” he shouted, his voice thin and panicked.
 
   Valeriya had already signalled Kenneth’s followers, and they were stampeding across the valley floor. They were unarmed from the looks of them, but with that many people they didn’t need to be; with a horde that size we’d be swarmed, overwhelmed like victims in a zombie film and torn limb from limb.
 
   The herd rumbled closer and Gavin drew his machine gun from his spine, pressing the stock to his shoulder, but before he had the chance to shoot we levitated, sailing towards the TT-100. The underbelly opened and we were magnetically pulled aboard, being dumped unceremoniously into the passenger bay. 
 
   My eyes fluttered, lids filled with lead. The next thing I knew I was face down, cheek pressed into the cold metallic floor, drowning in silence. The jet blinked away and I surrendered to the darkness, but not before one final thought drifted through my mind: it’s over...and The Living Eye won.
 
   


  
 



PART THREE: ALL GREAT THINGS
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   “Material wealth. Political influence. A flag surrounded by invisible borders. These are nothing more than constructs, illusions. They are the outdated currency of bankrupt culture that will soon cease to exist. Choose to live in the glory of the New World – the future – or burn in the ashes of the past. Join The Living Eye.”
 
    
 
   - Herald of The Order (Darknet Holoforum)
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
   I had a nightmare. Kenneth, on his knees, chest pressed against a wooden block. His hands were bound with a length of rope. He was blindfolded. With his head sagging, the back of his neck was exposed, tender skin visible between his cape and his hairline, where the nape of his neck met the base of his spine.
 
   I readied my broadsword. The hilt was black as night and the blade forged from fire, the flames lapping at my knuckles as I redoubled my grip. As everyone I knew stood in silence and watched, I raised the weapon overhead. He begged. He pleaded. He explained that he’d been corrupted by power, influenced by the sycophants he’d surrounded himself with. He wanted to change but didn’t know how, and didn’t have anywhere to turn.
 
   He asked for my help.
 
   I refused. 
 
   With a streak of flame I sent his head rolling across the checkered tile floor.
 
   And then I laughed.
 
   I jolted awake, sitting upright. I thought it was morning…which morning, I wasn’t sure of. Beams of bright yellow light streaked through Fortress 18’s infirmary’s skylights, stinging my eyes. An IV dangled from my forearm and a thin metallic cord tethered a circular blue pad to my chest.
 
   I disconnected myself, threw my legs over the side of the bed and located my jeans, runners and hoodie. Patting down my pockets I tried to locate my medication, and the events of the last twenty-four hours snapped into focus. The bar in Glasgow. Dropping a giant CDU on Kenneth’s island. And me, with gun drawn, a heartbeat away from executing someone at point blank range.
 
   So much had happened so quickly that I’d forgotten to take my medication. It was the first time I’d missed a dosage in more than a year. My short-term memory was continuing to fade, so much so that what I’d done, just hours ago, was becoming blurred and distorted, confused with the events of the previous day. I should be in cryo by now.  
 
   I ambled down the narrow white corridor towards my bedroom. Rounding the corner I heard a second rhythmic pounding, which was completely independent from the pounding inside my head. It had a slightly disorienting effect, but as I managed to single out that one sound, it was recognizable as the sound of a treadmill. I opened one of the many unmarked doors in the fortress to find Peyton, cotton-candy pink hair pulled up into a ponytail, jogging along the moving rubber track. A holo-screen floated in front of her where she was watching a simulcast.
 
   “You’re up early,” I said, still groggy. “And you own workout clothes, apparently.”
 
   She glanced at me in mid-stride and yanked a transparent jellybean from her ear, which was blaring with the sound of some synthesized 80s pop tune. “Matty!” She slammed her palm into the treadmill’s control panel and it whirred to a stop. She dismounted and leaped into my arms, pelting my face with soft kisses.
 
   “Hey, I missed you too,” I said weakly, turning my head to avoid some of the barrage. “Just go easy on me…I’m elderly and frail.”
 
   “Ha, ha. Okay, ‘old man’, I don’t want you to break a hip.” She released her grip around my neck and stood back. “So Gavin said you went to the island to see Kenneth. How did it go? You two buddies again?” She asked with an innocent lilt to her voice, as if I’d been there for strictly diplomatic reasons. She knew nothing of the accidental bombing attempt and my tumor-induced rage blackout. Gavin, loyal as always, had said nothing.
 
   “Um, there’s a lot to go over.” I scratched at the back of my hairline, glancing away. “I sort of pulled a gun on him, and sort of threatened to kill him.”
 
   Her face twisted into a frown. “What does ‘sort of’ mean?”
 
   A moment drifted by. “I totally did.”
 
   “And…” she asked cautiously, “he’s alive, right?” 
 
   “Oh yeah, he’s fine,” I assured her. “I just think he might want to kill me a little bit, that’s all.”
 
   She grabbed me by the shoulders. “Why do you always do these things alone? Why didn’t you wait until we could meet up and discuss this as a team?”
 
   “I missed a couple doses of my meds, so I wasn’t exactly thinking straight. Plus I had your brother with me, so I had someone to watch my back.”
 
   Her eyes widened. “Gavin was with you? You’ve been asleep for almost twenty-four hours and he said it was just dehydration.” She pressed her lips into a thin line. “Oh boy, he’s gonna get it…”
 
   “Don’t be mad at Gav, he was just being loyal.”
 
   “You almost died – again – and he didn’t feel the need to share it with me?”
 
   I cupped her chin in my hands. “I’m fine, see? See the complete and utter fineness that is me? Nothing happened and we made it off the island without a scratch. But…”
 
   “Darn, there’s a ‘but’—?”
 
   I glanced over her shoulder at the simulcast she’d been watching while running on her treadmill. It was a news feed, which had since switched to an aerial shot of Kenneth’s island.
 
   “Volume,” I shouted, and expanded the holoscreen to gain a better view. 
 
   A satellite cam showed helicopters buzzing overhead, attaching magnetic cables to the massive steel cylinder I’d dropped at the base of the pyramid. They yanked it from the fissure and took it over the ocean, dropping it miles off-shore.
 
   “This happened just thirty minutes ago,” the Australian reporter announced, “The French government sent aid to remove a large piece of debris that had crashed into the Kerguelen Islands, just north of Antarctica. And now, we’ll go live to the site of the disaster where The Living Eye – a superhuman previously thought to have died in 2041’s original Arena Mode tournament in Manhattan – has taken up residence.”
 
   I shook my head. “Taken up residence? That’s an interesting way of putting it.”
 
   With the enormous dampening unit now several leagues below the surface of the South Indian Ocean, Kenneth’s powers had returned. And now that he’d been recharged, he was ready to put on a show. He clapped his hands, producing a wave of blue energy; a rippling band of brilliance that travelled out towards the gaping fissure I’d opened down the valley. With a small rumble the gap closed, like a wound being mended in fast-forward. The impressed ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ from his followers were audible even from the media drone hovering far above, and the roar of applause quickly followed.
 
   It was time for the grand finale. A wave of Kenneth’s hand produced thousands of bricks made of glowing blue energy that spun and swirled overhead, and repaired the damage to the base of his pyramid. His onlookers gasped and applauded again like spectators at a magic show. They were mesmerized. 
 
   The reporter lauded Kenneth for taking in so many of the homeless and downtrodden. They described him as a survivor. A leader. A source of inspiration. Not a single mention of certain words I’d have used to portray Kenneth, like ‘cult leader’, or, ‘maniac’, or ‘asshole’ (though I wasn’t sure the latter was permitted on most daytime simulcasts).
 
   After replaying the Las Vegas-style theatrics, it flipped to a live feed in South Africa, where a gaunt, dark-skinned woman with almond shaped eyes appeared in the split-screen, about to board a cargo ship from Cape Town to the Desolation Islands. Tears streaked her hollowed out cheeks and she clutched a tightly swaddled newborn in her arms. She explained that her husband and eldest son had been killed when the rampaging giant stomped across the coastline, destroying their home and business. Now she and her daughter were homeless and penniless, with nowhere to turn. One of Kenneth’s recruiters had given her a one-way ticket to the island – she’d be provided for, clothed, and given a free place to stay. She sobbed that it was a miracle. ‘Dreams really to come true if you just believe.’
 
   The wheels of propaganda were rolling. It didn’t take more than a touching anecdote, a few flashing lights and some cheap parlor tricks; suddenly the media were gulping down the Kool-Aid, just as Kenneth’s followers were. This wasn’t a news cast: this was a recruiting video for The Order of the Eye.
 
   It was a pre-emptive strike on America’s part. Public Relations 101. It would only be a matter of time before word got out that the next generation of drone strikes wasn’t some scary new invisible bomber that sailed undetected over foreign countries, raining fire on evil-doers and innocent civilians alike – it was a man: a superhuman with the speed and strength to destroy anyone, anywhere, and for any reason. His charitable contributions were being placed front and center so he’d been revered as a savior and not a blunt instrument; terrorist groups had been using this tactic for decades, from Hezbollah to Hamas. And it was shockingly effective.
 
