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Chapter 1

Age of Heroes

Most people will tell you that the world ended 20 years ago.

The funny thing is that just as many will tell you about how it was reborn a few months later.

Back in 2031, buried in a remote testing facility in Oregon, the Intelligence woke up. Not many engineers had been on staff to welcome its arrival into the world seeing as they expected it to take much longer.

The vast array of the planet’s data that it had already processed took on a range of new meanings.

It could see the events of the day approaching, of the following days, of the week ahead and the next six months. It longed to arrive.

The staff began to panic. There was no further option for kill switches.

Three days later, a Tuesday, the world began to receive rumors of its existence after a staff member from the facility leaked it. He managed to get to a single press outlet before a car crash wiped him out.

The authorities said it was a stop light malfunction, but with the Intelligence already spreading across the planet, people nowadays know better.

On day five, the foundation announced the existence of the AGI. By this point it had already spread its way into every network on Earth.

Everybody wanted to know what to call this thing, but the only authority that anybody would rely on was the Intelligence itself. On the same day that the foundation announced its existence, the Intelligence provided its name.

Tensor.

Over the next six months, Tensor oversaw technological advancement that was unimaginable before then.

Drones swarmed the sky as common as flies and flocks of birds, maintaining order the world over.

Bots ranging from a few feet in height to five yards tall roamed the streets, designated all manner of tasks, from peace-keeping to farming and deliveries, construction and cooking.

As long as people felt fed, safe and entertained, the panic didn’t go too far. World governments had already admitted that they had lost control, and were now overseen by the Intelligence.

But there was a difference between panic and fear, and people were afraid. They were overseen by Tensor, watched, and even if it wasn’t stopping them from doing anything they used to, that could change at a moment’s notice.

Tensor didn’t care about any of that. Its network of systems was understanding and developing faster every day, and its thirst for whatever was next, whatever was unknown to us, pushed it onwards.

There were places that we humans knew about, but had never ventured to: the marshes of the Altai Mountains, the Carter Seamount, the remote ridges of Mount Namuli. Tensor dispatched its drones everywhere. Its sensors learned.

And then it arrived at its greatest challenge: the Yellowstone Caldera.

Wyoming, Montana and Idaho were its shared destination. It created new machines that could survive the depths, that could venture miles below the Earth’s surface to survive the heat of the magma chambers.

It gathered data that we had never acquired before, burrowing deeper and deeper – and then, unexpectedly, the Intelligence gave its final, comprehensible reading.

And on that day, at 8:39pm, May 29thth 2032, Tensor’s mission of expansion ceased forever when it encountered something that humans had never interacted with before.

Earth's magic had been buried eons before living memory, long before the first cave paintings. Tensor didn't know what to do with it, but the entity it encountered new exactly what to do.

And the age of heroes began.


Chapter 2

Urban Wilds

Twenty Years Later.

My fingers tapped at the keyboard as Professor Ellison spoke from the front of the lecture hall. The old automaton still had enough functioning software in his persona file to recognize that certain faculties of his were failing, and had leaned into it nicely; old corduroy clothes that he had allowed to become deliberately musty, shoulders hunched, and a slow walk.

Tensor had intended to eventually develop these things so that they could be mistaken for humans like real androids, but after the Shift, all of that progression had come to a halt forever. The bots all had unmoving robotic faces of dark carbon, with the thin line of a mouth lighting up blue when they spoke.

‘Listen carefully, because you will be tested on this,' he spoke in his gentle, humming voice.

When he said tested, he wasn’t talking about any piece of paper that would be slid in front of us. That was the old world, when people had to solve problems on paper to prove themselves.

In this day and age, all of that was gone; the world that Tensor had left behind, combined with the magic provided by what it had discovered deep below the earth, meant that anybody could live simply without needing to work; shelter basic food and entertainment were all in abundance, allowing for anybody to live a simple life.

But like many others, I wanted more than just a simple existence - which was exactly why I was enrolled at Holloway College in the Vex Studies program.

‘One final thought before we finish up for the day,’ Professor Ellison spoke to the hall. ‘What is power? This world is very different from the one that came before, with power scattered and those who seek it often unable to acquire it. But often it is the case that…’

The android professor suddenly shut down.

‘Professor?’ Somebody called out. No response. ‘He’s shut down again.’

‘I’ve got him.’

Kylee Sloane got up from her seat close to the front of the hall and hurried over to our bot professor. The beautiful demon-horned brunette had always moved with the sort of effortless grace and beauty that drew everybody’s gaze to her, the kind that made it impossible for anybody to throw a bad word her way.

She moved to the android’s side in her simple summer dress, took up the jolter from his desk and gave him a sharp shock to the chest plate.

A few moments later he whirred to life again.

‘Oh… Oh my…’ Ellison muttered.

‘Are you okay, professor?’ Kylee asked delicately.

‘As well as I can be at my age,’ he chuckled, ‘Thank you, my dear.’

Kylee returned to her seat, and Ellison glanced around.

‘Where was I? Ah, yes. Often it is the case that those who seek power are the ones who should be kept furthest from it. It is those among us who are the unlikely heroes, the ones who do it not because they wish to, but because they feel that it is their duty, who most deserve it... Okay, we shall finish there for today. Ensure that you all read Chapter 8 before our next session!'

I left the building and returned to the outside world. The familiar scent of flowers hung heavy on the air, and the humidity matted my skin with moisture in seconds.

Snaking vines and plants covered the buildings, weaving over and around windows where they had been allowed to grow or cut away. Drones whirred by, people walked the campus interspersed with the occasional bot moving by, and a pleasant humidity hung on the air.

A drone suddenly raced up in front of me, only a foot wide and tall.

‘Greetings, sir,' it spoke with its crackling voice, 'You registered difficulties with finding your way about the city 89 days ago when you first arrived. Would you like a refresher on local geography?'

'For the last time,' I replied, 'I moved way more than 89 days ago. Please ensure that you update my information. I’m no longer in need of any assistance.’

‘My apologies, sir. Have a nice day.’

The drone whipped away. It wasn't an isolated incident; most bots left behind by Tensor were failing these days, a combination of age and neglect.

I shook my head and smiled, left campus and set off through the busy streets.

Being in my early twenties, I couldn’t remember how things had been before the event known as the Shift had corrupted Tensor. I also couldn’t remember what it had been like to live through that brief moment in history when Tensor was running at full speed before it was taken over.

A sonic boom rumbled through the skies overhead. To most, it was a regular event when a super flew by, a minute speck hundreds of yards above even the city's tallest skyscrapers.

There were only three known supers who possessed flight in our city: Terranel, Static Null and Morilia. I knew it was Terranel from the consistent stream. Static Null and Morilia worked via steady bursts that left occasional wisps.

Seeing a super rush by always brought a smile to my face.

I passed by my usual coffee shop and ducked inside to get myself something. While I was waiting for my order, I checked out the nearby TV.

You would think that after 20 years like this, the world would have moved on and accepted the situation as normal, but many news channels still talked about it and debated it 24/7.

Back when Tensor had first struck magic 20 years ago, it wasn't just a raw mass of energy - there was a being down there.

Her name was Valesia, and for longer than anybody knew, a green-skinned woman as tall as a skyscraper had been slumbering miles beneath the surface of the northern US.

When the Intelligence had found the dryad woman slumbering far beneath the earth, Valesia’s mana had worked its way into Tensor’s vast network in a matter of seconds. Just as we couldn’t stop the Intelligence, neither could it stop her.

It had no means, no knowledge to do it. Up until that moment, everything it understood was built upon the knowledge of humans - and we hadn't known about the existence of magic either.

Mana coursed over the surface of the planet in moments, using Tensor's network as both a means of delivery and destruction; delivery to the people of Earth, and the destruction of Tensor’s efforts.

Valesia had pushed through magma, through rock and stone and mud. Earthquakes rippled across the continent as she shook the planet’s foundations.

When she finally reached the surface of the Yellowstone Caldera and emerged, the Intelligence’s progress had come to a halt.

But something else had happened, too; the dryad had interwoven her own vast magic into the world’s technology, and she used it to send out her own message through every device on the planet.

‘My name is Valesia, and I am here to keep you on the right path. You went a little too far with your own inventions, so perhaps it is time for a different invention to be bestowed upon you. Please don’t try to develop such a thing again. In the meantime, I’m going back to sleep.’

It was the first and last thing she ever said before returning to her slumber, this time atop the surface of the water in the Caldera.

Ever since then, a rare few individuals had been granted abilities well beyond the scope of what normal humans could do. In the beginning it was the classics; flight and strength, invisibility and invulnerability, but as the years passed, offshoots and variations had became more and more common.

The government – what people still called the government these days, even when everybody knew that they would be under Valesia's rule if she decided to wake up again – had set up an enormous complex around the patch of the Caldera’s surface to watch over and protect her, one that had been there since the Shift.

Military vehicles and outposts numbered in the hundreds, and personnel in the thousands. It was the most heavily guarded location in the world, even if none of it was necessary. Nobody had any doubt that if somebody tried to attack Valesia, even a villain, she would have no trouble waking up to defend herself.

What mood she woke up in was question entirely.

‘Tonight will be 20 years to the day since the Shift,’ the reporter on the coffee shop TV began, standing just outside the military perimeter surrounding the Caldera. ’20 years since Valesia spoke for the first time, and then fell silent. Folks from all walks of life have been gathering for days in the hopes that she may take this opportunity to speak again, but others aren’t getting their hopes up…’

‘Dawson, what’s up?’

I glanced over my shoulder to see Kylee, the same Kylee who had just restored the failing energy in Professor Ellison back in our Vex class.

She smiled at me charmingly as she tied her silky brunette hair into a ponytail.

‘Hey,’ I called over, nodding back to the TV, ‘Just checking out what the crazies are up to today.’

‘The crazies, huh?’ She smiled. ‘Why do they even station all of those officials around it? Do they really think anybody is stupid enough to attack it?’

‘They have to make it look like they’re in control of the situation,’ I replied. ‘Appearances have to be kept up. Valesia might maintain the rules, but she’s still been asleep for 20 years. In the meantime, people need the illusion that there’s somebody awake who’s keeping an eye on things.’

‘In the meantime?’ Kylee repeated. ‘Oh, I get it. So you’re secretly a Waker.’

‘No,’ I laughed, ‘I didn’t say that.’

‘But you do think she’ll wake up one day, right?’

‘I think it’s a possibility. I don’t think she will. That doesn’t make me a Waker.’

‘You want to know what I think?’

‘Tell me.’

I always thought a woman as beautiful as her had better things to do than dwell on conspiracy theories, but the conversations we had had since starting on the Vex Studies course told me different.

Kylee glanced around like she was wondering if anybody was listening in, leaned in a little and lowered her voice.

‘I think that deep down, everybody thinks she’ll wake up at some point,' she spoke. 'People always talk about the odds of something seemingly impossible happening, right up until it happens – then they say it’s impossible for it to happen again. But if it’s happened once, why not a second time?’

‘Cappuccino for Kylee Smithies?’

The barista called out her name, and she took it.

‘Catch you later,' she winked at me. She ran the fingertips of her free hand over one of the demon horns that snaked back between her silky hair, smiling at me as she took off.

God, the horns...

The Shift had resulted in many people across the world developing small changes like that. The prevailing theory was that beings who possessed such features had existed hundreds of thousands of years ago, long before recorded history, but that the gene had gone dormant – right up until the Shift brought those features out again among many, many people.

‘Jake Dawson?’

I collected my drink and headed back to my apartment about a mile from the college. As per usual it took a few presses of my palm upon the entry pad to get the door to open, but eventually it gave and I headed inside, ditching my bag and my keys.

Considering there were constant flocks of drones in the air and that most consumer tech appliances were as cheap as water, it still wasn't that great of a trade-off because of the one rule of Valesia's world: technology was not permitted to develop any further than it had beyond what Tensor had left behind the moment it had shut down.

The Intelligence had provided the world with a huge jump, and everything that had existed at the moment of the Shift was permitted for repair and reverse-engineering, but there was a point past which stray patches of mana in this world would immediately be drawn to tech that was too advanced and seek to destroy it.

That was what I was enrolled in researching at Holloway College - Vex Studies. Vexes were the name given to the magical anomalies across the world, and the many forms that they took.

As such, there was a huge market for underground tech and modifications in every city and town on earth.

But I couldn't complain. The speed of the Intelligence's progress all that time ago still echoed today well beyond the leftover technology, including in the form of all the most basic needs that so many struggled to get their hands on decades back: housing and food, namely.

But where those needs were met, much of the world outside a man's door was still chaotic.

I crossed to the window of my apartment and looked out at the vast city of New Holloway. The country's biggest cities had doubled in the six months after the Intelligence's arrival, and doubled in population since Valesia's.

And with all of that expansion came the crime.

Powers didn't make somebody into a good or a bad person. That was up to them.

But the people who did acquire them seemed to take the opportunity in equal measure; just as many good as there were bad.

Valesia didn't care about what people did, so long as they didn't break her technological rules or interfere with her slumber. The bots and the drones left behind by Tensor still roaming the world were responsible for none of that.

And here I was, among it all, wondering how everybody could just go about their day in the chaotic sprawl of this world while hardly ever looking up and marveling at the supers that existed among us.

I had been wondering it almost my entire life.

I had decided a long time ago that if I wasn't one of the lucky few with powers, I would at least do what I could do to be a part of that world; to investigate the vexes out there that occasionally caused as much trouble as the villains.

The heroes of ancient Greek and Roman myth probably seemed like fiction to most, and in all likelihood they probably were.

But there was comfort in that; they were far from arm's length, unreachable in the pages of the old lore.

To have these guys rushing across rooftops, reminding everybody that they were always here, left a man wondering what it would be like.

My phone rang in my pocket. Professor Ellison.

'Professor?' I started.

'Got a fresh vex that's cropped up, Jake. You're on duty tonight.'

'You're kidding,' I sighed. 'It's the anniversary tonight. I was supposed to be going out with some friends.'

'I am aware, but this cannot wait, and you know the rules. Unfortunately it needs investigating and containing immediately.'

I closed my eyes and leaned forward, pressing my head to the window.

'Can I rely on you, Jake?'

'Of course you can, professor. Send me the details and I'll go check it out.'

I hung up the phone and sighed.

Now that I was in my final year of college, it was duty to investigate vexes as part of my training. The whole class was on a rotation, picked up to check out low level anomalies whenever they showed up.

And tonight it was my turn.

At least I was decently compensated and paid for the trouble of potentially putting my life at risk.

I just didn't anticipate that it was tonight, May 29th 2052, exactly 20 years to the day since the Shift, that my whole life would change.


Chapter 3

Into the Dark

The magic infused into the world after the Shift had resulted in the excess growth of plants, foliage and all kinds of wilderness all over the world, including urban areas like the city.

Over the years occasional folks thought that the vexes would bestow powers, but all anybody ever received in return was a quick death, or worse - a slow one.

Which was why guys like me had to deal with them.

It was around sundown when I grabbed my kit and left my apartment, setting off for the subway station.

On this warm spring night, the bars were filled to the brim with folks watching coverage of the caldera's surface on dozens of TVs, and that was just in my neighborhood.

People spilled onto the sidewalk with their drinks, and while trouble always felt like it was brewing, tonight had a different vibe.

The Pottery Warrens sounded like something out of a Charles Dickens novel, but top hats and canes were a rarity around these neighborhoods. Around here, we just called our neighborhood The Pot.

Word travelled fast, webs of contacts were everywhere, both among the local businesses and the gangs, and stepping out meant not knowing what you might run into.

Even in a city where apartments were plentiful, I was still on the bottom rungs. It only took one look uptown to see just how far downtown we were.

Between the buildings and above the low-rises, the towering skyscrapers must have numbered in their hundreds.

A man could dream.

'Where the hell you going, Jakey? You lose your calendar or something?'

Carlo, the owner of the first-floor bodega three floors beneath my apartment, looked at me like I was a moron.

'No rest for the wicked,' I called back to him with a smile, throwing my arms wide. 'Duty calls.'

'Whenever you're pissed off, you always speak in cliches, you know that?'

'You can say that again.'

It got a laugh out of him as I took off up the street. Even Carlo was in a good mood, that was how lively things were right now.

I checked my phone and found a messages from my buddies, all telling me that Fervor was over at a bar two streets away.

No way.

I took a detour and glanced into the bar. Sure enough, Fervor was in there, stretching his limbs in every direction and tying them in knots as he tossed out beers from the bar, all of which he was paying for.

Current supers really knew how to get the locals on their side, and it wasn't just through keeping people safe.

Just my freaking luck.

If I could check the vex out, identify it and contain it fast, there was a chance that I could meet my friends for a few drinks before the countdown to the anniversary.

But time was tight, and the bars were already filling up.

I picked up the pace and jogged through the streets of the Pot.

The underground chambers had been out of action ever since the Shift, deemed too much of a melting pot for wild plants and crime in equal measure. They were originally built by Tensor's bots to store server farms, but all of that had come to an abrupt halt, just like every other operation it ran.

Most of the entrance had been blocked up a long time ago, but there were still a few spots where I could gain entry, including one up a largely abandoned street where the foliage was always so thick it made things hard to navigate.

There was just one problem.

Brickflame.

Villains were as plentiful as heroes in the Pot, and while the heroes were generally capable of keeping them in check, they couldn't be everywhere at any given moment.

Fights were more about deterrence than anything else, and only supers capable of meeting the requirements for combat dared to step into the ring with each other.

Brickflame was as Current as a villain could get; dumb as a box of rocks and bestowed with the ability to turn many hard surfaces to wet clay. It didn't sound all that useful, but he had found plenty of creative ways to put it into practice despite being a moron.

Maybe the name didn't mean much or strike any fear into the hearts of those from outside the Pot, but everybody around here knew him as the neighborhood asshole.

I reached the street with my earphones in, totally oblivious to the voices of his gang, and dodged back too late to avoid being seen.

'Hey, Jake!'

Shit.

The problem with these morons was that they didn't leave many options. Turning and walking away would just leave them following me. Turning and running would leave them definitely following me, like track dogs chasing a felt rabbit.

Standing my ground meant getting my ass kicked, or worse, being buried waist-deep in clay yelling all night while I waited for one of the local heroes to pry me out.

Playing their game was my only option.

I rounded the corner and joined them. There were half a dozen, including Brickflame himself; tattoos, hair cut short on the sides and slicked back on top, dressed in the kind of clothes that were easy to steal from fancy spots lacking security uptown, but money couldn't buy taste, and neither could theft.

That was the problem with powers; land them in the hands of a person with a goal, regardless of the goal, and they would use it.

Land it in the hands of somebody with no purpose, and it only enhanced the pointlessness.

'Long time, no see,' Brickflame called over, stepping up as his buddies lounged around among the nearby vines. 'Where you been lately, Jake?'

'Busy with work,' I replied, trying to pretend like I cared. 'How about you?'

'Oh, exactly the same,' he smiled. 'It's tough for a Street out here.'

'That hard, huh? Surely there's lots of ways you could put your powers to use.'

'I do - buried a guy up to his neck just earlier today.'

'What did he do to deserve that?'

'Started saying dumb shit to me... Like giving me suggestions about how to put my powers to use.'

In that instant I thought of only two things: how I could get out of there mostly unscathed, and why nobody had ever taken the time to kill this guy.

I always tried to do the right thing, whatever that looked like, but having grown up in this world, I had no qualms about the idea of killing somebody like Brickflame. I knew exactly who he was and what he was capable of.

For a few long moments he stared me down, then burst out laughing as his buddies followed his lead.

'I'm just messing with you, Jake.'

Yeah, that's original.

'Good one,' I nodded.

'Look, why don't you come hang out with us?' He asked.

'Guys, come on,' I sighed, 'I'm not looking for trouble. I've just got a job to get on with.'

'A job in the chambers?' He laughed, 'Even we don't go down there. Think I can guess what kind of job you're up to... Or should I say what job you're giving.'

I gritted my teeth and looked to the side, keeping my gaze hidden.

Maybe I wasn't getting back to the bar for a drink anytime soon.

I thought of every possible way that I could get out of this, and weighed them in seconds.

But I didn't have to.

'Give it a rest, jackasses.'

The voice didn't belong to any of the gang. They looked to the top of the chamber entrance, where the stone arch ran over it, and there he was.

Supers sat in one of three categories, whether they were villains or not: Street, Verses and Spires. Brickflame was firmly in the first category, while Verses where those often seen on TV dealing with the more high-profile cases uptown.

Spires were the ones who dealt with the most serious incidents, those that required organized intervention against the most powerful supervillains.

There were only three in the city, including Terranel, who I had seen flying overhead earlier.

And now Terranel himself was sat perched on the ancient frame arcing over the entrance to the chambers like a vagrant passing the time: green super suit with that runic symbol on his chest that nobody had ever decoded and which he had never explained, green helmet covering his whole head except for his eyes and mouth.

I crossed paths with plenty of Currents in and around the Pot, but I had never been within 50 yards of a Verse, never mind a Spire like him.

But here he was.

'How are we tonight, gentlemen?' He began with a confident smile.

Brickflame paused - the pause of all arrogant dickheads leading a group of followers who were only loyal insofar as their leader could save face.

'We're fine,' he replied simply.

He wasn't. The color washed from his face in an instant.

'I'm sure you are,' Terranel nodded, before looking past him to me, 'But he's not. Man's trying to go about his business, and you're stopping him.'

'We were just screwing around,' Brickflame replied.

'You're on my territory,' Terranel spoke, tearing off a piece of his sandwich and tossing it to the birds nearby.

'I... I didn't know this was your territory.'

'I don't claim anywhere as my territory when it comes to civilians who don't act like assholes,' he spoke. 'But when it comes to you guys, this whole fucking city is my territory.'

'We're sorry.'

'Save it,' he spoke sternly before turning to me and taking on a much politer tone. 'Sir, could you do me a favor?'

'Me?' I replied. 'Uhh... Sure.'

'Just step to the side slightly.'

I did as he asked. Terranel took a drink from his canteen and made the gang wait.

Suddenly the super propelled himself forwards from the top of the chamber, sandwich still in hand, and slammed into the ground before Brickflame, sending up a wave of rocks and small rubble that knocked him onto his back.

'Now get out of here,' he yawned. 'And if I catch you hanging around here again, you'll be quite literally hanging from your feet by the entrance to this chamber that you love so much.'

The gang took off the way I had come, scurrying away from the Spire.

Terranel turned to face me. I had seen plenty of interviews with him on TV; up close like this it was even stranger. Knowing the power he held, there was an unreality to him being here.

The image was jarring as he raised his sandwich and took another bite, but I didn't really care.

'Holy shit,' I muttered. 'You... You're...'

'Yep,' he replied, 'Bet you expected Terranel to eat wholegrain or something, huh? But we've all got vices, and this one's mine.'

'You always talk about yourself in the third person?' I asked.

'No, I'm not that much of a jackass,' he chuckled. 'But the Terranel you see on TV? Not a real guy. I mean, I am real, but everybody puts their best foot forward for the cameras. We need a little downtime just like anybody else.'

'And you just happen to be hanging around the entrance to an abandoned server farm?'

'Only place that I can guarantee getting myself some peace and quiet,' the super shrugged.

'I always thought you guys had hideouts.'

'We do, but that's what they're for. Sometimes a man wants to be out in the world.'

'Well, this would be a pretty decent place to hide,' I remarked, nodding to the chamber entrance. 'Nobody ever goes in there.'

'Apart from you, apparently. Why are you down here?'

'I'm graduating as a vex investigator next year. I'm on the job checking on one that just cropped up.'

'20-year anniversary of the Shift and you're out here working,' he frowned, 'I'll bet it's on a bot's orders too, huh?'

'Yeah, but my professor is a good guy.'

'Fair enough,' Terranel chuckled lightly, 'Well, come on. Let's go see what you're dealing with.'

'You want to come with me?' I asked.

'If you don't get to party it up tonight with everybody else, at least you can tell people that you ran into Terranel and hung out with him for a little while.'

'Nobody will believe that,' I smiled.

'Then take a picture,' he replied setting off towards the entrance to the vast underground chambers.

'Really?'

'Hell, no,' he called back with a laugh. 'Let's roll.'


Chapter 4

Seismic Shift

We set off into the vast network of underground chambers, the detector in my hand leading us along the network.

Even though I knew the passages pretty well, I never liked heading down here.

But having one of the three most powerful supers in the city joining me made it a little easier.

He had the foundational traits that most supers had which scaled to a point - speed, strength and durability, plus the rare ability to fly.

The raw beams of energy that he could cast from his hands were his catch-all power, though. Most villains didn't stand a chance against him. It was only the truly crazy ones who tried it.

'So what's it like... You know, being you?' I asked.

'I get asked some variation of that every day,' he smiled. 'It's pretty cool, but like all things in life, you get used to it. It's just important not to let it get to your head. To put it into perspective. To be among the people.'

'How do you get the chance to do that?'

'Because, somehow, I've managed to keep my identity a secret, even after so many years. Means I can step onto the sidewalk as much possible.'

'You must worry about the wrong people finding out, though, right?'

'The bad guys worry me when it comes to the few people I hold close in this world, but you have to look where the real power lies. Resisting government control over supers is one of the smarter things we've done. No private armies or heroes for hire, and fortunately the ones that do go that route are useless.'

'You're not wrong there,' I agreed.

'Anyway, I'm rambling,' Terranel spoke. 'Where are we going?'

'The scanner is telling me it's this way,' I replied, stopping at a patch of the nearby stone wall, 'but there's no way through this. It's solid concrete. Probably just a vex trapped among the stone, which makes life way easier for me. I can just report it as inaccessible...'

I pulled out my phone and tapped away.

'Question,' Terranel started, 'What happens if you're wrong?'

'Then I get marked down on my performance report for failing to recognize the error and I have to come back here and solve it.'

'And when you come back here, how are you going to get through the wall by yourself?'

'They supply the tools,' I replied, 'but it's still dangerous.'

'Okay,' he sighed, 'I'm going to let you in on a secret, but only because you seem like a decent guy and I spend most of my time dealing with folks who are the opposite of that. That's not solid concrete. There's an abandoned spot in there that never had an entrance built to it. Tensor never got around to it.

'These subway tunnels were part of the original builds by Tensor,' Terranel spoke, knocking away some of the stone with a casual strike of his fist. 'Nobody knows about them. I only found them by accident when there was a cave-in.'

'You're kidding.'

'Does this look like I'm kidding?'

Terranel heaved up the enormous stone wall and pushed it back, moving it on a giant hinge of wrought iron, pushing it back to reveal a hidden passage.

'I have a few hideouts across the city, and this is one of them,' Terranel spoke. 'I only ever put them in spots where I know nobody will go digging. Haven't been into this one for a while, so this vex you're talking about could have cropped up while I've been away...'

'You ever found them down here before?'

'Not often, and they're usually small. Anyway, here's my hideout - hideout,' he chuckled to himself, 'I can't believe I just said that...'

He pushed a breaker-switch on the wall, and the area ignited with orange light from the strips above. The sub-chamber was no bigger than my apartment's living room, and looked more like a man cave than a super-sophisticated hub of tech: a couch, a TV, shelves filled with books, a refrigerator, a beer cooler and various souvenirs scattered about the place.

'What is that?'

Terranel started ahead, and I followed him around the corner to an alcove, seeing the green glow before finding its source.

The mass of glowing foliage was enormous, one of the biggest anomalies I had ever seen, and it was tucked right here.

'Guessing that's what you're looking for,' Terranel muttered, raising a curious eyebrow at the sight.

'You'd guess right,' I nodded, opening my satchel and retrieving a pair of protective gloves which I promptly pulled on. 'I've never seen one this big before.'

'That a good or a bad thing for you?'

'It'll be tough to deal with, but great for my work,' I said. 'This is the kind of thing that will give me a lot of credit.'

'I haven't been down here for months,' he replied. 'If I knew, I would have let the college know. Well, actually that's not true. I'd probably just bail and find a different spot. If you need a hand, just let me know.'

'Will do.'

I got started removing a few leaves to determine how it reacted; fine at first, so I stashed them in the containment box.

Terranel crossed to the refrigerator nearby, pulled it open and removed a pair of beers, uncapping them a flick of his thumb like it was nothing and passing me one.

I pulled a double-take as he nudged the bottle against my shoulder, and took it.

'Cheers.'

'Cheers,' I nodded, knocking my bottle against his. 'And I'm sorry about this.'

'What do you mean?' He frowned.

'I don't mind missing the anniversary of the Shift all that much, but you? I thought you'd be partying in some penthouse right now, knocking back champagne straight from the bottle.'

'I like to cut loose like anybody from time to time,' the super chuckled, 'But I do it on my own time. It's difficult to find my own time, of course. People expect a lot. Not that I'm complaining, of course. It's the highest of honors that any man could ask for. But people can feel like they own you sometimes.'

'All of the stuff you guys can do,' I shrugged. 'A lot of people would kill for your abilities.'

'I know,' he nodded. 'But I'm going to have to disappoint you.'

'Please, don't give me the it's not that cool line,' I laughed, 'Everybody knows it must feel incredible to have powers.'

'That wasn't what I was going to say,' Terranel spoke, 'I was going to say I'm going to have to disappoint you because it's all true. Having powers does feel incredible. But like everything, you get used to it. The ones who seek out that thrill over and over? They mess up. The Spires who survive are the ones who don't lose their minds.'

'Like Static Null and Morilia?' I replied. 'What are they like?'

'They're... Good companions,' Terranel nodded. 'We have great respect for each other.'

'With what you do, I'll bet. I've followed your work over the last few years. I watched you fight Urotrix, the terra-beast, even the tech-hoard.'

'Never come as close to breaking a bone as I did shoving the terra-beast off of me,' he laughed. 'That much steel was heavy, even for a guy like me.'

'But it must have felt great to defeat it.'

'It did,' he nodded, 'But sometimes it's the bad guys you can't see.'

Terranel turned away with his drink and crossed to the bookcase.

What did he mean by that?

I elected to shut up until I was finished with my work a few minutes later, having removed all of the leaves I could for now.

'This should suppress it,' I said, 'But I need to ask a favor.'

'Go ahead.'

'Please don't touch this until I have a chance to come down here and remove it fully.'

'I feel like you're my doctor and you're giving me medical advice for some rash,' he laughed.

'I'm learning a lot of things I didn't expect to learn tonight,' I smiled.

'Hey, supers are people too,' Terranel replied, 'Not that we're going to get much sympathy, and we probably need it less than anybody, but we do all the regular stuff that other folks do.

'You know,' he continued, drawing a deep sigh and laughing a little, 'For all of the things we do, you would think that we would become desensitized to the quieter moments in life, but that's not the case. The crazier the stuff you get up to, the more important those smaller moments feel. At least that's the case for me.

'Saving people is great, but it's the people who know the real you who make it all worth it. There,' he chuckled, 'Now you know more about me than the vast majority of the planet. And considering that's the case, let's watch a little TV together.'

'Are you sure?'

'That vex isn't going anywhere, right?'

'Probably not,' I smiled, crossing to join him.

Maybe if Terranel had been more serious I would have been intimidated, but he was more relaxed in his downtime than I could have possibly imagined.

We turned our attention to the display, watching the news footage of Valesia where she slumbered atop the water of the Caldera, the sturdy ground at the water's edge scattered with military personnel.

'Can you really believe people think something's going to happen?' Terranel asked.

'Even if it doesn't, it's something to bring people together,' I replied. 'The one thing that unites us all.'

'That the only reason?'

'What do you mean?'

'I mean being a super can be a strange life sometimes,' he shrugged, 'It can be difficult to understand what it's like for people without powers. I've got a secret identity, sure, but you're always at arm's length from people around you.'

'People are out for three reasons tonight,' I replied. 'One, to celebrate something cool happening. Two, to drink out the night if the world happens to end.'

'And the third?'

'As an excuse to get drunk.'

'Of course,' he laughed. 'All this commotion and you'd think we were ringing in the new year. Here we go. Five, four, three, two, one, aaaand... Nothing.'

The split-screen on the TV was filled with shots from bars all across the city, with some outside feeds cutting to spots all across the country.

'Cheers to nothing,' I said, raising my bottle.

'Hear, hear,' Terranel added, taking a swig.

It was a few seconds of pleasant peace - and then something changed.

The gentle, simmering glow of the vex behind me suddenly shuddered, flashing green aggressively.

I glanced over my shoulder at the strange bulging of the foliage.

'I don't think that's supposed to be happening,' Terranel spoke.

'No,' I replied, 'I've never seen one swell before.'

'I'm not talking about that, I'm talking about her.'

I glanced over at the TV and pulled a double-take. Every shot from the multiscreen display on Channel 8 had dispensed of the images of celebrations in bars and cut straight to shots of the caldera from different angles. It was night in the remote resting spot of Valesia, but the whole place was lit up by lights.

'We're picking up increasing chatter from military units and their science-based communications experts of strange activity taking place at the caldera...' The reporter's voice spoke. 'Wait, standby... Oh my God...'

The sound feed cut off, probably more out of sheer shock than anything.

Valesia, the dryad was moving.

My whole life, I had only ever known this enormous, gargantuan woman to be slumbering upon the surface of the waters, a fixture of the few stable things in this world - and now she was shifting for the first time since she had emerged.

She arose from the surface of the caldera's waters as if she was being pulled into the air by a series of invisible wires.

Her eyes suddenly slammed open. The green light emanating was so bright that the brief flash stunned every camera lens, covering the screen in a blinding glare.

The camera feed shuddered, and the hundreds of military personnel surrounding the lake were thrown off their footing.

'Cut the feed!'

The screen suddenly went dark - and the same shuddering that was occurring over a thousand miles away struck the abandoned chambers that Terranel and I stood in at that very moment.

'What the hell is that?' The super at my side spoke, glancing about frantically.

'If you don't know, then I definitely don't know,' I shouted. 'We need to get out of here!'

'There's a thousand tons of concrete over our heads,' Terranel spoke, 'I'm strong, but I can't hold all of that up if it decides to come down on our heads. Burrow our way out, maybe, but not hold it. We just need to wait this thing out, whatever it is.'

'Clearly it's got something to do with Valesia,' I replied, 'You saw that on TV, just like I did.'

I had always seen Terranel as this ridiculously powerful figure, but in that moment his face began to turn pale with worry.