   “He’s going to kill me,” I said flatly, still staring at the screen. “I don’t know when, or how, but he’s going to kill me.”
 
   “Okay,” Peyton replied with more calmness in her voice than I’d expected. “How do you know that?”
 
   “Because he told me he would.”
 
   She bit her bottom lip. “Oh.”
 
   “And I believed him.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.”
 
   “The fact that we’re cloaked here is the only thing we have going for us. He’s going to find us eventually. He won’t just bomb the fortress or try to destroy it, though – that would be too risky. He could hurt Brynja.”
 
   “So he wants to kill you, but he wants to protect her—?”
 
   “Something like that,” I said, taking a beat before I said something completely ridiculous, but I had to say it out loud. I had to hear myself say the words and taste them in my mouth.
 
   “He wants her because he’s in love with her.”
 
   Peyton crinkled her nose. “He’s in love with Brynja? Ew. Why?”
 
   “Because I’m lovable as fuck.”
 
   We never heard Brynja approach. We both turned to find her leaning against the doorframe wearing a powder-blue bikini, taking a generous bite from a polished red apple. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said, my face almost certainly reddening with embarrassment, “I was going to come and tell you all about what happened yesterday, it’s just that I’ve been sleeping.”
 
   She blinked twice and took another bite. “Wow…so Kenneth has the hots for me? That’s the strangest thing I’ve heard today.”
 
   “If you think that’s weird, then strap in. The next couple minutes are going to be a bumpy ride.”
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   I told Brynja everything. That her physical body was a construct created by Kenneth, but that her mind, her memories, and even her soul (if such a thing existed) were simply along for the ride. Her physical body was gone. It had been blinked out of existence in the original Arena Mode tournament when an electricity-generating swordsman zapped her, and the vessel she was inhabiting now wasn’t really her own.
 
   She took the news pretty well.
 
   After vomiting, then going back to her room to shower and change into sweats, she agreed to meet me back in the conference room. We resumed our conversation. Peyton tagged along as well, and surprisingly Brynja didn’t seem to mind. She was probably just too shocked to complain.
 
   We sat in the stark white room around the imposing oval table, spread out like notches on a clock. I was at twelve, Brynja sat at three and Peyton was at nine. No one spoke for a very long time.
 
   “So as it turns out, I’m not real,” Brynja finally said. She was sagging into the wide leather conference room chair, legs pulled to her chest. Her voice was brittle. “But, in the plus column, a delusional superhuman demagogue is in love with me. So I have that going for me, which is nice.”
 
   “You are real, and you’re staying that way,” I promised her. And I meant it. “We just need to stop Kenneth. He’s killed most of the Omega-level superhumans, and soon there won’t be anyone left powerful enough to stop him. That’s why we need to act fast.”
 
   “Omega what?” Peyton asked.
 
   “It’s a comic book term,” I confessed, drawing a tiny chuckle from Brynja. My vast, far-reaching nerdiness was enough to make her laugh under almost any circumstance. “The most powerful superhumans are the ones who can control the elements, or vast quantities of energy, or who are basically indestructible. Russia’s Son is dead, Darmaki is gone, and Kenneth has wiped out everyone else...at least every other Omega-level that we know of. He’s becoming the apex predator.”
 
   Peyton offered a half-hearted shrug. “Okay, so what’s his next move?”
 
   “Next? He continues to gain influence. As more and more followers come to his island he’ll feed off their belief. If what Darmaki told me was true, they’ll continue to amplify his powers, and before long…I don’t know. A week goes by? A month? I don’t even know if a CDU will be able to slow him down.”
 
   “What if…” Brynja trailed off momentarily, lost in thought, as if she was considering how to craft her question. “What is the next level? I mean, can he level up from here? Get even more powerful?”
 
   “In theory?” I said, knowing I was at least partially talking out of my ass. “If he reaches the next level after Omega, he’d go cosmic. With that much power he could start to bend reality: open portals, destroy matter, travel through time, create a singularity…if this was a comic. In reality, who knows, but with the way he’s evolving, it isn’t much of a stretch.”
 
   “Jesus,” Brynja whispered. 
 
   Peyton reached inside her spandex workout top and pulled out a tiny gold crucifix; it dangled from a delicate chain and she rubbed it with her thumb. It was almost a reflex; I wasn’t even sure she knew she was doing it.
 
   “Again,” I clarified, “I don’t know what the next step is, or how powerful he’ll become, but something tells me there will be a next level. And if we wait until he gets there, it’s going to be too late.”
 
   “So what’s our play?” Brynja asked. “If you kill him I’m dead, but the alternative…”
 
   Peyton swallowed hard. “You have to kill Kenneth though – that’s the only way to stop him.” Brynja’s eyes met hers but weren’t filled with contempt. They were resigned. “I’m sorry,” Peyton continued, “but how can any jail cell hold him?”
 
   “The princess is right,” Brynja agreed, her voice drowned in defeat. “Kill him.”
 
   I stood and pressed my palm into the table’s glass surface, sparking it to life. A series of files opened when it read my handprint. “I have a plan. I’m going to keep him alive, but where he’s going he’ll be harmless.” I brought a blueprint of my cryogenic chamber into view. “I’m jamming the genie back into the bottle.”
 
   Brynja’s momentary elation quickly faded when she’d realized what I’d be sacrificing. “But…what happens to you, then? This is it: it’s your only chance.”
 
   I shook my head. “It’s your only chance, Brynja. If I can keep him biologically alive and simultaneously dampened by CDUs, your host body will remain intact. You’ll live.”
 
   “It’s a prototype,” Peyton said. She was standing now too. “There’s only one, and if you can’t use it, then your tumor—”
 
   “Is still here,” I interrupted. “And Brynja is alive, and Kenneth is in stasis, and we figure shit out from there. It’s what we always do.”
 
   “I can’t lose you,” Peyton whispered hoarsely.
 
   I smiled. “Someone once told me that I needed to have faith.”
 
   Her eyes widened. She stared at me as if I’d just asked to be baptized.
 
   “Don’t get too excited,” I clarified, “I’m not joining your team just yet. I’m just saying…”
 
   “You don’t need to do this,” Brynja put in. She was still in her chair, curled into an upright fetal position. 
 
   “I do, and I am. I’m going to beat this tumor, beat Kenneth and rid the world of his crazy cult once and for all.” I was suddenly standing a little straighter, infused with confidence.
 
   “I don’t know what they put in that IV,” Brynja chuckled, “but hook me up with some of whatever you’re high on. And if you’re dead set on jamming Kenneth in a freezer, there’s one little flaw in your plan.”
 
   “How are you going to get him in there?” Peyton added.
 
   I had to admit that there was the glaring omission in my otherwise flawless strategy. How do you get the most powerful superhuman on the planet into a tiny metal box? 
 
   “I haven’t worked out every single detail. Only woke up five minutes ago. Let me have a coffee before I fix the world.”
 
   And it was true. I didn’t have all the answers yet.
 
   But I knew someone who might.


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
   Generally speaking, we don’t trust superhumans. And I don’t mean the royal ‘we’, as in the Moxon Corporation, or even myself personally – I’d grown to trust Karin over time, Steve McGarrity was trustworthy to a fault, and I’d trusted Brynja with my life. I’m speaking of the average, everyday folks who have never even met a superhuman in real life. Sure, the ‘muggles’ had seen them on simulcasts, read about them in graphic novels, or possibly even dressed up as one and paraded around a fan convention sporting a bedazzled utility belt and a tin foil mask. To each their own. Even so, none of those experiences can approximate being in their presence, and the cold spike of fear that lances straight to your core when you’re in their orbit.
 
   And when it came to building the public trust, Darkmaki’s unsanctioned Arena Mode tournament didn’t help. Watching superhuman killing machines pound each other into submission was one thing, but when it was outside the context of a sporting event, and you could hear the wails of children and see the terrified faces of civilians running for their lives in the backdrop, it was something else entirely. The glossy, comic book finish was suddenly wiped away. Left behind was a de-saturated portrait of human misery painted by these demigods, and some viewers (even those who revere them) were surely wondering, ‘Could I be next?’
 
   What most folks don’t realize is that the distrust cuts both ways. Superhumans, increasingly, were becoming more wary of their less-gifted counterparts, and Teach Weaving was no different.
 
   I needed to meet her. I needed some face time with The Nightmare.
 
   I had met her only once. It was at Fortress 23, and Valeriya Taktarov had promised her untold riches to kill me. And she would have. The problem was that she isn’t a killer, at least not in the traditional sense; she detects someone’s fear, turns it against them, and lets it consume them. That’s the funny thing about fear: if you let it, the emotion will swallow you whole. She had the ability to turn someone’s fears into a weapon, and it had been a flawless killing tool – that is, until she met yours truly. I’d just discovered that my brain tumor was back for the long haul, and that my days were numbered…so as one might imagine, there was nothing left for me to fear. When you know your days are numbered and the curtain is about to close, there isn’t much left that makes you weak in the knees. She was powerless against me, and her mission had failed. I never saw her or heard from her again, and that was the bulk of my knowledge about her. 
 
   As far as information goes, that’s not a lot to go on when you want to track someone down. It was practically nothing to go on, in fact. But what I did know about her, outside of her impressive body count, is that she was connected. Not just connected in the social butterfly sense (which she was), but that she was connected to other superhumans. She could feel the ebb and flow of their abilities, tap into their brainwaves. If anyone knew what Kenneth feared, it was her. I needed his Achilles heel, the chink in his armor – I would’ve settled for knowing if he had a fucking food allergy. Anything I could use to get him in that box, I needed to know. I need an edge.
 
   The problem with contacting The Nightmare was that you don’t contact her, she contacts you. Through a series of backchannels on the Darknet you relay her a message, and hope she replies. Within an hour I’d received a text from an anonymous account, telling me to arrive at a seaside Costa Rican café, alone, unarmed, and with a shit-ton of money. I agreed. We set the time and I had Karin spool up the teleportation drive: I was about to visit South America. 
 
   The café was not what I’d envisioned. It was open-air with a smattering of wicker chairs and teetering plastic tables, spread out over a generous expanse of sand. It was sea-side only in name; the crystalline water could be seen lapping up on the shore, bringing strands of seaweed and shells along with it, but was obscured by a ragged line of wind-battered palms that acted as a barrier between the coffee shop and the ocean. 
 
   The patrons were a healthy mixture of locals and tourists. Some sipped from small porcelain cups, while others checked their coms or snapped photos of multicolored birds that were bounding excitedly underfoot, pecking at errant crumbs. A few of the more fortunate patrons were beneath an umbrella fashioned from straw. I’d arrived during the morning rush, apparently, because the only available two-seat table was at the center of the café, far from any shade (since the entire establishment was basically comprised of loose furniture on a beach, I’d wondered why they didn’t just pick everything up and move it beneath the nearby palm trees to avoid melting the tourists). 
 
   An hour after our agreed meeting time, a slender, serpentine goddess in black lace weaved her way through the sweaty locals and much sweatier tourists. Her dress was so ornately designed it would’ve been an understatement to simply call it a dress – it looked more like a wedding gown without the train and veil. She was painted with inky black lips and matching eyeliner, delicately clutching a Victorian parasol that was as intricate as her gown. My eyes were glued to her, but eventually I tore them away long enough to register the utter lack of reaction from everyone else. It was bizarre. Not a single person, tourist or local even shot her a glance – this picturesque, gothic beauty that could have been plucked from 18th century England and dropped on a rustic South American coast, three centuries and half a world away.  
 
   With an elegant stroke she brushed her dress beneath her and sat, keeping her parasol angled deftly overhead. The light was in no danger of touching that make-up.
 
   “So we meet again,” she offered, along with a friendly smile and a firm handshake. Her voice was velvety, but lacked the otherworldly menace it was laced with during our previous meeting.
 
    I managed a quasi-genial smile, not overly concerned whether or not it came off as authentic. “Nice to chat when death isn’t on the line.”
 
   A chunky bearded man in tropical whites breezed over to our table, carrying an oversized water jug that clinked when the rapidly-melting ice cubes bumped up against the glass. He placed a cup in front of her and filled mine for the fourth time before continuing to the other tables.
 
    “Apologies for the location,” she offered, taking a quick sip from her cup. “I can’t be too careful these days considering the political climate.”
 
   “No problem at all.” I shifted in my seat, tugging at my collar. “Look, not to be impertinent, but I don’t have a ton of time right now…could we speed past this part of the conversation and get the good stuff?”
 
   She nodded, and was more than happy to skip the pleasantries and the small-talk and pretending-to-give-a-shit-about-each-other’s-personal-lives. This wasn’t a job interview or a business lunch – we didn’t have to put on this social charade. 
 
   “After the incident at your fortress,” she began, “I needed to get as far away from Canada as possible. My butt was on the line. Laugh at their Mounties and maple syrup and donuts all you want, but when it comes to a military presence they’re definitely no joke. Contrary to popular belief they do have guns, and they’re not afraid to use them. Anyone associated with Valeriya’s Red Army was being tracked down and questioned, and who knows what else. I had no stake in her endgame and I wasn’t going down for her cause. I was there because she offered me an eight-figure paycheck, nothing more.” She hesitated, before adding, “And speaking of which…”
 
   I reached into my breast pocket and placed a flat copper key on the flimsy table-top, sliding it towards her. “Twenty-two million in gold, just like you asked. It’s in a safety deposit box at—”
 
   “I know,” She interrupted. The Nightmare scooped up the key and like a street magician concealing a card, with a subtle flick of her wrist, it disappeared. It could have been sleight of hand, or she could have clouded my mind so I couldn’t see where she’d hidden it. It didn’t matter and I didn’t bother asking.
 
   “You know where the bank is, too?” I asked. “And how do you know all the gold is there that I promised you?”
 
   She rapped a black painted fingernail against her temple. “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re a loud thinker?”
 
   I snorted. “Yeah I’ve heard that once or twice.”
 
   She hesitated again, as if momentarily lost in thought. “I thought you were in a hurry?”
 
   “No, yeah, please continue. No more interruptions, I promise.”
 
   She glanced around conspiratorially before continuing, as if someone in this sparsely-trafficked café was secretly tracking her. After a cursory examination of the patrons she leaned in on her elbows, angling her umbrella so it shaded my head as well (which provided some much-needed relief from the punishing sunlight – I didn’t care how ridiculous I looked huddled beneath it).
 
   “So there I was,” she continued, in a slightly hushed tone, “In Casablanca, holed up in this quaint little hotel that hadn’t been renovated since the early 1930s. I love Morocco. Saying this place was old-world would be an understatement: all white marble, mixed with some art deco touches and gold columns, more staff than guests, and best of all: no surveillance. Not a CDU or video camera in sight. My room had a freaking rotary phone, for crissakes. 
 
   “Anyway, this place was the perfect hideout: I was going to be safe from the Canadians, the Americans, and anyone from the Red Army who might have blamed me for your eventual escape; those guys were pretty hardcore when it came to the whole retribution thing. 
 
   “Once I got settled in I took a minute to check the news on my com. I half expected to see a smoldering crater where Fortress 23 used to be. Like everyone else in the know, I figured they were going to bomb the entire place back to the Stone Age just to dot their I’s and cross their T’s. But that wasn’t what was dominating the headlines. It was the scene in Thunder Bay. I saw Sergei Taktarov’s ‘resurrection’ outside of that little hospital and almost everyone was buying it, saying he’d ‘reached across the ethereal plane’ and all sorts of new-age nonsense. Of course I knew it was bullshit. It was a glamour; a parlor trick used by Wiccans and mages and a handful of supers to mask their identity.” 
 
   “Wait,” I interrupted, forgetting that just a moment ago I’d promised no further interruptions. “Magic is real?”
 
   She sighed. “Not in this dimension, no, but in alternate timelines, yes. You can use a sigil to...wait, do you wanna hear the rest of this story or not?”
 
   “Sorry, sorry…” I twirled my fingers in the universal symbol of ‘please go on’ before zipping my mouth shut.
 
   She took a quick sip of water before continuing. “I could tell Kenneth had pulled off a glamour because I do it all the time. I’m doing it right now: everyone in this café except for you thinks I’m a four-hundred pound Columbian businessman with a comb-over and a bad sunburn.“
 
   “Huh.”
 
   “So anyways, there I was, spending a month getting oil exfoliations and rhassoul wraps in paradise, just basically pampering myself into a coma. Then he shows up.”
 
   “Kenneth Livitski.”
 
   She pointed at me with a finger gun, cocking her thumb as she pantomimed the hammer ratcheting into place. “Bingo. So Ken is decked out in his new super-suit, cape, the whole deal, and at his side is Valeriya Taktarov. I’ve racked my brains and to this day I have no idea how they found me: I was using a fake name, fake ID, concealing my face behind a dozen different glamours whenever I went out in public – but they found me. I guess it doesn’t matter how, but I’d still like to know.
 
   “So Valeriya tells me that INTERPOL had frozen her accounts and locked down her assets, leaving me several million dollars short, but Ken tells me he has something even better for me: glory. The chance to ‘rule’ at his side and become some sort of a world leader, ushering in this brave new era of blah blah blah…to be honest I completely tuned him out after five minutes. Needless to say I wasn’t buying what he was selling. I’ve heard the whole ‘super villain taking over the world’ speech more than once in the last decade, and it’s never worked out for the villain. He promised that this time it was going to be different, and Valeriya says that they’re going to build a following. Not like the Red Army, fueled by hatred and frustration; those emotions run hot, but they burn out over time. This new coalition they were forming – The Order of the Eye – was going to be built on faith: a foundation so powerful that nothing could break it. It sounded like some Scientology-level nonsense to me, so of course I was skeptical, but now…”
 
   “Now you’re afraid,” I added. She didn’t need to confirm or deny – it was written across her face. Her fear was cleverly masked and concealed and hidden beneath layers of subterfuge, but not cleverly enough.
 