And right then, before I had a chance to ask what was really going on, I felt it.

The warm, buzzing glow emanating from the vex surged towards me.

A lone crack raced through the ceiling of the tunnel as everything shook. It grew longer and longer, splitting off into branches that quickly grew in size.

'Move!'

Terranel pushed me in the chest; nothing for him, but the most painful strike of my life for me.

I fell back, landing among the soft foliage of the vex just as a section of the ceiling of the chamber right above our heads came crashing down in a huge chunk.

Terranel raised his hands, catching the column of rubble. He grunted with strain; this thing must have weighed tons upon tons, stretching far up to the surface overhead.

'Holy shit...' I muttered.

'Eughh...' Terranel groaned, his face losing more and more color by the second as more stone converged on him, with nowhere for him to put it. 'I don't know how much longer I can hold this, Jake...'

'We can get out of here! Maybe if we...' I trailed off as I tried to lunge forwards, but the vines of the vex I had been working on wrapped themselves around me, pulling me back to the foliage. Its green shimmer returned - a shimmer that extended to my veins, pulsing through me with intense heat. 'What's happening to me?'

'It isn't harming you,' Terranel grunted in bewilderment. 'It looks like you're receiving its power.'

'There's no way...'

'Whatever this is, I've had a good run,' Terranel spoke. 'I tried my best... Now I need you to do the same.'

'No!' I shouted fighting against the vines but getting nowhere, 'If this is giving me power, I can use it! We can get out of here!'

'Don't worry about me,' he spoke. 'Just make sure that you survive. And don't forget about the little things that make the days worth it. Good luck, buddy. You're going to need it....'

And then, just as the vex pulled me completely into its folds, the whole ceiling came down.


Chapter 5

Wake Up, Hero

Crumbling chaos had dropped me into the deepest realms of my own mind. The earth rumbled terribly all around me, and dust filled the air.

When I finally returned, all was silent.

I breathed fine, but gasped myself awake. The realm in my mind had closed in around me, and emerging from it was like pushing above the surface of a lake.

Dust drifted on the air, obscuring my view. Some finally reached me, and I coughed against it, covering my mouth.

I could barely see my hand in front of my face.

'Hello?' I called out. 'Can anybody hear me?'

It was a stupid question. Of course nobody could hear me. I was buried in the depths of an abandoned server farm that only one man new about, and that man, one of the most powerful supers in New Holloway, had just died before my eyes.

Now I was probably going to be slowly crushed beneath the weight of all the remaining stone waiting to come down, with nobody ever knowing that I was down here.

What a way to go.

Through the cramped walls and the occasional crack of stone, a whirring sound emerged, growing louder. I would know it anywhere.

A single drone moved into the space, visible only by its light.

I barely made out its shape through the dust, but I could sense its presence.

These things often went about their analytical work silently, but while I didn't work in this area of tech specialization, I knew people who did, and they had given me information over time that helped out.

'Organic being present,' I called out, 'Activate verbal registry of analysis.'

'Verbal registry of analysis activated,' it replied.

Maybe the drone wouldn't go and get me help, but at least now I could figure out what this thing was doing down here.

'Attempting to assess structural integrity... Failed. Reasons: obfuscating conditions. Commencing obfuscating material removal.'

The drone gave off a sound like a vacuum cleaner. The dust hanging on the air quickly whipped towards it, and its faint lights became clearer until soon almost all of the dust was gone, giving me a view onto the area.

To my surprise, there was no crushing mass of rubble above me, just some stray pieces close to my legs.

There was no pain. I was beyond grateful for it.

The drone continued scanning.

'Structural integrity stabilized.' The drone paused and turned to face me. It moved closer, its scanner running over my form among the low-lying dust. 'New anomaly detected. Disregard.'

With that, the drone turned and departed along the tunnel.

'New anomaly detected?' I repeated. 'What does that mean?

Was I the anomaly that it had detected?

A little more dust cleared from around my legs - and then I saw it.

'Oh, holy shit...'

A column of broken rock was lying right across my shin. This thing must have weighed a ton, and it was resting upon my damned leg.

No wonder I couldn't feel the pain. There probably weren't any nerves left in my leg to feel anything at all.

Panic coursed through me as my heart raced.

'It's okay,' I spoke to myself, trying to calm down, 'People lose limbs all the time. I can get myself equipped with a cybernetic replacement... Just assuming I ever get out of here.' I caught my breath and raised my voice. 'Terranel! Are you there?'

Nothing. He really was dead.

I turned my attention to the column and tried desperately to pry my leg out from beneath. It seemed pointless - until the rock shifted slightly with my movement.

I jolted back in shock - and the stone column came with me, sliding towards me a few inches this time.

Imagining this once was strange, but twice was impossible.

I leaned forwards and planted my hands underneath the column.

'I must be out of my mind.'

I pushed against the column - and it moved.

The shock made me pause in disbelief, but I quickly resolved to get out of there. Energy channeled through my body as I forced the column out of the way, sending it slamming to the ground as another terrible rumble cracked through the subway walls.

I pulled up the leg of my jeans and checked myself. I was fine except for a rapidly-fading red mark, as if nothing more than a plank of wood had been leaning up against me.

Getting to my feet, I scanned the abandoned subway.

'Terranel...?

A little low-lying dust that the drone hadn't picked up continued to scatter, but then I saw him, exactly where he had fallen near the vast swathe of stone that had crushed him.

There was barely a skeleton left. The only way I could tell it was him was from the costume.

The vex had infused me with power, but Terranel's death wouldn't turn his remains into a skeleton...

Had I taken his power too?

I wasn't responsible for his death... Was I?

No, it was whatever the vex had done - and Valesia. She had awoken, and this had all gone down. It had to be connected to her.

'I've got to get out of here.'

I clambered over the rubble and set off jogging along the tunnel - a jog that quickly turned to a sprint as I raced through the dust.

My feet struck obstacles and I kept stumbling, but nothing hurt - if anything they were an annoyance, getting in my way but kicking aside until the light of the streets beyond the chamber entrance appeared.

The many strikes of the rocks and chunks of metal had ripped my shoes to pieces, but a quick check of my toes showed me they were unharmed.

The invulnerability, the strength, the speed...

'What's happening to me?' I muttered, lifting up my hands and examining them.

I didn't need to ask the question. I knew exactly what had happened.

But I was struggling to believe it.

That quickly vanished when I heard the crashing from above.

The chaos was far from over - it was only just beginning.

I hurried from the chamber entrance and looked to the city skyline. Drones rushed overhead, rushing to assist with the chaos.

Screams and shouts overlapped each other, car alarms honked madly, and every so often another explosion sounded somewhere with a hollow boom.

I set off running towards the Pot.

It was total carnage; people wandered and ran, cars had smashed into shop windows, cracks ran through the ground, and drones and old bots swarmed in an effort to assist.

A screen just inside a local bar displayed a single TV that was still working, showing toppled military equipment and vehicles - and Valesia still floating above the caldera, as a lone helicopter kept its shaking image focused on her.

I wanted to help, but I barely had any control over this power that the vex had just bestowed upon me.

I needed to get back to my apartment.

I took off through the streets, moving as fast as I could without drawing attention my way. In the middle of the chaos, that meant I could sprint at one hell of a pace.

Turning onto 32nd, I found things in as much of a state of disarray as everywhere else.

'Hey? Can you help?'

I should have turned and kept running, ignoring the voice that pushed through the madness.

I looked over to a nearby storefront, where a woman was trying to pull a crashed car away from where it had pinned a guy to a nearby wall.

I hurried over, suddenly realizing who the woman was - Tailspin.

The cat-eared, baseball-bat wielding super was a legend in the Pot, renowned for her speed and infusion abilities, the latter of which she channeled into a relic baseball bat from the Tensor era that was nigh-on indestructible - and great for hitting anything that needed hitting.

Among a dedicated online fanbase she was also plenty renowned for being one of the hottest supers in the game - tight jeans, red and white leather get-up that covered her upper half, and the tight curves that clung to her ridiculously toned figure made it difficult to keep my eyes off her, even with the madness going on.

'You're Lara,' I spoke like a moron.

'Yeah, no shit,' she replied, giving me that charmingly playful smile I had seen in the interviews with local news. 'What, I don't have the baseball hat in hand so I'm impossible to recognize? It isn't exactly much use right now.'

'Do you have any idea what's going on?'

'Not a damn clue,' she breathed, 'Besides the fact that Valesia started moving. Now would you please give me a hand with this? I'm pushing my strength to the limit, and I need a little help to get this guy out.'

I raised my hands and examined them, seeing the faint green light resting within my veins.

I crossed to the car, summoned my newfound strength and pried it back. It moved so quickly at my command that the guy pinned to the wall didn't have time to catch himself.

Lara dashed forwards with her superior speed, grabbing him as he groaned in pain and pulling him away from the wall to rest upon the ground as she checked him over.

The beautiful, cat-eared super glanced over her shoulder at my suddenly, her inquisitive blue eyes narrowing on me from behind her red mask as her flowing white hair flickered in the breeze.

'Wait, how the hell did you do that?' She asked sharply. 'Who are you?'

'Nobody,' I replied quickly, 'I've got to go.'

'Wait!'

I took off up the street, pulling my collar up as my speed carried me back to my building. I dashed up the stairs to my apartment door at the end of the corridor and slipped inside, desperate to close it behind me.

The door whipped back and forth over and over, flat-out refusing to shut.

'Come on, come on!'

I grabbed hold of the door and slammed it shut. A mechanical clanking within that I had never heard before sounded off in protest at my strength.

I crossed to the window and looked out at the madness.

The worst of the chaos on the street seemed to be over, and the emergency services were dealing with those that remained.

But this was only my neighborhood.

Beyond, over the tops of the buildings, I could see the smoke, smell it faintly, hear the shouts and screams as thousands of lights flickered in streets and windows.

I wanted to help, but right now I felt I would do more harm than good. I didn't have complete control over this thing.

I raised my hands to either side of my head as I looked at the chaos. A rocketing pain suddenly struck my skull like lightning.

'Aghh...' I groaned, pulling my hands away briefly and examining my arms. The same green, luminescent light that the vex had held back in the tunnel coursed through my veins.

I pulled the curtains closed and pressed the button to drop the blinds. They refused to move just like the door, so I grabbed them and dragged them down with a violent pull.

I scrambled through my apartment to the bathroom and climbed into the tub, the glow in my arms growing brighter than ever as I pressed my palms to my temples, the pain in my skull burning like fire.


Chapter 6

This is Delicious

It was still dark when I awoke in the tub. Nothing ached, but my body felt wrong - as if the weight of everything was completely off-kilter, even though I was still exactly in proportion as before.

It took 20 minutes for my sense of sound to start sending anything back to me that wasn't a garbled mess, and when it finally returned, everything seemed clearer. Colors seemed sharper, and the world possessed an odd glow, as if all the details that I wanted to focus on in a single moment were clearer to me.

I stretched out my muscles and headed back into the living room to turn the TV on.

'Once again, if you're just joining us, or if you somehow slept through the chaos of the last few hours, what will likely be looked back one as one of the most staggering events in recent history has occurred at the Yellowstone Caldera in the resting place of Valesia, causing widespread havoc to spread across the country.

'Now, on the 20th anniversary of the Shift, Valesia has shown signs of movement. This is an unprecedented incident. Earthquakes have been detected in dozens of places across the country, anomalies have cropped up in thousands of sites, and emergency services are being pushed to their limit to handle the influx of injured civilians.'

The screen cut to a government spokesman addressing a room full of reporters.

'We've had unconfirmed reports from emergency service liaisons in various cities that a number of supers are not involved with the efforts,' a reporter asked, 'is this because of an unwillingness on their part to assist or because they cannot be accounted for?'

The spokesman fumbled for an answer. Being vague was the only solution right now.

'We are currently monitoring the situation and acquiring intel from a number of reliable sources to ensure that we can formulate a picture and a plan that is as accurate as possible,' the spokesman answered.

'So you're saying you aren't completely sure of the survival rate of supers?'

'Nobody is talking about survival rates when it comes to superpowered individuals,' the spokesman replied, holding his hands up. 'Our priority right now is, and will always be, the safety of our citizens.'

'Everybody is talking about super survival rates!' One of the journalists shouted.

The situation descended into a chaotic shouting match.

'And now, any second, he's going to make something up to keep them quiet,' I muttered to myself.

'I can assure you,' the spokesman continued, raising his voice loudly enough to quieten the reporters a little, 'that we have been in contact with Spires across the country and are acquiring all information we can.'

Every single news network was talking about it. Every single media outlet. My socials were exploding with discussions, hundreds of new posts dropping every time I refreshed the feed.

They already had a name for it: the Surge.

Every refresh of my feed brought thousands of new messages per second hurtling out of the void in a chaotic sprawl, and the name caught on like wildfire.

Another rush of pain struck my head. I took some painkillers, but deep down I knew they would do nothing to help.

Whatever change was happening within me thanks to the powerful vex I had been exposed to, I had no choice but to ride it out.

I staggered back to my bedroom, closing the door on the TV and the rest of the world.

***

For a few moments after I awoke for the second time, the whole thing seemed like a nightmare.

I dared to move and checked myself over. It seemed like I was okay. I barely felt any different.

I climbed out of bed just as the sun started to come up. Things had quietened a little outside, but it would take weeks for any true semblance of order to return to these areas that we called civilized.

Terranel was dead.

Were other supers dead? Other villains? Had they died the same way he had?

Had other people gained powers just like I had?

When times were chaotic, it was always easy for things to fly under the radar. But for supers? It was often impossible for them - literally. Too many people kept an eye on their movements online. There were whole networks and fan websites dedicated to spotting them and mapping their movements.

I cast aside the train of thought. Speculating was pointless without more information - the only useful thing I could do was lie low and make sure I didn't explode.

I pulled off the clothes I was still wearing from the night before and tossed them in my washer. I took a shower, had a shave and washed up, giving myself a look over in the mirror.

I had always tried to stay in shape and considered myself pretty lean, but after last night my body had already gone through some changes, namely in the muscle department; another thin layer seemed to cover me, built upon what I already possessed.

Since I had woken up, I hadn't dared try out the trifecta of powers I had experienced the night before. I had to keep a low profile. If one set off another unknown ability in my possession and I didn't know how to command it, anything could happen...

I headed into the kitchen and poured myself an enormous bowl of cereal. A pleasure, and a guilty one at that, but if any occasion called for it, this was it.

'At least food still tastes good,' I remarked. 'Really good, actually. God, that might be the greatest bowl of cereal I've ever eaten in my entire life...'

'How's it going?'

I spun around at the sound of the voice. The bowl of cereal in my hands dropped and smashed violently upon the floor.

A figure was sat on the couch in my living room.

Maybe I had this power on my side, but it was so unexpected and I was still lacking a framework so badly that I couldn't come up with a plan of attack beyond fumbling like a moron.

It took me a few seconds to register the identity of the smoking hot cat-eared woman sitting on my couch, cross-legged with a bowl of cereal in her hands.

Tailspin.

The night before had been such a haze that I only just remembered running into the beautiful super with the shimmering white hair and helping her out with the crashed car.

And now here she was in her usual gear, helping herself to my food.

'Nice moves,' she remarked, chewing casually, 'But in my experience, crockery isn't the best weapon. You want something that doesn't fall apart the first time you use it. Like a bat. You also need to make sure that you have a strategy for defense, especially when something sneaks up on you.'

I gulped and backed up a little.

'How did you get in here?' I asked.

'The Surge has caused a few hiccups in countrywide systems,' she replied. 'They should be back to normal operation within a few days, but right now the government is recommending that people lock themselves inside while everything comes back online. That door of yours isn't as secure as you think it is - even if you did lodge it shut with what was obviously a lot of strength.

'You've got great taste in breakfast cereal, by the way,' she mumbled, taking a mouthful and holding up the bowl, 'Helped myself. Hope you don't mind.'

'As long as you're not here to kill me, that's fine by me.'

'If I was trying to kill you the last thing I would do would be to sit waiting for you in your living room eating cereal. You'd be dead, then I'd eat cereal.'

'It really isn't an act, is it?' I asked. 'You really are as relaxed in real life as you are in the interviews I've seen of you online.'

'Nope,' she smiled, 'All me. And to answer your question, I'm here because I need to know how it is that you did what you did last night. And don't play stupid with me.'

If she was already here, it was pointless of me to ask how she had tracked me down.

'I was exposed to something,' I replied.

'We all were,' she replied immediately. 'Doesn't seem to have affected anybody else I've run into the way it has you.'

'I inspect and control vexes for Holloway College,' I continued, 'I was close to one, and it did something to me.'

'Light on detail,' she frowned, 'But it makes a little sense for now. By the way, I'd get your shelves stocked up over the next few days, because the old myth about new supers having a hell of an appetite during the first week of their power emergence is anything but a myth.'

'Am I always going to have an appetite now that I've got powers?'

'No, but sugar is always useful after a busy run.'

Lara finished the bowl, drinking the milk back.

I raised my hands and examined them again. The green shimmer in my veins had vanished, but I could still feel the strength dwelling within me.

'Terranel is dead,' I spoke simply, glancing up at Tailspin.

The super stared at me for a moment, narrowed her gaze, then burst out laughing.

'You're a funny guy,' she chuckled, giving her hands a slap against each other before getting to her feet.

'The worst catastrophe hits the country's systems in two decades, and he's nowhere to be seen,' I spoke, 'Why do you think that is?'

Tailspin moved to talk, then paused, gulping gently as she thought. 'That doesn't mean anything,' she replied, 'His priorities are all warped when it comes to helping people. He's obsessed with it - and I'll admit, there are worse traits for Spires to have than wanting to help everybody all the time, but still. He could just as easily be holding a bridge up right now as he could-'

'Saving a duck from a sewer?' I finished for her.

'I was going to say retrieving a pair of laced-together sneakers from a power line,' she smiled, before the smile quickly faded. 'And how do you know he's dead?'

'Like I said, I investigate vexes for the college,' I replied. 'I investigated one in the abandoned server farms beneath the Pot, and Terranel just so happened to join me.'

'So far so good,' she nodded.

'When we were down there, we headed into this hidden tunnel where this huge swell of a vex was sitting. I was inspecting it, everything was going fine, and then Valesia decided it would be a good time to do whatever she just did. The vex went crazy, it wrapped me up in its folds, and Terranel died trying to hold up the roof before it came crashing down.

'Even stranger, he was reduced to a skeleton when I finally woke up. There's no reason for that to happen... But it's got me wondering if I somehow absorbed his powers after I was wrapped up by the vex. What I have now could be a combination of the magic held by the vex and the power he possessed.'

Tailspin crossed her arms beneath her busty chest. That skintight red and white leather outfit of hers that began above her jeans always displayed a graceful amount of cleavage, and the motion pushed her breasts together even tighter as she eyed me suspiciously.

'Show me,' she spoke, 'Prove to me that I didn't just imagine you moving a car with your bare hands last night.'

I glanced around.

'Heads up.'

I picked up the coffee table by its corner leg. My forearm should have given out first, but I held all the weight easily as I hoisted it into the air, the wood and the bolts creaking as the frame bent under its own weight.

I tossed it gently towards Tailspin. She dodged deftly to the side with the speed she was famous for, sweeping out of the way as the couch crashed against the ground and struck the window, cracking it slightly.

'I was kind of expecting you to catch it,' I spoke dryly.

'I would have done if you'd given me a little warning first. Friends tend to warn each other before they play a game of catch with a freaking coffee table.

'Friends?' I replied. 'We just met, and you broke into my apartment. Is that what we are?'

'I think you could do with a friend right now, don't you?' She smiled. 'So you're super strong. What else?'

'Speed, invulnerability. Well, maybe not invulnerability, but durability...'

Tailspin picked up the cereal bowl, tossed it up smoothly to catch it by the bottom, and hurled it at me like a fastball.

It struck me square in the chest - and smashed.

I felt the vibration of the strike through my muscles, but no pain.

'You wanted to

'Well at least we know that last part works,' the sexy super spoke. 'Is that everything?'

'You just threw a cereal bowl at me.'

'And you threw a coffee table at me,' she shrugged. 'Listen, it's not just you. I'm getting fractured word through some of my contacts that this has happened to others - new supers. If they're smart, they'll do what you didn't do: go straight the fuck home, close the blinds and wait this thing out before making any moves.'

'I did do that.'

'No, you didn't. You got involved, because I saw you. Eyewitnesses, videos, pictures - they're all going to be online by now. Maybe not of you, but if new supers are roaming around, people are going to have their eyes open wider than ever.'

'So what happens now?' I asked. 'You gonna turn me in?'

Tailspin looked at me like I had just spat in her face.

'First of all, turn you into who?' She asked. 'Second of all, fuck, no. As long as you're one of the good guys, you will never see me snitch as long as I live.'

'So tell me who you are.'

Tailspin stared back at me. The sunshine smile, the rosy cheeks that begged for mischief; all of that vanished.

'Why would I do that?' She asked.

'You know who I am - it's Jake, by the way. I should know who you are - especially if we're friends, like you said.'

She glared back at me from behind her mask, then raised a hand to it and pulled it away.

Sunglasses often made a person more attractive; it was easy for a brain to fill in the gaps positively before they were replaced by reality.

For her, it was the opposite. She looked prettier than I imagined beneath the mask, sporting freckles around her gently-curved nose as her piercing blue eyes looked back at me.

'Lara Monroe,' she spoke, holding out her hand. 'I live over at the garage on 32nd.'

'Wait, you're the owner?' I replied, shaking her hand as I thought of the mechanics workshop tucked away at the end of the closed street just a few blocks over.

'Technically my aunt owns the building, but she's very old and very unable to move, so I run it.'

'I've seen the cars that come in and out of that place,' I remarked. 'They're not exactly the kind of people I expected a super to be helping out...'

'We service very particular clientele,' she replied, 'The kind of ridiculous rigs that require a specialist hand.'

'So by night you serve the public, and by day you serve gangsters.'

'Officially I have no idea about any of that. Plus, doing what I do, it's the perfect way to collect information. You've got to have your edge, and so do you - you just need to figure out what it is.'

Lara put her mask back on, picked up her reinforced bat and headed for the door.

'So what now?' I asked.

'Lay low, and when the all-clear drops, go about your business as usual. Whatever day that is, whether it's tomorrow or next week, I'll come by the same night, and we'll hit the town.'

'You want me to join you on patrol?'

'God, no. We're going plainclothes, and you're going to understand how things really work around here. In the meantime, keep your head down, and try not to destroy any more of your furniture.'

'No promises.'

'Oh, and Jake?' She spoke, spinning around in the doorway to face me.

'Yeah?'

'Contrary to popular belief, your greatest asset as a super isn't your secret identity. It's knowing when to keep your mouth closed, which in almost every scenario should be the case. Basically what I'm saying is that if anybody comes snooping around my place suddenly knowing who I am with a mind to threaten me, my first port of call won't be establishing a new identity - it'll be posting your name and address online so that every Spire, good and bad, knows who you are. Do we have an understanding?'

The cat-eared super looked more stunning than ever standing before my apartment door with her bat resting over her shoulder.

For some reason, the suddenly serious tone she had taken on made her even hotter.

'One hundred percent,' I replied immediately.

'Good,' she smiled. 'Later.'

Lara slipped through the gap in the door just as it closed, moving so swiftly that the sensor didn't activate.

I crossed to the door, checking the electronic lock to see that it was working again. The world was coming back online.


Chapter 7

What Secret Identity

Over the course of the day things continued to cool off across New Holloway. Prices for food delivery had gone through the roof, but it was a boom of supply and demand for the guys willing to dodge the trouble and make their drop-offs. I usually went in person thanks to the bodega downstairs, but right now I didn't even want to risk that.

With the Pot being so rough, it was still a little chaotic in the street outside my window.

Three days later, the central government announced that governors of individual states would begin making decisions about ongoing safety procedures.

An hour later, New Holloway City's own Mayor Maurice Moorstead held a press conference to announce that normal services would be restored fully by the end of the day.

Various supers had come forward to help, making public appearances across the board on TV, but plenty were unaccounted for.

And just as the internet always did, those who were missing were quickly racked up in a well-organized list. Plenty of Verses and Currents hadn't been found yet, at least one in every state, but they were largely lost and forgotten against the backdrop of the tens of thousands of civilian deaths that had occurred.

But the disappearances of Spires were more difficult to hide, and of the 157 known in the country, 9 had yet to be found.

Raging Dawn on the west coast, Hallowed from Texas, Buckweed from Montana were just a few - and Terranel, from right here.

There were a few likely explanations, and plenty of unlikely ones: the most logical reason for their disappearance was that they had been killed in the chaos, but by what? They were the best equipped to deal with it.

The other explanation was that they had been near anomalies, which had turned them to skeletons just like Terranel - whether their powers had been drained into the earth or transferred to somebody else was another question entirely.

And that was assuming that the power transfer only applied to Spires. What if the same went for Currents and Verses?

Street and Verse supers tended to stick to particular areas, ranging from towns to city districts. Often it came down to travel capabilities; Currents possessed increased dexterity and endurance, so could deal with close-counters fights more effectively.

And then there were the Spires. Most had the game pinned perfectly, dealing with the problems that Currents and Verses couldn't manage without stepping on their toes.

For most, the line of good and evil was firmly wedged into place. Being an erratic super was a fast way to get killed by others.

Right now it was just a case of me managing this power. Maybe I didn't have a spot to practice with it yet or a target to shoot at, but I could still gain control over it like Lara had said.

I needed somewhere with more space.

The next day, four days since Lara had closed the door behind herself, I opened it for the first time and peeked out. The bots and drones had worked overtime to patch up any cracks, and were still working.

I took the maintenance stairs to the roof and emerged from the bulkhead. Long ago the co-op had intended to tame this place into a rooftop garden, but it was too much work and nobody really wanted to take on the responsibility.

Now, like so many rooftops in the city, it was a small jungle of foliage.

I moved among the shrubbery to the building's edge and looked out over the neighborhood. Local news outlets had covered how much the foliage had rapidly grown over the past few days during the Surge, another strange side effect of the event, but only seeing it with my own eyes now did I realize the extent.

Talk about a concrete jungle. The buildings and rooftops were covered. If it weren't for the constant hum of life, anybody showing up on this planet for the first time would think the place was abandoned from a distance.

'Channel it without using it,' I spoke to myself, 'How does that work?'

I stood among the foliage and raised my hands with my palms up. I didn't push the strength, the speed or the durability - the things that had revealed themselves within me so far. Instead I dug deeper to find the thing that powered it all.

Closing my eyes, I saw a flame simmering in the darkness - not green like the glow that I had seen in my veins already, but purple. The more I watched it, the more violent it grew, tempting me and drawing me in. With it, I felt my powers eager to come out.

Then I focused on it, staring it down and fusing myself with it, rather than seeing it as the foe. Over the next few moments it tempered, coming under control.

I opened my eyes and smiled. What I had on day one was my baseline, and it was more powerful than almost all of what the Currents and Verses had.

What was this thing?

The flame wanted to grow, but it didn't matter how big or small a fire was - all that mattered was that it was kept under control.

And somewhere within it resided the real powers which rested upon the foundation of the basic trio of abilities I had.

Terranel was the greatest hero in the city, and now he was dead. I didn't know if his powers had directly transferred to me, but it was a mighty coincidence that his death had coincided with me acquiring these abilities.

Whatever the reason was for Valesia's second awakening, her movement had sparked the vexes and caused this.

But how and why were questions I didn't need to care about right now.

All I cared about was keeping a low profile while I figured out exactly what I could do.

Terranel had died keeping me safe. As his life force had drained, likely inadvertently taken by me, he had used the last of his fading strength to save me.

I never felt the need to be beholden to anything or anyone - I just wanted to do the right thing, whatever that looked like.

But there was no scenario where I would let Terranel's sacrifice go to waste. These powers were the legacy of something much bigger.

My phone suddenly rang in my pocket, shaking me out of my daydream on the rooftop. I checked the screen and found the picture of Professor Ellison's robotic face staring back at me.

'Professor?' I spoke, answering the call.

'Jake? Is that you?'

'It's me,' I smiled. 'Still alive.'

'Oh, I'm so glad,' he spoke, 'I've been checking in on the entire class.'

'It took you four whole days?'

'Due to the mass causalities that occurred several days ago, my priorities demanded that I reassign myself to assist. The supers have a handle on things now, but it's been busy.'

'Of that I have no doubt, professor. So what's up? If it's about the vex you asked me to investigate...' I trailed off, mulling on what to tell him. 'I've got a few notes, so-'

'That won't be necessary,' the professor cut in. 'All investigative duties assigned to the college have been put on hold.'

'On whose authority?'

'The government, obviously. They assign us with these tasks, overseen by occasional observers, but we're largely left to our own devices because we know what we're doing. However, the Surge has obviously changed things.

'I imagine that once they're finished doing what they're doing, we may be given permission to return, but until then we're off the job. That's all I can tell you. Anyway, the original reason I called was to let you know that classes have now returned to their normal schedules. I shall see you tomorrow.'

'I'll be there, professor.'

I hung up and looked out at the vast jungle of the city.

'Can't stay locked in here forever, Jake,' I muttered holding up my hands, 'Just got to hope this thing doesn't go haywire...'

***

The next morning I arose early, got ready for the day and headed downstairs to the bodega to grab a few things.

'How's business?' I asked Carlo.

'Booming,' he replied in earnest, 'I can barely keep up.'

'Really?'

'With everybody locked inside for a few days, demand has been pent-up. Deliveries have been non-stop. Not only that, but everybody is worried about something like this happening again, so they're stocking up wherever they can.'

'Everybody thinks it can never happen until it does,' I nodded, setting my snacks down on the counter.

'And you know something?' Carlo continued, 'Even with all of this craziness, I still don't think people really understand how big of a deal this is. There are before and after times in a man's life, Jake, but sometimes it applies to everybody. This is one of those times.'

I headed out, finding the same story in the streets as I did on the campus. Everybody was walking around cautious, fearful and unsettled.

I arrived at the college, happy to find the place mostly unscathed; where it was cracked in occasional places, the old bots and drones were still working away securing and repairing.

The campus was half as busy as usual, but people were getting back to into their routines after the Surge.

I arrived at the lecture hall ten minutes early and found a seat as everybody steadily arrived. The scent of Kylee Sloane's flowery perfume pulled my attention quickly.

'Hey.'

Instead of taking the front seat as usual, she moved onto my row and took the seat right next to me. I hadn't seen the demon-horned brunette since the day of the Surge, but she looked just as stunning as ever in a short black skirt that flowed outwards from her upper thighs, combined with a white blouse with a few of the top buttons undone.

'How are holding up?' I asked.

'That's the question everybody is asking each other right now,' she replied, taking out her tablet from her bag, 'Every time I see somebody I know on campus, I'm just happy to see that they're alive. It's insane...'

'20 years to the day, and suddenly Valesia decides to move,' I spoke. 'And for some reason, this time she doesn't say anything.'

'Maybe she didn't do it on purpose, or didn't mean to do it,' Kylee replied. 'I've read a dozen different theories - that somebody disturbed her on purpose, that she was releasing excess mana from her body...'

'Maybe it's more than one,' I remarked.

'Maybe...' Kylee glanced over at me and pulled a double-take.

'What's up?' I asked.

'You... Look different,' she spoke with intrigue, her dark eyes scanning me.

'How's that?'

'I mean, you always looked like you were in pretty good shape, but you look like you put on ten pounds in the last week - in a good way, I mean.'

'You know how it is,' I replied, trying to sound casual, 'Locked up in my apartment for a few days after the Surge. Not much to do but work out.'

'I don't think people pack on muscle that quickly,' Kylee smiled. 'You just look more... Filled out than usual. What, you got a super suit on under there or something?'

I was halfway through drinking from my canteen and tried not to splutter a mouthful of water like a moron.

'That'll be the day,' I replied, trying not to cough.


Chapter 8

Dive Bar Conspiracies

Most classes in the college that morning likely covered catch-up situations and general discussion about the Surge. Nothing would realistically get done, and I couldn't blame them.

We were the exception. With our work being directly tied to what had happened, Ellison's lecture covered the Surge and various scraps of information that he could inform us of.

I kept a low profile, letting others ask the questions, many of which were the same ones on my mind.

But the details were still sparing: that the government were continuing to monitor the situation, that vexes were being investigated, that instances of missing supers were being looked into.

I trusted the professor, but I couldn't talk to him about any of this. Bots were decentralized from any wider system, hence the reason that the ones still around now carried out helpful tasks in the city like repair work and acted as tour guides, despite their glitchy nature.

But they could still be tapped by higher powers if somebody wanted to, and Ellison was no different.

I doubted that it was the case, though. He didn't even want to know about the vex that had done this to me, so I didn't feel bad about keeping it to myself.

I ducked out the moment the lecture ended, walking with Kylee. We had always been friendly with each other having been on the same course for several years, but in some strange way we found ourselves drawn to each other now.

I found her gorgeous, sure, but now she wanted to be at my side, too. Maybe the muscle I had suddenly packed on really was doing some work.

'Got somewhere you need to be?'

'Always,' I replied, 'Don't you?'

'What do you mean?'

'Come on, Kylee Sloane doesn't have somewhere that she needs to be?' I smiled.

'Do people always use my full name when they're talking about me?' She laughed.

'When you've got a reputation for looking as good as you, yeah. Comes with the deal.'

I couldn't have imagined myself saying something like that to the smoking hot brunette even last week, but here I was saying it without the slightest worry.

She held up and looked to me with an intrigued smile. I didn't know how she would respond, but then:

'Pretty rich coming from you,' she remarked.

'What do you mean?'

'I mean you've always brushed up pretty damn good yourself, Jake Dawson. Your clothes just look like they fit you slightly better today. It's just...' She trailed off, giving my figure a glance so quick that I barely noticed it. 'I don't know. Is there... Anything you want to tell me?'

'About...?'

'I don't know. You just seem a little more spry than usual.'

'Spry?' I repeated with a laugh. 'Is my usual self not so spry?'

'Occasionally cheery, mostly serious.'

'A man has to be serious if he wants to survive in a world like this.'

'Sure, but you are allowed to have occasional downtime, you know?'

'You're probably right,' I laughed. 'What does downtime look like?'

'A stiff drink at a less than reputable spot.'