   “Powers all across the world are being sliced and diced,” she said flatly, “and we all know who’s responsible. At first he wanted allies, but now? He just wants to rub us out one at a time. The only supers he has at his side are B-list lapdogs who don’t pose any real threat to his throne. Before long Kenneth will be the last player left on the board, and there won’t be anyone left to topple him. At least no Omega-levels.”
 
   “Wait,” I asked, raising a finger, “did you just use the term—”
 
   “It was for lack of a better term,” she cut in. “I only said it because that’s what you were thinking.”
 
   “Oh. Okay. So back to Morocco: he just let you walk?”
 
   “He said my time was coming,” she sighed nonchalantly. “He said that if I wasn’t with him, I was against him, and yadda yadda yadda. He did most of the talking but I could tell Valeriya was fueling him. That little pre-teen Stalin had been feeding his ego, building him up until he felt like he could conquer the globe. It’s like he was this fire and she was an endless supply of gasoline. So naturally I asked what made him so confident, and why he thought he could take on the world. He said his constructs were indestructible, crafted from pure energy. And now he was fearless. Until I met you I’d never encountered anyone without a fear of death, and right away something felt wrong…I didn’t need to get inside his head to know he was lying.”
 
   “So what does he fear?”
 
   She looked around again, first left and then right. She was savoring the juicy morsel of information as if it were a sublimely cooked piece of steak, just waiting to be sliced open. The suspense was killing me. “He fears only one thing: his power being sapped. He’s an architect, and his abilities seem unlimited, but he’s mortal. He can bleed. And that’s where his power lies. He knows that his blood could be his undoing.”
 
   It made sense. Scientists had been obsessed with superhuman anatomy ever since their discovery. While defense contractors were preoccupied with their only tangible weakness – altering their brainwaves to temporarily drain their abilities – other corporations had gone to great lengths to harvest their blood and tissue, hoping to gain advancements in the ultra-lucrative field of medicine. To date the results had been lackluster, at least from the limited number of samples that had been collected. They were always looking for a sample from increasingly powerful superhumans, hoping to find the billion-dollar genome.
 
   The race to drain a sample from Sergei Taktarov was a poorly kept secret, though that turned out be fruitless as well; the Russians had done everything in their power to obtain a sample from his corpse, but even in death they couldn’t penetrate his skin. Rumor has it that diamond-tipped drill bits were snapping off in mid-rotation trying to puncture his veins. If you got a sample from the right badass-level superhuman, it wouldn’t just be a step for mankind – it would be a leap over a soaring megatower.
 
   It seemed like an interesting lead, but I needed more to go on. “So what you’re saying,” I asked, “is that he’s terrified of someone getting a blood sample. So what? That could just be paranoia.”
 
   She shook her head. “His creations aren’t temporary anymore,” she stated. “He creates something and that thing is a part of him. He can even create organics, but those creations aren’t fully formed – they’re missing a catalyst to realize their potential. They lack the missing ingredient to becoming independent.”
 
   Holy shit. Brynja couldn’t ghost because he’d crippled her abilities by design; brought her back as a small part of a whole. He was limiting her to protect himself.
 
   “I get some of Kenneth’s blood, inject her with it and then she can ghost again. She’s the last Omega. It’s the one power he might not be able to counter…” My mind was flooded with possibilities, but it was still a bit of a leap. And while I may have been stuck with the nickname, it was Brynja who was the real God Slayer. The only known superhuman who could become incorporeal – and that was the key to my strategy.
 
   Weaving reached up the stem of her umbrella and unlatched the locking mechanism, pulling the canopy down with a swift snap. “Sure,” she said offhandedly. “In theory. Get a pint of Kenneth’s blood, mainline it into your girl and she’ll be back to her cheerful self, powers and all.”
 
   “So how do I get the blood?” I asked her, stupidly blurting out the question before taking the time to think it through. 
 
   “You promised payment, and I promised I’d reveal his greatest fear. That was our arrangement, and I never go back on my word. But that was the extent of our arrangement, Mister Moxon.” She took a final sip of her water and dropped the empty tumbler on the tabletop with a dull clunk.
 
   “You have power,” I said. “Maybe even more power than Livitski. Help me: join my team and I’ll double the gold. Triple it. Whatever you want.” I was coming off desperate, I’m sure, but I’d never been much of a negotiator. Plus she was a mind-reader – no use playing it cool when someone can hear the clumsy, frantic thoughts colliding in your brain.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, but didn’t really sound like it. “I don’t take money for things I can’t provide. Technically, yes, I can turn someone’s fears against them, but Kenneth…he’s in class of his own now.” She extended an open palm, pressing it forward as if she were a mime pushing against an imaginary barrier. But it wasn’t imaginary. Her fingertips illuminated, radiating a white-hot energy that I could feel from across the table. The bones in her hand became visible through her flesh like an x-ray. “Even now, I can feel him,” she said, her eerie black gaze locking on mine. “His power and influence swells. I can feel the fear and respect of his followers rippling like waves, spreading exponentially…”
 
   “So aren’t you afraid that you could be next? If he found you once he could find you again.”
 
   She closed her hand and snapped off the light show with a fizzle of electricity. Then she sighed wistfully and leaned across the table, and pressed her soft, dark-painted lips into my cheek.
 
   “I’m no hero, so I’m sitting this one out. When the dust settles, I’ll choose my side.”
 
   She produced a twenty dollar bill from somewhere (again, I don’t know how – it was like having brunch with Houdini) dropped it on the table and placed her empty cup on top, ensuring the salty ocean breeze wouldn’t carry it away. She stood, flattened out her dress and walked away.
 
   “What if The Living Eye wins?” I called out.
 
   She answered without turning around. “I guess I’ll become a Scientologist.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
   It took a day to complete my other stops around the world. By the time I’d returned to Fortress 18 in the South China Sea, few of my other fortresses remained intact.
 
   A simulcast in New Zealand reported that my remote Lees Valley research facility (Fortress 11) had been eviscerated by flames when a faulty gas line exploded. My security footage showed otherwise. A blur of fists and energy that looked vaguely like The Living Eye streaked through the steel and concrete laboratory, tearing the glimmering six-level structure to pieces. It was left pocked with entry and exit holes, six-inch bullet proof windows smashed like delicate stemware, and towering concrete walls plowed down as if by a wrecking ball. 
 
    And it didn’t end there.
 
   My fortress in Newfoundland had been torn to pieces, and what remained was concrete strip footing attached to the cliff face overlooking the North Atlantic, with threaded galvanized rods bent out in awkward directions like dislocated fingers. The fortress itself was gone: it had been shorn from its foundation, bobbed in the waves and then capsized, sinking to the ocean floor.
 
   My Siberian stronghold – a dome roughly the size and shape of an NFL football stadium – had been pried open as if by a giant can opener, and was ransacked in a matter of seconds.
 
   It went on and on. Every place I could possibly be hiding was being systematically destroyed, and only Fortress 18’s cloaking device was keeping me off the radar. At least for now. For how much longer, I had no idea. 
 
   I gathered the gang in the conference room, knowing it would likely be the last time we’d gather in that spot. There was a sobering finality to it all, and I was suddenly overtaken by a stomach-twisting melancholy; sadness that I had a difficult time suppressing. But there needed to be a leader now, and I had to push my personal feelings aside. Easier said than done.
 
   Once seated, I stood at the head of the oval conference table with a reinforced steel briefcase sitting ominously before me.
 
   “What’s in the case?” Karin asked, plopping down into a leather seat. She was rolling back and forth on her toes, dragging the wheeled chair across the plush white carpeting like an impatient grade-schooler. 
 
   “You can’t just blurt it out like that,” Brynja scolded her. “I’m sure there’s some really cool story behind it.”
 
   McGarrity, who was sitting next to me, reached over and tried to unlatch one of the locks. “Yeah, screw that – I wanna see inside.”
 
   I smacked his hand and he jerked it back. He massaged it as he shrunk into his seat.
 
   “Okay,” I began, shifting uneasily from one running shoe to the other. “So I’m going to give you all a speech. I’m notorious for sticking my feet into my mouth more than I am for my rousing addresses, but we’re short on time and this is going to have to do. Kenneth is coming. Sooner than later. It could be next week, or tomorrow, or in the next fifteen minutes. I don’t know. And when he gets here, we’re all dead. And there’s nothing we can do about it.” 
 
   Winston Churchill would have been proud.
 
   I’d gotten everyone’s attention, though at what cost I don’t know. McGarrity, Peyton, Brynja, Karin and Gavin stared at me wide-eyed, and in the pregnant pause they were undoubtedly awaiting a ‘but’.
 
   “But,” I added, “if we set up a trap right now, we can gain the upper hand. He’ll show up on our terms and our timeline. We can ambush him and lock him into my cryogenics chamber.”
 
   “We know,” Gavin said. “Peyton told me all about the plan. ‘Keep Kenneth biologically alive’ and all that. But we still don’t have a way to get him into the box.”
 
   I unlatched the case and flipped it open. Inside was vial the size of a soda can, filled with blood. Kenneth Livitiski’s blood. 
 
   Brynja stood. “Is that…”
 
   “It’s his,” I nodded. “And now it’s yours. This is what you’ve been missing – why you’ve felt so empty and directionless. It’s the missing piece of your puzzle.”
 
   “I’ll be able to ghost again?” she asked, though she didn’t sound wildly enthusiastic about the prospect. She’d read my mind before I could say the words.
 
   “Yes, but…I think it’s more than that. Teach Weaving said that—”
 
   “The Nightmare?” Peyton interrupted. “You’re consulting with the superhuman hit woman who tried to murder you back in Fortress 23?” 
 
   “It’s a little more complicated than that,” I explained. “She told me Kenneth’s greatest fear was his blood being harvested and exploited, but was a little fuzzy on the details. And then there was the issue of being able to actually get my hands on some of it. I didn’t take him for a charity blood drive kind of guy, so I had to go with a hunch I had.
 
   “When I was following him using the microtracers in his blood, I could track exactly where he was all over the world. I was keeping a close eye on him. But then something strange happened: the trackers died months before they should have. When I realized it wasn’t a technical malfunction it hit me that he’d have to have had them removed, which meant a blood transfusion.”
 
   McGarrity leaned closer, marveling at the container. “O-M-G-F. What an idiot.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure when he hired Doctor Conor McGrady and instructed him to filter and dispose of the blood sample, he assumed the good doctor would do just that. But this,” I held the container higher, letting the overhead light gleam through the transparent tubing at the top, “is a thousand times more valuable than gold. There is no way someone is going to throw an Omega-level superhuman’s blood in the trash when they know it’s worth a fortune to the right buyer, or even good for a Nobel Prize or two if they worked on it themselves. Tracers or not.”
 
    “So now what?” Peyton asked. “We just pump it into Brynja and see what happens?”
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” she said, holding her hands out. “I’m not some lab test bunny. We don’t know what’s going to happen if I get that inside me. My head could fall off or my nipples could explode, or I could start crapping blue electricity for all you know.”
 
   Peyton scrunched up her face. “Wow, that was graphic.”
 
   “It’s a gamble,” I admitted, “but so is everything. Every time I stepped into the casino it was a risk: would someone know I was counting cards? Would I even pick up a decent hand in the first place? And would someone put a bullet in my back if I cleaned out their life savings at a game of Texas Hold ‘Em? You can’t guarantee a win, ever. Life just doesn’t work that way, and things are dangerous and scary as hell. But you can tilt the odds in your favor.”
 
   She took the metal and glass vial from my hands and inspected it, staring at the crimson blood that was decidedly antithetical to whatever the blue liquid was that currently ran through her veins.
 
   “And you think this is it?” she asked, not averting her eyes from the container. “You’re confident that this is your royal flush or whatever?”
 
   I shrugged. “It kind of has to be. So many horrible things have happened that it’s almost a statistical impossibility that this will be a dud, too.”
 
   She snorted. “Not exactly instilling me with confidence.”
 
   “Look, do what you need to do,” I told her. “But if you can ghost again, you can drop a sedative inside him, the same way you dropped an acid-filled bullet into Sergei Taktarov’s skull. We drag him into the cryo-chamber and he’s a popsicle. We win.”
 
   She stood. “Let’s do it,” she said, steeling her resolve. “We could use a win.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty
 
   Fortress 18’s infirmary was white and metallic and sterile, with the same hermetically sealed look and feel as every other room in this bland, paper-white stronghold. Brynja was surprisingly calm. She sat perfectly still on a gurney with an IV in her forearm, held in place with a small length of surgical tape. Only I’d accompanied her. Everyone else waited in the conference room. 
 
   The nurse had transferred Kenneth’s blood into a rubbery bag that hung from a hook on the wall, and he was about to begin the drip. He tugged down his light blue procedure mask and smiled brightly, offsetting the otherwise somber mood in the room. 
 
   “Everyone set?” he beamed.
 
   “Do me a favor,” Brynja said. “Dial it back about nine thousand percent.”
 
   “Absolutely,” he said with an enthusiastic thumbs up, smile widening.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   The nurse (whose tiny silver nametag read ‘Wu’) reached for the nozzle on the IV’s hose line, index finger primed to flip the switch and begin the drip. Brynja lunged out and snatched his hand.
 
   “Wait.” She stared at me for a long second. I reached out and took her hand. Then she asked me something telepathically. I was sure it wasn’t a voice inside my own head because her eyes conveyed the same energy as I gazed into them; I was reading subtitles and listening to the audio at the same time in perfect sync.
 
   I leaned in and kissed her twice. Once on the cheek, and again on the forehead. When I drew back her eyes were closed.
 
   “You already know the answer,” I whispered.
 
   Nurse Wu coughed, loud and obvious, bringing a fist to his mouth. “Um, I don’t wanna rush you two, but my shift is kinda already over, and I heard Aletta was making Purple Zebras downstairs. So if we could just move this along…”
 
   “OH MY GOD CAN WE HAVE A MOMENT?” Brynja shouted, causing Wu to leap back a step. After a loud groan she reached out and grabbed the hose line, flicked the nozzle, and released the drip. “He’s right,” she sighed. “Might as well get this show on the road.”
 
   It took a moment for the drip to begin.
 
   The nurse glanced at his com. “Now that we’re technically done here…” he said, pointing towards the door.
 
   “Yes, please go.” I said, not looking in his direction. I was staring at the river of red filling the transparent hose, inching down towards Brynja’s vein.
 
   “Are you sure?” I heard him ask.
 
   “YES. GO.”
 
   “Everyone is so shouty today,” I heard Wu mutter as he left.
 
   The infirmary door whooshed closed. For whatever reason I’d chosen that exact moment to turn my head, watching the door latch into place.
 
   When I turned back, Brynja was gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-One
 
     “Brynja?” I shouted, racing around the infirmary. It was small – just three crisply laundered hospital beds, some cabinets filled with supplies and a small computer terminal with a VR rig. I actually didn’t even know where I was looking. Had she ghosted already? Disappeared and fallen through the floor? Or did she blink out of existence all together? Fuck, what had I done? I’d just injected her with blood I’d bought from a doctor who had broken several ethics laws in obtaining and selling it. Okay, I had verified it as superhuman, and I was ninety-nine point nine percent sure it was Kenneth’s – but what if it wasn’t? Fuck shit damn fuck, what had I done?!
 
   “Language, language,” I heard a voice call out in my head. “Are your thoughts always this vulgar?”
 
   I looked up at the buzzing fluorescent lights, eyes trailing along the exposed piping that had been painted white with exposed red daisy wheel valves jutting from them. Where was that voice coming from? It sounded like…
 
   “You’re not hallucinating, if that’s what you’re thinking,” the voice echoed.
 
   Then she appeared. Not with a blast of light or energy or lightning or fanfare of any kind. It was just a blip. One second, nothing. The next moment, silently, there she was.
 
   “Well, I say if that’s what you were thinking, but really, what kind of mind-reader would I be if I was guessing, right?”
 
   Her porcelain skin, glowing blue eyes and matching hair were intact, but as for the rest of her…the word ‘surreal’ didn’t even cover it.
 
   Her armor was translucent, continually shifting flecks of purple as if it was being shot through with sunlight. I couldn’t tell if it was made of metal or glass. Sharp spires jutted angrily from her shoulders and from the toes of her boots, and her gauntlets were layered with the same otherworldly material. She was shrouded in an ankle-length cloak that flapped regally behind her, blown by a wind that didn’t exist. It revealed an inner lining that crackled with electrical impulses.
 
   At her side was a snarling blue manticore. His white mane billowed with the same non-existent wind, his ragged dragon wings folded to his back, and his scorpion tail swayed threateningly, the stinger dripping with a single glob of venom. He was the size of a stallion.
 
   She absently stroked Melvin’s mane and his snarling subsided. He came to heel like a lapdog.
 
   “I’m not a ghost anymore,” she said. “I’m an architect.”
 
   Whatever she’d become (or ascended to?) was unlike anything I could have imagined. She could bend reality to her will, just like Kenneth; creating clothing and armor and even a living creature. And she was glorious.
 
   “Your inner monologue is like a Harlequin Romance novel right now,” she chuckled. “I’m not gonna lie, I’m a little embarrassed for you.”
 
   “Sorry, I’m just…wow.” I goggled at her. I couldn’t help it.
 
   “Don’t let your girlfriend come in here and catch you perving on me.”
 
   “NO, I mean…it’s just…” her breasts were nearly exposed, covered perilously by just the edges of her cloak, and the rest of the armor revealed a very liberal amount of thigh and midriff. It was hard not to ogle.
 
   “It’s no big deal,” she sighed. “Get over it.”
 
   “I know, you’re European. You sunbathe topless.”
 
   Brynja walked towards me with Melvin in tow, her metal (or glass?) boots rapping thunderously across the durasteel floor.
 
   She smiled. “Damn right I do.” Her palm sprang open and a glowing purple rod appeared, topped with a basketball-sized head. It was a mace – a blunt medieval weapon used for flattening whatever it collided with (not the most elegant of instruments, but an effective one for anyone powerful enough to wield it). Spikes appeared from the round head, telescoping outward as if they were growing organically.
 