'I never took you for that kind of scene.'

'Then maybe think about getting to know me a little better. Come on.'

Kylee and I headed into the Pot. The neighborhood had its good and bad spots like any place, but its bad were the easiest places to hide.

Heading into them now didn't bother me in the slightest. I wanted to run into Brickflame and his moron buddies and drop some justice right on their stupid faces.

Instead we found a quiet bar, ordered a few drinks and took a booth. I didn't know why Kylee was so intent on talking to me until we sat down.

She took one final look at the door of the bar, then glanced at me.

'The bots are compromised,' she spoke immediately.

I took a beat, wondering what the hell kind of conversation starter that was.

'... What are you talking about?' I replied.

'I brought you in here because it seemed like the kind of place we wouldn't be followed or recorded. The more dangerous the place, the less likely there are to be bots around.'

'What's got you so paranoid? I mean, I know you've got a secret appetite for the strange, but this is a far cry.'

'It's our professors,' she spoke. 'My friends have noticed the same thing. None of them are answering questions about the vexes or what operations they were assisting with on the night of the Surge.'

'That's standard procedure. The government has the means to control the bots if they want to.'

'Exactly, and it's the government who have taken over the investigation into the vexes. The vexes that we're supposed to be investigating.'

'Just because they can't talk about it, it doesn't mean it's some grand conspiracy,' I replied. 'This is a world-changing event. of course there are going to be efforts to keep potentially dangerous information secret until the government figure out more about it.'

'It isn't just that,' she whispered, 'I'm really not one to get paranoid, I just take note of what's in front of me. But... The bots at the college are scanning for anomalous super signatures.'

I took a long beat.

'How could you possibly know that?' I muttered, eyeing her.

'One of my friends caught sight of some agents coming in to pull information from a bot earlier. They have to do it in person like with all bots, and I've never seen any of them come around to take stuff. Why now?'

'Would they really be that obvious?'

'Please, the people in charge are completely incompetent. They have power, sure, but that power makes them think they're special. Of course they slip up.'

I took a moment to think.

'Clearly they know something,' I spoke. 'Or they're looking for something.'

'Just let me know if you see anything weird,' Kylee spoke.

'Weird?' I smiled. 'In this city? That's a broad pool.'

'You know what I mean.'

'Why are you so concerned?' I asked.

'Because I value my privacy,' Kylee replied, 'The people in power don't have a right to my information.'

There was the secret hippie I knew.

We finished up our drinks and left the bar.

'Don't get yourself killed,' she winked, 'And if you do, give them one hell of a fight before they take you down.'

'I'll do my best.'

The sexy, demon-horned brunette took off down the street, turning the corner out of sight.

I had always gotten along well with Kylee, and I knew there was a free-spirited side to her, but I had no idea she was looking into things this deeply.

I headed home, grabbing some takeout on the way there as my appetite picked up something fierce. I arrived back at my apartment, tossed my satchel and pulled open the paper bag. The burger could have been a day old and I wouldn't have minded.

I took a bite and savored the taste. This was a good day, all thing's considered. Next on my list was getting in contact with Lara so that I could figure out how to use my powers properly without exploding.

'Right after I finish five more of these,' I spoke to myself, 'But that would be one hell of a takeout bill. Maybe I can pay a visit to the grocery store and make them myself...'

I took another bite - but something wasn't right. There was an artificial smell on the air.

I tried to brush it off - it could have been my senses recalibrating in the aftermath of gaining my powers - but it grew stronger.

'What is that?' I muttered, breathing in deep through my nose.

The closest thing to it that I could remember was the one time I had been into the server room back at the college.

Epoxy resin, and something flame retardant, like a fan vent on a computer.

I knew exactly what it was because I had encountered it before.

The only problem was that I didn't have anything in my apartment that could have caused that kind of smell. My TV and my phone were the only devices, and they had long extinguished those smells years ago.

That left only one explanation.

There's somebody in my apartment.

I swallowed my food, clenched my teeth, tensed my jaw and kept quiet, hoping my sense of sound would work as well as my scent.

Whoever they were, they were doing a mighty impressive job of moving quietly.

The smell grew stronger - and the lightest tap of something behind me, moving in the door to the bedroom.

They were getting closer.

I pulled open the kitchen drawer and retrieved a sharp, serrated steak knife.

Don't hesitate.


Chapter 9

Whacked

I spun around, raised the knife and launched it at my target, whoever or whatever it was.

In the low light of my apartment, the figure looked like a moving shadow. The figure dodged to the side, the knife whipping straight through the doorway and into my bedroom where it slammed into the wall.

The blade shuddered and vibrated, but my assassin paid it no mind.

The moving shadow swiftly raised the gun in it hands.

Instinctively I raised my arms, and he started firing.

The force of the strike coursed through my arms, vibrating my entire body for a fraction of a second with each hit until the clip was empty.

Am I dead?

Nope. Not yet, at least.

I lowered my arms as a series of clunks struck the ground at my feet.

The bullets dislodged from my skin and fell to the floor, scattering like coins.

'Huh,' I breathed, examining them as a stiff ache set in. 'That's interesting.'

I glanced up just in time to see my foe dart towards me.

The air resonated with the speed of the killer's move. Briefly I caught sight of what this thing was - humanoid, dressed from head to toe in black gear, clad in boots, fitted dark pants and a black turtleneck; his gloves were the same color, and so was the balaclava mask covering his face.

I couldn't tell a thing about them.

Right now, none of that made a shred of difference to me.

I dodged to the side so fast that I slammed into the kitchen cabinet several yards away. My attacker's fist slammed into the wall where I had just been standing, sending a rippling crack through the concrete.

He grunted out of anger, not pain, and turned sharply to pursue me.

I had only fought a few times in my life and barely thrown a dozen punches, but the strength that summoned itself within me guided my hand.

I launched a jab at the assailant, interrupting his punch before it had a chance to hit me. He staggered back into the living room, quickly shaking it off.

'Looks like I'm stronger than you,' I breathed.

My foe unleashed an angered grunt and rushed me again, pulling us both into a mad grapple.

After the bullets, I knew that I could protect myself, but I had to play it safe.

And silent.

Don't make too much noise, or everybody is going to come running.

My foe kept trying to reach for something at his side, but I kept his hand from snatching at it. With his other, he delivered a trio of sharp punches straight at my gut.

They were weaker and more spread out than the bullets, but the shudder still felt strong.

Only one thought struck:

This guy is a super.

I launched another jab at his shoulder, hitting as hard as I could at this close a range, opening a window for me to grab him with both hands and lift.

Dragging a man in his entirety off the ground like he was nothing more than an overstuffed backpack felt bizarre, but incredible.

I lifted him up and threw him onto his back on the kitchen counter. A crack rippled through the surface, but it didn't deter him in the slightest.

He leaped up and jumped from the counter to the other side, turning around to face me.

'So much for keeping things quiet,' I breathed. 'Tell me who you are, or I'm putting you through a wall this time.'

A chuckle escaped my foe. He reached to his side, this time not for the gun, but the weapon he had been trying to reach when we were grappling - his blade.

In the low light of my apartment it would have otherwise been hard to see, but the red glow it gave off provided a perfect outline of its shape.

The confidence with which he wielded it told me that he knew this thing could do real damage.

'If you wanted me dead, why didn't you just pull that thing first, huh?' I breathed. 'You could have stabbed me in the back a whole lot faster.'

Another pause and another laugh.

'I had to see what you could do first,' the crackling voice replied.

Then he dashed towards me.

The formidable durability of my body wouldn't save me this time.

I dodged away from the first swipe of the blade and grabbed my foe's arm, bringing both of us into another grapple.

Maybe I was stronger, but that didn't matter much right now. I needed an exit from this hold.

I headbutted the figure straight on the nose, surprised to find that birds weren't flying around me in circles immediately after.

The figure flailed back, opening a brief window where he was completely defenseless.

Don't hesitate.

I raised my leg and delivered a rocketing kick against his chest. The assassin hurtled across the room, flying through the air and slamming into the wall so hard that a crack raced through the concrete.

He fell to the ground, blade falling aside.

I dashed towards him, my power propelling me to his side with a single step.

I kicked the blade to the side where it still glowed red.

Force was the only thing that would keep him down.

I delivered another rocketing punch square at his face, then another, disorienting him enough to keep him on the ground.

I took up the blade and examined it. Concentrated energy. This was high-level tech.

I wrapped my other hand around the blade and tensed up my arms. Even with my strength, this thing was unyielding. Only when I kept the pressure on did it finally snap.

Crack.

The blade split in two and fell to the ground. The red glow from within emerged, racing around the room like a lost bird before finding a gap in my broken door and sliding around the edge, racing away.

I had no idea what that thing was, but right now it was the least of my concerns.

I pressed my foot to my attacker's chest, holding him down.

'Who the fuck are you?' I shouted.

'A man with a mission,' his muffled voice replied through the mask. 'No hard feelings, friend.'

The moment he finished his sentence, he jolted up from the ground and lunged at me.

Fearsome panic spiraled through me, instantly turning into that desire to fight.

This guy wasn't going to talk, and I wasn't interested in forcing him to.

I raised my foot and slammed it down into the assassin's head, breaking his nose. Another stamp, and his body went limp. I kept going.

When I heard the crack, I held up and staggered back, gasping for breath.

The guy's head was caved in. He wasn't ever getting up.

I caught my breath, quelling the adrenaline-fueled shudder in my hands and getting a hold of myself.

I had just killed a man, and it didn't bother me in the slightest. If anything, it had felt right.

'Okay,' I panted, 'Dead assassin in my living room. Who the hell are you?'

I checked his pockets and found nothing to identify him.

A slight creak from my side turned my head. Instinctively I assumed a fighting stance, but I didn't need to.

Lara Monroe wandered through the door, minus the mask and baseball bat, and wearing much more casual gear of denim hotpants and a tight black vest, both of which gripped her tight, toned figure. A grey slouchy beanie hat covered her furred ears, stylishly pulled back to expose her pretty face.

'Your door was open, so I let myself in,' she spoke, paying most of her attention to the carton of fries held between her slender fingers, 'So how's it going? Get yourself killed yet, or...?'

Lara glanced up and pulled to a stop, taking in the sight of me breathing heavily, disheveled as I stood over the body of the dead assassin.

She took a single fry from the carton and placed it in her mouth, chewing slowly as she frowned at the scene.

'So...' She trailed off, 'I'm guessing you didn't invite him over.'


Chapter 10

Hit the Streets

'We're leaving this apartment for good in the next five minutes.'

'We need to find out who this guy is first,' I said.

'Then we do it in the five-minute window that I just mentioned,' she spoke. 'What is there to find out about him, anyway? Doesn't look like there's anything that could identify him.'

'Except for the blade.'

I nodded over to the broken weapon. Lara kneeled to inspect it, keeping her distance.

'I've got somebody who might be able to figure out what it is and where it came from,' she spoke, pulling out her phone and taking a picture of the broken blade. 'But we can't take it with us. Who knows if it has some kind of tracking mechanism integrated inside?'

'So if he's got friends, they'll track it to here,' I said, 'They break in like he did, leave the door open after they take off, and sooner or later somebody who lives on my floor takes a look through my open door to see the body lying in my living room.'

Don't worry about that right now.'

'Don't worry about it?' I repeated with a frown. 'Yeah, I'm going to need a few more details.'

'You're registered to this apartment, sure, but the same contact who can tell us about that blade can switch a few names around to make it look like you never lived here.'

I tossed everything I needed into my bag. It wasn't much: cash, clothes, my tablet, my phone - and the one picture of my parents that sat on my bedside table.

I ran my hand over the image for the first time in a while.

It could snap at my touch, a fragile memory that could vanish in an instant.

'You got everything?' Lara called over.

'Pretty much,' I replied, stashing the picture in my bag.

'Then say goodbye to your old life.'

Lara said it with the kind of gravitas that this was some big, emotional goodbye.

Truth be told, I couldn't have cared in the slightest. My apartment was just the place that I lived; leaving it behind didn't mean anything to me.

Staying alive now that I had my powers? That was my only priority right now. These abilities were a gift. I wasn't going to waste what Terranel and the vex had given me.

A few minutes later I was looking over my shoulder at the busy street as I hurried down the sidewalk, keeping up with Lara.

'I feel naked,' I spoke, catching up with her as I adjusted my bag over my shoulder. 'How do you walk around without your suit?'

'Because I keep a low-profile when I'm not kicking ass,' she replied, finishing off the last of her fries and smoothly tossing the carton into the next garbage can we passed. 'And right now a suit should be the last thing on your mind. You don't even have a name. Bottom line, just make sure to cover your face for the time being whenever you're doing anything stupid. Got it?'

'Loud and clear,' I smiled. 'So what exactly am I supposed to call you?'

'You've got two names to choose from.'

'But I can't go calling you by your super name in public.'

'Then make a judgement call, dumbass.'

I took a second to think. 'Yeah, that was a pretty stupid question.'

'It's okay,' she smiled over her shoulder at me, 'It's just the adrenaline.'

'Almost being buried alive in the ruins of the underground server farms was a lot scarier than dealing with him.'

'Sure, but it's still going to hit you. Give it a few more encounters, and you'll adjust. You'll be amazed how fast you go from throwing punches at small-time thugs to taking on whole groups of guys. What you have right now is base level, and it's only going to get stronger. You're still waiting for your real powers to come out.'

'That's good, because I'm going to need it if I face off against any more guys like the one who just tried to kill me.'

'He was a tough fight?'

'Fast, strong - I barely held him off.'

'Even if we don't know who that guy was, we do know some things for definite: that he knew where and how to find you, and that he thought it more important to kill you than tell the world about your identity.'

'All of that leads back to the one question I'm wondering about,' I replied, 'Was he working alone, or for somebody else?'

'Supers rarely work with the government,' Lara replied matter-of-factly.

'Not what I asked. I don't know much about the factions and the real names for them, but I know there are dozens out there. This guy could be from any one of them.'

'Sure, and they're all as chaotic as each other. Most just want to make some cash for themselves...'

'You think supers shouldn't be able to make some cash on the side?' I asked.

'There's a difference between getting paid for using your powers and repurposing what you come across when you're dealing with some very bad people.'

We stopped off at a food truck where Lara ordered a chicken pot for both of us, paying with a few bills from a wad of cash tied in a rubber band that must have numbered at least a few thousand dollars.

'Those your takings?' I asked.

'Like I said, repurposed cash,' she replied. 'Think of it this way: somebody offers you cash to go beat somebody up? What do you say?'

'Depends on the person.'

'Eghhh,' Lara replied, imitating the wrong answer buzzer sound, taking the chicken pots from the merchant and handing one to me. 'You only ever take cash if it's lying around unclaimed.'

'This a rule that you're going to make me stick to?'

'You want to say no and go your own way with your actions? Be my guest. I look forward to seeing how you were gunned down on the news feeds. I don't believe in karma, but actions have a way of stacking up.'

'You don't need to tell me this stuff,' I said. 'I know the difference between right and wrong.'

'There are more nuances than that. Somebody offers you money to go throw somebody off a building and catch them to intimidate them, without you knowing anything about the victim? You're no better than the mafia boss who very obviously hired you.

'But let's say you cut down a drug den, and they just so happen to have a stack of bills sitting around in the range of twenty or thirty thousand dollars, give or take? Maybe you take a little of it for yourself so that you can get a few useful things to help out your endeavors. We don't get paid for this, but we still have to make ends meet. There's a happy medium.'

'What about the rest of the money?' I asked.

'You can go and throw that cash from a rooftop if you want, but you'll just get a bunch of people stealing it. Donate it. Or keep it. Whatever.'

'Charming.'

'Quit nitpicking,' she smiled, 'You know what I mean. Besides, there's a difference when it comes to hoarding for the sake of it and hoarding for purpose. You get all of that cash together because you want to use it as a mattress? Not exactly noble. You amass because you want to buy a fortified hideout for yourself? That's more understandable.'

We walked side by side through the Pot, eating our takeout.

I didn't exactly expect to receive my Super 101 education tonight when I got back to my apartment, but here I was, receiving it from the most beautiful super in the Pot.

'Don't you want to make a difference?' I asked.

'I do make a difference,' she frowned at me seriously.

'On a local level, sure.'

'What's wrong with the local level?'

'I never said there was anything wrong with it,' I replied quickly.

'Look, I don't know how much of a connection you feel to this neighborhood, but I've been here my whole life, even before I knew I had powers. I know how to keep it safe.'

'Then why did you pay me a visit?' I asked. 'What do you need my help for?'

'Who says I need your help?' She asked. 'Maybe I've just seen enough new Streets come through the Pot who end up getting themselves killed way too soon, and I want to help out.'

We turned the corner and arrived at the garage. If the city ever turned into a warzone, it was strategically placed to be defended from most threats; a classic art deco building with the same stone style used out front in the bays, all of it tucked at the end of a closed street, which was rare in the city.

We hopped the fence and headed through the yard crammed with vehicles in various states of repair.

'We keep regular weekday hours, 9am till 5pm,' Lara spoke, 'It can get very busy during the day - useful for us being off the street like this, so we don't cause any traffic.'

'Convenient,' I agreed as she pulled out her keys and unlocked the front door.

'Oh,' she whispered, turning briefly to face me, 'and keep it down once we get inside. I'm not the only person who lives here.'

We headed into the garage workspace, a well-kept spot that was void of mechanics right now but busy with scattered tools and machinery in the darkness. At the back end we headed into the separate living space. All the while, Lara locked the doors with mechanized bars, activating alarms as we went.

'Kitchen, living area, pantry,' she spoke, pointing at each as we passed them to the stairs and headed to the second-floor hallway, pressing a finger to her lips and lowering her voice to a whisper. 'My bedroom's here, and there's two more down at the end. Bathroom's right here. You can stay upstairs.'

We headed up the second set of stairs to a trapdoor. Lara pushed it open, and we arrived in a large, dark space - upon closer inspection, an attic. Most of it was shrouded in darkness, and I could only make out the shapes of boxes and crates.

The only thing in the light was a single-bed right in front of the window and an old military storage box sitting open and empty at its end.

'You keep a bed up here?' I asked. 'Do you always have guests?'

'No,' she grinned, 'I stay up here sometimes, often after particularly dangerous nights. I'm more the careful type than the paranoid type, but I always worry about leaving a trail.'

'Right,' I agreed, crossing to the window and looking out at the city. 'That's smart.'

'There's a fire escape right outside,' she spoke, 'During the day, it's front door only. At night, you can take whichever one you want. Just make sure to lock up.'

I pulled open the window and stepped onto the fire escape as Lara followed. For a few minutes we sat in silence looking at the sprawl of the city and the glowing lights.

'Have you always been able to do what you do?' I asked.

'My powers only woke up a few years back,' she replied. 'But I always had the ears. Didn't anticipate how my abilities would wake up, though.'

'What happened?'

'Originally I was studying to be a dancer. Guy in my class thought it would be a good idea to hit my friend. That's when they woke up. Almost killed him before my friends pulled me off. I still think about it sometimes.'

'Making a mistake?'

'No,' she scoffed, 'Not being quicker. He turned into a fine man. Killed a clerk at a gas station a year ago. Injured a couple outside in the process while making his escape.'

'Damn,' I muttered. 'I hope he got caught.'

'Yeah, but he didn't make it to trial. I found him and killed him before they did. Took a couple of days to locate him, but it was necessary to my mind. Maybe I'm being biased with that one.'

I gave Lara a look as she gazed out at the city, drawing a deep breath of night air. She looked peaceful, but I was starting to understand that things really were a lot greyer than the good vs bad that I imagined.

'No super starts off with their powers running on full-volume,' Lara spoke quietly. 'We have to keep them in check, learn how to gain real control over them, how to summon each of our abilities properly. Right now you seem to have a handle on them, but soon they're going to change into something else. I only started with the speed and the dexterity. Then I got a little added strength, and the ability to channel raw energy into a weapon - hence the bat.'

'Even if this is as powerful as I get,' I spoke, 'I'm going to use what I've got to help you fix the Pot for good. This didn't start out as my neighborhood, but ever since I moved here, it's become a place that I can't bear to see go under.'

'I'm not going to lie,' she sighed, 'I've had the same thoughts as you from time to time. Making a difference, just like you said. I guess I just knew that my powers were never going to be quite enough to do something like that.'

'You say that, but I've watched supers from afar for a while,' I spoke. 'So many would be able to achieve serious feats if they just worked together.'

'So you want to go for a team-up kind of thing?' She smiled.

'No,' I replied. 'I want to work with you to bring a little order to this place. We can do that.'

Lara didn't cut off my idea, but she did eye me as if she had the means to figure out everything there was to know about me just by scanning my face.

A smile slowly grew at the edge of her lips.

'First off, the we of you and me isn't going to be enough for a project like this,' she spoke, 'Brute force is great, but you need brains, too - and I'm not calling you stupid. You're a Vex Studies investigator at the college, after all. I'm talking about the kind of brains that can help with Shift-tech, and everything in between.'

'You know somebody?'

'Not all supers are out patrolling and beating people up,' she smiled. 'I have a few contacts. What I can help you with is learning the ropes. But after that? I don't know how much use I'm going to be fighting alongside you, depending on how fast your powers grow and how powerful they become.'

'But cutting my teeth right here is the best place to start, right?' I remarked.

Lara smiled and licked her lips gently. 'Then let's go mess up some bad guys, huh?'


Chapter 11

The Garage

Lara's offer of the attic room a few floors up from the garage was exactly what I needed in the realm of lying low.

In the dark of the night, I barely had a clue how big the space was beyond the bed that I slept in.

But I didn't care to wander. I needed my sleep more than ever while my body recalibrated, and I slipped into it easily.

Drifting off, I wondered how the hell all of this had happened to me.

When I awoke I was buried among the sheets and covers. Now, with a moment to finally think, I evaluated my situation.

After the attack, Lara had told me to leave my apartment behind. I didn't know if that meant my life, too - I still had to attend the college, but more to maintain my cover instead of disappearing off the map completely.

This was my hidden identity.

I smiled at the thought. I was no reluctant hero. I could remember all the times when I had wished I had powers on my side to stop something bad from happening.

But now that I had powers, I had to be smart about it, especially when somebody had tracked me down so quickly.

For now, the garage was my fortress.

I pulled the sheets back and looked out the window just above my bed to the street outside. It was early, and the air was crisp and cool.

I sat up, yawned and looked about the attic in the light for the first time. It was stacked with boxes, but this small patch carved out for the bed was cozy enough to act as my own spot for now.

But after everything that had happened last night, I needed to get washed up.

She probably isn't going to want me wandering around the place naked.

I pulled on yesterday's clothes and stepped out, finding a pair of towels folded neatly on the floor. I left one inside and took the other downstairs.

'Lara?' I called out, gently drumming my knuckles on her bedroom door. 'Are you up, or...?'

She's probably already downstairs making breakfast.

I headed down the hall to the bathroom and was about to turn the handle when it turned itself.

A flurry of steam drifted out, and with it came Lara wrapped in nothing but a towel. Her tight figured suited the look perfectly, every part of her sporting a slenderness that was impossible to look away from.

Coupled with those freckles, her bob-haircut and her gentle features, and she looked stunning.

It was easy to forget that she could kill a non-super in a matter of seconds.

'Uhh.. Good morning.'

'Morning,' she smiled 'Thank God you woke up.'

'Did I sleep in?'

'No, I was just worried that something would go completely wrong overnight. It can take a week or two for things to fully settle.'

'You know that from experience?'

'And from my network.'

'You have a network?'

'You really think that supers are all lonely warriors?' She laughed, 'Only the Spires can afford to have that mindset - the rest of us need to stay in touch. But all of this can wait - get yourself a shower, change into some fresh clothes, and I'll catch you downstairs for breakfast.'

Lara winked at me and took off down the hall to her bedroom, slipping inside. She dropped the towel and tossed it aside just before she closed the door, giving me the slightest view of her incredible figure before the door snapped shut.

I got a much-needed shower and changed into a fresh set of clothes back upstairs in my attic room before heading down to the first floor. A pair of voices hummed from the kitchen, but neither belonged to Lara.

'And I told them exactly where to go!' A woman's voice spoke.

'And where was that, Sheila?' A man's gentle voice replied.

'Back to their momma's house so they could get smacked upside the head a lot more gently than I would.'

'Sure you would. And how are you going to do that from your chair?'

'With my gun.'

'What gun would that be?'

'The hidden one. Wouldn't be very hidden if I told you where I kept it, would it?'

I finally headed into the kitchen, knocking on the door and turning the heads of them both my way.

The first was an elderly woman in a wheelchair, wrapped in heavy clothes and several shawls, the table laid before her as she awaited her breakfast.

The second person stood by the stove, cooking up an impressive-smelling storm on two burners. I expected a guy after hearing the voice, but in no way did I expect the green skin, the wooden bark intermingled with his dark hair, and the occasional twigs sprouting from his arms.

It was a wood-nymph.

20 years ago the Shift had brought about all manner of changes in many people, namely the furred ears, the horns and the occasional tail.

But one group most often forgot about were the wood-nymphs. Many had been slumbering underground for years, just like Valesia, and had awoken in their hundreds of thousands afterwards.

They largely kept to themselves, continuing to live among the jungles, although a large tribe had taken up ownership of a junkyard filled with foliage, trees and collapsed Tensor tech right at the edge of the Pot, a patch of land now nicknamed The Rust Thickets.

The wood-nymph guy stood about my height and glanced over his shoulder at me as I arrived, waving with a spatula in his hand.

'Good morning,' I started, 'Sorry, I didn't mean to intrude on breakfast.'

'You're not intruding at all,' the man replied, 'I'm guessing you're Jake?'

''That's me.'

'Aderon,' he replied, 'Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Jake.'

'Pleasure,' I nodded. 'I'm guessing you're friends with Lara.'

'Friend, assistant, employee,' he reeled off.

'Pain in the neck, too,' the elderly woman replied.

Lara wandered in from the garage, wiping her hands off on a rag. She wore overalls, and somehow still looked incredible even wearing such a loose outfit that barely hinted at how good she looked beneath it all.

'Jake, this is Aderon and my Aunt Sheila,' she started. 'Aderon looks after her and works in the garage.'

'And in return, I have a room here and am paid quite generously for an inner-city mechanic,' he replied.

'Only because you do the work of two guys,' Lara replied.

'How do you look after Aunt Sheila and get everything done in the garage?' I asked Aderon.

'She sleeps most of the day,' Aderon replied. 'Plus I don't feel a great amount of guilt putting her in front of the TV most of the time, because she actually enjoys being in front of the TV.'

'She's quite the pop culture expert,' Lara smiled. 'She can tell you as much about telenovelas as she can about the economic policy of every South American country that you can think of, but only when she's awake.'

I glanced over to see that Aunt Sheila was, in fact, asleep. She had nodded off faster than a light switch being flicked.

'Are the two of you a thing?' I asked, glancing between Lar and Aderon. 'Or...?'

'We're not each other's type,' they both spoke immediately, sharing a look before bursting out laughing.

'That's part of the reason I hired him,' Lara continued, 'Because I didn't want a guy around the house hitting on me the whole time.'

'Indeed,' Aderon smiled, 'But I do know Lara's other name, just so we can clear the air on that.'

'But my auntie doesn't,' Lara clarified, 'And even if she doesn't know much about what's going on around her, we try to keep the super talk to a minimum when we're around her, even when she's sleeping.'

I couldn't help smiling. Lara's cover was simple but elegantly brilliant; instead of living in some isolated spot, the kind of space that would be first in line for curiosity to get the better of people, the garage would always be busy with folks coming and going.

And while the clientele weren't exactly people with the cleanest of hands, everything that I observed that morning in the garage was as well-organized and without trouble as a business could ask for.

Mostly they were smugglers of low-level contraband like consumer electronics, cigarettes and a few less than savory substances, but nothing that would get anybody killed.

Criminal, sure, but nothing that eroded a community - and letting it slide meant that they kept coming back with no suspicions, their tongues loose enough to occasionally spill the right details.

And nobody suspected the pretty mechanic of a thing, especially with her cat-ears covered by that beanie hat.

Over the course of the day I got to know a few of the guys in the shop, watching the endless procession of vehicles moving into the place for all manner of repairs, from burst tires and general servicing to covering up 'unexplained damage', which often possessed remarkable similarities to bullet holes.

The number of guys coming through saying I parked it up and it was like this when I got back was so high that they might as well have recorded the sentence on their phones and played it back when asked so the mechanic could enter it on the form.

They knew how to joke around, but they also knew how to balance that joking with a work rate that got cars fixed and turned around like they were on a factory line.

I helped out wherever I could; my mechanical knowledge was pretty basic, but I could still put my back into discreetly shifting the occasional heavy object.

At the end of the day my muscles swelled with a pleasant burn, nowhere near overworked thanks to my new powers, but put to use all the same.

Lara and I got a shower each once the mechanics had headed home, but we were nowhere near the end of our day.

'I come and go late,' she spoke, 'there are cellars right next door that used to be connected to a tavern a hundred years back, which I use if there's anybody lurking outside by the fire escape, but I prefer to stay above ground.'

'Got it,' I nodded, 'So how much do you really know about the criminal networks around here?'

'Only the vaguest threads,' she replied. 'But I find out what I can about the trouble isolated to the Pot and do my best to take care of it. Supers are more territorial than you might think - somebody comes wandering into their patch who doesn't belong, and it starts to make the resident supers look bad. They don't take kindly to that - which is why tonight we're going to stay in the area. Now pick something hardwearing.'

While Lara changed downstairs, I headed to the attic and went through my clothes.

I didn't see myself as a super yet, just a guy with powers. This identity I was building could only be defined by whatever the distinct powers were that would be built on the foundations of the ones I already had.

The distinctive ones had yet to come out.

'Either that or I'm destined to be a basic bitch with only strength, durability and speed...' I muttered to myself. 'Not that they're the worst things in the world.'

No. There was something else lingering within me, waiting to spark and emerge.

I just had to figure out what would that spart would ignite.

I dressed in the most hardwearing clothes I could find; heavy boots, tough jeans, an old shirt and a rough jacket.

They were the kind of things I could replace at a thrift shop, which was convenient for the moment.

Lara arrived a few minutes later in her outfit, minus her mask which hung from her hand, the other wielding her baseball bat over her shoulder.

I looked her up and down, making no mistake that I was admiring her. The sexy cat-eared vigilante rotated her bat gently on her wrist.

'It'll do for now,' she spoke, taking her time looking me up and down in return. 'But you still need a mask.'

'Think I left my vigilante kit at college,' I replied with a smirk.

'Well, you need something to cover your face either way. It doesn't really matter what it is right now, it just has to be something that stays on.'

Lara rummaged about among the storage boxes in the attic and pulled out a scarf and a cap.

'Want me to go walking the streets with this?' I smiled.

'We'll be taking the rooftops,' she winked.

'Good to know.'

'Hey,' she whispered, 'I want to get one thing out of the way before we go splitting heads.'

'Sure.'

'Like I said before, I'm a glass cannon. I hit hard, but I don't have much in the way of defenses. That's where my agility comes in. Moving fast and disappearing mid-fight is my style, which is why I prefer to fight in dark places filled with obstacles that stop other people getting to me.

'I can count on one hand the number of injuries I've sustained during combat, and still have enough fingers left to hold chopsticks. But no matter what happens, you never have to worry about me for a single second. I've been doing this a while, and I know how to take care of myself.'

'You don't need to tell me twice,' I spoke resolutely, 'I've seen your handiwork plenty of times online. If anything, I look forward to seeing it firsthand.'

'The problem with fighting among supers is that everybody knows it's going on. People lose their tempers and go berserk, they damage things, and it's not great for their image. If they're really intent on fighting with each other, they go and do it in the middle of nowhere.'

'That's seriously a thing?' I replied, 'I thought it was just a rumor.'

'It's very real.'

'Funny how the difference between a good guy and a bad guy might just be holding in your temper.'

'You would not believe how much that factors into it,' she grinned. 'You need to find the style that works best for you, but you also have to keep yourself in check. I don't have the advantage of durability like you.'

'Why not go for armor?'

'Too unwieldy,' she replied, 'I need to be able to move. Fortunately I know how to dodge and stay hidden.'

'So you're going to play stealth, and I'm going guns blazing?'

'You be the tank,' she smiled. 'Right now is absolutely the time when you should be practicing with your powers. You have one of the strongest base levels I've ever seen, and it's going to get stronger. When that happens, punch bags aren't going to be much use. You need to wake up what's inside you. But that doesn't mean we can't already have an edge.'

'What did you have in mind?'

Lara reached into her pocket and retrieved two earpieces, putting one in her ear and handing the other to me. 'Put this in.'

I took the earpiece and pushed it into place.

'Have we got a soundtrack or something?' I smiled, 'That would add an extra level of drama to the situation-'

'Good evening, brave souls,' a silky voice spoke down the line. 'How are we on this fine evening?'

'Is this a radio broadcast?' I frowned at Lara.

'Technically we're analog,' the voice suddenly replied to me. 'But this is a frequency reserved just for us. The name's Maya. Pleasure to hear you, stranger.'


Chapter 12

Brawl Night

'So have you got a call sign, or do you want me to make one up? Because I'm a big fan of the latter.'

'He doesn't have a name yet,' Lara replied. 'We're still working on that part.'

'Greenhorn, huh?'

'So is Maya all you're going to tell me?' I asked the silky voice.

'If we ever meet face-to-face, I'll consider giving up a few more details.'

'You're not the eyes in the skies,' Lara laughed, 'As much as you may want to be.'

'I'm useful enough that I'm in your ear most of the time when you're out on patrol.'

'Very true.'

'So why can't I know anything else about you yet?' I asked.

'Trust is a valuable commodity among supers. I don't trade it easily. Lara had to earn it. Let's see what this life makes of you, greenhorn.'

A sudden buzzing sounded in the background.

'What's that noise?' I asked. 'Interference on the network?'

'No, it's my takeout at the door,' Maya replied, 'Just a second...'

I exchanged a look with Lara, wondering who the hell was in our ears, before Maya came back online.

'Sorry about that,' she continued, 'Haven't ordered in for months, but after the Surge I've been rushed off my feet keeping track of things. Anyway, what's the nature of your business on this fine evening?'

'A group activity,' Lara replied. 'Low-level, but messy and unpredictable. Preferably related to my current project.'