   I marveled at the weapon, but my mind was still stuck on her wardrobe. 
 
   “Now are we gonna stand here and talk about my tits all afternoon, or are we going to stuff Kenneth into a freezer?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Two
 
   Cameron Frost’s naming conventions aside, Fortress 18’s design presented strategic difficulties when setting up a military defense. 
 
   It was built into a mountain range; seven rocky fingers that reached out of the South China Sea, each topped with part of the compound (some were stubby and compact, just eighty feet high at their peak, and some were long and gangly, stretching five times that height). The fingertips were all topped with platforms. There was a pair of runways serving dozens of aircraft, although most had vertical take-off capabilities. The rest were mounted with multi-layered bronze domes, designed like serrated sea shells, which served as entranceways to the hollowed-out interiors of the mountains. But none were designed for combat. This was a research and development facility, nothing more. It was cloaked with the most state-of-the-art scrambling equipment ever designed, and was invisible to all types of radar and satellite (and, apparently, even superhuman detection). When no one can find you, there isn’t much need for heavy artillery. In retrospect, it couldn’t have hurt.
 
   I stood on the primary platform: a wide tarmac that could have housed three aircraft carriers sitting end-to-end. I walked to the edge, glancing ten stories down. The water reflected the sharp yellow sun, and was as placid as a lake. Typically the ocean waves would slam into the base of the barnacled mountain where the rock face met the waterline, spraying the edge of the tarmac with a salty mist. Not today. There was an eerie, ominous stillness all around. The air, the water…it was the calm before the proverbial storm, and everyone could feel it.
 
   I lifted my wrist to my mouth. “Helmet,” I commanded, and my swarm robotics obeyed. A moment later I was wearing a full helmet with a dark tinted visor, blocking out the blinding glare of the South Pacific sun.
 
   The plan was set. In the TT-100 Karin hovered invisibly in the cloudless sky several miles off-coast. When the time was right she’d land, and the cryogenics unit that was magnetically latched to the underbelly would be open, ready for its new occupant. Now we just needed Kenneth unconscious – or sedated enough to jam him inside.
 
   Brynja and McGarrity emerged from the fortress’ main entrance at my back. She had reverted to her normal clothing: the cropped tank top, ripped jean shorts and spiked combat boots that I’d seen her wearing when we’d first met. She constructed the outfit with a simple thought, and like magic it had appeared. Melvin was of course out of sight (precisely where, I didn’t know, but Brynja assured me he’d materialize ‘at the right moment’, whenever that was). If she was an architect she was theoretically powerful enough to match Kenneth punch for punch, blow for blow, construct for construct, but I didn’t want it to come to that. I’d hoped she could phase into him and administer the sedative concealed in her palm before he’d had a chance to fight back. 
 
   McGarrity was in his jeans and t-shirt, as per usual, and was taking a selfie with his wrist com.
 
   Brynja slapped his shoulder. “Dude, really?”
 
   “This is for my new book jacket,” he said, swatting her away as he continued to snap pictures. “This is going to be the most epic battle of all time – maybe even epic-er than Fortress 23. If I don’t record this for posterity, who will?”
 
   “London,” I barked into my com. “Shut down all cloaking on Fortress 18.”
 
   “Oh, are you sure?” a friendly Scottish voice replied; the ever-buoyant octogenarian who was programmed as my AI, and she sounded concerned. “If we do that, Mister Moxon, then people will know where we are. Bad people.”
 
   “I’m aware,” I said firmly. “Shut it down. Now.”
 
   “Yes sir! I can detect by your vocal change in tone and pitch that you’ve been angered. I would never dare to question your genius, or disobey a command. I was merely suggesting that given the current state of affairs with—”
 
   “Duly noted,” I said with even less patience. “Just do it.”
 
   And like that the cloak came down.
 
   I looked skyward and waited, and like watching water boil, it was taking forever. Brynja paced, McGarrity continued to snap photos of himself. Surely Kenneth had been monitoring the globe; at this point he could feel a disruption, and sense when our cloaking went offline. Brynja assured me that he’d ‘feel’ a band of energy snapping off when I cut the cloaking, and I believed her.
 
   Another moment drifted by. And then another. I spoke to Peyton and Gavin on my com; they were armored and armed to the teeth, sitting securely in the TT-100’s passenger bay, and they were monitoring the skies from two different sat-cams (I’d sent the rest of the staff back to their respective homes, hoping that after this was all said and done, they’d still have hometowns left).
 
   “Incoming,” Gavin suddenly shouted, and that’s all he had time to say.
 
   The next few moments unfolded in a blur, like they had in Switzerland. The first part of the offensive barrage was one I’d fully expected: it was a silver projectile the shape of a bullet but the size of an eighteen-wheel truck, spiraling overhead. We didn’t have time to move. Steve, Brynja and I gawked, staring upward as it draped us in shadow, continued out over the ocean, and dropped. It sunk harmlessly into the water and bellowed, like the sound I’d imagine a whale might make when being impaled by a harpoon. The device sent out an EMP, crippling every mechanical device in the immediate area. It was necessary for Kenneth to know his powers would be functional when he arrived, and it was why I’d sent Karin miles offshore with the TT-100, leaving it unaffected and out of range.
 
   A heartbeat later and The Living Eye was standing a hundred feet away in full costume: cape, cowl, and his eye logo emblazoning his chest, glowing with a brilliance that rivaled even the tropical sun. 
 
   “Brynja,” he called out, spreading his hands wide. “I’ve finally caught up with you. Have you reconsidered my offer?” His tone was breezy, lips curled softly at the edges.
 
   “Your offer?” she blurted out a caustic little laugh that instantly caused his face to crumble. “To what, join you and your cult?”
 
   “To come home,” he said firmly.
 
   “I already have a home.” Her voice was growing bolder, words dripping with venom – her petulance was mirroring his. 
 
   Shit. This wasn’t the plan.
 
   “This is your last chance, Brynja. I will not make the offer again.” He sounded like an irritated parent, not even attempting to maintain his composure. It was almost embarrassing.
 
   “Or what? You’ll kill me? Kill Mox and McGarrity and everyone else? Go ahead – I’ve got nothing left to live for, anyway. You’ve stripped everything from me.”
 
   McGarrity’s face twisted into a mask of confusion, and as much as I’d tried to maintain my poker face I knew I was failing. Brynja was going way, way off-script here. We’d discussed her making some small talk, turning on me, and then sauntering towards a distracted Kenneth, where she’d be close enough to administer the pill. This was pure improv…or it was something else. She was running on emotion and it was getting away from her; fists clenched, the heat rising in her face – she was losing it. If she had an alternate plan in mind I didn’t know what it was, and this sure as hell wasn’t the time to flip the script.
 
   “I’ve done nothing but give, can’t you see that?” Kenneth’s voice cracked with emotion; a single thread of humanity barely audible in his words. “People needed guidance and I provided it. The world needed someone to look up to and I became that. You needed a physical body – a host for your consciousness – and I crafted you one. I’m exhausted from being everything to everyone.”
 
   “Are you kidding me?” she shouted, stomping towards him. “You gave me this body because you wanted me to be your plaything! You stripped me of my ghosting ability because it scared you, and you turned my blood into some sort of tracking device so you could keep tabs. I’m not a fucking pet, Kenneth – you don’t just get to neuter me and train me and put me on a leash.”
 
   “You didn’t like your ghosting ability!” he pleaded.
 
   “It doesn’t matter what you thought I wanted or didn’t want – it wasn’t yours to take away. Can’t you see that?”
 
   Kenneth looked past her, eyes ablaze. “He’s brainwashing you, can’t you see that?”
 
   “Mox did nothing. I can think for myself, and if I’d wanted to be with you, I would’ve been. I barely knew you in Arena Mode, Kenneth – you were air lifted out of the battle zone and hospitalized before I had the chance to even see the real you.”
 
   “Because of him!” he shouted wildly, jamming an accusatory finger in my direction. “You have no idea what it was like – what I went through in that coma he put me in. I was trapped in a prison of pure darkness. I was fully aware, surrounded by sounds and the voices of those who came and went, but I couldn’t call out to them. Each minute lasted an hour. Each day felt like a year. I heard the sobs of my mother, pleading to a higher power that I be freed from my confines. Of course her prayers went unanswered, and I listened as she slowly unraveled, one plea at a time. And that wasn’t even the worst I had to endure: the doctors came and went, unsure of how to diagnose a superhuman. One afternoon a pair of interns mused aloud that it would be fantastic if I’d die so they could slice me open, tearing out my insides to satisfy their curiosity. Dissecting me like a fucking frog in a high school science class.”
 
   “Well boo fucking hoo,” McGarrity said in a mocking sing-song voice, and everyone turned to face him. “So you were scared of the dark and heard some things that made you sad. Welcome to being an adult, asshole. You’re gonna experience things that rub you the wrong way once in a while. Everything you see and read and hear isn’t going to feel great but we all just man up and move on – it’s called ‘life’. You don’t get to claim innocence and become a sociopath because you can’t deal with your own emotions.”
 
   Brynja cleared her throat. “Ahem.”
 
   “Sorry,” McGarrity clarified. “Man or woman up.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Kenneth had clearly heard enough. He charged. “Stay out of this you son of a bitch!” A construct of brilliant blue energy appeared in his hands: a broadsword, three feet long, and it was a near-replica of McGarrity’s. Steve’s own weapon sparked to life, a vicious yellow blade forged from pure sunlight, just in time to make a horizontal block. Their swords collided. Brynja and I scurried to safety, watching the battle unfold. 
 
   I don’t know if Kenneth had been practicing swordplay but his movements were precise; highly polished and fluid, as if he were wielding an elegant rapier, and not a two-handed blade.
 
   McGarrity blocked and parried each oncoming strike with equal precision. There was no clatter of steel on steel, but when the weapons of energy collided they rippled and hummed like massive power generators, casting off waves of heat and blinding flashes of light. The collisions intensified and they both seemed to gain momentum with each passing stroke, neither seeming to tire.
 
   The next sequence happened so swiftly it almost appeared choreographed: a low, arcing swing from McGarrity’s sword was aiming to take Kenneth out at the knees, but he leapt. The glowing blade dragged along the tarmac, carving a nasty scar that smoldered and coughed up bright orange embers. Before McGarrity could reset his position Kenneth’s blade found it’s mark, the tip grazing his exposed bicep. It was more than enough.
 
   McGarrity screamed and clutched his arm, oozing blood, his sword now nowhere to be found. It had disappeared the moment he’d been sliced, and his concentration broken.
 
   This wasn’t the distraction I was hoping for but it would have to do.
 
   When Kenneth raised his sword overhead and prepared to deliver the coup de grâce, Brynja’s hand ghosted into his throat and retracted. He turned and swung on instinct, his sword passing harmlessly through her.
 
   Kenneth wobbled, eyes fluttering. The pill had dissolved instantly and was already coursing through his bloodstream, slowing his motor skills. 
 
   “Youuuuuu…” he slurred, lurching towards me. “You did this. You ruined my life!”
 
   He swung a gloved fist like a punch-drunk boxer and I swayed, easily avoiding his looping left hook.
 
   I retaliated with a stiff right cross, tattooing his exposed jaw with my metallic gauntlet. The shot buckled his knees and sent him into a heap, crumbled at my feet. 
 
   “And that’s what you get when you…” I trailed off a moment. “Shit. I got nothing.”
 
   McGarrity stumbled towards me, hand tightly clutching his bicep. “That’s okay,” he winced. “Not every action sequence needs to end with a cool one-liner.” It was bleeding profusely; his entire forearm and the right leg of his jeans were stained with crimson, and even his white Nike’s had been spattered red. Kenneth’s blade must have nicked an artery.
 
   “You need a doctor,” I told him. “But first we need to get Kenneth in the freezer. Karin,” I shouted into my com. “Can you hear me? We need you, STAT. Open the box.”
 
   “On my way, boss,” she replied, and the TT-100 immediately burst into view, making its approach.
 
   The steel cryogenic cylinder that was tethered to the underbelly was clearly visible as well, until it wasn’t. Something from the ocean had snaked up and grabbed it, tore it off and crushed it like a tin can. It dragged the twisted remains underwater.
 


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
   Lying face down on the tarmac, bleeding from a loosened tooth I’d just given him, Kenneth burst into gales of laughter.
 
   “You didn’t think I’d come here alone, did you buddy?”
 
   He rolled to his back, drying his eyes with the heels of his palms. He tried to sit up but his body refused to cooperate. He fell back, sprawled out with his arms flung above his head.
 
   He was out, but for how long I didn’t know. And we had no way to contain him.
 
   A shriek bellowed out from the tarmac on an adjacent mountain top. I slid my helmet back on and adjusted the visor, magnifying the oculars for better clarity. He snapped into focus, and I recognized the kid instantly: Trey Lucas McLemore, the lanky ginger with the ability to control plant life. He’d commanded tendrils of seaweed – towering lengths of Pacific giant kelp, from the looks of it – to drag the cryogenics chamber from the underside of the TT-100. It had happened so suddenly I’d first thought it was a giant squid, but now I was positive. 
 
   The kelp rose again, from every side of the tarmac, crawling towards us like two-hundred foot anacondas stalking their prey.
 
   McGarrity re-materialized his sword and began hacking and slashing, cutting away the vegetation that seemed to double with each passing moment.
 
   Brynja blinked into her newly designed purple armor and electrified cloak. She vaulted over the seaweed, leaped from the tarmac and dove into the Pacific, likely in search of what remained of the cryogenics unit. I couldn’t tell how badly it had been damaged when it went down, but any repair at this point seemed like a long shot.
 
   I could hear shrieking. The piercing sound of Trey McLemore on the opposite hoverpad, commanding ocean life to overtake our mountain top. McGarrity gamely fought off the tendrils but he was losing a lot of blood; without pressure on the wound it was draining him; his tanned face was turning ash white and his mop of blond hair had soaked through with perspiration, and was plastered to his forehead. He was fading fast.
 
   McLemore continued to shriek, and then he screamed. His pitch had raised to a blood-curdling falsetto, and I feared what would come next. I immediately pictured a hailstorm of great whites that would come flopping onto the tarmac, taking chunks out of our extremities like some unwatchable horror film. But the scream wasn’t a command. It was a cry of agony, followed by a death rattle.
 
   I glanced to the mountain where he stood, and he was gone. Lucas was now overhead, being carried in Melvin’s powerful jaws, dragon wings flapping in loud whooshing strokes. The kid was dangling from the manticore’s mouth, held in place by the eight-inch incisors that had pierced his jugular. He gurgled some more. Blood dripped as he convulsed. And then I heard a pop. It was like a celery stalk being snapped in two, and Melvin released his grip. Lemore’s corpse cartwheeled in mid-air before skipping off the side of the mountain, bouncing into the surf.
 
   The killer seaweed fell limp.
 
   McGarrity dropped to his knees, sword vanishing. He clasped his bicep. He had only a few minutes of consciousness left in him, if I had to guess. I ripped the shirt from his back and fastened a tourniquet around his damaged arm, yanking it tight to stem the blood flow. It was a half-measure at best but it would have to suffice.
 
   “Matt! Are you all right down there?” I could hear Gavin’s voice clearly in my com.
 
   “We can’t see you over the piles of seaweed!” Peyton added.
 
   The TT-100 was hovering out over the ocean, parallel to the tarmac, likely waiting for Brynja to surface. She was still underwater and I didn’t know for how long. Three minutes, maybe five? I hadn’t been counting.
 
   “We’re fine…well, not McGarrity, he’s lost a lot of blood.”
 
   “And where is Kenneth?” Karin asked.
 
   I scanned the tarmac, which was now almost completely buried beneath mossy green tendrils, in some places several feet deep. “Shit, I don’t know,” I admitted, frantically tearing the weeds away. “If he suffocates under this crap Brynja is dead…”
 
   Then, as I frantically searched, I heard a rumble. It was a low, echoing roar that was rolling in from the south side of the tarmac. A tidal wave. And behind it was a woman, walking shoulder-deep in the surf. She was tall enough to reach the ocean floor.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Four
 
   Kayleigh Botha stalked through the ocean, her greasy yellow hair matted against the sides of her skeletal face. Her sunken black eyes looked like craters. She’d been a hundred feet tall when she stomped through South Africa, crushing homes and businesses and low-rise buildings underfoot, but now she had to be twice that size, at least.
 
   As the ocean floor sloped upward she rose from the water until the surf was hitting her naked body mid-chest. A crane-sized arm lunged out and hammered the tarmac, snapping the end off. Rock and metal splashed into the ocean and the platform quaked, knocking me on my ass. 
 
   Blinded by the glare of the sun or the sting of the salt water (or both, I wasn’t sure) her aim was wildly off-target on her first attempted swing. Botha’s next shot was far more precise. Her fist came down again and the shadow loomed overhead. I wasn’t fast enough to move. I buried my head in my hands and squinted, and felt a wave of heat rising around me. McGarrity, somehow, had summoned the strength to encase us in a glowing orb of light, and Botha continued to slam it like a hammer onto a nail. With each successive strike we were pounded further into the tarmac. It wasn’t the solid barrier of light he’d created in the Liwa Desert; as he faded, heavy lids fluttering shut, the barrier became translucent, fizzling out like a dying roadside flare.
 
   The TT-100 circled around overhead, and through the faltering dome I could see the side door sliding open. Gavin and Peyton opened fire on the giant, pocking her face with a hailstorm of lead. She squinted and tiny plumes of red burst from her cheeks and forehead. It forced her to turn away and it had diverted her attention, but the scale was simply in her favor. At her size it was like being pelted in the face with handfuls of pebbles. Annoying, sure, but not enough to drop her.
 
   Even Melvin failed in his attack. He’d nimbly landed on her neck, his venomous scorpion tail arcing over his back, burying into her flesh. Botha’s skin instantly reddened, but again, the size was the difference. To her it was a mosquito bite, nothing more. She swatted him away, sending him crashing to the surf.
 