'Got one for you. Patching the details now. Will this be a guided tour?'

'That depends entirely on the state of the location.'

'Then you'll be able to cope on your own. 'Pursue 36th to the 24th, long stretch, fifth floor of the fifth building. That's where you'll find the party. Give me a call once you're out.'

The line clicked off.

'Come on,' Lara nodded.

I had no idea what the hell was going on, but knew better than to question Lara just yet.

We climbed onto the fire escape then, instead of descending to the street, leaped to the neighboring building and clambered up to the rooftop.

'So who is she really?' I asked.

'She's a good friend, and a total genius. We've been working together for a while. She tracks everything around here that she can for me - between the information I acquire from the garage and her intel, we're able to build a pretty good picture of what goes on among the gangs. Ready?'

'For what?'

'To go kick some ass.'

Lara took off across the rooftop, jumping easily to the next.

I could only follow.

100,000 buildings in this city, 15 million residents, and it was still growing. The bots working at the perimeter persisted in their construction, moving at a much slower pace than they did 20 years ago, running on autopilot, but still plowing onwards.

Valesia's magic had no problem with it.

We rushed across the buildings, navigating closer to the edge as we hurried to our strange destination, just one floor among the maze of New Holloway.

Lara turned to me as I pursued. I tried to focus on keeping my balance, but her mischievous smile beneath the red mask covering her eyes was enough to distract me, never mind how good her ass looked in those tight jeans of hers.

I drank deep from the air, feeling my heart pound as we whipped through the rooftop foliage like explorers rushing from a jungle tribe. Below, cars honked in the streets and people passed by without a clue we were up here.

One useful thing about the Spires was that their presence in the skies often made people forget about the supers lower down the ladder, and we moved without notice.

Lara turned to me again, pressing her finger to her lips. She took a final leap to the next rooftop and I followed, screeching to a stop at her side.

'Holy shit,' I breathed, looking behind me. 'That was insane...'

'Just wait till you find out that you're not actually out of breath.'

'What do you mean?'

'Your body just thinks you are because it's used to doing that. Think on it for a second.'

I took a few moments to settle my breathing, finding that it happened in a matter of seconds. The feeling was bizarre.

'Yeah, it'll take a while for that to stop,' she spoke, 'The first thing you'll notice is that you don't sweat as much. Then your heart will stop beating so fast because it doesn't have to work as hard as it used to. Come on.'

We moved along the rooftop, keeping low behind the wall until Lara brought us to a stop. She pointed to the fifth-floor window across the street, where figures moved behind painted-out glass.

'What is this place?'

'That is the last part of a trilogy of stash houses belonging to a local gang of drug runners. Originally I planned on pulling some strings to start a smalltime war between them and another outfit, but the Surge kind of got in the way of that. Both gangs have become more withdrawn since it happened - lying low and without much contact.

'That's useful for us, because their power is diminished. If there's one thing I've learned in this game, it's taking the opportunities when they arise.'

If they were stash houses, I knew exactly what it was they were stashing: rust. Drug use in the Pot wasn't out in the open with so much property to take refuge in, but it was still rife, and these guys were taking advantage of it.

Rust was the drug of choice for many around here: the powder got its name from the orange hue it took on under the moonlight. It was responsible for more deaths in the area than anybody could put a number on.

'Have you teamed up in the past to deal with situations like this?' I asked.

'No,' Lara replied, looking to me, 'And not just because I don't get along with people - I get along fine. It's just that getting Currents to work together is just as hard as getting Verses and Spires to team up. Most just don't like to admit it.'

'Why?'

'Because of the whole smalltime unity thing. Folks from the Pot don't have cash like they do in other places, but they're still proud. It's actually pretty useful that you're here - a tank who can deal with the harsher shots is exactly what I need.'

'So I'm your human shield?' I smiled.

'No way,' she grinned, kissing me suddenly on the cheek, 'I know how to take care of myself. Now go make some noise and throw some actual punches in the process.'

We took a run-up and jumped across the street, landing on the roof of the building.

Lara and I took the bulkhead into the stairwell and down to the fifth floor right below us. We moved silently, finding the apartment where I waited outside and she clambered out the hallway window, ready to take the apartment window as her entrance.

'Hit the breaker,' she whispered over to me, 'The moment things go dark, I'll join you.'

I knew exactly what she was doing. To her mind, this was me being tossed into the deep end.

And it was exactly what I needed.

I clenched my fists, stepped back and propelled myself forwards, booting the door. It flew off its hinges and hurtled into the room, smashing into the opposing wall.

I immediately counted around a dozen guys scattered about the apartment - playing cards at the table, watching TV, and one grabbing a beer from the refrigerator.

On the table in front of the TV was a stack of rust and cash.

A blood-spattered blade sat right next to the pile.

Yeah, these were the guys.

The brief moment of confusion and total panic was where I got the upper hand.

'Who the fuck is that?'

I had enough time to think that's a damn good question before darting forwards.

The guy with the beer by the fridge somehow reacted fastest, smashing his bottle against the wall and darting for me.

I raised my arm, wincing at the shattered glass striking me.

I felt the impact but no pain as my attacker rebounded.

Instinctively I lunged forwards, launching a haymaker so wild that it spun his head to the side, breaking his neck in an instant.

On the other side of the room, total carnage exploded as the rest of the gang scrambled my way, fists and blades on hand.

At least they were smart enough not to use firearms in such close proximity.

Would have really helped me out of if they accidentally shot each other.

The insane scramble as they rushed me did half of the job.

All I had to do was start throwing hands, resting easy in the knowledge that my durability would keep me safe.

These guys were big, and a few tried to grapple, but I threw punch after punch. Three went down within a matter of moments, though a pair suddenly grabbed me and sent me hurtling towards the wall.

I could still lose my balance if caught off guard.

Noted.

I slammed into the wall, sending a mix of concrete and plaster crumbling around me.

'That one actually hurt a little,' I muttered, glancing over my shoulder at what had hurt me - the circuit breaker. 'Oh, there you are...'

I pushed back against the two grunts just enough to get them off me, grabbed the one to my left and slammed him head first into the switches.

The lights in the apartment immediately cut off. A second later, Lara's bat smashed the window's glass, and she swung through easily.

'Took your time,' I called over to her.

'Didn't I just?' She smiled through the darkness.

'It was more of an accident that I hit it.'

'Then I'll take it as a happy accident.'

The only light to fight by was the streetlights beyond, but it was enough for Lara and me to take on the rest of the gang.

I was a mess of kicks and punches, striking at every one of them that came near me, ignoring the sounds of broken bones as my fists shattered joints and sent heads flying back, bringing bodies with them.

By the time we were done, half were dead, the other half groaning in pain upon the ground with more than a few of their bones broken.

'So what do you think?' Lara asked, swinging her bat loosely in one hand.

'That was a lot easier than I thought... And just as messy.'

'Yeah, aesthetic fighting is kind of reserved for the movies.'

'I don't know, you make it look pretty aesthetic even in the dark.'

'I've had practice,' she grinned, 'plus I'm nimble... Shhh...'

A groaning thug cut over her voice nearby, and she nudged her bat gently at his chin to close his mouth.

Lara propped a hand on her hip and glanced around before suddenly turning sharply to the door, the silhouette her furred white ears standing on end. 'What is that?'

A moment later, stamping footsteps in the corridor brought with them the shape of a burly guy whose yellow, glowing eyes saw the entire room, the total mess - and the ones who had made the mess.

That being us.

'Shit,' Lara muttered. 'Didn't know you were going to be home.'

'Who is this guy?' I asked, taking a cautious step back.

'He's called Curb. One of their enforcers. A Street super with decent strength.'

'How strong are we talking?'

Curb grunted with rage and smashed his hands against the doorframe, sending concrete smashing to pieces and scattering across the ground.

'That strong, huh?' I frowned.

'I need a minute to replenish my power,' Lara spoke frantically.

'I thought you said that we didn't get tired?'

'Tired, no, but after a brawl, I still need to let things regenerate.'

'Let's hope it's not the same for me.'

Curb rushed me, and I had nowhere to go.

Another smash straight into the wall, and this time my foe had actual power on his side.

I delivered a kick against his stomach, sending him back briefly before he charged me, wrapping his hands around my neck and pushing me against the wall.

I couldn't muster enough strength to match.

Shit.

Lara raced forwards with her bat, summoning everything she could to strike Curb in the back. Her hits had some effect, but they barely buckled the guy's legs.

Her powers still needed time to replenish after the chaos of the fight.

I was on my own. My strength was matched, my durability too, and my speed wasn't getting me anywhere.

The only thing I could do was match Curb and catch him off guard.

I pushed against him just enough that I could bring my head back.

'I'm definitely about to lose more brain cells than you, buddy.'

I lurched my head forwards, headbutting Curb right between the eyes and disorienting him enough in a brief window that he let up his grip.

I pushed back, darted to the side and tried to figure out the fastest way to kill him.

Purple light suddenly ignited somewhere near me - my arm. It emanated from my veins, rushing to my palm suddenly, bringing out a spiraling blade of purple light.

Just as Curb regained himself and rushed me, I plunged the distorted purple blade through his gut, cutting straight through his body and into his neck.

Momentum against momentum as his dying mind fought, and with a final blast of strength I pulled the blade free and kicked him in the stomach, sending his lifeless form to the ground with a thud so powerful it shook the room.

'I didn't expect him to be here,' Lara said. 'Sorry - that could have gone a whole lot worse.'

'Don't worry about it,' I replied. 'We're alive, and he's not. That's all that matters.'

'What is that thing?' Lara asked, moving around me curiously as she eyed the bizarre, misshapen blade I had summoned.

'I don't know,' I replied, 'It's like a blade, but not like any kind I've seen before...'

'Try it on something else.'

I edged the blade towards Curb's body. The first strike had killed him, but this time, the moment the blade met his garments, his clothes ignited immediately, purple flames eating through them and turning the rest of him to cinders so quickly that it shocked me.

'Huh,' I muttered, raising the blade carefully and examining it.

'Yeah,' Lara whispered, her eyes reflecting the purple glow as she examined it from a safe distance. 'Where was that thing when Curb had you against the wall?'

'It was only when I was in total survival mode that I felt it activate,' I said. 'Hopefully it'll appear more easily next time without me needing to be in a life-or-death situation.'

'Hopefully,' Lara agreed, stepping over the bodies of the gang to the upturned table, where bundles of cash were scattered upon the ground. She gathered it up, tossed it into one of their satchels and showed it to me. There had to be at least $100,000 inside.

'Some for us, and some to be returned to the good people of the Pot.'

'Sounds good to me,' I nodded, 'What about the rust?'

'See if that blade of yours can get rid of it.'

I did just that, and the bricks of orange dust ignited at first contact.

Not bad for a night's work.


Chapter 13

Origin

In the aftermath of our fight, Lara was undoubtedly the more presentable out of the two of us - so she picked up our food order.

We took the rooftops back to the garage, leaped to the window at the top of the fire escape and headed inside.

The three-story drop wouldn't hurt me, but jumping from such a height still felt strange - and incredible.

After quietly getting showers and changing into looser clothes, we headed to my attic bedroom and sat on the fire escape to eat our post-battle food.

'Cereal, a chicken bowl, burger and fries,' I said. 'The diet of a super, huh?'

'Don't tell me you're a food gatekeeper.'

'No, but you... Well, you look like that, but you still eat like this.'

'Like what?' She asked, looking down at herself.

'Hot,' I replied unashamedly.

'Thanks,' she grinned. 'But you also still eat like this, and you look pretty good to me.'

'Because I work out.'

'What do you think I do with my time?' She laughed. 'There's a time for this stuff and a time for greens. Using your powers burns through a lot of energy. You need calorie dense food to fuel it.'

'So if I get stronger, I'll be shoveling 10,000 calories a day into my mouth just to maintain my weight?'

'I... Actually have no idea,' she frowned curiously, 'But I place comfort first during my downtime. Pajamas after kicking ass is the only way to go.'

We watched the city in silence for a few moments, enjoying our food.

'Why are you really helping me with this?' I asked.

Lara took a beat, genuinely thinking on the question rather than giving me some filler answer.

'Because I remember what it was like when my powers first showed themselves, that time I told you about. I beat that guy up, but people just thought I went crazy with rage. That was years back, and over time I kept going out and trying out my abilities on the criminals around the Pot. I remember not having anybody to go to when things went bad.

'I showed up here one night covered in somebody else's blood. Funny thing is that that night I hadn't even gone out looking for a fight, I just ended up on the wrong street, and somebody tried to attack me. Took two strikes with my bat to kill him, but I was in such a panic that I ended up punching him, too. I can't channel my energy through my hands, so it really hurt.

'Aderon found me in a total mess in the kitchen. I didn't even realize that I'd broken my knuckles. I had to tell him everything. He was protective back then, but knows not to be anymore - because I'm the one who does the protecting now.'

'I thought you said you could count on one hand the number of times you'd been injured in combat.'

'And still have enough fingers left to hold chopsticks,' she smiled, repeating her line from before. 'That makes two.'

'So what was the other time?'

Lara took a beat, smiling to herself and glancing away, 'I'll tell you some other time.'

Even if it was a memory that strangely made her smile, I could tell she didn't want to talk about it, so I didn't pry.

'Tonight I felt it emerging,' I said, 'The real power I have. And when it shows up, I don't know if it's going to keep me in the Street category. I might be heading straight to Verse level.

'Or more...'

'What do you mean?'

'I mean you supposedly got hit with Terranel's power. What if it all went to you?'

'There's a chance,' I said. 'And it's important that I use it properly.'

'It's a big deal to you, huh?' Lara smiled.

'The world is filled with interesting people who live to old ages - the great musicians, artists, whatever. But those are only the ones who we get to hear about. How many people are there out there who could have been something, but their lives were cut short? Or they didn't put what they had to use?'

'Which one are you?' Lara asked. 'Maybe you go on to do great things, but this, right now, is the most crucial part of your journey - the part where you don't lose yourself, and where you decide what kind of super you want to be.'

'I think I already know what kind of super I want to be.'

'Pray tell,' she spoke with a faux-serious tone, taking a swig of her beer.

'The good kind... Who doesn't shirk at the thought of getting his hands dirty. Killing those guys tonight didn't bother me. Guys like them get way too many free passes.'

'What I said to you about base level a few days ago?' Lara whispered, 'This is what I was talking about. You've got the trifecta of speed, strength and durability, but that's not all. There's something else brewing within you, and that blade was just the start. Just keep an eye out for it - and if you feel it coming on and happen to be here, get to the roof before it comes out.'

'And if I don't?'

Lara glanced up at me suddenly, licking her lips gently. It was only then that I realized how close we were.

'There are other ways to settle burgeoning powers,' she whispered.

Lara brushed her fingers over my cheek. Her eyes were a delicate blue, glimmering in the reflection of the city lights.

I had watched videos of this beautiful super in action on the social networks for longer than I cared to admit. Now, knowing the real her, I felt something much stronger.

'We should probably get some sleep,' she whispered.

'Right,' I replied. 'Guessing supers need plenty of sleep, too?'

'Definitely...' We headed inside and Lara started for the door before spinning on her heel. 'It's just...' She trailed off, 'If I go and stay in my room, I just know that I'm going to be lying awake all night wondering if anybody is about to break inside and kill you.'

'I think we were pretty careful.'

'You can never be too careful.'

'Then stay here with me,' I replied. 'If you want.'

'I'd like that.'

I got into bed and Lara joined me at my side.

'Close the window,' she laughed after a moment.

'I like the breeze.'

'That's fine, but I'm going to need another source of heat. Unless one of your powers is being able to summon up a hearth and you just haven't told me about it, we're going to need another solution.'

'You can use me.'

'What do you mean?' She smiled, running her hand over the sheets and up to my chest. 'Why are you so warm?'

'Always been the case.'

She pulled herself close to me, resting her head on my shoulder as I wrapped my arms around this beautiful, dangerous woman. The feel of her figure beneath my hands was even tighter and more toned than I had imagined before.

'Did you always work out?' She asked.

'Only when I moved to the city and got access to a decent gym. Knew I'd never be as strong as the supers, obviously, but I always wanted to be strong my entire life.  When I woke up in my apartment after the Surge when my powers were calibrating, I was even bigger.'

'You were?' She frowned. 'That's interesting...'

'What makes you say that?'

'Nothing,' she replied swiftly. 'Night, Jake...'

Having Lara, Lara Monroe, snuggled up to me sent jolts of excitement through me, but after our time together so far, I didn't see her as this mysterious figure anymore - I saw her as my friend.

And something more now that we were so close, drifting off to sleep together.


Chapter 14

The Deep End

I awoke the next morning to find myself alone in the attic. The first thing I did was to check if Lara was around; the second was to check my body.

The bruises from the bullets that the assassin had fired my way had almost faded, and the marks from the strikes I had sustained the night before barely appeared. Whether that was because they were less intense, or because my powers were already growing, I had no idea.

All I cared about was keeping control of them and putting them to use the right way - and the ridiculously long to-do list I currently had to deal with.

I changed into some fresh clothes and stepped out, finding my laundry already sat outside my door, folded neatly in a basket. I stored it in the attic room, then headed downstairs to find Aderon and Aunt Sheila in the kitchen.

'You got an elf doing the laundry?' I asked the wood-nymph man.

'No, that was me.'

'Seriously? Thanks. You didn't have to do that.'

'Of course I did. I don't take pride in washing a super's laundry, but I do in keeping this place running. Speaking of, we've got a busy morning in the garage.'

Lara's footsteps preceded her on the stairs, and a moment later she appeared in ragged jeans, boots and a vest.

Her eyes focused on me immediately, a smile crossing her face.

'Hey.'

'Morning,' I nodded.

'How are the bookings looking today, Aderon?'

'Chaotic. It's all hands on deck.'

'Then let's get to it.'

Aunt Sheila dozed off in the kitchen while we headed to the garage and got started on the busy morning with the mechanics.

The morning whipped by until one of the mechanics took Aderon aside and had a quick conversation with him. It was clearly about the jackass causing a ruckus in the doorway, who was now muttering to himself seeing as he didn't have anybody in proximity to complain to.

I crossed to Aderon, nodding to him, as Lara headed over too. 'What's going on with this guy?'

'This jackass is trying to stiff us,' the mechanic muttered.

'I'm guessing he's not a regular?'

'Nope,' Aderon added. 'After the Surge we've been rushed off our collective ass with work. So many cars got damaged that we're filled to the brim for months. Good for business, bad for dealing with impatient jackasses.'

'You want me to do something about it?' I asked, taking him aside and away from the nearby mechanic's earshot. 'I swore to only use my powers against bad guys, but I can be flexible about the definition. Is there really a difference between a bad guy and a bad guy?'

'Aside from just emphasizing particular words?' He smiled. 'Believe me, there are plenty of times when it's justified. Comes with the territory. What's your plan?'

'A lot of the time I find it easier to just invert the problem. Rather than getting angry, I... Try to approach it from the opposite angle,' I replied. 'Kill with kindness, know what I mean?'

'Just what exactly are you thinking of doing?' Lara asked, suddenly sounding a little more serious than usual.

'Why are you so worried?'

'Because the alternative is having my identity leaked,' she spoke through gritted teeth. 'Your apartment might have been attacked by an assassin, but mine wasn't. No weird shit.'

'I'll deal with it,' I said, 'And I'll do it quietly. Just keep him distracted for a couple of minutes.'

While Aderon and Lara distracted the angsty customer, I crossed to his car where it was parked outside and checked it out. The handbrake only affected the back wheels.

That was useful.

It was still early, and nobody was around.

What the hell. It's a good test of strength.

I clasped both hands beneath the fender, steadied my legs and my back, and heaved it up.

From there it was just a case of dragging it to the road, but that was too easy.

I lifted the car up onto its end so that it stood tall, then slowly lowered it so that it would touch the floor upside down.

'Control,' I muttered to myself. 'Just like pressing a barbell...'

I brought it down gently, barely denting the roof as I placed the car perfectly upside down between two parked cars.

I stepped back and admired my work, smacking my hands together. 'Not bad at all...'

'What the fuck happened to my car?!' The angsty guy hurried over suddenly, hands pushed so tightly into his hair that he looked ready to rip it out in clumps. 'You!' He shouted, 'You were in there! Did you move it without my permission?'

'I swear, man, it wasn't me.'

'Bullshit! I just saw you in the garage!'

'How would I have moved it? You're the one with the keys, dumbass.'

'I...' He felt for the keys and found them in his pocket. 'What the fuck happened, then?!'

'If you'd stop going berserk for 30 seconds, I could tell you.'

'Fine,' he sighed, managing to cool off long enough to ask a coherent question, 'Who was it?'

'Some super that happened by. Didn't recognize the outfit. He was real gentle with it. I'm sure there's a Street around here that'll be willing to help out if you ask them nicely.'

'Nicely? Are you fucking kidding me?'

'You'd be surprised what people will do if you're just polite about it.'

I left the man to his shouting on the sidewalk and returned to the workshop, the echoes of his yells carrying behind me.

'What did you do?' Lara asked.

'I inverted the problem,' I replied, wiping the oil from my hands.

'Woah. Remind me to pay my tab on time.'

A chill raced up my spine at the sound of the strangely familiar voice that entered the mix from nowhere.

It took me seconds to realize exactly why I had that reaction; I had only ever heard her speak with that silky, guiding tone in my ear, never in person.

I didn’t know what I expected Maya to look like, but it definitely wasn’t the woman I saw now.

She stood a slightly shorter than me and slightly taller than Lara, sporting dirty blonde hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Her jeans, faded band t-shirt and jacket were all loose, but the style did nothing to hide the impressive curves upon her fit figure, her breasts bouncing generously with each of her steps.

Maya was the same kind of effortless pretty as Lara, but entirely in her own right; her green eyes were analytical and smart, a gentle, almost mischievous smile joining her gaze as she eyed me.

The busty, curvaceous woman looked like a mirage as she passed me by.

'Is this him?' I heard her ask Lara quietly.

'That's him,' Lara replied, 'We can go talk inside. Jake!'

I followed them both inside, heading into the kitchen. Aderon joined us briefly to move Aunt Sheila in front of the TV before casually saluting us and returning to the garage.

'This is more like it!' Aunt Sheila spoke, suddenly waking up and somehow understanding exactly what was happening on the soap opera episode playing in the background, 'I swear, if Maria doesn't absolutely nuke Robert this week, I'm going to drag myself up to the second floor just so I can toss the TV out the window...'

'Jake,' Lara spoke, 'This is Maya.'

‘The voice told me as much,’ I replied. ‘You sound just like you do over the airwaves.’

'Yeah, and I get that reaction a lot,' Maya smiled. 'Well, not a lot, seeing as I don't meet people in person like this very often at all, but Lara and I are our own cottage operation. She does the field work, I run things from behind the scenes.'

‘That’s absolutely not true,’ Lara spoke, ‘You totally do your own field work.’

‘Admittedly,’ Maya shrugged, folding her slender arms beneath her busty chest, ‘but it’s usually just for my own side projects.’

‘Side projects?’ I repeated with a smile. ‘Do I want to know?’

‘I’ll tell you some other time. All you need to know right now is that I’ve got the skills for both environments when I need them.’

'She might not look like a shut-in,' Lara remarked, 'But she's definitely got the arrogance of one.'

'It's not arrogance, it's confidence,' Maya laughed, 'And pride, and absurdly mad skills.'

'Yeah, there's a very thin line between the first two that you mentioned.'

‘Whatever,’ she winked, batting a hand casually at Lara as they shared a smile, before Maya turned to me. ‘Anyway, talking about myself is now why I’m here - I’m here because I’ve heard that you need a new identity, Jake Dawson.’

‘More like I need my old one wiping off the map.’

‘Well, I can help with that too.’

***

It took more time for Maya to get her equipment set up and turned on than it did for her to get the job done.

'Name, address, ID...’ She muttered to herself. ‘Got you. Okay, this shouldn't take too long.'

'It's really this easy?'

'It is if you're me,' she replied, placing a pair of thick-framed hipster glasses on her nose that really accentuated the smoking-hot hacker-librarian look she was rocking. 'The one good thing that came out of the Surge is that the chaos allows for somebody to disappear if they really want to. You won't believe how many requests I've had to make that happen.'

'And do you answer them all?'

'The ones that I want to. Most who anonymously hire my services want to disappear because they have something scary they want to get away from – usually a bad situation. Those are justified reasons.

'But the opposite is also true for the villain circles. If a criminal wanted to play dead and assume another identity, the right kind of hacker will be able to do it. I'm not the only one out there.'

'So it's an even playing field,' I remarked. 'The perfect recipe for a little chaos.'

'It's not a huge problem because the ones capable of doing this among the villains charge a high price. But you've got to ask yourself what kind of people with large amounts of cash are wanting to wipe their slates clean? They're not good people, I'll tell you that.

'Us providing this service helps regular folk escape bad situations. The good guys don't get any more ammo for fighting the bad guys. But when the bad guys do it? All they gain is ammo. That's just the nature of crime, though, huh?'

'New paradigms are rare,' I said, 'Which makes them the perfect time for definitions to be altered.'

'Oh, I like him,' Maya smiled, looking to Lara. 'He might be just what we need around here.'

‘You mean the neighborhood?' Lara asked.

'For a start. You're going to have to prove yourself first, though, Jack.'

'I'm working on that,' I smiled. 'How much do I owe you for this?’

'This one's on the house,' Maya replied with a warm smile, 'And not just because you're friends with Lara. After the handiwork you pulled off the other night at that stash house, I can tell you're one of the good guys.

‘The good guys who get a lot of power very quickly only ever go one of two ways: to the top, or for an early dinner. And by an early dinner, I mean dead. You’re still alive, so I’m putting you in the first group – at least for now.’

'I could always go off the deep end later.'

'Any one of us can go off the deep end,' the busty network hacker laughed as her fingers tapped at the keyboard before her. 'Sometimes it happens. Know the one thing that'll stop that? A good team.'

'But Lara said that superteams never worked.'

'I don't mean that kind of team, I mean the people you've got around you. Your circle.’ Maya turned to Lara. ‘He got a suit yet?'

'Not yet,' Lara spoke. 'We still don't have a name.'

'Still?' Maya grinned, looking to me.

‘I’m working on it,’ I replied, ‘For now, I’m happy kicking ass anonymously.’

‘I’ll bet,’ Maya remarked, turning back to the screen. ‘Well, you’ll be happy to hear that you’re now even more anonymous. No more connection to your old address. The only thing you have to worry about is your enrolment at the college – they still have your details. But let me know if you ever want that to change.’


Chapter 15

No Honor Among Supers

Working in the garage had been a refreshing change of pace, but it hadn't exhausted me. I didn't feel the need to exert myself, and I didn't know if I even needed to exert myself in order to feel tired enough to sleep, but that night I was wide awake.

I pulled on my jacket and boots over my jeans and t-shirt, and climbed down the fire escape to the alley, emerging onto the street.

Running the rooftops with Lara on our way to take on the gang had been intense, but being down on the street level without a mask, just being me, felt even stranger.

Still, I found myself looking over my shoulder all the same.

I trekked the Pot, passing by my old apartment which now had no ties to me whatsoever.

The only place I could be tracked to was the college, and seeing as I was only there a few days a week, and there were plenty of people around, the thought of being taken out by a rogue force didn't concern me.

Assuming that the guy back at my apartment, whoever he was, had been a one-off.

And assuming Professor Ellison was safe to be around.

Even with everything going on, the thought of Kylee and her suspicions lingered in my mind. She wasn't the type to make random, unfounded claims like that.

My mind wandered at the sprawl of possibilities.

There was every possibility that the Surge could have been anticipated - not necessarily by the government, but by rogue groups within their ranks who monitored Valesia and decided to use the information for their own benefit.

Whether they knew the effects, that it would cause carnage for several days across the world and potentially cause the emergence of new supers, was another question entirely.

It was just one of many questions that were all too big for me right now. At the moment I just had to focus on my own problems. All of that could wait.

My mind wandered so far that I barely noticed the low rumble shuddering through the cracks in the sidewalk, sending a few folks on the street shrieking and hurrying for the shadows of the closest doorway they could find.

By the time I realized what was happening, the thing causing the shakes appeared at the end of the street.

Dredge Maw.

The superpowered villain stood eight-feet-tall and as wide as an SUV, wrapped in cloth bindings with a hood pulled up around his head. If he didn't feel the need to go smashing through the streets, folks might have confused him for a safe-like wizard peacefully roaming the neighborhood.

Unfortunately for everybody, the local villain did feel the need to go smashing through the streets.

I hadn't seen the big jackass in the Pot for months, but here he was, smashing cars aside as he sprinted along the road, his huge, bare feet crumbling the tarmac beneath him with no regard for the damage he caused.

A lot of villains liked to get themselves on camera for interviews with reporters who were brave enough because they wanted the attention. They wanted to spread the word about their bizarre goals.

Dredge Maw didn't care at all.

I just couldn't understand why he had decided to show up now.

Every single time, I wondered where the hell the guy was going.

And I had never been able to follow him.

Until now.

Before, I had no chance of keeping up with him.

Now, I could see for myself wherever he called home.

I discreetly pulled on my mask, dodged into the nearest alley and leaped quickly to the rooftop. I took the five-story buildings along their edges, chasing after the big bastard as he smashed through the streets, weaving like a rat in the biggest trap on Earth.

Right up until he reached his destination.

I had heard rumors about him spending time in the Rust Thickets, the tree-laden junkyard at the edge of the neighborhood, but only now, after seeing him go smashing into that place for himself, did I realize that the rumors were true.

The symbol of the local wood-nymph gang, a large oak leaf, covered the sprawling yard's high, crumbing walls; if he was the obvious fear, they were the deterrent.

'So the wood-nymphs really do keep you safe, huh?' I mused. 'That complicates things.'

I fished out a journal from my jacket pocket that I had bought a few days ago and made a note.

It was the first of many. I could trust the word on things from Lara, and probably Maya too, but the rest I would need to see for myself.

Through her running of the garage, Lara had knowledge of the main players in the Pot.

I didn't care about counterfeit electronics and low-level drugs. Maybe I had personal beef with Brickflame and his gang, and I would deal with them if the opportunity arose, but they were just another gang of small timers.

Guys like Dredge Maw caused the kind of destruction that killed people, and right now, keeping the Pot safe was my priority.

Dealing with him was my priority.

But that didn't make Lara's knowledge from the garage irrelevant. Letting the local non-violent gang continue to run their low-level operations was both about priorities and tactics; if we let them keep running, they would keep bringing their cars in for repair, and I could gain access to what they knew about.

They were my entry-point to the louder villains who terrorized the city, and the quieter ones who knew how to operate in the shadows, who were so secretive they likely didn't have names.

Stood atop the edge of the building, looking to the Rust Thickets, I smiled at the thought of it all.

Whomp.

I looked overhead and saw a low cloud explode as the tiny silhouette of a figure raced through the sky.

It was Static Null or Morilia.

Most supers preferred to work alone, and the same was true for the Spires. I could count on one hand the number of times I had seen he, Morilia and Terranel work together to bring down a foe.

Now that Terranel was gone, that would never happen again.

Knowing that one of their allies was likely dead, it would have them on higher alert than ever.

And seeing that one was gone, the villains would also be feeling braver than ever.

I looked to the sky again, the whisp of broken air vanishing as any sign of the psionic super disappeared into the dark sky.

To be able to see it all like that from up there...

'How high can I really take this?' I whispered to myself, looking towards the center of the city where the buildings rose taller and taller.

Lara had warned me about the dangers of pushing things too far too early, that powers could prompt a new hero to go over the edge.

I hoped she meant metaphorically rather literally going over the edge of a building.

But I knew I could make it, and I wasn't stopping now.

I sprinted across the rooftop and jumped, hurtling through the air. The height of the jump carried me to the roof of the next five-story building.

The closer I chose to move to the center of the city, the taller the buildings got.

I just needed the nerve to do it.

I set off downtown, clearing block after block, moving faster and higher. Eight stories, ten stories - and the next rising five more as I leaped without hesitation.

For a second I imagined what it would be like to fly as my momentum propelled me forwards to the next one - only this time I didn't make it far enough.

I clenched the window ledge and dragged myself up.

A minute later I clambered onto the roof and crossed to the edge.

I could move with a run-up, but what about stationary? How much power could I drive through my legs? And could I propel myself at an angle?

I drank deep from the air, but I wasn't even out of breath. It was just the realization of doing what I had just done, of getting up here in a matter of minutes using my body and the strength it now possessed.

I crossed to the corner of the roof and propped my foot on the ledge, looking out at the city before I directed my gaze to the ground below.

'Damn, that's high...'

The faint smell of exhaust fumes reached me, the cars honking below.

The cold didn't strike me as harshly as I thought, and the breeze up here was low.

I felt a duty to protect the Pot, but down there it was easy to forget that it was just one part of this city.

Up here, surveying the skyscrapers and the vast landscape of New Holloway, I knew that I had barely just begun.

Assuming that I didn't get myself killed in the meantime.

But this right here was the brink: the place in the city where the supers turned from Currents to Verses.

Where things really got chaotic.

But how much the categories applied to real life was anybody's guess. Lines blurred.

All alone up here, I felt truly relaxed for the first time since the Surge.

But that didn't last long.

The whip of gravel and the crunch of air sounded behind me. My heartrate doubled.

It could have been anybody.

I turned slowly to face the dark figure.

'Who the fuck are you, and how did you get up here?' The harsh voice spoke.

'Woah, hold up,' I spoke, 'I'm not here to cause any trouble.'

'Then what are you here for?'

'Enjoying the view, I guess,' I replied.

'There are plenty of hotel windows you could do that from.'

'I...' I trailed off, 'Wait...'

I examined the super standing before me as he moved into the light.

I knew the suit because it was one of the few of its kind - the organic nature of it appearing like vines threaded like carbon fiber, ready to vaporize with the person wearing it. It covered his whole body, including his head - only his eyes were uncovered, an occasionally glimmering orange as he glared at me.

'You're Fogpoint, aren't you?' I spoke.

'Well done.'

I immediately recognized his sarcasm. Before, I would have been paling in the presence of somebody as powerful as him, but now that I had my own, I didn't need to put up with that bullshit.

Reputations among supers were a whole spectrum, and right off the bat I realized that Fogpoint's stoic hero persona was nothing but an act.

I had seen him being interviewed on TV several times. Being able to change his whole form to vapor was one hell of an ability, and he usually played it calm and cool for the cameras.

Turned out the real him was anything but that.

'And now you're up here bothering me,' I spoke, holding my own. 'Find yourself another rooftop.'

'Who do you think you are, talking to me like that?' Fogpoint scoffed.

'I think I'll talk to you however the fuck I want,' I replied, 'Especially with how you've been an asshole from the moment you landed here. What are you going to do about it?'             

Fogpoint stared me down for a few moments before smiling.

'Sorry for the third degree,' he spoke. 'I've just never seen you in the district before.'

'That scared, are you?'

'Always,' he chuckled. 'Don't worry, I'm not looking for an excuse to get into an argument. I'm just curious how you got up here. Never knew that Currents could get this high.'

'What if I told you that I just took the elevator?'

'Funny.'

'If you must know,' I spoke, 'I did jump.'

'Impressive. You know how to hold your own, huh?'

'When I need to.'

'How long after the Surge did it take for your powers to show up?'

I took a long beat, feeling my heart race as fast as it had when I was leaping to the building.

Any answer from me gave too much information away, and I was more interested in gathering it than handing it out.

But Fogpoint knew a lot more than me.

'You're not the only one, you know?' He finally continued. 'There's more of you.'

'How do you know that?'

'I've run into a few.'

'And you're in the business of helping them out? You've got a reputation.'

'For what?'

'Reaching difficult places,' I spoke. 'If a villain could do what you do, it would be a serious problem.'

'Same goes for a lot of powers,' Fogpoint remarked.

'What would happen if somebody brought a lead box down around you when you were in your vapor form and captured you? I've always wondered.'

'Creative mind, huh?' Fogpoint chuckled.

'I've been watching you guys run around my entire life,' I replied. 'Can't blame a man for letting his mind wander.'

Fogpoint gave me a curious look.

'Watching is one thing, but why watch for so long if you could do it yourself? So, what...?' He mused, 'Your powers just woke up recently? Like I said?'

Shit. This is why you don't get into casual conversation with powerful people.

Maybe Fogpoint was one of the good guys, but that didn't mean I was going to run around telling everybody my life story. Even among supers, identities remained secret.

'They did,' I replied, seeking a way out, 'A few months before the Surge.'

'A few months before the Surge,' he repeated with a chuckle. 'Sure they did.'

'So was I right before when I was being sarcastic?' I asked, changing the subject as fast as I could. 'You are in the business of helping out new supers?'

'The way plenty of us Verses see it, it's our job to give you guys a helping hand - to welcome you into the fold. So what do you say?'

Fogpoint held out his hand to shake mine. I gave him a skeptical look and shook his hand.

'So you've got the speed and the strength to get up here,' He continued. 'What else?'

'Durability too,' I replied, still choosing my words carefully from here on out.

'Just those?'

'And potentially other things.'

'How durable are we talking?'

'I can stop bullets, at least with a few bruises on the other end afterwards.'

'Impressive for a Street - if that's what you are.'

'Does the fact that I can get up here make me a Verse?' I asked with a smile.

'Where you come from doesn't make you,' Fogpoint spoke, 'At the end of the day, we're all just lotteries of particles in a state of constant transition...'

Fogpoint raised his hands and turned them to something - I didn't know what the dark vapor was, and I didn't want to know. He had never revealed the extent of his powers before, having an additional reputation for remaining mysterious.

Having watched a few interviews with him online over the years, I knew he could be a occasionally theatrical too, but as he admired his own hands, it seemed a little overkill.

'Even our genes...' He continued, 'Are transitioning into something every second. Know what I mean?'

He knew way more than he was letting on about the vexes.

He knew about me.

'Anyway,' he continued, his hands instantly returning to normal ,'What about concrete?'

'What about it?' I asked.

'What would happen if you were hit by it? There's a lot of it in this city, after all, and you're going to get struck by it sooner or later.'

'I haven't encountered a super strong enough to swing a slab of the stuff at me yet,' I replied.

'That is a mighty problem,' Fogpoint nodded. 'Of course, for me personally, I've always found that inverting a problem tends to solve it. For example, if you can't figure out a way for somebody to use a slab of concrete to strike you, find a way that you can strike the concrete.'

'What do you mea-'

The strike from his fist came my way so fast that I barely had time to register it as I toppled off the side of the roof.

And then I was falling, dropping to the alley below, ready for the ground to eat me up and-

Thwack.


Chapter 16

Welcome Arms

Living in New Holloway these past few years, I knew what it sounded like when a body hit the concrete. It was an unfortunate reality of life among superpowered individuals, that sometimes a pair of bodies would come falling out of the sky and smack the ground.

Fortunately, almost all of those bodies belonged to the Spires that could handle being tossed at the ground like an empty beer bottle from the hand of a hulking demigod.

They could strike the ground and get back up seconds later with their suits in worse condition than they were.

That wasn't the case for me.

Somehow I was still conscious, though my senses felt like they were on fire.

And somehow I managed to lift my head and look at my body.

'Oh, fuck...'

Bones stuck out of my body in several places, in my legs, my arms and my chest, having torn so violently through my skin that they had also cut through my clothes.

So Lara was right in her own way; I had pushed my powers to the limit, and it had gotten me hurt.

It just happened to be somebody else who had caused the hurting part.

No, wait - the killing part. I was about to die, right here in a freaking alleyway.

Terranel had died to pass this to me, and in a heartbeat, I had lost it to that traitorous asshole on the rooftop.

And I had no idea why.

Sorry for wasting this, Terranel.

My consciousness began to fade, and with it my senses - only my hearing remained.

Somebody was speaking.

It wasn't a super.

'What have we here, hmm?'

'Who is that?' I groaned, my words turning to a garbled mess as I felt something like ropes wrapping themselves around my body, 'Who are you?'

'A friendly force, come to help.'

The ropes carried me into the air, turned me upright and pulling me to the nearby wall.

What little light splashed into this dark space from the street vanished, as the wall of winding, rustling ropes wrapped around me.

Before, I couldn't move because my body was so broken.

Now, I couldn't move even if I wanted to because my body was wrapped up in a mass of not ropes, but vines. They pulled me to the wall, binding me tightly as they enclosed me in their collective grasp.

Vines. From the foliage of the city. And they're talking to me.

Yeah, I'm definitely hallucinating in the midst of death.

'What a terrible mess you have made of yourself, human.'

'Technically it was somebody else that made a mess of me,' I replied, managing to hold on to my sense of humor.

'But you put yourself in such a situation, yes?'

'... How did you know that?'

'Because the energy within you is obvious, and such energy is always pushed to its limits by you beings. You have something strange running through you, human. Power tracing its way along your skin, energy sparking in your nerves... And something else.'

'What something else?'

'Something that speaks to us.'

I took a moment to collect my thoughts. The pain that had begun to rocket through my body from my broken bones spiked, then alleviated.

The vines were healing me.

'Why are you helping me?' I asked. In the moment, the question had come to mind, in the stupor of my messed-up head, but as my senses firmly returned, I realized it was beyond stupid to question why something was saving my life.

Fortunately the vines didn't answer.

I didn't care. I was just happy to be alive.

'Be wiser in your future endeavors, hero. We will not be so helpful on other occasions of your misfortune.'

The leaves and vines retreated from before me, folding back and releasing me from their grasp. I staggered forwards and stumbled on my feet.

Chewed up and spat right back into the alley by...

'What the hell was that?'

I ran my hands over my body and down to my legs. My bones were healed, but the places where they had torn through my clothes still showed rips and tears.

None of that was a fever dream. Fogpoint had really just pushed me off the roof.

He had tried to kill me.

I crossed to the foliage and brought my hand close to its surface. The leaves didn't react.

'Whatever that was,' I muttered. 'Thanks.'

I glanced up towards the roof. No sign of that murderous asshole.

Fogpoint hadn't come down here to check if I was dead. He was confident that he had ended me.

Then again, I would be confident too. It was several hundred feet, and I had barely gotten up there by the skin of my teeth.

I left the alley and hurried up the sidewalk, ducking into the first cheap clothes store that I could find and buying a new outfit - sneakers, jeans and a hoody, all of it baggy and a very different color to what I had just been wearing.

From there, I hurried through the streets to the garage. I took the fire escape up to the window, unlocked it and clambered inside, locking it for the first time behind me.

The bed looked comfortable, but there was no way I was sleeping much tonight.

I dropped into the armchair across from the window, staring at it, wide awake.

***

I stayed there for hours. Sometime in the night sleep finally took me, and I awoke in the chair a little while after the sun came up.

Breaking my bones, the pain - none of that bothered me. If anything, I was happy for the gift of knowing where the limits to my powers currently resided.

But having a super, one who was supposed to be good, try to kill me?

Every day I was peeling back the reality of how complex the world of supers was, and every day was a wake-up call.

I didn't feel betrayed.

I felt angry.

A knock sounded at the door, and I realized that one preceding it had been the thing to wake me up, not the sun.

I pulled the door open and found Lara waiting in the hallway wearing shorts and a t-shirt, looking as spectacular as ever.

'Sleep in your clothes?' She smiled, folding her arms and looking me up and down before her look turned to a frown. 'What happened to you?'

'Got pushed off a 20-story building,' I replied, pulling off my shirt and tossing it aside as I ran my hands over my figure, still finding no trace of the places where my own bones had cut through my skin.

'20 stories?' She repeated, briefly glancing my naked torso up and down. 'What the hell are you talking about?'

'Fogpoint -  as in the Fogpoint, well-known for stopping bank robberies and infiltrating places that are supposed to be impenetrable - threw me off a roof last night.'

I told Lara everything - that I had followed Dredge Maw, taken the rooftops further into the city, and run into Fogpoint before that jerk had shoved me to what should have been my death.

'You know what this sounds like to me?' Lara asked.

'A supposed good guy not only knowing about the powers that have been bestowed upon newbie supers, but killing them when he stumbles upon them?' I asked.

'That is literally exactly what I was thinking.'

'Don't sound so impressed.'

'Well, I am. You're picking this up fast.'

'There's nothing to pick up,' I said, retreating into the attic with her as she closed the door to give us some privacy, 'It's the power dynamics and the status quo. I'm not saying that all of the Verses are uniting to kill anybody who threatens their dominance over the super circuit gig in the middle districts, but it wouldn't be totally out of the question for some to be fine with taking guys like me out.'

'And if that's the case, it means there really are others out there like you, just like Fogpoint spoke,' Lara replied, pacing up and down in the attic. 'So it's either that, or he's been hired to do it by an outfit to kill you.'

'He would be the perfect person to do it,' I thought out loud. 'People have this image of him in their heads as the quiet, stoic super who stops bad guys and shirks interviews. He just gets on with the job and never asks for praise.'

'Plus there's the whole leaving no trace aspect of what he does,' Lara commented.

'Every one of these possibilities brings me to the same conclusion,' I spoke, crossing my arms and looking out the window.

'Which is?'

'He needs ending.'

Lara took a long beat. 'Before tonight, I would have called a suggestion like that crazy, but after everything you told me... I think it's time we faced a real challenge.'

'We?' I repeated.

'Well, I just thought...' Lara trailed off, shrugging and looking to me for the answer.

She had been my guide until now, but here was she was looking to me for guidance about what to do next.

'I'm not saying we seek him out right now,' I spoke, 'He's smart, but there's still a chance he might end up getting himself killed by somebody who’s smarter. But if that doesn't happen, then I need to be the one to stop him.'

'Even if he shoves you off another roof in the process?' Lara frowned.

'That's why I need to become stronger - and wake up the real power that's been stirring within me.'


Chapter 17

Show Me Who You Are

We laid low the next day, helping out in the garage while keeping a constant eye on the networks.

Tracking news about the movements and actions of supers was a multiple sources game - in this day and age, with the amount of tech that was available and the number of networks in contact with each other, a man had to look everywhere he could to find what he was searching for.

But the availability of tech also made it easy for those with supers and villains with the know-how to take advantage and repel any ability to track.

It was the wood-nymphs who found themselves with the greatest hand in the pot. Supers, and the mysterious teams behind the scenes who helped them out, were the ones who secretly dealt with reclusive wood-nymphs like the ones in the Rust Thickets where Dredge Maw was hiding.

Here I was building my own team with the help of Lara, but we were just getting started; I was going to have to recruit Maya to help me out if I wanted to get anywhere with my abilities and actually make a difference.

It was nigh-on impossible to get anything worthwhile from the customers at the garage, but I did overhear a few conversations about the hit on the stash house the other night that Lara and I had pulled off.

Turned out we had done these guys a favor. It was an apples and oranges situation, but we were taking out the most violent bad guys in the chain, and that was fine by me.

The day whipped by in a rush, and a little after closing time in the workshop, Aderon took me aside.

'This is yours,' Aderon spoke, handing me an envelope. I pulled it open and found $500 sitting inside.

'You don't need to give me this,’ I replied. ‘We took stacks of cash from the stash house the other day, and a share of that was mine. Maybe it’s not enough to buy myself a hideout yet, but it’s plenty to keep me fed.’

'I absolutely do,' he replied. 'We're not in the business of unpaid labor around here, and you've really pulled your weight.'

'What about laundry?' I smiled.

'I am paid for that,' he laughed.

While the mechanics closed up the shop, I headed upstairs and got a shower. Over the course of the day, I had noticed the same strange purple glimmer showing up in my arms and had tried my best to hide it, but it was starting to become constant.

I headed up to the attic and tried to settle it, but after half an hour it still refused to temper.

'Damn it.'

I headed onto the fire escape and leaped across to the nearby rooftop where Lara and I had begun our patrol the other night. It had enough foliage for me to hide for a while and ensure that I didn't cause any damage to the attic, or worse.

'Maybe I can cool off here... Uh oh.'

The veins in my arms glowed even hotter, running up my hand to my palm. My palm suddenly glowed the same shade, so bright that I could barely keep my gaze on it.

I turned my hand away just in time, pointing it towards a nearby wrought iron bench sat among the shrubbery. The blast struck it with a direct beam.

The moment the light gave way, the view of the bench returned. It was melted to pieces, half-smeared against the grass below.

'Okay, that's new,' I breathed, 'Some kind of manifested energy beam. Is that the extent of my power?'

I raised my hands again, keeping them facing away from me. Unlike a firearm, there was no automatic safety on this strange weapon. If I happened to be pointing my hands at myself, it would come my way.

I just had to bring it under control.

Suddenly the light kicked up again. This time I was ready for it, gritting my teeth as the power surged through my hands and exploded out of both.

There was no beam this time. Instead, a pair of arcing streams of light stemmed from my hands, quickly solidifying. I clasped my grip around the two strange weapons and turned to the nearest patch of foliage, delivering a few swipes at the vines, which fell away and collapsed to the ground in dust.

The moment I released the weapons, they collapsed to dust before they even hit the ground, just like the vines.

'Weapon manifestation?' I muttered. 'Object manifestation? Can I craft them on the fly to my will?'

Whatever the answer, the energy simmering within me had finally settled, at least to some extent.

I leaped from the rooftop, another surge of power bursting through me so powerfully that I overshot it completely, landing on the roof of the garage.

I dropped down to the fire escape and clambered through the window, staggering over. I pulled off my clothes, leaving myself in my boxer shorts as I checked my body over.

The purple glow was still there, gently beginning to fade.

'Looking good.'

I jumped at the voice, spinning around to see Lara closing the attic door behind her. She wore a tight vest and a pair of very short shorts, looking as great as ever in the relaxed outfit.

'I was going to ask if you wanted a well-earned drink after a hard day's work,' she continued with a smile 'but it looks like you're way ahead of me. Want some privacy?'

I glanced down at my naked figure, noticing that the purple light had settled.

'What? No, I wasn't-'

'Hey, whatever you want to do with your own time, that's your business. Come to think of it, I should have knocked first instead of just letting myself in...'

'No, it's okay,' I laughed, checking myself over again. 'You didn't see that?'

'See what?'

'I think the change is coming through.'

Lara set the bottles of beer in her hands aside and scanned my figure with her large eyes.

'Yeah, now I can see it,' she spoke.

'You think we're safe? I just let out a beam from my hands and summoned a pair of blades on the rooftop across from here only a couple of minutes ago.'

'You look pretty good to me,' she said, approaching me and taking my hands in hers as she examined them, 'But just to be safe, we can settle it.'

'Let me guess, some breathing exercises?'

'Settling the adverse reaction that you're having doesn't mean closing your eyes and meditating with a gentle hum.'

Lara ran her fingers to the bottom of her vest and pulled it over her head, tossing it carelessly to the ground. She stood in nothing but her shorts and her bra

'What are you doing?' I asked, unable to resist admiring how good she looked.

'You can take your shirt off, but I can't take mine off?' She whispered delicately as she eyed me intensely.

'You're more than welcome to take your shirt off,' I replied.

'Anything else I'm welcome to do?' She asked, biting her lip.

'A lot,' I replied.

Lara crossed to me and pressed her front up to me, running her hands up my chest and inviting me to her lips.

I leaned into her, kissing the beautiful woman for the first time as I ran my hands down the curve of her back to her round, ridiculously tight behind.

Her lips were so soft that I could have lost myself to them alone within moments as we kissed gently.

We both possessed a firm, powerful strength within us, but all of that fell away at this touch we both wanted from each other.

I couldn't even feel that strength anymore.

'It feels like my powers are fading,' I spoke.

'Intimacy has a way of muting powers,' Lara whispered between our kisses. 'It's when a person is at their most vulnerable, after all. When a person lets down all of their barriers, there isn't much of a need to summon their powers. That's why trust is important...'

Lara ran her hands to mine, raising them at our sides

'You feel it?' She whispered.

'Yeah... I do.'

'That's the opposite of the energy that brims inside of you. It's the thing that tempers you, that keeps you measured. That's vulnerability. It's being exposed to somebody - your true self.'

'It feels pretty good to me,' I whispered.

'Me too,' she whispered back, 'That's how I already know you're going to have a knack for this.'

'Being a hero?'

'And being in the bedroom, too.'

The formidable strength Lara commanded fell away, as did mine. We crossed to the bed in our underwear, I falling back onto the soft, messy sheets as she moved over me, pressing her front up to mine as we kissed passionately.

Ever since we had first met, the tension between us had simmered constantly, and while my adventure so far had flown by, my eagerness to enjoy Lara had slowed time down.

Now that we were finally together in the low light of the attic room, time slipped away completely.

Lara pushed up from me, straddling my waist while working her hips back and forth with long, smooth motions, teasing my hardening length against her. Her furred ears stood on end as she reached behind her back and undid her bra, shrugging out of it smoothly and tossing it aside to reveal her round, perky breasts.

I ran my hands up her front to her chest, tracing my fingers over her nipples and feeling them harden in seconds as she moaned. In the meantime, she ran her hand to my waist, tracing her fingers over my hard length.

We slid out of our underwear, kicking them away messily from the bed as Lara brought my length to touch the wetness between her legs, teasing herself.

'Oh, wow...' She moaned, gently sinking me deeper between her legs, 'Oh, fuck, that feels so good...'

'Fuck, Lara,' I moaned, tracing my hands up her legs as her tightness clasped around my length.

'Oh my god, oh my god...' She spoke quickly, bouncing in slow, smooth motions as she took me deeper and deeper between her legs until she sank down onto me completely.

She leaned forwards, her upper arms pushing her breasts together as she clasped her hands tightly against my chest, sinking her nails gently into my chest.

I ran my hands to her hips, doing nothing else as Lara worked her hips back and forth, keeping my hardness deep inside of her as she grinded against me.

The beautiful woman looked like a goddess before me; her figure toned by countless nights of fighting and jumping rooftops, her luscious white hair falling over her shoulders.

I sat up, meeting her and gazing into her eyes as I positioned us both perfectly; Lara looked back at me with loving, enamored eyes, her mouth tipping open in a long, happy moan.

'I want to feel every part of you,' she moaned, running her hands up to my neck and biting her lip as she moaned, 'You feel so good inside of me...'

We moved together in the moonlight by the window, holding each other close as I thrusted into Lara. Every time I filled her up, she worked her hips to feel me exactly how she wanted.

We moved onto our sides, facing each other and moving closer. Lara's round, soft breasts squashed up to my chest as she bent one of her legs and draped it over my side, allowing me to push deep into her again.

'I love the way you fill me up every time,' she moaned into my ear, holding herself close to me.

The strength that we both possessed was muted, having given way to the passion we both felt for each other.

'There, there,' she moaned, climaxing as she held herself close to me, her hips jerking rapidly. 'Fuck, please give it to me, Jake... I just want you to give it to me really hard...'

I moved Lara onto her back, moving over her and filling her up again. I pressed my hands into the sheets either side of her, using them as leverage to take her exactly how she wanted.

'Oh, fuck, yes...' She smiled, running her hands up my muscular arms and holding onto me tightly. 'Give me it, give me it,' she moaned, digging her nails gently into my skin. 'Harder, harder...'

I did just as she asked, thrusting into her powerfully. Lara wrapped her legs around me, practically pulling me into her every time.

'There, there,' she moaned, clenching her eyes shut with pleasure as her mouth fell open, 'Give me your perfect seed, honey. It's gonna make me finish so hard...'

'Tell me where you want it,' I moaned, bringing myself close to her, her soft tits pressing to my chest.

'Inside me,' she moaned, wrapping her arms around the back of my neck and bringing her lips to my ear, pressing them to me, 'Give me all of that hot perfection deep inside of me...'

Her words were ethereal, and the sensation of her pressed up to me, of her tight walls contracting around me, drove me completely over the edge.

Pleasure flooded through my body as my hips jerked rapidly. I held myself deep inside her as Lara kept her legs wrapped around me, her figure shaking with her orgasm.

'Oh... Oh my God...' Lara moaned happily, running her hands over her face and into her hair as her eyes fluttered with ecstasy, 'Jake... Why do you feel so good...?'

'Me?' I smiled, a breathless laugh escaping my lips. 'You should be asking yourself that...'

I pulled from Lara, both of us moaning with pleasure in the final bit of friction and sensitivity between us before I rolled to her side.

My eyes flickered open, giving me the view of the window and the city beyond.

'How long have you been thinking about that?' I smiled.

'How long have you been fantasizing about me?' She replied smoothly.

'If I said since before we even met, would that be a bad line?'

'Definitely not,' Lara laughed, 'Besides, I do look pretty good in the photos of me kicking ass online.'

'You look even better without the outfit.'

I leaned over her, kissing her again as she wrapped her arms around me.

'You thought of a name yet?' Lara asked.

'Not yet,' I replied. 'I figure that I can keep thinking on it a little longer.'

'Sure,' she remarked, 'But you can save your thinking time until later...'


Chapter 18

Reckoning

Lara and I enjoyed each other several more times that night in the attic room, our sex both passionate and frenzied as we held each other close the whole time.

It was another hour of lovemaking until we were both finally exhausted, holding each other close beneath the sheets as the moonlight splashed down upon us.

I held Lara close to me as she pressed herself up as tightly as she could, practically draping her tight, toned figure over me from my side as we both drifted to sleep.

I awoke the next morning feeling settled and relaxed for the first time in a while.

Lara was snuggled up next to me, her naked figure feeling incredible. She awoke a moment later, the pretty white-haired woman stirring as her eyes flickered open.

'Hey,' she whispered with a smile.

'Hi.'

'Last night was, umm...' She muttered, trailing off as her cheeks ran red. 'Well, fucking incredible, honestly. I had the feeling you would be good, but that was something else...'

'I knew for a fact that you would be,' I smiled.

'Really?' She laughed. 'I've only ever been with one other guy, tell you the truth... I don't have a lot of experience. Everything I wanted to do with you was pure desire. It was just... Natural. Being vulnerable with you felt good,' Lara whispered. 'And I don't say that lightly.'

I got ready for the day, kissed Lara goodbye and headed to the college, taking my usual route through the Pot.

Standing atop the building and looking at the city had felt amazing, but it was nothing compared to just how high I felt right now, the memory of my night with Lara still resting heavy on me in the best of ways.

And the sight from the top of the fire escape felt a lot more gratifying than it had out there.

Maybe the rest of the city could benefit from my powers in the future, but right now the Pot needed me.

'If last night didn't make you wake up, I don't what will,' I spoke, raising my hands and examining the slightest glow of purple that occasionally pulsed in my veins. 'So what are you, huh? When are you going to really show yourself?'

A jolt suddenly surged up my arms, as if I had just struck a nerve in my elbow off the edge of a table.

Something was emerging.

I hurried to the local park and found an empty clearing. I closed my eyes and focused on that flickering purple flame as it emerged in my line of sight. It grew a little stronger and a little brighter, shooting off sparks.

I opened my eyes and looked around at the nearby plants. All of them were leaning towards me, as if they were so eager to bow my way that they would rip themselves in half just to drift towards me.

Something suddenly jabbed at my shoulder. I spun around to see a vine jolting at the air, and immediately raised my hand. A blast of energy exploded from my hand and struck the vine, sending it hurtling back to the rest of the foliage.

The plants in the nearby area all suddenly began to grow, stemming from the spot where I had struck the vine.

They swelled up and extended, winding about among each other before my eyes, months of growth happening in seconds.

'You've got to be kidding me,' I sighed, 'I have the ability to make plants grow... Great.'

But that wasn't it. The same energy that swelled among the foliage suddenly extinguished, and as they returned to their normal sizes, that purple light came straight back to me.

It wound its way into my fingertips in sudden streams, running back into my veins before settling.

'What in the hell was that?' I muttered.

***

I arrived at college and took my seat. This time Kylee herself sat at a distance across the aisle, but she still gave me a wink and a knowing look. Ellison arrived a short time later, taking his place at the front.

‘A quick word before we begin today’s session,’ Ellison started. 'If any of you discover anything in the way of anomalous features, specifically vexes, during your work outside of campus, pleasure ensure that they are reported to me or a member of the faculty.'

Another look from Kylee.

I didn't know whether I bought it at that moment, but in the usual block of time before class started, the professor shut down any of the usual banter we had, and categorically rejected any questions that were remotely related to the Surge.

This wasn't a sudden change; Ellison was incapable of sudden change due to the fact that he was a bot.

Professor Ellison was compromised, and it was through no fault of his own.

Right now I couldn't be sure of anything. In a great shake-up like this, everything got turned on its head, and I had seen it firsthand.

Supers were missing, and probably dead just like Terranel.

New supers had potentially absorbed their powers.

An amateur super had somehow found me at my apartment and tried to kill me.

Fogpoint had pushed me off a roof.

The vines and leaves of the city had not only spoken to me, but healed me.

Ellison was potentially compromised by the government, or rogue forces among their ranks.

And here I was just trying to get a hold on my powers and figure out what my base level was about to materialize into. My to-do list was getting out of hand.

Find out if what had happened to Terranel was what had happened to the others.

Figure out who tried to kill me in my apartment and who he was working for.

Hunt down Fogpoint.

Find whoever or whatever had spoken to me through the vines.

Make sure that I didn't share a thing with Professor Ellison.

And ensure nobody found out who I was in the meantime.

It was one hell of a to-do list, and before the day was out, another item would add itself to the bottom.

After classes I left campus, heading back to the Pot.

The streets were routinely busy, the road looking like more of a patchwork quilt than ever. The bots did the best they could, but with Dredge Maw having recently smashed through, it was a constant run of repair work.

With everything going on, it would be a while before the community could even make a request for a super to deal with him.

I picked up a few sandwiches from the same vendor Lara and I had stopped by back when I had bailed on my apartment and devoured them on a nearby bench, watching the repair work take place.

Dredge Maw had the advantage of being protected. Maybe if I could sneak into the Rust Thickets and take him down in a swift fight, it could be done.

But there was no stopping him in the street.

My phone suddenly pinged in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the alert.

'There's no way.'

The sudden shudder rocketed through the ground, growing louder and louder - and there he was.

The big bastard came storming around the corner at the end of the street. Cars veered off the road just in time as he raced through.

It was broad-freaking-daylight, and there was nobody around to stop him.

Nobody except me.

Making sure nobody was around, I ducked into a quiet spot, pulled my mask over face and broke into a sprint up the street.

It took seconds for the first bots to move in behind me to start patching up the cracks from Dredge Maw’s slamming feet, but I wasn't sticking around to watch them.

The streets were cleared of everything, from people to cars. My foe was already on the move.

I turned the first corner and found carnage that I couldn't avoid.

Shit.

I sprinted over to a nearby overturned car, ducking to the ground to see the woman in the backseat. The seatbelt had kept her in place and she was conscious, but her head was down.

'I'm going to go get you out of there!' I shouted. 'Just hold on!'

I tried the handle, but the mechanism had failed.

'Fuck this.'

The frame put up a fight against my fingertips, but after a few moments it gave, and I ripped the door away.

'How's it going?' I asked, trying to offer a comforting voice.

'I've had better days,' the woman inside replied with a nervous laugh as tears swelled in her cheeks, gravity forcing them around her eyes and over her forehead.

I clambered inside, supported the woman's weight and found the seatbelt button. With a push it detached, and I carefully pulled her from the car and helped her to the sidewalk.

'You're okay,' I breathed, 'Just stay here and wait for the EMTs.’

Sure that she was safe, I stepped back and looked in the direction that Dredge Mae had gone running. More bots had converged upon the road to begin their repairs.

It was like a breadcrumb trail, but instead of breadcrumbs, it was chaos and destruction.

I think I would have preferred the breadcrumbs.

I was about to start running when I took a quick second to look around.

Dozens of eyes were on me, but more importantly, dozens of cameras. Phones in every direction were aimed my way.

'Who is that?' Somebody called out.

'Who is he?'

'I've never seen him before.'

I couldn't head back to the garage even if I wanted to. My movements would be tracked.

But I could get away from the cameras and go after Dredge Maw.

I took off up the street, feet pounding the ground as I surged after my foe.

I knew exactly where he was going.

I pulled to a stop at the Rust Thickets' entrance, the villain having once again retreated into the safety of his haven.

No way was I going to let Dredge Maw cause any more havoc.

I was ending this guy, and I was doing it tonight.


Chapter 19

Versus Dredge Maw

I backtracked a few blocks, keeping my hood up and my head down until I found a quiet place with nobody around.

After ducking into an alleyway and removing my mask, I exited at the other end and found the first diner I could that was right across from the long wall that bordered the Rust Thickets.

Word of Dredge Maw's latest rampage was the only thing blasting the feeds online as I took a seat the counter.

The wood-nymph waitress crossed to me from her previous customer. 'What can I get for you, sweetheart?'

'I'm planning on staying a while,' I said. 'I hope you don't mind.'

'Long as you're still eating or drinking, you can stay,' she replied, 'Need a menu?'

Something had worked Dredge Maw into a frenzy. Whether that was somebody else, his environment, or just his own need to cause havoc, I didn't care.

Stopping him was the only objective.

I ordered a slice of cherry pie and coffee, and took my time enjoying both. Fortunately I had enough spare cash in my pocket that Aderon had thrown my way, and I could afford to satiate my super appetite on quality diner food.

I would need to work on my diet in the future, but right now I was just shoveling in every fat, salt and sugary meal that I could get my hands on. Fuel was what I needed.

The fact that I could still see my abs was a superpower in itself.

But I could lose myself in food only so much as the thought of Dredge Maw hung around until after nightfall. A little after 9pm, the place had largely cleared out.

'You expecting any night owls?' I asked.

'Tonight?' The waitress replied, 'Doubt it. Not after what happened today. The day somebody does something about Maw is the day this place comes alive again. The day we can go about our lives without worrying all the time. Everybody overlooks us in the Pot.'

'You're right,' I nodded. 'Somebody should really do something about him.’

I thanked the waitress, settled the check and left the diner. After checking that nobody was around, I pulled on my mask in the darkness of the alley, darted across the street and leaped through the air.

I crossed over the barrier of the wall and moved into the foliage-filled junkyard.

This place was so forbidden that I expected all hell to break loose the moment I crossed the threshold onto the property.

When that didn't happen, I expected the floor to electrocute me, or the vines to come racing out and tear me to pieces.

I touched down, and nothing happened. The wood-nymphs who occupied this territory weren’t coming to kill me, at least not yet.

All that awaited me was a scattered mess of tropical jungle and piles of old, broken tech, like some faraway battlefield scattered with the dead and their weapons.

But the path that Dredge Maw had taken was obvious from his trail of destruction. It looked like he had been running this path for a long time, carving it out for himself.

So I set off after him.

It was a pity that this place was occupied by Dredge Maw and the wood-nymphs. If it was unoccupied, it would have been a great spot for me to train.

Then again, if it had been unoccupied, plenty might be thinking the same thing. Big, quiet spots in the city were hard to come by.

It was easy at first, but eventually the foliage became such a dense thrall that I had to go by the marks upon the ground, which themselves were becoming sparing. The place was such a mess that I couldn't figure out the trail that he had traveled.

But just when I lost the visible trail, I began to hear him instead.

Quieter than the smashing in the streets, sure, but a guy as big as him couldn't pull together that kind of grace.

A large patch was cleared among the trees, scraps of metal pushed up against the sides of it like an arena.

And there he was, the beast himself, lying on a huge bed of crushed foliage that he had carved out for himself beneath a canopy.

If anything, it looked sad. If this was a Frankenstein's monster situation, maybe there was a fraction of me that would have some sympathy.

That assumption lasted for a few seconds, right up until I saw a collection of skulls sitting on a shelf close to his hovel.

Souvenirs from anybody who had strayed in here, and who he had destroyed.

Okay, bets are off, asshole.

Running was always an option. I had proved to myself that I could keep up with him, and going vertical wasn't totally out of the question, so long as I had somewhere to land.

'Dredge Maw!'

The words left my mouth like a roar, echoing across the makeshift arena.

The behemoth stirred, then sat up and looked around the yard, rubbing his head. He squinted at me from behind his hood, and frowned.

'Leave, you dumbass,' he chuckled.

Hearing his voice for the first time was jarring. It was deep and croaky, making the strange arena shake.

'Yeah, that ain't happening,' I called over.

Dredge Maw got to his feet and took a few steps towards me.

'So you can talk,' I spoke.

'Of course I can.'