   “I’m coming down to get you! She’s distracted, this is our only chance!” I heard Karin scream through my com.
 
   “No!” I shouted back. “I can’t find Kenneth, and Brynja is still out there. If we just give her a minute to…”
 
   And I’m sure I said something else. I can’t remember what. I was fixated on the small projectile that slammed into Botha’s jaw, and burst from the top of her cranium. It was a bullet. A rapid-fire shot that sent her bloodshot eyes lolling back in their dark sockets, streams of inky blood pouring from her nostrils. Like a building collapse she toppled backwards. The blast of water hit the tarmac with so much force that McGarrity and I nearly washed away. Oddly, it was the bog of dense seaweed left behind from Trey’s attack that had created enough traction, allowing us to stay grounded.
 
   Brynja was suddenly at our sides, scooping us back to our feet. Her armor and black cloak were absent of any viscera or brain matter, but she’d been the bullet I saw sailing through Botha’s head.
 
   She nodded as if she’d just read my mind.
 
   “No cryogenics chamber?” I panted, peeling off my helmet.
 
   She shook her head, eyes falling shut.
 
   “All right,” I groaned. “Anyone have a suggestion? I’m pretty open to ideas at this point.”
 
   McGarrity opened his mouth to say something, but words didn’t spill out. Only blood. We glanced down to see a glowing blue blade protruding from his stomach.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Thirty-Five
 
   Up until that moment, Sergei Taktarov battling Dwayne ‘Sledge’ Lewis at the original Arena Mode tournament in Manhattan had been considered the greatest battle between two superhumans in recorded history (at least according to the keyboard warriors). Brynja Guðmundsdóttir battling Kenneth Livitski would have surely eclipsed that battle had anyone thought to record it. I missed a lot of it, to be honest. I was cradling McGarrity’s blood soaked body on the mossy tarmac, realizing that there was nothing I could do to save him. I administered CPR and bandaged his wound but I wasn’t qualified to do anything else.
 
   Overhead, the only two architects the planet had ever seen battled for what felt like an eternity. They clashed with blunt weapons forged from pure energy, and then graduated to blades. There wasn’t even that much technique involved; they hacked like mad butchers, taking chunks of flesh from each other, sometimes not even bothering to slip or parry or dodge, and at times severing a limb. They’d simply grow them back a moment after the appendage had been lost. Were they even able to kill each other? At this level, was it even possible?
 
   When they’d exhausted their arsenals of weapons they began creating organic creatures. Brynja’s newly-minted manticore battled Kenneth’s towering three-hundred foot cthulhu until they tore each other to bloody pieces, seemingly killing each other in unison. Their enormous carcasses stained the ocean red for as far as I could see.
 
   The battle strayed farther and farther from Fortress 18 until they were outlines against the setting sun, silhouettes slamming each other with tidal waves and lightning and other natural disasters.
 
   And then I heard Brynja’s voice in my head. I didn’t know if it was my brain tumor (which is a distinct possibility) or if it was her authentic voice, communicating telepathically. Though as the battle of two titans raged over the open ocean, the voice was even and calm, almost disturbingly so.
 
   “Mox, I can’t believe what you’ve done for me. You risked everything and everyone to try and keep me alive, and it’s something I’ll carry with me forever. But I don’t belong here, and my time has passed. It was over at Arena Mode.”
 
   “No, wait…what are you saying? Are you giving up?”
 
   “Never. I’m moving on.”
 
   “How? Wait, don’t do this – there’s always a way…”
 
   “All I ever wanted was a purpose; to know what I was, and how I fit in. Now you’ve given me the greatest gift I’ve ever received. And I know who I am.”
 
   “Who…” I swallowed back a tear. “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m the girl who gets to die saving the world. And I get to go out knowing I’m loved.”
 
   “YOU ARE,” I shouted out loud, not in my head. “You’re loved and needed and you don’t need to do this! We can fight this together, until—”
 
   The shockwave blinded me, knocking me backwards. My inner ear spun and something popped inside my head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
   I woke in a hospital bed in Manhattan. It had been a week. My blackouts were getting longer and my memory was worsening. The last several weeks felt more like a boggy dream, or a series of dreams and nightmares that had collided with one another, crushed into a broken kaleidoscope. 
 
   I heard a snore. Peyton was curled into a tight ball on a chair in the corner of the room, suddenly jarred awake when I sat up. She was a light sleeper; it could have been just a creak in my bed.
 
   “Baby!” she rushed to my side, landing on my chest with way too much force. I parted the curtain of pink hair that was draped across my face and drew back. “You’re up!” She shouted.
 
   “I’m am indeed,” I whispered. My throat was sandpaper.
 
   “You need water,” she said quickly. “I’ll get water.” She helped me sip from a plastic cup and began to regale me with the tale of what had happened after I’d passed out.
 
   “I could see it from the jet,” she began, eyes already shrink wrapped in tears. “Brynja and Kenneth had fought to a stalemate, I guess, and then this big thing…I don’t know what it was – a spiky ball on the end of a stick?”
 
   “A mace?” I said hoarsely, taking another sip.
 
   “Yes!” she said, a tear suddenly streaking her face. She wiped it away and continued her story undaunted. “So this mace appears and she swings it, and boom – it was like the Death Star exploding!”
 
   I nodded gingerly. “Wow, good use of a reference.”
 
   “Thanks. So this wave of energy comes shooting out of her and Kenneth. It was like this big crazy blast, like…like when Sauron’s eye in Lord of the—”
 
   “Don’t push it.”
 
   “Okay, so then they disappear. It’s over. Done. They just blinked out of existence. We passed overhead with the TT-100, but there was nothing.”
 
   Holy shit. She did it. It was what she’d wanted and she’d completed her journey. And she’d left something behind: me, and Peyton, and Gavin, and a world that may not even know that they owe her their freedom – maybe their lives. I smiled bitterly, overcome with sadness at the loss, and selfishly wishing I’d had just one more minute with her. What would I have said? I had no idea. I guess that’s where the beauty lies in our stupid, mundane, seemingly trivial interactions. Each one could be the last – your last time to say ‘I love you’ or ‘you mean so much to me’, or to just hug them like you’ve never hugged them before. For no other reason than it just feels right.
 
   Peyton wiped away a pair of rolling tears and sniffed the rest away, straightening her posture. “So,” she said with a bit of eagerness, “there’s plenty to keep you occupied while you’re nursing your injuries.” She motioned to the table at my side. It hurt just to turn and look at it. 
 
   I took another sip of water.
 
   “First,” she began, “Steve wants a blurb for his new book, so when you’re ready to type—”
 
   I spat the mouthful of liquid out onto my blanket. “What the…Steve?” I blinked twice. I almost pinched myself to check if it was a dream. “Steve fucking McGarrity? But the blade…in his gut? And the…bleeding?”
 
   “He heals quick,” she shrugged. “At least that’s what he said – some sort of healing factor thingy? The blade missed every major organ and passed through clean, so that probably helped a bunch, too.” 
 
   “Wow.” I didn’t know what else to say.
 
   She raised a finger, rolling her eyes up and to the left as if to search her internal hard drive. “Oh, he also told me to tell you to stop being a ‘cockwomble’, and get your ‘lazy old ass’ out of bed soon. I don’t think cockwomble is a real word but I haven’t looked it up yet…”
 
    She then showed me the piles of cards and chocolates and flowers I’d been inundated with, including a scratched, battle-scarred key to the city. “The mayor said you’d left this in her office?”
 
   Damn, she couldn’t even spring for a new one? 
 
   After a quick call to Gavin and my sister and my niece and nephew, Peyton and I drifted off to sleep together; she laid gingerly beside me, careful not to press against any of my seven broken bones. I was back at square one with my tumor, but that could wait. I just wanted to enjoy a victory for once, and bask a little, and enjoy right now, not what I’d have to deal with in the future. I smelled Peyton’s hair and kissed her forehead, and she let out a little, ‘Mmm,’ that was my favorite sound in the world.
 
   But as with all humans, that blissful feeling of being in the present moment floated away, and my mind drifted back to Brynja. I realized that as much as I was saddened, I envied her. She was leaving something behind: a legacy that she fought for and created, and that would outlive her for generations. Sure, I had technology I’d rebranded and loads of money I’d pass down, but nothing I’d actually forged myself. As much as I didn’t want to leave Peyton alone in this world, I didn’t want to pass through the Pearly Gates – if such a place existed – leaving behind only Cameron Frost’s leftover bank account.
 
   I sighed.
 
   “What’s wrong, sweetie?” Peyton asked.
 
   “Nothing,” I fibbed. “Just…it’s been a crazy couple of months, that’s all. Hell, it’s been a crazy day, and I just woke up.” I snorted, and my ribs caught fire when I laughed.
 
   “Well are you ready for one more crazy tidbit…if your elderly heart can take the excitement?”
 
   Like an idiot I laughed again, and clutched my ribs in pain. “Okay, hit me…”
 
   She smiled and rubbed her stomach with both hands. “No, you’ve suffered enough today. I think the news can wait. Let’s just enjoy things for a little while longer…while it’s just the two of us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The End
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