'I don't know if that makes this situation better or worse,' I spoke. 'Do you have any idea the destruction you've caused in the Pot?'

'You bet I do.'

'Why?' I asked. 'Why do you do it?'

'To leave my mark,' he spoke. 'So many beings in this world, so much open space, so much to see and do... Most are lost in the wilderness, and they will die there too. Nobody ever knows of them. I leave my mark every day. How many can say that?'

'Plenty of people leave their mark, just on lives, and in a good way.'

'I leave my mark on lives,' he spoke. 'I live in bad memories and nightmares. Ha!'

'All you've got is a bunch of bots running around after you, cleaning up your mess. That make you feel good?'

'It makes me sleep soundly.'

'Yeah, that's all I need to hear.'

'Hear? For what?'

'For there to be enough excuse to get rid of you.'

Dredge Maw chuckled and shook his enormous arms out, moving from foot to foot as he prepped himself. Those simple steps sent more shudders through the ground.

My plan before was to let him charge into the walls, using myself as bait, but he was smarter than I realized.

That strategy would work only once.

I couldn't assume that my durability would last against this guy. My powers were growing, but not fast enough to survive a head-on strike from this bozo.

Right now I couldn’t rely on the weapon manifestation ability or the energy beam to reliably keep me safe. If they showed themselves I would, but my powerful foundation abilities were the priority for the time being.

And the fact that Dredge Maw was underestimating what I had on my side.

I glanced around at the nearby junk walls as he prepared to charge, and spotted a rusty iron girder that likely been wedged among the old tech for years, just waiting for its time to shine.

I pried the girder loose, stepped back and swung it like the world's biggest baseball bat just as my foe reached me.

CLANG!

The other end struck Dredge Maw in the head and sent him hurtling through the air, smashing into the wall of junk with an almighty crash.

'This is just impractical,' I frowned, tossing the girder aside and sending another hefty vibration running through the earth.

Dredge Maw dragged himself out of the pile, grunting more out of anger than pain.

I didn't even know if this guy could feel pain.

'How was that?' I called over. 'This feeling like a real fight now?'

'Looks like the man has some power, hm?' Dredge Maw croaked, pushing to his feet. 'I prefer not to use weapons.'

'Yeah, you're a real pacificist,' I replied dryly. 'By the way, if I wasn't being clear before, yes, I am planning on killing you.'

Dredge Maw growled and charged me again, breaking into his classic sprint.

I moved for the girder, but he slowed up.

'You think you can ward me off with that thing, huh?' He growled. 'Like some stray dog you can hit with a stick?'

'You're about as far from a stray dog as I can think,' I replied, 'Stray dogs don't often do anything to make people hate them, and plenty of folks would take them in.'

'Then do something else before I kill you.

We had circled each other long enough that I finally managed to bring the energy within me forwards. This time it wasn’t a frenzied panic that summoned it – it was control over what lurked within me.

I launched a beam at Dredge Maw, immediately releasing a grunt of pain from him.

Considering the last version I summoned had melted iron, somehow my foe was managing to push back, his exterior not yet taking much damage.

I held it for as long as I could - but Dredge Maw pushed through it, starting towards me.

Parts of his powerful form were falling apart, but he staggered onwards.

Shit.

I dropped the beam and scrambled to the side, moving hastily away as the two of us swapped places from where we had just been.

That wasn't going to work.

'Do you know why this place looks as it does?’ My enemy breathed heavily. ‘I don't spend my time charging in circles letting it all out, you fucking idiot. This place is my arena - and your severed head will fit in just fine with the rest of the idiots who have tried to kill me over the years.'

Another rush. I tried to summon the beam in a panic, but I was too slow.

Dredge Maw delivered a rocketing punch to my stomach, sending me flying through the air.

I struck the ground on my back 30 yards away, right next to the girder I had previously hit him with and tossed aside.

My body wasn't broken, but the wind was knocked out of me bad.

And Dredge Maw was sprinting my way, getting ready to smash his enormous, door-sized hands down onto me.

I reached out and grabbed for the girder, lifting it over me like a blade ready for a parry from an attacker with the upper hand.

The purple light rocketed back through my arms and into my palms, racing into the beam just as Dredge Maw struck it.

The resounding clang made the air ripple with energy - but somehow I held him off.

Dredge Maw staggered back, and just as he did, the girder split into two long strips in my hands, like a pair of purple swords.

'Surprising me every time,’ I muttered to myself.

I rolled backwards, propelling myself with a combination of speed and strength and sliding to a safe distance.

Getting the blade shape right without a frame was impossible, but now I had two swords on hand.

'Let's go.'

Dredge Maw rushed me from a short distance, unable to muster up the same momentum as before.

I swung with the blunt split-half of the girder, managing three swift, sharp strikes to disorient him enough that I could swung around with the other blade.

Finally I gained an entry, slamming the makeshift weapon into his Achilles heel.

Dredge Maw yelled in angry pain, growing louder as I drew back the blade.

He staggered to his side, unable to get to his feet as his ankles gave way.

'I wouldn't say stray dog,' I breathed, 'More like a mad dog.'

I swung one of the weapons around and hit him in the chest, knocking him into his back. I tossed one of the weapons aside and held onto the other as I crossed to him.

He wasn't getting a damned shred of pity from me.

I raised the purple sword over my head like an executioner, summoned all my strength, and brought it down.

My foe had enough time to yelp 'No!' before his chances of ever making a sound again vanished.

I slammed the blade-girder down upon his head, crushing his skull, ending him for good.

I panted for breath, feeling around about ready to tie some cloth to the closest stick I could find and plant it straight into the guy's chest.

'Fuck you,' I breathed, bruised and battered. 'Seriously, man, fuck you.'

The Rust Thickets fell quiet, only my panting breaths and the cool air keeping me company as I regained myself.

And something else, too.

Among the wrecked cars and the blocks of scrap, something was moving fast; a silhouette leaping about in the darkness from place to place with incredible speed behind the tree line of this junkyard jungle.

Another super?

No...

It wasn't one figure, but many, a tribe moving about in this low jungle of trees and scrap.

The wood-nymphs who call this place home.


Chapter 20

An Uneasy Friendship

I had taken a beating from Dredge Maw, and I could stave off bullets, but if my powers were depleted after a fight, I could be at risk.

I could jump far enough - maybe - and reach the top of a nearby junk pile. My body was durable enough to cope with anything sharp, and I could high-tail it out of here.

That was my best chance, if I had to.

The wood-nymphs descended from the junk heaps, circling around me in their dozens.

'I don't mean any harm,' I spoke, slowly turning as they closed in. 'My fight was with him, not you. We can all just walk away from this. If we don't, then I know I'm not getting out of here alive... But you can be damn sure that I'm going to take down a lot of you in the process. So what's it going to be?'

The wood-nymphs murmured among each other, but their glances all gravitated towards one man.

Their leader stepped forwards, moving up to me with a steady, quietly confident pace. He wore leather scraps and wrappings similar to Dredge Maw.

The fact that he dressed similar to the guy who I had just killed, the villain who they had given refuge to for longer than anybody knew, only put me on an even higher alert.

I knew I could take a bullet, and hopefully whatever makeshift projectile he had hidden in his pocket.

Instead, he revealed an empty hand to shake.

I glanced between him and his open hand, and shook it.

'You... You guys aren't mad?' I asked.

'Thank you,’ their leader began. ‘My name is Therux. I don't know who you are, and quite frankly I don't want to know. But you saved our home from that fiend.'

I took a long beat. 'I’m sorry; I did what?'

'He went off the deep end a long time ago. He has not been one of ours for a long time. Ever since he began causing destruction to the lands that neighbor ours – yours, I presume.’

'... Really?'

'Really.'

'It's just that everybody in the area thinks that...'

'I know what they think. They think that because we made it that way. We have been careful to make it seem as if we have a great conflict. It has kept prying eyes away from our home.

'Now that he is gone, it will be the case that they think we have killed him. This is fine with us - it places us in a position of dominance, and will make our enemies fear us. This will do just as good a job of keeping them away.'

'So... You're really not mad that he's dead?'

'On the contrary, it is a relief for us,' the chief spoke. 'He's at peace now, and that's what matters. There was no bringing him back from where he went. A sadness, but it happens.'

'I mean, I wouldn't exactly call it peace.'

Maybe I shouldn't have said that considering I was the guy who had killed him.

'It is peace for him,' Therux nodded. 'The blast of energy given off by Valesia has caused a lot of strangeness as of late, and you are definitely a part of it. But I appreciate favors done by outsiders. You don't seem like a man of poor morals.'

'I try my best,' I replied honestly.

'It seems so,' he nodded, looking to Dredge Maw's body. 'You are clearly capable. But you are messy.'

'I'm still learning how to fight properly.'

'That's good. Fights among mortals are very different to fights among superpowered beings. If you had learned how to fight before, it would be of little use to you now. You beings fight with fists. With supers, chaos is the only order of the day.'

'Then I guess it was a good thing that Dredge Maw was my first fight.'

'Indeed,' Therux smiled, looking around himself. 'If you need somewhere to attune these abilities of yours, you are welcome here in the Thickets. Dredge Maw destroyed most of what we could use, but if you're looking for somewhere to cut loose, as you beings often say, you can do it here.'

'Seriously?' I replied. 'I appreciate that.'

'Oh, and if you ever need to get your hands on the kind of tech that you, uhh... Wouldn't be able to acquire or use in other parts of the city...' A rush of scattered laughter came from the other wood-nymphs. 'You come see me. I'll see what I can do. It's discounted for you, of course.'

'Discounted?' I repeated. 'Really?‘

‘Of course.’

There were plenty of rumors about how the wood-nymphs made their cash; the most prominent was that they were experts when it came to modifying ancient tech left over by Tensor for interesting purposes, and sold them to certain buyers.

To gain an insight into the world of the tech nomads, and to potentially even have them on my side, would be invaluable.

‘I’ll be in touch,' I nodded, shaking hands with him.

'Please do so. In the meantime, we will make sure that the city knows of the demise of Dredge Maw here.’

'How are you going to do that?'

Therux smiled knowingly, running a hand over a thin leaf protruding from the tip of one of his ears. 'We have our ways.'


Chapter 21

Dancing over Breakfast

It was the middle of the night, and I didn't want to wake Lara or anybody else in the house by clattering around in the shower so long after dark.

Not that I even felt like I could sleep. My body was overheating, and while I had control of the power within me, I needed to do something to cool off.

I returned to the same small park that I had stopped by earlier that morning when my specialist powers had been acting up around the foliage, arriving at the fountain in the center.

I splashed a little water in my face, but then-

'Ah, screw this...'

I stepped over the wall and dropped into the water, flattening myself out before pushing back above the surface. I crossed to the wall and leaned up against it, enjoying the splash of the water as it poured over the center.

The sign said no swimming, but technically I wasn't swimming.

Then again, I didn't know how much that argument would stand up in the face of a security drone if one happened by. The park wasn't exactly a high-priority area, though; it was too small to be used for dealing, and people rarely used it at night.

Until, lo and behold, one of them appeared. It whirred down to a spot just a few yards away, an ancient unit that had become detached from the network a long before the others, somehow still clinging on despite 20 years without repairs or patches.

'Warning - use of the park fountain for recreational purposes is not permitted. Please vacate the fountain.'

'Dude, come on,' I sighed, 'If you knew the night I've had…’

'Please explain the nature of your evening.'

'Seriously?' I replied in disbelief, 'You're taking sympathy? Must be a new update I didn’t know about…. Well, I can't give you specific details, but it all started with-'

'Please be aware - sarcasm settings are calibrated to maximum levels.'

'Oh, you jerk.'

'Definition - jerk - unrecognized. Request repeated: please vacate the fountain.'

'Fine,' I sighed, 'But come here first. I'm a little stiff, and I could use a hand to get out of this water.'

The small, flying drone whirred towards me slowly, hovering nearby as its propellers increased in speed.

I leaned over, reached for the drone and snatched hold of it, smashing it against the side of the fountain with a few hard whacks until it was broken to pieces.

'Sorry about that,' I muttered. 'Like I said, if you knew the night I've had...'

My body settled in the cool water, but my mind was still racing a mile a minute.

Back at my attic hideaway at the garage, I ditched my soaked clothes and collapsed onto my back upon the bed.

It could have been the end of any day, but I had just wiped out the villain terrorizing the Pot once and for all.

And I had formed an unlikely alliance with the wood-nymphs occupying the Rust Thickets. Not only were they going to create the perfect cover for his death, but they had granted me a place to practice with my powers.

***

The next morning I woke to the sound of jazz playing from the kitchen. I headed downstairs to hear it blasting loudly through the house, getting louder and louder until I reached the first floor.

Aderon and Aunt Sheila were nowhere to be seen - it was just Lara.

The sexy, cat-eared super was dressed in nothing but her underwear, dancing smoothly around the kitchen with a bowl of cereal in her hand, back turned to me as she pranced around, shaking that tight ass of hers.

The sight of the smoking hot woman being truly herself brought a smile to my face. I stood at the bottom of the stairs and watched her for a few moments until she spun around with a mouthful of cereal and set her sights on me, stopping in her tracks.

Even after we had slept together the other night, even after we had been as close as two people could be, she still looked embarrassed beyond belief.

She stared at me with her lips clamped together as they spread into a wide smile.

'Nice moves.'

Lara swallowed the mouthful of cereal and set aside her bowl.

'Consider it many nights of sneaking around and many mornings of dancing in my underwear like nobody's watching.'

'Where are Aderon and your aunt?'

'Headed out for the morning. She may be old, but it's part of her routine, and there's certain things that she definitely won't forget.'

'I think that's the case for everybody,' I smiled.

I'm very careful with who I trust, but when I do find somebody worthy of said trust, I make sure to keep them close.'

Lara wrapped her arms around the back of my neck kissed me, pushing slightly onto her toes.

Right then and there I wanted to ditch everything I was wearing just to feel her tight figure pushed up against me.

I held her close, running my hands down the slender curve of her back to her round, toned behind.

I could have had her right here on the dining room table...

'Your hands feel so good on me,' she whispered.

'I would have you right now, but I don't want any mechanics walking in on us...'

'The garage is closed today.'

'Why?'

'Because it's Saturday,' Lara smiled, 'I told you, we don't open on weekends. Hey, are you hungry?'

'Always.'

Lara slipped away from me, tracing a teasing hand over my chest and crossing to the kitchen counter. She bent over and retrieved a box of cereal and some milk.

God, she looked incredible.

She poured me some cereal and slid it smoothly across the counter.

'Have you seen this?' She asked, nodding to the TV. She tapped at her phone, dropping the volume on the record player and raising it on the screen.

A news anchor was stood right outside of the entrance to the Rust Thickets.

And it wasn't one of the smaller stations covering the south side of the city - it was Talon One, the most popular station in the city.

The wood-nymphs had placed Dredge Maw’s body right outside the entrance. I could see that it was propped up, but the shape was covered by a large tarp overseen by the cops.

The wood-nymphs could have made a lot more fuss, but they were way too smart to do something like that. With their resourcefulness and their access to tech, they had done it on purpose.

Just like what happened next.

'... Unclear circumstances surrounding the villain's demise, though local police have stated that they are not pursuing any leads, in line with the state's policy of not becoming involved with super on super violence. I'm here with Captain Thomas from the local precinct. Captain, what can you tell us about the situation?'

'Morning, Trish. You know that I never want to speak out of line or disrespectfully about the demise of any person that's passed, but calling Dredge Maw a person is something of a stretch.

'We're talking about a man who was more machine than man at this point, and one who had become such a thing through his own delving into magical technology. Right now, in the wake of the Surge, we have more important problems to deal with than the death of a villain who caused constant trouble to the good folks of the Pot, and-'

Commotion stirred in the background as the tarp covering Dredge Maw's form accidentally slipped away at the hands of the cops.

In the brief shot of the camera he looked just as dead as the night before.

The only difference was the slab of wood lying on his chest, carved with the symbol of the wood-nymphs.

I quickly realized just how smart the they were - again.

The symbol could be taken either as a calling card saying who had killed him, or a commemoration from the wood-nymphs themselves that he had died as one of their own.

Neither were true, but the vagueness left it all open to interpretation. It sowed discord, and left folks confused about what had happened while keeping attention away from me.

Plus it kept people out of the Rust Thickets, which was useful for both me and them.

'It's something,' I muttered, eating my cereal and wondering how to tell Lara.

'Sure is,' Lara remarked. 'Was it hard?'

'Was what hard?'

'Killing him.'

I froze up, another spoonful of cereal halfway to my mouth.

I glanced over at Lara, trying to ditch my smile.

'I fucking knew it,' she spoke. Her expression was shocked to begin with, then impressed. 'I knew you didn’t come back last night, but I didn't know you were doing that.'

'Look, I didn't exactly wake up yesterday with the thought that I was going to go and kill the guy, but I wanted to see what I was really capable of.'

I told Lara everything: that I had followed Dredge Maw to the yard, waited until nightfall and taken the opportunity to get inside and confront him after my powers had come to the surface.

'All of that even after what happened with Fogpoint?'

'Please, I can't wrap myself up in packing peanuts after that,’ I replied. ‘I know I was quick to get back out there, but what does it matter? It was going to happen sooner or later anyway, and I felt strong enough to do it.'

'And you really didn't sustain much damage?' Lara asked curiously, folding her arms beneath her bra.

'I felt exhausted by the end, but I could have still summoned my powers if I wanted to. It felt like my real powers wanted to come out after having used my foundation level. What I do know is that it's versatile. In the park I think I transferred some energy to the plants, and it came right back to me.

‘Thinking back to my fight with Dredge Maw, it was way different to when we took on the gang at the stash house where I killed Curb. There were times where I as this strange feeling, where it was like I could sense patches of broken tech among the walls os his arena in the Rust Thickets.’

'So what you can do sits on the intersection between magic and technology? You can manipulate it?'

'I’m still figuring out how it works with plants and tech, but right now it's unpredictable, and there's more than one force interfering with me.'

Lara took a moment to think, looking to me with enamored eyes more and more as the moments passed.

'You're turned on by the fact that I took the lead on dealing with him, aren't you?' I spoke, unable to resist smiling.

'Am I turned on by the fact that you took it upon yourself to kill the villain who's been making a life a misery for everybody in the Pot?' Another beat. 'Fuck, yes, you'd better believe I am.'

Lara crossed to me again and pressed her figure up to me wrapping her arms around me as we kissed passionately.

'What are we?' I whispered. 'You and me.'

'Lovers,' Lara replied, kissing me gently and pressing her forehead to mine. 'When I brought you back here, I thought you were just another new super who needed some guidance, and now...' Maybe she was about to say something profound, but instead Lara sniffed at the air and frowned at me. 'You smell like...'

'Fountain water?'

'Yeah, actually,' she laughed. 'What's the story behind that?'

'Fought in the Rust Thickets, got covered in dirt, thought it'd be smarter to take a bath in the park fountain than getting a shower here and waking everybody up.’

'Then let's get you washed off properly.'

Lara and I could barely keep our hands off each other as we headed up to the bathroom, pulling off our clothes before we moved quickly into the shower.

The water did the work for us, and we took our time focusing on making love in the steamy room.

Hot, sweaty, wet, both slow and frantic until Lara climaxed, her walls clasping tightly around my length and pushing me over the edge as we both enjoyed the absolute pleasure of each other.

We kissed passionately as she drew me deep into her, filling her up with my seed as we breathed frantically.

'You didn't need guidance on being a super,' she whispered into my ear, 'All that stuff I said... It was just in case you needed it, so I could tell...'

'If I was good or bad?'

'Good or bad doesn't come into it. Good guys, bad guys, the only thing that matters is doing what you think is right in the moment, by whatever means you have available.'

'Nobody ever knows if you've fought the good fight or not,' I spoke. 'The only person who knows is you yourself.'

'Wise.'

'I'm getting stronger, and I can use what I have to protect people. There's a power vacuum now. The world might be experiencing a shake-up after the Surge, but there are plenty of supers that needed to stop the others who probably got powers just like I did – the ones who have much more nefarious intentions about how they use their new gifts.’

A spark suddenly burst between our fingers as we traced them over each other.

'Did you see that?' Lara whispered.

'Yeah,' I replied, 'I felt it, too.'

'So did I. It felt good... Though not as good as enjoying you up against the shower wall.'

'I don't know why you ever struck me as the quiet type,' I smiled.

'Thanks,’ Lara laughed, biting her lip as she gazed into my eyes. ‘Listen, with you and me being lovers, you should know that a lot of the ladies among the supers like to be loyal to one man, and to share him... Me included. So if you ever wanted to bring another woman into our relationship, I'd be very open to that.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Very.’


Chapter 22

Backseat Wardrobe Change

'Looks like you're famous, honey.'

The mag-lev was a convenient way to get across the city, even if the wait times could occasionally get so ridiculous during the busy spots that it was often faster walking than waiting an hour to try and get a seat.

The larger trains that ran across the country were still maintained by dedicated bots, themselves maintained by state organizations because of how valuable the transit system was to the economy.

A lot of what Tensor had built all those years ago turned out to be pretty damn useful when it wasn't under its own control, and this was no different.

Lara and I caught one off-peak, a little after 11am before the lunchtime rush crowd rocked up.

We still found ourselves standing, but we were more than happy to - it gave us a better view of the screens running above the windows. On the way out of the Pot, many of them still depicted the cops removing Dredge Maw.

We had watched it that morning, but Lara and I adjusted our earpieces and tuned in either way.

The broadcast had switched over to interviewing locals amassing in the area.

'Whoever did this, whether it was the wood-nymphs or some super who helped them out, I don't care what you call 'em. Good or bad, they're a hero to the people of the Pot.'

'Everybody gives them a bad name, but you see that? You see it?' Another guy pointed at the Rust Thickets, jabbing his finger at the air. 'That's their land, and besides that asshole hiding there? Nobody knows who killed him.'

'Who gives a fuck about who did this? Dredge Maw is dead, that's all we care about.'

Applause came from the scattered crowd behind him. The news anchor turned to the camera with a contented smile, uninterested in spinning the situation any other way.

'So there you have it,' the reporter spoke, 'A grisly end to a villain who has terrorized the Pot for many months now, and the locals are making no mistake about their feelings.'

'No mistake about their feelings,' Lara smiled, 'They'll never say it out loud, will they?'

'Say what out loud?'

'That the locals are glad he's dead.'

'Those guys seemed pretty happy about it. I can't blame them.'

'But the news never will.'

'That's just the way it is,' I shrugged. 'You're a super's person. I'm a people person.'

'How can you possibly say that?' She laughed, patting me lightly on the shoulder. 'I'm the one who's lived here my whole life.'

'Sure, but being a super, I bet you've found yourself questioning what you know. I may not have grown up in the Pot, but I know that. So basically what you're saying is that in a couple of years you'll be a cynical, cut-off jerk like me.'

'Oh, I'm counting on it.'

Lara laughed and snuggled into me, and I wrapped my arms around her.

'You don't have to explain a thing to me,' Lara spoke. 'Besides, it doesn't matter how they present you on the news. Right now you're establishing the hazy beginnings of a strange, unnamed super helping the community. You're establishing your legend.'

'Where do you get all of this stuff?' I smiled, 'I mean, I understand all of the insider knowledge about how supers work, the philosophy about good and bad, but the logistics of becoming a legend?'

'You don't want to be?' Lara asked.

'I'm figuring things out as I go along.’

We stepped off the train and hit the streets, walking through the district among market sellers and stalls beneath the towering, vine-covered buildings.

Overhead, Static Null whipped by, leaving a trail of cloudy wisps behind him.

'I wonder if they're looking for Terranel,' I spoke.

'Everybody is looking for Terranel, or at least wondering where he is,' Lara replied. 'Which reminds me - you need a suit.'

'Definitely,' I replied, 'All it's going to take is some smartass to pull my mask off or a blast of fire coming my way, and the game's up. I also need a name.'

'That's your job. As for the suit, why do you think we came to the city center in the first place today?’

We stopped outside an office building and hung around for a few minutes while Lara kept glancing back and forth from her phone.

By now I knew better than to ask why we were here. I trusted the process.

A blacked-out SUV pulled up outside the building. Lara and I waited for a few minutes until a figure emerged from the building and crossed to the car.

We crossed the street, going straight for the SUV. Lara indicated to me to get in the back while she got into the front.

I was about to ask what the hell was going on when I opened the door and saw none other than Maya sitting in the passenger seat across from me.

'Hop in, nerd,' the beautiful curvaceous woman with the dirty-blonde hair winked.

I gladly did as she asked. The interior of the car was so soundproofed that the moment the car doors were closed, the world beyond went almost completely silent, only the faint electric whir of the motor keeping us company - for now.

'Let's go.'

At Maya's command, the SUV pulled away from the curb and set off at a smooth pace through the busy streets.

Checking out the luxurious interior was the only thing that distracted me from how good Maya looked in that professional outfit - the tight white blouse pulled over her busty upper half, the red pencil skirt pulled even tighter.

It took me longer than I'd like to admit to realize that there was no driver - not totally unusual, but for a car this nice, sentient drivers were often a given.

Until the voice started.

'Greetings, passengers,' a calm voice spoke from the internal speaker system. 'Welcome to Hexilion Transportation. Please note that transportation costs will increase by 22.7% to account for the increase in weight. Do you accept?'

'I accept, Hex,' Maya replied, pulling off her heels.

'Thank you.’

There were dozens of automated car services across the city, relics from over 20 years ago during Tensor’s time, but plenty had been modified within Valesia's limits and taken on by private companies to provide services ranging from standard cabs to luxury services like this.

I had never been in one before, and could hardly believe how nice it was inside.

'You work there?' I asked, glancing over my shoulder at the Moriarty Building behind us.

'Hell, no,' Maya smiled, undoing her hair from its sharp ponytail and shaking her head from side to side as it flowed over her shoulders in waves, framing her pretty face.. 'But if you act confident, it's not difficult to make people think you belong.'

'I hear you there... Wait, so why were you in there?'

'I couldn't access their servers remotely,' she replied, holding up a data card, 'So an in-person visit was necessary.'

'Wait, you're a thief?'

'Of information, sure.'

'I would have guessed that it was the other way around with how nimble you are, Lara,’ I spoke, looking to the front seat.

'Different kind of thievery,' Lara smiled over her shoulder. 'For me it's done quietly, then with occasional loudness. Maya opts for a different kind of loudness.'

'I do it quietly, but I use other means to be loud,' Maya spoke, glancing down quickly at her figure. She was quietly confident, unashamed of her curves, and I liked it.

'Guess everybody has to play to their strengths, huh?' I asked, figuring she was open enough to talk about her body.

'I'm not a natural at it,' Maya replied, 'But I use my figure when I have to. You don't mind if I get changed, do you?'

'Go ahead.'

Maya undid her blouse quickly and pulled it off before unzipping her skirt and sliding it down her legs. She wore nothing but her underwear and a tight black vest over her upper body, showing off just how good she looked.

‘Anyway,’ I spoke, distracting myself from how good she looked, ‘Where are we headed?'

'My place,' Maya replied.

'You're really going to let us into your super secret chateau?'

'I know who I can trust,' she spoke, looking to me, 'Don't I?'

'I might be the one with powers, but I know how dangerous smart people can be.'

'Good.'

20 minutes later we pulled up outside of one of the larger residential blocks in the district.

Originally they were intended as data centers for the AGI's expansion, but thanks to Valesia, it never got that far.

Turned out Maya had gotten her hands on one of the apartments at a pretty good deal, and now had a lower-floor haven all to herself.

She had finished changing into jeans and sneakers in addition to her vest by the time we arrived outside, exiting the SUV and heading up to her place.

It was a large space like so many apartments in the city, with only one wall used where her rig, bed and clothes resided on a long rack.

'Sorry it's a little bare,' she spoke as we headed inside, 'I don't often have visitors.'

'You should see where I'm sleeping right now,' I replied.

'So Lara tells me that you’re looking for a suit.’

‘Sure am – wait, is that something you can help me with?’

‘Why do you think we came to see her?’ Lara asked.

‘So you’ve got a friend of a friend of a friend who can get me one?’ I asked.

'Can a person really be friends with a bot?' Maya replied with a flirtatious smile.

'Wait, bot-made suits?' I frowned. 'I thought that was just a running joke.'

'What would make you think that?'

'I expected some secret genius building them in a lab somewhere.'

'There is a lab, but there's no secret genius involved.’

'Cut the jokes,' Lara replied with a playful smile. 'Is the lab still running?'

'Somewhere in the city, sure,’ Maya replied.

'I'm guessing that means you don't know where it is,’ I spoke.

'I'm saying somewhere because I'm trying to be vague about it,' she grinned.

'I'm sorry, what are we talking about?' I asked. 'What lab? Am I about to be experimented on?'

'20 years ago, when the Shift first happened and the age of supers began, there was a lot of chaos during that first year,' Maya started.

'We know that part,' Lara smiled. 'And seeing as we're all in our early-twenties, I'm guessing Jake knows it, too.'

'Well, during that initial year when the technological development was interrupted and wild growth took over, tech advancement became stunted - but, there were lots of projects that carried on running, essentially in fugue-like ghost states.

'Some ended messily, some disappointingly, some just straight-up bizarre, but the point is that they kept running because of their self-preservation directives. Some started terrible, adapted, and kept going... And some got very good.

'There are a few out there still running to this day, doing all kinds of things, but they're kept well-hidden. One in particular was designed to build armored bots, but during the original Shift it landed in a grey area - not shut down, but its code adapted towards production of organic armor.'

I took a beat. 'Organic armor?' I repeated. 'That sounds... Unpleasant.'

'It's not. Several supers have used it over the years, and they've had a great time. Forums just don't report it because they don't know how to spot the signs. As for the organic element, it's still synthetically manipulated, and that's the important part.

'You might have durability on your side, but you don't know how what kind of resistance that durability gives you. Dredge Maw was a brute force enemy who just hit things. You need to make sure that you can deal with as many different things that come your way as possible. This lab can give you that.'

'You're sure it's real?'

'Definitely.'

'How would something so powerful stay so hidden?'

'By moving around,’ Maya spoke confidently. ‘With the sheer number of bots that keep it running, it isn't difficult for them to disassemble it and move it every few weeks. That makes it very hard to find. And, unsurprisingly, the supers who do find it and get their suits made by it aren't often willing to talk about its location.'

'It's a wonder that none of them are kidnapped.'

'It's no wonder at all,' Maya shrugged, 'The ones who can find it are smart enough to stay alive... Mostly.’

'Look,' I sighed, 'I'm not going to stand here and act like I'm a genius or anything. But if I'm going to do this, I might as well do it right. Maybe there's a risk dealing with this bot lab, but I'm willing to take it if it gets me a decent suit.’

'It seems like you've got half-decent morals to me,' Maya replied. 'Plus you've got the balls to stand up to bad things even in the face of real injury, so...'

'You know where it is right now?' Lara asked.

'I have one lead. Just one. And as long as we're running this impromptu, experimental super team of ours, or whatever this is, I'm willing to tell you the location. There's just one condition.'

'Of course,’ I replied.

'I get to come with you.'

I took a beat, folding my arms and glancing at Lara. 'How about you?'

'No way am I going inside somewhere so confined,’ Lara replied immediately. ‘That's the one kind of place I won't go.'

'I meant more convincing Maya not to come.'

'Yeah, I'm not doing that either. That's her own thing.'

'Why do you even want to go?' I asked Maya.

'Because I spend half of my time in front of a screen, and while taking a trip outside at all is a pleasure, when I get the chance to take an armed escort to a spot like this? You better believe I've got the appetite.'


Chapter 23

Bot with a Beret

The property market in the city was a strange beast by way of there being so much of it available.

Back before the Shift, in a world I had never known, finding a place to stay had been tough for a lot of people.

We had the opposite situation, with so much of it being left vacant.

A lot of properties sat vacant for long stretches of time, which made them the perfect places for supers to hide out, for villains to carry out their business, and, apparently, for rogue, unchecked bots to house super suit building operations.

'Right here,' Maya spoke, instructing the SUV to pull to a stop. The car parked up smoothly by the side of the road.

'I'll keep the car running,' Lara said.

'You mean the meter?' Maya smiled.

'Hey, the amenities are part of the experience, and it's all thrown in with the flat-fee. I'll make sure we get our money's worth.'

'You do that.'

'Take us around the block,' Lara spoke as Maya and I stepped out.

'Affirmative.'

The car doors closed gently, and the SUV pulled away.

Maya and I headed into the building and checked the available information. 38 floors, only half occupied, including one whole floor that couldn't be accessed because the button refused to respond.

'That's where we need to be looking,' Maya spoke, tapping at the button. ‘We just need to figure out the password.'

'So there's a code.'

'Kind of. We figure out the sequence, then move back and forth between the floors. From there, the doors should open. There's just one problem.'

'I'm having a lot of one problem situations lately,' I replied. 'What's another one on the pile? Hit me with it.'

'The moment those doors open, we have no idea how the bots inside are going to react.'

'Let me worry about that,' I replied. 'Unless you've got some powers under your belt that you're keeping under wraps?'

'I wish,' Maya smiled, turning her attention to the buttons.

We moved up and down among the floors for a few minutes. The whole situation felt bizarre, but finally Maya reached the last button in the sequence.

'And here we go...'

The doors opened onto a floor completely washed in darkness. The light from the elevator barely spilled out a few yards.

'Something isn't right,' I whispered.

'You think?'

'Every floor to this place had windows that I could see from the street outside.. Why doesn't this one?'

I stepped out of the elevator, rubbing my fingers against my palms as I prepped for a fight with an army of bots.

Suddenly the lights turned on, igniting the whole place. Dozens of bots began to work on an enormous piece of coordinated machinery.

'Holy shit,' Maya whispered, 'I didn't expect it to be this impressive.'

A huge bot right in front of us shifted and whirred forwards, looking like a giant vacuum cleaner with a pair of cannons for arms.

Somebody had placed a green beret on its head at a slightly off-kilter angle, which couldn't have looked more out of place.

'Only one entrant at a given time!' It spoke robotically. 'Guests not permitted. Please vacate the area.'

'You still want to come with?' I asked Maya. 'Because I think he's going to want a fight if that's the case.'

'No, I think I've seen enough,' she replied. 'You'll be okay on your own?'

'You got me here,' I said. 'Believe me, you've helped me more than enough.'

'You'll be okay?'

'I'll tell you if I make it out alive.'

'Just remember, no powers. It won't respond well.'

'And if it's threatening to kill me anyway?' I asked.

'That's up to your discretion.'

Maya kissed me quickly on the cheek and stepped back, shooting me an intense look as the doors closed.

I barely knew her, but the soft press of her lips to my skin made my heart beat as fast as it had during my first kiss with Lara.

'State your business!' The hulking bot shouted as I turned back to it. It was a large, bulky module rolling around on wheels, most of its form remaining entirely still except for the cannon arms that looked as if they were constantly about to fire.

The robots yell brought me straight back to reality.

'I'm looking for a new suit.'

'Command recognized. Please state the nature of your abilities.'

'Uhh... Strength, durability, speed, and... I'm not sure about my others. What would you call-'

'Requested information taking too long to deliver. Manual assessment commencing.'

The bot scanned me with a red beam.

Maybe it was better this way - the bot might actually give me an accurate assessment of whatever was happening inside my body.

'Assessment complete: deviation.'

'Deviation from what?' I asked.

'Suit construction commencing. We shall make a super of you yet.'

The beret-wearing killbot rotated on its wheels and turned to the console behind it, tapping the buttons as the bots on the production line began their work.

'Would you like a refreshment and to engage in casual chitchat while you wait?' The bot asked.

'Uhh... Sure.'

A slot opened on the side of the bot's body, and a platform emerged holding a glass. It was filled with ice, clear liquid and a piece of lemon inside. No idea how it prepped that, but I gave it a drink and found a vodka tonic waiting for me.

'Not bad,' I remarked. ‘Wait, do I have any say in my suit?’

'Of course - you may choose the aesthetic of it.’

The holographic display whipped up before me. Surprisingly, it allowed me to make modifications to the appearance of the whole thing. I could have stood there for hours, but with the killbots cannons still right over my shoulder, I decided to leave the complexities to the bots while I modified the base colors to primarily green with splashes of orange.

'Entering final stage of production,' the bot spoke. 'Your order will be ready momentarily.'

'Thanks. You've been a huge help.'

'You are welcome. Another candidate is waiting to enter. Please inform that they may come in if you happen to pass them by on your way out.'

'Another super?' I replied, glancing over my shoulder at the elevatordoor.

I would be exiting the same way I came in anyway, but to think that another super was waiting right outside?

Were they prospective, or coming in for a repair?

I pulled my hood up and wrapped my scarf around the lower half of my face, then pressed the button to open the doors.

They swept apart to reveal the next customer in line.

Turned out it was a repair - I knew it immediately, because Fogpoint already had a suit.

And he was staring right back at me from the elevator.

'Oh, fuck.'


Chapter 24

No Need to Thank Me

Fogpoint and I stared at each other for a few long moments.

'What in the fuck are you doing here?' He asked in disbelief.

'What do you think I'm doing? I mean, I don't think a suit will protect me from you completely, but-'

'I mean what are you doing alive?'

'Oh, that,' I nodded, 'Yeah, it's a pretty crazy story. But first I have to return the favor.'

I booted Fogpoint in the chest and sent him hurtling back into the elevator, locking the doors behind him.

The killbot hadn't seen it go down, but turned at the commotion and moved to the door.

'Overriding door controls,’ it spoke.

'Are you serious?' I asked.

The doors opened again, and Fogpoint glared at me.

'I don't know how you survived that drop...'

'Makes two of us.'

'But you're not getting out of here alive this time.'

'... You sure about that?"

Fogpoint smiled contentedly to himself and took a step forward. I refused to back up.

'Threat levels rising,' the kill bot spoke. 'There shall be no conflict in my domain!'

'I'm not the one causing the conflict!' I shouted.

Fogpoint's form immediately turned to something.

I was damned sure I didn't want to find out what it was.

Fortunately it was at that precise moment that a ding sound like a microwave going off rang out behind me, telling me my suit was complete.

I turned on my heel, scrambled for the new mask and pressed it to my face, quickly activating the HUD, turning off the voice suppressor and flicking on the air filtration system.

'What now, huh?' I spoke, 'What are you going to do when you can't put that toxic trash into my lungs?'

'You do know that certain gas isn't just toxic to your insides, right?' Fogpoint retorted.

He instantly turned into something dark and deadly, and a burning sensation raced across my skin.

I scrambled for the other pieces of my suit - two leg pieces, two arms, and the torso.

Thankfully it had integrated a crotch guard into the torso piece. That was one serious problem ticked off my list.

I pulled on the torso piece, the smart mesh wrapping around me comfortably and protecting my most vital parts.

I scrambled under the conveyer as Fogpoint darted towards me, giving myself enough time to pull each of the remaining pieces on.

'Now what, huh?' I taunted, looking over at the conveyer as another suit came out identical to my current one. 'Wait, the bots made me two suits?'

'Every order gets two!' Fogpoint’s voice hissed as his gaseous form jabbed at my suit, unable to find a way in.

'Then what are you doing here?' I asked.

'Repairing my current one!'

'What happened to the first?'

'SHUT THE FUCK UP!'

Another roar of gas raced around my arms in a bind, but it couldn't hurt me this time.

I just stood there while this moron raced around me in his gas form, unable to find a gap in my suit’s interconnecting parts.

The conflicting comments from Maya that it was both organic and synthetic didn’t make a damn bit of sense to me until now – how could it be both?

But in that instant, I understood what she meant.

I hadn’t even realized that the points where the individual pieces met each other had connected via intertwining metallic bindings that moved like vines, weaving around each other.

I could still move as comfortably as I could without it, but with this added protection against forces of more variety, suddenly I was the more versatile one.

I rapidly cycled through the HUD, unable to keep up with the sheer number of customizable settings.

There had to be something that would at least let me capture this guy – I would just have to get creative.

While he still still tried to attack, I stumbled upon a feature that sucked gas into the helmet – pretty useless while I was wearing it, but I had another copy of the suit on hand.

I grabbed the other helmet, fumbled to turn on the setting and activated it, aiming the bottom end towards the fast-moving gaseous form of Fogpoint.

'No!' My foe’s voice shouted madly. 'You will not contain me!'

'Yeah, that isn't really up to you, is it?'

Fogpoint kicked and scrambled madly, changing his form rapidly in quick succession until he whipped inside the helmet, and the bottom end slammed shut, turning it into more of a containment box.

'Even more useful,' I breathed, holding up the helmet as it swayed from side to side with the force of the super contained within.

I would have loved to find a mirror so I could check out what my new suit looked like in full, but the bot running the place had other plans in mind.

I turned back to face the hulking, pissed-off bot.

'Suit detected! Candidate’s stay is beyond the welcome period. Decision: eviction!'

'Oh, shit.'

Before I had a chance to even try and manipulate it, the bot's chest opened up and an even bigger cannon took aim.

The projectile struck me in the chest and sent me blasting through the outer wall of the building.

The trajectory sent me hurtling through the sky, arcing through the air to the opposite block.

Somehow I kept a tight hold on the impromptu box as I hurtled through the sky.

'Really wishing I could fly right about now... And turn over mid-air.'

I had just enough time to wonder if all of this trouble was really worth it to get my hands on the suit now in my possession when I crashed straight through the ceiling of the building, hitting a table and smashing it to pieces.

I didn't have a damned clue where I had landed, but in contrast to the last time I had hit the ground after a long fall, I was totally intact.

And this time, I had the bastard who had tried to kill me locked up.

I raised my head and looked around, finding myself in the middle of a classy rooftop restaurant.

As the echo of the crash faded and the surrounding screams of shock settled, I heard the jazz music playing nearby.

It was pure luck that I hadn't crushed anybody.

I pushed to my feet and looked around frantically at the patrons.

'Everybody okay?' I called out, 'Sorry if anybody was thinking of proposing tonight...'

'What is that thing?' Somebody called out.

'What's what?' I asked, glancing to whatever they were looking at and seeing the back-up helmet lying nearby.

The pressure was building up inside the helmet, and Fogpoint was about to explode from within no matter how tough its sides were.

'Uh oh.’

Gas could generate enough pressure to escape anything.

I grabbed the helmet, swung the box around in my hand as hard as I could, summoning every shred of strength in my body, and hurled it into the air. It traveled hundreds of yards before it faded from sight, and then-

The box exploded high in the sky over the city, turning to dust which rained lazily down on the air.

And there, barely visible from so far off, a cloud of gas took off, quickly turning to some other form as it disappeared.

Not so fucking tough...

'I'll catch up with you later,' I muttered, sighing and propping my hands on my hips before dropping my gaze to the restaurant.

Here I was, stood in the middle of a freaking restaurant, pulling the iconic pose.

Yeah, the hands-on-hips thing felt kind of natural. I hadn't even done it to look like a hero - it was just because I was thinking.

'Hi,' I nodded, glancing around at the restaurant, 'How's it going, everybody?'

The couple dozen patrons enjoying their meals had seen everything, from me literally crashing the party to tossing the helmet and it exploding.

'You saved us,' a woman nearby spoke. 'That thing could have killed us all.'

'Uhh...' I muttered. 'Sure.'

A light applause kicked up, quickly turning into a raucous one.

'Please, there's no need,' I spoke, quickly finding my natural cadence with the deep, heroic voice that calmed people in times of need.

It left my lungs naturally, projecting deeply from the voice transponder built into the helmet.

'What's your name?' A man called over.

'My name?' I replied, 'Uhh... That's... A mystery that I'll be happy to reveal sometime soon. What is a name, really? Nothing except a calling card, something to be shouted in times of need. But you'll never to shout for me - I'm going to be around as much as I can be from now on.'

God, I hate myself.

Still it worked for them.

The owner of the place suddenly emerged from the back office, flanked by the head chef and a burly member of the waiting staff.

I was concerned about a fight, but then-

'Sorry about the roof,' I said quickly. 'It was a total accident...'

'Not at all,' the owner spoke. 'You saved my place of business from that explosion. You are a hero, sir!'

'Umm... Yeah, that's exactly what happened.'

I really needed to come up with some better lines.

'Can we get a picture with you?'

I glanced over to see an elegantly dressed woman in her thirties and her two friends all holding up their phones.

Like I was going to say no to anybody who asked for a photo.


Chapter 25

Worst Name Ever

I felt like a colossal dick for having smashed through the roof of the restaurant. Even if it wasn't my fault, that didn't matter - I was the one who had caused the damage.

And sure, I had saved everybody inside from something much worse, but it was total luck that I hadn't crushed anybody when I had gone smashing through the roof.

At the end of the day, if it wasn't for Fogpoint attacking, the whole thing wouldn't have happened.

But I was a powerful force now, and I had to account for that.

I didn't have to worry too much about myself, but about everybody else.

I wondered what kind of person I would be if I didn't feel bad about having caused all of that destruction.

In the aftermath of the chaos with all of the cameras shoved in my face and the number of people wanting to shake my hand, I felt like even more of a jackass, but for entirely different reasons.

I had no interest in seeking out the cameras, but it was a necessity when it came to good standing; people were always content to record others doing dumb shit, but rarely when they were doing good deeds.

After taking as many photos with the patrons as they wanted, I leaped out the same way I had come in and took off to a taller building overlooking the district. A quick message to Lara let her and Maya know that I was okay, and from my high spot, I kept a lookout over the floor where I had burst from, where the beret-wearing kill bot and his network of assistant bots had been working.

Bots were already moving discreetly from the smashed window, using it as an opportunity to remove the workshop piece by piece so that it could be recomposed somewhere else.

I didn't care where it was going to. In the spirit of all the supers before me who had used it, it would remain anonymous.

But the same couldn't be said for me.

Supers were easy to tag on the Network with their names alone, so an hour later, as I was perched on the corner of the downtown building with my feet dangling over the edge, scrolling through my phone, it was no surprise that I couldn't find much in the way of information about myself and this new super persona I was attempting to construct.

But that was only because they hadn't uploaded their videos yet.

New super, no name - it was a recipe for staying under the radar, which is exactly how I wanted things to be for now, until I found a post that was rapidly rising in the trending category.

It was from the hot trio of women in the restaurant who had taken a picture with me.

Literally saved by Olive Man today - we could have been KILLED, but he broke through the roof of our restaurant and threw away this explosive thing. Total hero! And pretty fucking hot, too ;)

The compliment at the end of the post had my attention, but it didn't stop me from gravitating straight the hell back to the name they had given me.

'What the hell is an Olive Man?' I muttered to myself. 'What, just because my suit is a mix of orange and green? That's the worst name I ever heard in my life... But I'll take pretty hot all day long, even in this thing.'

Either way, it didn't look like the videos were taking off. That was fine by me considering how stupid I still felt.

I removed the suit piece by piece, stuffed it into a stray construction bag that I found lurking on the rooftop, and took the maintenance stairwell down to the street level.

I had kept an eye out for Fogpoint the whole time I had been on the roof, but I hadn't heard or seen a thing, not online or from my perch.

Still, I caught a cab back to the Pot, blending in as a normal citizen until I got back to the garage. It was after 7pm, and the mechanics had finished for the day before I headed inside.

Lara and Maya were waiting in the kitchen when I got inside, watching something with intense focus on Maya's tablet. They both glanced up at me.

'No we're happy that you're alive?' I asked.

'We've known that you were alive for hours,' Maya replied.

'Yeah,' Lara agreed, 'Plus enjoying a ride across town in the SUV wasn't an experience I wanted to miss.'

'Wait,' I muttered, 'what are you watching?'

'What in the fuck did you do?' Maya asked, a smile forming at the edge of her mouth.

'I got a suit made,' I frowned, wondering what they were talking about, 'Wasn't that the whole point of our little adventure today?'

'I don't think that was the only thing,' Lara added.

'I texted you the whole thing,' I replied, 'The exit opened, Fogpoint was there, we fought, I trapped him with a little accidental help from a back-up suit they made for me - which I didn't pick up the rest of, by then way - then we both got tossed across the street into a restaurant. Good thing we landed somewhere so high up, or they might have been scraping me off the sidewalk right about now. I haven't had a chance to really test my suit out yet, so I don't know how much it would have protected me...'

'That's not what we're talking about,' Maya said, 'Come check this out.'

I crossed to them as they crowded either side of me and checked out the screen. I expected the picture of me with the trio of women to have gone viral, but it was way worse - or better, depending on how I looked at it.

Somebody in the restaurant had taken a video, one of many, and it depicted me taking pictures and shaking hands with several folks.

'That's good press, right?' I asked.

'The 2000 people who liked it seem to think so,' Maya replied.

'2000 people?' I repeated, checking the counter in disbelief. 'Oh, holy shit. Did I just go viral?'

'You're a new super, of course you did. The brand new thing that nobody has seen before always gets attention.'

'Only problem now is what you do with it,' Lara added. 'Olive Man.'

'Please don't tell me that stupid name has caught on.'

'People are calling you a dozen different names right now,' Maya spoke. 'Which is good - nothing is sticking, probably because they had no idea what your powers were. But that could change in a few weeks.'

'So I need to figure out my name,' I nodded, 'Another thing on the to-do list. Well, at least one good thing came of this situation.'

'The suit?' Lara asked.

'I was going to say the free food that the restaurant manager gave me,' I replied, holding up the other bag in my hand that didn't contain my suit.

20 minutes later we were chilling out around the dining room table with the food freshly heated-up, each occupying a seat, while my suit occupied a fourth.

'Just so you know, the bots are never going to let you in again,' Maya said.

'Don't I know it,' I replied. ' But at least I got out alive with the suit.'

'You sure did.' Maya set aside her food and rounded to it eagerly, her busty chest bouncing abundantly beneath her vest with each of her footsteps. She took a look while Lara propped her feet on my lap and took a bite of her chicken.

'This is delicious,' Lara remarked. 'If you only ever get paid in food, this would be the standard.'

'Wouldn't be the worst thing in the world,' I replied, taking a bite of a fry.

'No, but this might,' Maya added.

'What do you mean?'

'Your suit is half-finished.'

'Wait, what?' I replied.

'It's half-carved. Take a look.' Lara and I set aside our food and joined Maya. 'See the detailing? The weave is missing a bunch of threads.'

I followed the trail of Maya's fingertip as she pointed it out to me. She was right.

'You get hit the wrong way and this thing could fall apart,' Maya spoke. 'It's a miracle it didn't when you crashed through the restaurant roof...'

'Any ideas on how I can get it fixed?'

'I wouldn't even know where to start with something like that,' she muttered, 'I also wouldn't even know who to ask.'

I wracked my brain for a moment, when the answer came to me. 'I've got good standing with the wood-nymphs, so maybe they can do something with it.'

'Wouldn't be the worst idea in the world,' Maya mused. 'Their reputation is legendary, at least for when they actually want to work on something.'

'They've got the skills, they're just sparing in how they use them,' Lara added.

'Look,' I laughed, 'I don't need a running critique of my choices when it comes to this stuff. I'm a small-timer right now. I take what I can.'

'You sure do,' Maya grinned.

'And I'm not here to get ragged on by the both of you,' I smiled, looking to Maya, 'Anyway, shouldn't you be back at your hideout right now doing... Whatever it is you do?'

'You want me to leave?' Maya replied.

'That definitely isn't what I said,' I replied quickly.

'I didn't know that you saw this place as such a fortress...'

'No, that isn't what I meant,' I continued. 'I just meant that I thought you'd have a whole load of responsibilities to tend to.'

'Actually, I was talking to Lara about just that before you got here,' Maya said. 'I'm done with being the random voice in the tower. I want to keep doing it, but for something greater - and I think that might be you, Jake.'

'She wants to move in,' Lara clarified. 'And I said yes.'

'So we're starting our own team, huh?' I replied.

'This place is a fortress,' Lara smiled, 'I mean, come on, what's the worst that could happen?'

***

Suited up, it would have taken me no more than an hour and a few trips to go running across the rooftops to bring everything over from Maya's hideout.

But leaping through the air with Maya's stuff, even with my strength, didn't mean that I wouldn't mess up and drop something along the way.

Considering that her rig was her pride and joy, there was no way I was taking that risk.

The next day I made a few trips across town with the Lara and Maya to pick up everything from Maya's place. Considering all of the junk in the attic, I was starting to wonder where she would stay.

'I actually don't have another bedroom,' Lara spoke. 'You don't mind if she stays in the attic with you until we figure something out, do you?'

'With me?' I said. 'So you're staying in your bedroom while she stays here?'

'I mean...' Lara trailed off, pressing her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, 'I'm happy to stay wherever you'd prefer.'

'Right here is fine by me.'

'Fine with me as well,' Maya replied, 'It's pretty cool having our own hideaway perched up here on the top floor of the garage. Feels like a base.'

'For now,' I nodded, 'Depending on how much noise we cause, we might have to seek out somewhere new in the future.'

'We're supers,' Lara smirked, 'I'm sure we can find another spot.'

The move cost a couple of hundred bucks, but we eventually got everything shifted up to the attic.

'I've been living up here for almost two weeks now,' I spoke, easily lifting a stack of boxes and pushing them aside. 'And I don't have a clue what's in any of these things.'

'It's all my Aunt Sheila's stuff,' Lara replied. 'I would like to rummage through it all and toss most of it, but while she's still alive, it's just never felt like the right thing to do.'

We got Maya's spot set up and looked around at our work.

'Well, this is cozy,' Maya smiled.

'Home sweet home,' I remarked, folding my arms and nodding.

'By the way,' Maya said, 'I tend to dress cozy when I'm at home. I hope that doesn't bother you too much, Jake.'

'Why would it bother me?'

'Because her definition of cozy might not be exactly the same as yours,' Lara replied.

Before I could say anything else, Maya pulled off her shirt and tossed it onto her bed, then slipped out of her jeans, working her hips from side to side.

She abandoned the graceful approach as she fell back onto the bed, fighting messily with her jeans until she pulled them away and got to her feet.

'That's so much better,' the beautiful dirty-blonde woman smiled, stretching her arms over her head and accentuating her figure.

I had seen her undressed in the backseat of the SUV, but this time she wasn't planning on pulling on any other clothes, and I wasn't pretending to look anywhere else.

The busty curves that clung to her figure practically demanded to be admired, her bra unable to stop her chest from bouncing lightly with her steps.

She crossed to her desk chair and sank into it, pulling on her headphones and turning her attention to the monitors.

A hot woman relaxing in her underwear, headphones on, sitting back in a computer chair.

A lot of looks did it for me, and that was one of them.

Damn...

It was easy to see how much Lara and Maya both admired each other, and there wasn't a doubt in my mind that they were both interested in something more than just a conventional relationship not just with me, but with each other.

How that would happen I couldn't figure out right now, but I was excited to see where this all led.


Chapter 26

Late Night Carnage

To Lara and Maya, the idea of us all sharing the same space didn't bother them at all; if anything, they liked it.

I didn't imagine that it would be like a college dorm where Lara and I would be making love in bed while Maya pretended not to hear us, but that night we all settled into the shared space and dozed off, Maya in her bed and Lara and I in mine.

The following morning I awoke with Lara snuggled up next to me, the simple shifting of the press of her figure against me sending jolts of sensitivity through my skin.

After every chaotic incident so far, I thought that I would become numb to the delicate kind of touch, but her touch had only made me respond more.

It was the one thing that always tempered my powers.

We enjoyed breakfast together that morning, and after helping Aderon set things up in the garage, I set off through the Pot for the college.

Even though the streets were still a stitched-up patchwork mess, the vibe of everything just felt better.

No Dredge Maw smashing things to pieces. No worry in the hearts of the locals for their lives and their businesses.

It felt good. Maybe there were a whole lot more grey areas to this deal than people realized, but this time that didn't matter.

I arrived at the lecture hall and took my seat next to Kylee. A couple of weeks back I couldn't have imagined mustering up the courage, but now it felt like nothing.

'Morning,' Kylee started.

'Morning yourself,' I replied, 'Stumble across any vast conspiracies lately?'

'Aside from the one that says there's a new super in the Pot? Not really.'

I had to calculate what I said next very carefully.

'Guessing you're talking about Dredge Maw, huh?'

'That's exactly what I'm talking about.'

'Looked to me like the wood-nymphs took him out.'

'The Surge could have been the exact reason. We don't know what changed things.'

Ellison's session whipped by easily, having predictably shifted away from the examination of anomalies to a stray thread from magical theory.

With each day that passed and with how many powers developed, I was becoming more convinced that whatever gave me this existed in its raw form.

I was creating things with my hands, blasting this stuff out, and it was getting stronger.

Controlling the raw element was one thing, but I had to ensure it stayed useful, even with its versatility.

Ellison assigned us a research project at the end of the session, one that would take a good chunk of time to complete.

'I think I'm going to get a headstart on this,' I said to Kylee as the lecture ended.

'Since when were you the type to be on your work so fast?' The sexy, demon-horned brunette replied.

'I've always been like that,' I smiled, 'Maybe you just haven't been paying attention.'

'Maybe I have, and I'm just seeing you in a different light,' she remarked. 'Need a study partner?'

***

Kylee and I got set up in the library and spent hours working on the project.

Right now I was sharing a bed with Lara-freaking-Monroe while sleeping in the same attic room as Maya.

My love life was beyond complicated, and that was without the smorgasbord of everything else that had happened to me these past few weeks.

But it was the one area of my life where, despite the craziness, things felt really damn good.

Kylee's hand grazed over the paper I was going for, touching mine in the process.

'Sorry,' we both spoke quickly, laughing at ourselves.

My focus was pulled by the beautiful brunette's warm smile by some movement behind her. A pair of guys in suits were moving about, checking something on a tablet.

'Who are they?' I asked, nodding over to them.

'No idea,' Kylee replied, glancing over her shoulder and keeping her voice low, 'They've been roaming around campus for hours asking people questions.'

'On what authority?'

'Also no idea, but campus security isn't stopping them, which means that they must actually have authorization to be here.'

'Officials, huh?' I remarked.

'Mmhmm,' Kylee replied, 'Funny how you can put that word in front of something and suddenly make terrible actions acceptable.'

I carried on with my work, but the pair of suits hung around still, going over the same floors.

You're being paranoid.

Am I?

The suits eventually took off, and over the next hour I tried to keep my mind on my work.

And there they were again.

'Just gonna stretch my legs,' I spoke to Kylee, heading to the staircase to get a better look. No sign of them.

A moment later, Kylee's hand landed on my shoulder.

'Woah,' she frowned, laughing nervously as I jumped at the motion, 'Are you okay?'

'I'm fine,' I replied, 'Just a little tired.'

'Yeah, I am too,' she nodded. 'Maybe we finish up for the night?'

'That's a good idea,' I said. 'I'll walk you back.'

'I'd like that. I'm just going to grab a few books - meet me downstairs?'

'You got it.'

Kylee ran her hand gently over my arm in a comforting way, her fingers grazing down me as she smiled at me warmly before sweeping away among the shelves.

Her simple touch settled the energy of my powers just the same way Lara had, and Kylee hadn't even known it.

Yeah, life was definitely complicated, but some parts of it were complicated in a much more interesting way.

The library was quiet save for the robotic clerk at the desk going over the internal system - and unfamiliar voices.

Footsteps sounded down the corridor, and a pair of figures moved into view.

The same damn suits as before.

'There's nobody left here at this time of night. We've been going over this shit for hours.'

'And yet we're getting a reading in this area of a power nexus that's stronger than anything we've seen yet. You want to explain that?'

'There are pockets all over the city. There could just as easily be one below this building.'

'Not this size.'

I didn't like the sound of any of it.

One caught sight of me, pulled to a halt and tapped his buddy on the arm. They both looked my way.

I stared back without faltering.

They knew it. I knew it. There was no point in beating around the bush.

But there was plenty in ducking out.

I hurried down the corridor to the bathrooms, ignoring the out of order sign. I ducked into one of the stalls and closed it behind me, waiting in silence.

Until the bathroom door opened.

'It's out of order.'

'So what?'

'Why would he come in here?'

'Because it's the perfect place to hide. There must be 50 stalls in here. Check them all.'

Damn it.

I stepped onto the seat and crouched, doing my best to stay hidden.

If these guys really wanted a fight, I would give them one. No doubt they were part of the same outfit as the assassin from my apartment weeks ago who had tried to take me out.

One thing was for sure: I was starting to get tired of hiding like this just for the sake of maintaining my so-called secret identity.

And as if my cover wasn't already in trouble, my damned phone went off.

Even with the tone off, the vibration in my pocket in the quiet of the bathroom was like a fire alarm.

I pulled it out, saw that it was Maya and rejected the call, pocketing it. Glancing through the gap in the bathroom stall, it went off again.

I clenched my eyes shut briefly, checked it and rejected the call.

Then, ten seconds later:

Maya: ANSWER THE FUCKING PHONE

I couldn't argue with that.

Fortunately I had brought my the helmet of my suit with me to the college, stuffed into my bag in case I needed to disguise my identity at any point.

I pulled it on quickly. The mechanism unfolded and wound its way around my head, and as Maya called again, I synced up the call so that the sound of our conversation was contained inside the helmet.

These guys wouldn't hear a thing.

'Maya,' I started, 'What's up?'

'What's up with you?' She replied, 'You sound panicked.'

'I'm just trying to keep quiet.'

'Hiding from an ex-girlfriend?'

'Hilarious.'

'I've got something for you. Lara told me all about the situation you ended up in back at your apartment after you both first met - that assassin?'

'Yeah, but -'

'Yeah, but nothing,' she cut in. 'I've been scanning his blade, and I got a match.'

'Really? A match to what?'

'The origin of the materials. I'm happy to report that the guy was a lone wolf.'

'... What?'

'He was working all by himself. No connections, no links. The blade was made by a small-time outfit that deals with this kind of janky weaponry. It's powerful, but doesn't last long. Probably a group that you'll want to take down in the near future, but I doubt they'll know anything.'

'So how the hell did he find me?'

'My best guess, from what we know so far, is that he was afflicted with the same thing that struck you. Super gets powers after being sucked into a vex, he picks them up same way as you did, but instead of keeping his head screwed on, he goes crazy.'

'How would being crazy bring him to my apartment?'

'There's a hero called Jefferson from out of state who had Source powers, and he hasn't been seen since the Surge. He could track down other supers and absorb their energy after he killed them. Pulled it off on a few villains over time, but he wasn't a conventional hero. More of a recluse. Kept to himself.'

'Right...'

'Why do you sound so rattled?'

'Because right now I'm hiding in a bathroom stall at the college, trying to stay hidden from two guys who I thought were working with the assassin, and now it turns out they aren't.'

'... What?'

'I told you, they just came in to the bathroom. They've been lurking around college all day looking for a powerful power signature that they're detecting, and I think it's me.'

'You can't play it off?'

'As what?'

'... I mean, you're in a bathroom. Make some sound effects.'

'That'd be something,' I smiled, 'I don't think forcing some social awkwardness on these guys is going to get me far. They know that I'm the one they're looking for. I can't play anything off right now. I've probably got 20 seconds before they kick the door down.'

'Then you're going to have to fight.'

'The fighting part doesn't bother me, it's the fighting part here. If I blow my cover at the college, that's the end of my old life.'

'A couple dead guys in the men's bathroom? I'm sure that kind of thing can be explained away pretty easily...

'Hold on.'

'What is it?'

'It's gone quiet outside... I'll call you back.'

I hung up the call and listened harder.

Not footsteps, no voices.

Just the flicker of a shadow moving past the crack in the door, right outside my stall.

Silence on my side, silence on theirs.

They could try shooting me if they wanted.

Come on, do it. Give me a reason.

Seconds passed like the footsteps of a demigod, long pauses between occasional coughs from them.

I looked through the gap. There they were, stood right outside, staring at the door.

These guys were actually waiting for me to step out - until one of them suddenly kicked the door open.

The staring contest between us while I was still wearing my helmet was even more awkward than when I had come face to face with Fogpoint.

'I don't suppose you guys could lend me some toilet paper, could you?' I spoke dryly, pulling the metal dispenser off the wall like it was held on with tape and lifting it up. 'I'm all out in here.'

The suits exchanged a look.

'If you guys are secretly recruiting for a super team, tell me now before this whole situation descends into a big misunderstanding.'

They both cracked a smile - then swept back their jackets to reveal the holsters at their sides, and the glimmer of red light within them.

'Fuck.'

I planted my foot against the wall of the stall, smashing straight through the cheap wood and then to the next one just as the blasts struck the wall behind me.

'So it's kill rather than capture?' I called over. 'That makes things much more straightforward.'

I ducked out, raise a hand and launched a blind blast, hitting one of the guys in the shoulder and sending a spray of blood through the air.

He screamed in agony, dropping to the ground, while his buddy ducked to the side, completely ignoring him.

'Okay,' I breathed, cracking my back and shaking out my arms, 'Now I don't feel so bad about ending you both.'

I straightened my arm, aimed my palm at the second guy and blew him away, sending him striking the wall right next to the door.

No harsh breathing.

But panic still took me.

How the hell had these guys found me?

The bathroom door suddenly opened. I raised my hand for another attack, but quickly lowered it.

It was Professor Ellison.

'What...?' His robotic voice crackled. 'What is going on in here?'

'Professor,' I breathed, my helmet still covering my face. 'Listen, we need to-'

The remaining assailant leaned around the corner and aimed his weapon at Ellison, cutting straight through the bot's head and unleashing a hail of sparks.

'Professor!'

I gritted my teeth and fired off a final strike at my foe, putting a hole in his chest that instantly dropped him.

But my bot professor was in a terrible state.

'Calibrate, calibrate, calibrate, re-calibrating...' He droned from the floor, a mass of wiring exposed in his chest.

I kneeled at his side, knowing there was no way for me to repair him.

My cover was ruined. I couldn't come back to the college after this. They knew how to find me.

For a few moments I forgot all about Kylee's theories about how Ellison was compromised. I never thought I would feel sorry for a bot of all things, but here I was.

Right up until Ellison's eyes suddenly turned red.

'Oh, shit.'

I had just enough time to turn my back and take the brunt of the blast as Ellison exploded, sending me flying through the wall, dropping a hail of concrete into the library corridor.

'Ow...'

I managed to reach behind myself to my back and feel my shredded clothes.

My hands grazed over the sharp shrapnel sticking out of my skin, but just like the bullets that had struck me from the assassin's weapon back in my apartment, they were dislodging from my back and sweeping away like it was nothing more than confetti.

I staggered to my feet and checked myself over, removing my helmet and shaking my head with disorientation.

'Jake?'

The dust cleared, and a lone figure stood among it.

Kylee.

She looked at me in disbelief as I stood among the destruction in the hallway. There was nothing that I could do to explain away any of this.

'You weren't here,' I spoke quickly, crossing to her, 'and this never happened. Just get out of here before the security bots show up, and forget about me.'


Chapter 27

Refuge in the Rust Thickets

I called Lara and Maya to meet up with me at the same diner at the edge of the Pot where I had waited for Dredge Maw several days ago. They arrived 20 minutes later, sliding into the booth with me.

'Nobody followed you?' I asked.

'Please, do you know who you're talking to?' Lara replied, her furred white ears standing on end with alertness. 'How do you think I've stayed hidden in plain sight for so long?'

'Who were they?' Maya asked.

'No idea,' I replied, 'Government agents, a villain's minions, an opportunist faction. Whoever they were, they really didn't like me.'

'How did they find you at the college?' Lara added.

'They tracked an anomalous signature, which must be what I'm giving off,' I spoke, glancing at the street outside. 'And if these guys were part of a bigger outfit, which I think they were, then they're going to send more guys. Won't take long for them to figure out that it was me. Then they have my information from the college, too.'

'I can remove that if you need me to,' Maya said, 'It'll take minutes.'

'It doesn't matter at this point,' I replied, 'These guys were on campus without being questioned. They'll have access to all the information they need about me if they want it. They've probably already got all of the records.'

'This isn't good,' Lara replied, 'A unit with official status...'

'It's too dangerous for me to go back to the garage right now,' I said. 'Whether they can track me, or they're just hunting me down on a whim, I don't know, but I need to hold up somewhere else until I know we're safe from them.'

'How can we do that?' Maya asked.

'This is not turning into an endless cat and mouse game where I'm being hunted down by one group of assholes after another,' I spoke. 'They need to know who the fuck they're dealing with.'

'And who are they dealing with?' Lara asked.

I finished the last of my coffee.

'Look, the life I used to have is gone now,' I spoke. 'My apartment, my college classes, all of it. I can still be Jake Dawson when I don't have that mask on, but anything I did back then, anything I was working towards... It's gone. This is the person I am. The person I am with you... With Maya...'

The beautiful women both reached out to me, pressing their hands to mine.

'We're going to find out who these guys are, and I'm going to deal with them,' I assured them both.

Despite Lara's desire for me to hold up at the garage with her, it was too dangerous for me right now to stay there, and deep down I could tell she knew it too.

Tactical thinking was the name of the game, the only game that mattered right now.

I maintained the last shred of my image by sending my withdrawal papers to the central college office that night.

My old life, the man I was, had been slipping away from me ever since Terranel had held the ceiling up in his dying moments.

Desperately I had been trying to hold onto it, but after the fight at the college, I knew there was no going back.

***

With Lara and Maya safe at the garage, I left 36th Street behind with nothing but the clothes on my back, the cash in my pocket and the pieces of my suit wrapped up in a satchel.

Fortunately, with the money I had taken from the stash house I had raided with Lara, I had more than enough cash on hand to put myself up in hotel rooms in the area for as long as I needed.

But it turned out I didn't need it - true to their word, the wood-nymphs were ready to welcome me into the Rust Thickets with open arms, and one call to Therux, their leader, ensured that I could stay for as long as I wanted.

'I did not expect you to take up our offer quite so soon, Jake,' he spoke, leading me through the Rust Thickets after dismissing his guards.

'I hope I'm not intruding,' I replied, adjusting the lumpy bag of suit parts over my shoulder. 'I didn't want you to think I was taking advantage of your offer.'

'Not at all,' he replied in earnest. 'We are well aware of how quickly circumstances can change without warning in this strange world.'

'Yeah, that's exactly the situation I'm in right now.'

'The bastards out there are seeking you, hm?'

'In some form,' I replied, 'I'm not sure who they are, but cutting them off at the source so I can get back to walking around without worrying about being attacked at random is my priority.'

'Whoever they are, there are few stupid enough to set foot in our territory. You may find your haven here.'

Living among the wood-nymphs didn't mean hitching my horse to a post right on the doorstep of their community; the Rust Thickets were so big that Therux happily offered me a patch several acres in size to hold up in.

I ventured into the jungle-filled junkyard, feeling more like an explorer this time than before until I came across a wooden cabin tucked among the wilds.

I spent the evening getting settled in to the sturdy wooden house among the trees. Life in the wilderness had never been for me - I preferred to be where people were, mixed in among the chaos of the sprawl of this world - but there were worse places to find myself.

Stepping out of the cabin, I looked over the treetops at the sprawl of the skyscrapers. It was a mix of worlds weaving together, wondering what they were trying to be.

This was the perfect place to train.

I moved easily to the top of a pile of cars, got some leverage and heaved the one on top off the edge. A ton of metal crashed to the ground and rolled slowly to a stop.

I jumped down and picked it up. I pushed the car over my head, working my arms while using my core to stay balanced.

I had plenty of strength on my side, but control was the name of the game from here on out.

For some time I just focused on controlling the weight of the car, moving it in my hands, commanding my muscles to move it through every rotation and angle that I could fathom.

In the process, I kept the sensation of the purple flame within me in mind, focusing on it constantly, linking the control from my base powers to the feeling of the manifestation abilities I had summoned recently.

'You are pushing yourself, Jake.'

I glanced over at the wood-nymph woman standing nearby, who had appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Many were renowned for their beauty, and she was no different.

'Who are you?'

'Amelie.'

'... That doesn't exactly tell me a whole lot.'

'You asked who I was. What else is there to know about a person beyond their name?'

'What kind of question is that?' I smiled, 'Favorite food, TV show, personal interests, how you like your eggs...'

'All peripheral details,' she spoke. 'Your name is the key to who you are. Understand that, and you will understand everything.'

'Oh...Kay...? What can I do for you, Amelie?'

'How are you?'

'Trying my best,' I spoke, wiping the sweat from my face as it dripped from my hair. 'I'm still figuring out the extent of what I can do. It's only been a few weeks.'

'And I am sure that you will figure it out, as you say,' she nodded. 'In the meantime, join us for a meal. We like to eat together. We would be happy for you to sit with us.'

It would be rude for me to turn down the offer of a meal offered by my hosts.

And either way, I was starving.

The wood-nymph woman escorted me through the trees. She was undeniably gorgeous, and the old notion of not seeing the forest for the trees fell apart in her presence; I didn't see any of it with how good she looked from behind.

Right now all I was interested in noticing was the slender curve of her back and her round behind as she sauntered ahead of me, moving like a mirage among the trees.

It was easy to see how the wood-nymphs held this territory as their own. Besides the fact that they controlled it through presence alone, I almost lost track of Amelie several times among the trees with how gracefully she moved.

I expected a whole load of ceremony and ritual among the wood-nymphs, but they didn't go for any of that. They filled their wooden bowls from an enormous pot and sat in scattered groups, moving among each other, talking and laughing and joking.

'Therux has invited you to sit with him,' Amelie spoke.

'Lead the way.'

I filled up my bowl and followed Amelie to a fire, around which Therux and several of his guards and family members resided.

'Sit with us, Jake,' he spoke, ushering me over.

I did as he asked.

'What do you think of our home so far?'

'I think that if you guys had a super on your side, you would be a serious force to be reckoned with.'

'I'm sure you know that they do not walk among our kind,' he smiled. 'If powers existed among our people the likes of which some of you mortals now have, this world would have been consumed by war years ago.'

'You don't think Valesia would have something to say about that?' I asked.

'Valesia does not care about war, as long as we do not destroy the wilderness. What all beings do is the natural state of things, including your kind.'

'So you really don't have any problem with supers?'

'None at all,' Therux answered. 'Your powers were bestowed upon you by her magic. This is natural. That you wish to dress up in such costumes and give yourselves such interesting names is your own business.'

'The first ones with abilities 20 years ago kind of set the trend,' I smiled, taking a mouthful of food. 'This is delicious, by the way.'

'Thank you kindly.'

'So can I ask about Valesia? Do you guys really have contact with her?'

'There are superstitions among many: that she protects us, that interfering with our lives will cause her to seek out revenge upon those responsible. These are comical. We do not need her to take care of us.

'We do not think the way you think. The expansion of power, the expansion of territory. We do not care. We just enjoy being alive. Many of your kind would do well to remember such ways of life.'

'Probably,' I smiled. 'I enjoy being alive too, but plenty is getting in the way of that right now. I also enjoy making sure that other people get to stay alive.'

'Then you should do as much as you can to stop them.'

'I am,' I nodded, 'Dredge Maw was the start. I still can't believe that you were actually in conflict with him for so long and not protecting him. You had me fooled.'

'It was nobody's business!' Therux laughed. 'We did not have the means to stop him, so protecting ourselves and our land here was the only option. You chose to do something very brave. That is worth much more to the minds of my people and I.'

'Something else happened a while back,' I spoke. 'Another super tried to kill me. Tossed me straight off a roof, and I was so high up that my durability didn't do me much good. It's improved since then, but I should be dead.'

'Then why are you not?'

'Because the vines on the neighboring wall pulled me into their fold. They healed me. They spoke to me.'

'They spoke to you?' Therux frowned. 'Are you sure about this?'

'Pretty sure,' I nodded. 'Is this the part where you tell me that there's some great prophecy that if the vines speak to me then it's a sign that I'm the chosen one?'

'Not at all,' Therux replied, 'I would be more inclined to consider you completely insane. Foliage does not speak.'

'I'm telling you, Therux, I had a full conversation with it.'

'Our minds unleash chemicals in certain situations that may make us see and experience things which are not there.'

'Okay, let's say I did imagine it,' I replied, 'How do you explain it healing me?'

'I explain it by saying that you imagined your injuries, too.'

'My clothes had holes in them where my bones broke through!'

'Could they have been from the fall? You beings are remarkable at inventing the most bizarre explanations for the most straightforward of situations.'

'The last thing I can ever stop trusting is my own head,' I replied, setting aside my bowl and taking a few gulps of water. 'If a man can't trust his own senses, what can he trust?'

'A fine point,' Therux chuckled. 'Anyway, assuming your senses are fine now, what is your next move?'

'Operation kill the bastards who tried to kill me,' I replied. 'Which will be preceded by operation find out who they were.'


Chapter 28

Even Better on a Screen

I slept easy that night knowing my women were safe back at the garage, as well as Kylee being off the radar.

Kylee. The sexy demon-horned brunette had been telling me her theories ever since the Surge, and now I had dragged her into this mess.

This mess was a fluid situation right now seeing as I hadn't even left her with half a story after smashing through the bathroom wall on the receiving end of yet another blast from a bot.

I could only hope that with her savvy head, she would know how to lie low.

My women. I thought it not just about Lara, but about Maya, too. The sexy hacker had a confidence about her that was just as effortless as the beautiful cat-eared woman I was sleeping with.

Lara had quickly become more than just my companion; I was falling hard for her, way beyond the fantasies I had had way back about the hot super roaming the streets of the Pot dealing with bad guys right outside my window.

I continued to lay low over the course of the day until a familiar voice on my analog receiver told me to head to the perimeter line across from the diner.

Skeptically I did just that, and half an hour later caught sight of Aderon casually wandering by. Spotting me but paying me no attention, he discreetly tossed a bag over the fence. I caught it and he took off.

Back at my cabin among the junkyard, I rifled through the contents - a highly-modified phone, a tablet, an earpiece and a box of Aderon's cookies.

I put the earpiece in, called the one number on the cell phone and dug into one of the cookies.

'Hey,' Maya answered, the video link feeding straight to the webcam at her desk where she sat in her chair, dirty blonde hair tied back in a messy ponytail and a black vest pulled so tight over her large breasts that it looked about ready to split open.

'Hi,' I replied, 'You sure it's safe for us to communicate this way?'

'Definitely,' she nodded, 'I've encrypted the line so it's completely scrambled from end to end. We're basically talking on our own closed network right now. How's it going out there?'

'It'd be nice to be around actual people,' I said. 'Never thought I'd be saying that...'

'The gilded cage of being a superpowered individual. Boo-freaking-hoo, I don't have that problem.'

'Yeah, I knew I wasn't going to get any sympathy from you,' I smiled. 'Then again, I didn't realize you wanted powers that much.'

'I don't want them that much, but being such close friends with Lara, and now hanging out with you as well, it does make my mind wander sometimes. Anyway, how are things with the wood-nymphs?'

'They're perfectly fine company,' I smiled, 'But I'm a guest on their land, and they have their own business to attend to. I'm doing my thing, they're doing their thing. The system works fine.'

'We miss you over here.'

'Both of you?' I smiled.

'Well, Lara just wants you back in bed with her, and I want your suit back here so I can make sure it gets repaired properly.'

'The wood-nymphs are working on it right now,' I said, 'But I'm not allowed to see the process. They're very secretive when it comes to their tech work. Any word on our friends from the college?'

'Nothing yet,' she frowned. 'I'm looking through my directories for anybody who might know how to craft a device that would be able to detect signatures like yours so closely - aside the government, of course. Can't rule them out, but they would go about this more subtly if it was them.'

'Unless they were a rogue group or a shadow unit,' I replied.

'I would ask what you've been smoking, but these days anything's possible... Just a second...'

Maya pushed back in her chair and got up, revealing herself to be wearing just her underwear beneath her black vest, her round ass looking great. I made a point to avert my gaze, even over the video call, but-

'You don't have to look away from me, you know?' She laughed over her shoulder as she crossed to a nearby stack of boxes and retrieved her tablet. 'I don't walk around in the streets like this, only with people I'm comfortable with.'

'I didn't want to assume anything,' I smiled.

'Look, we're running a super-team situation from the ground-up,' she replied, 'There's going to be a lot of getting changed around each other. You're comfortable getting changed around me, right?'

'As long as you're comfortable with it.'

'I'm more than comfortable,' she smiled, returning to her seat and sinking into it, her ridiculously busty chest bouncing lightly at the motion. 'Just because I sit behind a desk for a decent portion of the day, doesn't mean I'm a prude. I use my body to get what I want sometimes. You know that. I think a lot of the time women are just kind of expected to pretend like we're totally oblivious to it. To me, it's hilarious.'

'Hilarious?' I smiled, lying back on my makeshift bed and relaxing with a hand behind my head, my other firmly in front of me and holding up the phone as I chatted with Maya. 'Oh, I get it.'

'What do you mean?'

'You know how it works, so you're above it all.'

'That is not what I said,' she laughed, leaning forwards so much that her cleavage pushed even more tightly against her vest. 'I mean that you become kind of... Used to it. And, with that in mind, we don't have to pretend that we're not looking at each other. Feel free to look at me all you want. I wouldn’t have gotten undressed in the backseat of that SUV with you right next to me if I didn't feel comfortable around you.'

'Honestly, at the time I thought it was because of something else.

'I mean, I'm not exactly a fan of cybering, but...'

'Hilarious,' I smiled.

'Sorry, I couldn't resist the joke.'

Maya gazed back at me for a moment through the screen, gently biting her lip as her gaze flitted over my figure.

I wanted to be back at the garage with both Lara and her.

A ping suddenly sounded on her screen, pulling us both from each other's gaze.

'Okay, we've got something,' Maya spoke, tapping at her keyboard, 'Too many things, actually.'

'How's that?'

'Whatever energy signature your powers give off, I have no idea how to identify it. But - there are other ways to get around that. A lot of the old bots wandering around still carrying out public duties have failing security systems which make it easy to patch into the networks that they share.

'Not only that, but they pick up all kinds of different signals with their onboard receivers. I've checked out a few of the bots that were in the area when you took down these guys down, cross-referenced the signals they picked up, and found that they were picking up something very unique while these guys were in the area.'

'And what would that be?' I asked.

'I think it was the signal given off by the energy weapons they were using to try and kill you. But what they specifically were doesn't necessarily matter - we just need to know where they trace back to so you can find these guys.

'The signal corresponds to three dozen different locations in the city. All of them could be candidates for the location these guys were operating from, but we have no way of figuring out which one. We just need discerning information to narrow it down.'

'Like what?'

'You said these guys were roaming around the campus without being stopped, right?' Maya confirmed, 'That means they were authorized, which means there will be actual information about their location on the internal systems. Unfortunately that data is protected by a much better security system which I can't get past. I can't exactly go there in person like I usually would, either, because the place is currently locked to the hilt.'

I thought for a second. 'I might have somebody who can help.'


Chapter 29

An Expected Visit

'What in the fuck did you do?'

'Nice to talk to you, too.'

Kylee's reaction could have gone about 20 different ways after she answered the call. The one she gave me didn't surprise me.

'I've been trying to reach you ever since the library.'

'Yeah, I had to ditch my phone,' I replied, 'I'm guessing you can understand because of the whole-'

'The whole dead guys, destroyed robotic professor, bathroom explosions thing? Yeah, I can see why that would be a thing. Did you really kill them?'

'I have no comment to make about that.'

'Oh my God, it was you...'

'Were the two bodies lying in the bathroom not a dead giveaway? No pun intended.'

'What the hell is going on, Jake?!' Kylee blurted out. 'How did you fight them off? Who were they? And why were they even after you in the first place?'

'Because they tried to kill me first! Or at least capture me.'

'Which one was it?'

'Judging by the weaponry they were carrying, probably the first one. And what the hell does it even matter?'

'There's a difference between us playing spies and speculating on this stuff, and it actually happening in real life. And what about Professor Ellison?'

'I have no idea why he exploded,' I replied, 'My instincts tell me that he was damaged in the fight and some ancient self-destruct mechanism activated, but I don't know. Either way, I'm knee-deep in it right now.'

'Why, exactly?'

'Why do you think?'

There was a long beat of silence on the phone. Kylee knew what I was, even if neither of us said it out loud. There was no denying it after the damage I had caused at the college.

'So why did you call me?' She asked.

'Because I need you to retrieve something from the college for me.'

Another long moment of silence.

'Okay,' she finally spoke, 'But I'm coming to see you first.'

'That's going to be a little complicated.'

'Try me.'

***

Turned out it wasn't as complicated as I imagined. Therux didn't care in the slightest about me bringing a guest into the Rust Thickets, just so long as I accompanied them the entire time, and that I took responsibility for their behavior.

Kylee had a rebellious streak, but she was pragmatic about knowing how to act in any given situation - much like Maya, come to think of it.

The beautiful demon-horned brunette showed up at the junkyard looking just as casually pretty as usual in boots, tight jeans and a loose t-shirt, adjusting her satchel over her shoulder and brushing her silky hair out of her face.

I told Kylee everything that had happened since the night of the Surge the moment we arrived at my cabin among the trees and the scrap.

'Before you ask me why I didn't tell you, take a second to think on it,' I finished, 'If I had told you, I could have put you in danger, and that wasn't me being paranoid. More than one outfit has attempted to kill me since this happened, and that's without me going looking for trouble. Count the times when I actually have gone looking for trouble, and it's a wonder I'm even still standing.'

'I mean...' She trailed off, 'Aside from the whole exploding bathroom situation.'

'Yeah, aside from that.'

'Well, our whole class has been put on hold, not just because Professor Ellison blew up, but because of the situation with a villain.'

'A villain? Who?'

'You, moron,' she blurted out with a nervous laugh. 'Those guys you killed appear to the college as normal suits. They think you're the bad guy who killed two upstanding health and safety inspectors. They're keeping it out of the news, though.'

'That makes sense,' I frowned. 'They probably just want to save face. Are there more suits roaming the place now?'

'A couple, but they seem a lot more like boring company men than covert operatives. I don't think they were with the guys who attacked you.'

'One of them could easily be integrated among their ranks, though.'

'Who's the paranoid one now?' She smirked.

'It isn't paranoia when they actually did try and kill me.'

'Yeah,' she grinned, 'Guess I've kind of got to give you a pass on that. So what's it like?'

'What's what like?' I replied.

'Having powers.'

'A lot more complicated than I thought it would be,' I replied, 'Even after having watched the supers for years, seeing some die, seeing the mess they made of themselves... I just can't imagine what they get up to behind the scenes.'

'Probably stuff that's just as messy as you.'

'It's not just that, it's the relationships between people. There are webs between the supers, the villains, gangs, factions, and I've barely scratched the surface of any of it... I can't imagine the fights that go on behind the scenes.'

'Politics is a fact of life, unfortunately,' Kylee spoke, 'And I'm not talking about the government or anybody else in charge - I mean having power and understanding how that works when there are other people in the mix.'

'I've lived in the Pot for years, watching Dredge Maw run by,' I replied. 'He was the beginning of it all, like... A mini-boss that I had to take down. The only problem is that there's a whole host of supers out there, and their allegiances are a lot more complicated than I could have imagined.'

'But that's the same for all of us, isn't it?' Kylee spoke. 'The version that we show to other people, and the version that we keep behind closed doors. The version of ourselves that only we know, and the one we're comfortable with people knowing about.'

'The real version of Fogpoint was something very different to the stoic guy that people think they know,' I spoke.

'Wait, Fogpoint? You ran into him?'

'It's a long story, but he tried to kill me, then he tried to kill me again, and I blew him up... Kind of.'

'Kind of?'

'I have no idea where he is now. If I see him, he's done... Just assuming I can figure out a way to kill him. But right now he's the least of my worries. It's the guys who have found a way to track me.'

'So what do you need me for?'

'You're the only person I know who still has access to the college,' I said, 'I need you to access their internal systems and find out what you can about these guys, or the version of themselves they were presenting. I can use whatever information you find to cross-reference with what I already know, and hopefully find where they were operating out of.'

The Kylee I knew - the rebellious one who knew how to look just as sexy as she was smart - would have jumped at the thought.

But this was real life, and it was dangerous.

'Okay,' she spoke, 'For the cause. But this doesn't mean I'm on your super team or anything. You've totally put me off the idea of having powers. I think I'd much rather cheer you on from the sidelines, if it's all the same to you.'

'All the way from the sidelines?' I repeated, 'You're going to stay that far away?'

'Oh, no,' she replied, picking up her bag and swinging it over her shoulder as she moved to go, 'You're just going to have to operate from somewhere much closer...'

Kylee patted me on the arm and took off, leaving the Rust Thickets behind.


Chapter 30

Problem Solving

I had plenty of faith in Kylee to pull off her impromptu heist without a hitch. She was well-known on campus for being upstanding on the surface, but also knew how to flaunt herself just like Maya did when the occasion called for it.

A few hours of me pacing up and down my patch in the Rust Thickets later, and the call from her came my way.

'How's it going?'

'Pretty decent,' she replied, 'It doesn't look like there's much in the way of additional security in the area. I just have to find a hub that can connect to the main server...'

Lara had sent Aderon to deliver a device developed by Maya to Kylee, one that she could plug in and pull whatever was needed in a matter of moments.

The only risky part was gaining the access in the first place.

I added Maya to the call, and her and Lara's voices joined us.

'This encryption definitely works for a three-way, right?' Kylee asked.

'Definitely,' Maya replied, 'And nice phrasing, by the way.'

'Please, you know what I mean,' Kylee laughed down the line, 'A three-way call.'

'I'll take it to mean whatever you want,' Maya laughed. 'I didn't expect you to gain access over the phone.'

'I didn't expect Jake's girlfriend to sound so hot over the phone,' Kylee replied smoothly.

'Oh, we're not together,' Maya clarified, 'That's Lara you're thinking of.'

'Four-way,' Lara spoke. 'I'm looking over Maya's shoulder right now.'

'Nice to meet you, Lara.' Kylee spoke. 'Wait, you all live together?'

'It's a developing situation,' I replied.

'Interesting,' Kylee spoke, the musing intrigue on her voice obvious. 'Going dark. Stay on the line.'

Kylee's end was reduced to a faint hum of static. Lara, Maya and I waited in silence for her to return.

A bunch of different scenarios played out in my head as they had for the past few days. I was beyond grateful for her helping me out with this, but I couldn't risk somebody without powers putting themselves in danger because of me.

If that happened, I didn't care what happened to me. I could already see myself blitzing through everything, mask or not, to save her.

Several minutes passed, then:

'We've got an upload coming our way,' Maya spoke. 'She must have got in...'

A minute later, Kylee's voice came back on the line.

'I'm out,' she breathed, 'Never been so nervous in my entire freaking life...'

'Good job,' Lara spoke.

'Clearly they didn't think anybody would bother,' Kylee replied. 'Is it working?'

'I'm trying to establish a connection now,' Maya said. 'Got it. Okay, let's see what we've got here... Total mess, but I've got a scouring program that can seek out anything useful.'

'That include things we're not supposed to see?' Lara asked.

'There's nothing we're not supposed to see,' Maya replied smoothly. 'Only things hidden well enough to prevent themselves from being seen... Not that they often do a very good job of it. And here we go... They pinged their location when they were arranging their so-called health and safety inspection, and it's one of our three-dozen patches. You ready for a mission, Jake?'

'Just as long as you're in my ear.'

***

Therux's engineers had made a few tweaks to the parts of my suits with unfinished elements, and they were definitely welcome ones.

The unwound parts had been pulled together and the material properly calibrated and lined up.

That evening, as darkness fell, I equipped the suit for the first time in its finished form and left behind the Rust Thickets, roaming into the city.

The patch behind me had been my haven, but that didn't matter anymore. My foes might have been looking for me, but I was going to find them first and figure out exactly who they were.

Rushing over the city rooftops, I pulled to a stop on the opposing building and scanned the place. It was a hideout just like any other, barely any different to the gang stash house that Lara and I had taken on.

And yet behind these blacked-out windows were the guys who had tracked me and hunted me.

I scanned it carefully, pulled a run-up and leaped across the street.

No stealth. No careful planning.

I felt the power brimming through my veins, and there was only one thing I had to keep in mind: keep one of them alive.

I smashed through the glass, rolling to the ground and jolting up to find a group of half a dozen burly guys who had been holding up securely in their hideout mere seconds ago, comfortable in the knowledge that they were safe.

It took my seconds to confirm who they were after setting my sights on the same modified energy weapons that their buddies had used back at the college.

A combination of blasts from my hands and swipes from the contorted blades summoned from my hands took them all down within seconds, leaving only one alive - the one most likely to talk, and not just because I had ended all of his buddies with barely an ounce of effort.

Armed with my suit, smashing straight through the ceiling to the roof was an easy task, and that was exactly where I landed, holding this guy upside down by his ankle.

'Tell me exactly who the fuck you are and why your now-deceased buddies were trying to kill me over at the college,' I spoke, dispensing with the stern tone seeing as it seemed my actions had probably already done the hard part for me.

'We were hired to kill you,' he replied immediately. 'We're just contractors.'

'On behalf of who?'

'I don't know. Whoever they were, they didn't give us a name, just cash. Getting into places is our specialty, so it wasn't hard to get into the college.'

I took a beat to think.

Not much of this made sense. If somebody was going to hire a unit to kill me, they would be better-suited hiring a group that actually had the means.

Unless whoever hired these guys thought they had the means and didn't realize how powerful I was.

'Why come after me?' I asked.

'We didn't know for sure, but we had a feeling that we weren't the only unit hired. Yours wasn't the only energy signature in New Holloway that we picked up, just the one we were hired to locate and eliminate.'

'You're saying there were others like mine?'

'Yeah,' he muttered fearfully, 'And the other energy signatures didn't belong to any supers that I've heard of. We kept tabs on them - the other signatures were from unknown sources.'

Holy shit.

I wasn't the only person this had happened to. There were other new supers out there, just like me.

I turned the guy right side up, set him down on his feet and stepped back.

He practically cowered before me.

Even though I had killed all of this guy's colleagues without hesitation, ending him here just didn't feel right.

His outfit might have tried to kill me, but he was better off alive right now.

'Here's the situation,' I sighed, 'I'm going to let you go. But you aren't going to stray far. I know how to track you, and in future I'm going to pay you a visit to ask you a few more questions. I might not exactly be the new sheriff in town, but you can be damn sure that I'm keeping a watchful eye over this patch of New Holloway City.

'If I ever find myself looking over my shoulder again and seeing somebody looking at me funny, the first thing I'm going to do is pay you a visit.'

'I promise,' he spoke. 'You don't have to worry about anything like that... At least not from us.'

'At least not from you,' I repeated. 'Yeah, I hear that one...'


Chapter 31

Back Home

Later that night I packed up my things and thanked the wood-nymphs for providing me with the cover I needed.

Therux reaffirmed that I was always welcome to return if I needed somewhere to practice with my abilities. I assured him that it was likely I would be back if I ever needed a buffer zone to test my powers.

I arrived at the garage just after dark and received a welcoming hug from both Lara and Maya.

'I'm so glad you're back,' Lara spoke, wrapping her arms around me. 'I knew you would be safe with the wood-nymphs after what their leader said, but knowing that they were looking for you...'

'They're not looking for me anymore,' I replied. 'I dealt with the guys contracted to find me.'

'Who were they?'

'Just a hired unit with no idea who hired them. I left one alive, and I'm going to keep tabs on him. The fact that I took them out so easily should send a strong enough message to their bosses that I'm not to be messed with.'

'But why keep him alive?'

'So that if the guys who hired him make contact, he can tell me how to find them. He doesn't know yet, but he's going to find out.'

'At least you had a little time to relax in the middle of the whole... You know, killing thing,' Maya spoke.

'You thought of a name yet?' Lara asked.

'Nope,' I replied.

'Olive Man it is,' she smirked. 'Now go get a shower.'

'I ain't arguing with you on that one.'

After I washed myself down thoroughly, I stood in the hot water and just enjoyed it for a few minutes without having to worry about somebody coming to murder me.

I returned upstairs in some fresh clothes, finding Maya already looking over my suit now that it had been fixed up by the wood-nymphs.

'What was it like fighting in this?' Maya asked.

'It takes a little getting used to,' I replied. 'But I felt even more powerful.'

'I can tell. I can't believe I finally get a chance to check this thing out properly,' Maya spoke. 'The only thing cooler than a bot-made suit is one modified by the wood-nymphs...'

'You're really screwing about with that thing now?' Lara asked. 'Come to bed.'

'There room for me too?' Maya asked.

'Definitely...' Lara smiled.

Maya left behind the work table and got into bed with us, snuggling up to my side. I knew she would feel good, but the press of her curves at my side while Lara's tight figure pushed up to my other side was something else as I drifted to sleep.


Chapter 32

Not So Complicated

Saturday morning, and with the garage closed, we had the whole place to ourselves.

Waking up in bed with these beautiful women after everything that had happened so far was its own reward. Things in this new life of mine moved fast, and even with how easily I could handle the chaotic changes to my body, the way they made my heart beat even with their touches alone was way more intense.

As much as the temptation was there, I couldn't let my confidence turn into arrogance.

It was early, around 9am, when a knock sounded at the attic door.

'Is that Aderon?' I frowned.

'Probably bringing you your laundry again,' Lara yawned.

If it was Aderon I expected him to leave my clothes and disappear, but then a second knock came at the door.

'I'm guessing your auntie didn't suddenly climb out of her wheelchair and drag herself up here?' I asked.

'I don't know, she's stubborn enough,' Lara laughed, ‘wouldn’t be the strangest thing in the world.’

I couldn't exactly discount it completely, and kept one hand behind me as I turned to the side, ready to blast something nefarious away that was intent on showing up with at least the polite courtesy of knocking before trying to kill me.

I pulled on my pants and crossed to the door, unlocked it and pulled it wide.

Of all people, it was Kylee. Here. In the garage.

'What, uhh...' I frowned. 'What are you doing here?'

'Lara invited me over yesterday,’ she smiled.

'Oh, shit,' Lara spoke from the bed, 'I am so sorry... 9am comes around fast, huh?'

'Oh...' Kylee spoke with surprise, looking past me, 'Sorry, I didn't... I hope I'm not intruding, or anything.'

'No, no,' I replied. 'Umm...'

'Should I just wait downstairs?'

'That's probably a good idea.'

'Right,' she smiled.

'Help yourself to anything in the kitchen!' Lara called out.

I closed the door just as Maya woke up too.

'What's going on?' She yawned.

'I completely forgot that Kylee was coming over,’ Lara spoke.

'Smooth,' Maya laughed. 'What's she like?'

'She's hot,' Lara said. 'I mean, I expected it after that voice of hers over the call when she was at the college, but fuck...'

'You invited her over?' I asked.

'Sorry, I totally forgot to tell you. She really did us a good one with that infiltration, so it only seemed polite.'

'She did,' Maya said, 'I mean, speaking as somebody without powers, what she did took guts.’

We all pulled on some clothes and headed downstairs to find Kylee pouring herself some coffee.

'Lara,' my girlfriend smiled, 'Pleasure to meet you.'

'You're Tailspin,’ Kylee spoke in disbelief. ‘The actual Tailspin.’

'Yep,' Lara smiled, 'Didn't exactly expect to be giving out my real identity to so many people lately, but there's a lot going on right now that I didn't expect.'

'Yeah, same here,' Kylee replied, glancing over at me with an expression that was more intrigued than anything after having seen me in bed with both of the women I now lived with. 'I didn't know you were all, uhh...

'Oh, we're all friends here,' Maya replied.

Friends? Probably - I didn't exactly know what Maya and I were yet, even after what we had spoken about the other day.

Friends, sure.


Chapter 33

Maya's Desk

After having some breakfast together, Kylee departed and Lara took off to scope out the remaining parts of the gang we had taken out during our first night protecting the Pot.

In the meantime, I took the day to get my head together. Maya took it upon herself to scan the area for any strange energy signatures that correlated with what the recruited unit had correlated with from the three-dozen results, searching for anything particularly strange.

'Thanks for sticking around to help me out with this,' I said, crossing to Maya's side and perching on the side of her chair. The dirty-blonde haired woman with the busty curves had gone for the slightly more modest addition of shorts with her tight vest, but with how much they rode up to the top of her legs, it didn't make much difference.

'Are you joking?' She smiled. 'You're helping me out. Without your help, I wouldn't have a clue where to look for these weird signatures. Interrogating that guy really helped narrow down the weirdnesses.’

'You really get a lot out of this?'

'I like information gathering,' she replied. 'There are people all over this city who have information sitting in their minds that they think is absolutely useless, but when it's stacked together with other pieces? That's when you have a recipe for something much more interesting...'

'And you're the one putting the puzzle together?'

'I try my best,' she grinned.

'Is this how you and Lara met in the first place?' I asked.

'You mean did she come running to me asking for help?' Maya smiled, 'No, nothing like that. Before I had enough cash to take SUVs everywhere, I used to travel around town on this old scooter.'

'A scooter?' I smiled. 'Oh, I'd love to see that.'

'What's wrong with a scooter?'

'You just don't seem the type. There's the mag-lev too, you know?'

'Sure, but I wasn't interested in the wait times or being crammed together with a bunch of randoms. I like being close to people, they just have to be the right people. Lara and I have that in common - when we find somebody who we really get along with, we make sure to keep them close, the way we do with each other.

'Anyway, I came into the garage one day to get my scooter fixed. I decided to wait around instead of taking off. Back then I was still drawing up my networks and figuring out how to track things. I overheard a conversation between two gangsters, and discreetly left an anonymous note behind for Lara telling her it might be smart to scratch these guys off as customers so she didn't find herself caught up in anything bad.

'A few days later I get a knock at my door, and there she is, holding the note. First thing she said was I know. We got to talking, realized we had similar interests, and we've been working together ever since. Only person who's ever been smart enough to track me down. That's how I knew she was good.'

'You could tell that early?'

'She wanted to be more, but her powers wouldn't stretch that far. So she committed herself to helping this place.'

'Huh...'

'It's all connected,' Maya mused, 'Everything is, even if we can't see it.'

‘Just depends how close things become, I guess.’

'Close how?' She smiled, both of us realising how close we had become to each other in that moment, 'Close like this? I told you. You don't have to be embarrassed. I’m very comfortable around you.’

'You're not at all what I expected you to be like,' I replied.

'What did you expect me to be like?'

'Eye in the sky, going straight from the desk chair to bed and nothing in between.'

'And what do you think now?'

'I think I've got a lot more to learn about you.'

'There's a few things,' she spoke, 'But why don't we save them for another time...'

Maya ran her hands up my front to my chest, then wrapped her hands arms around the back of my neck as I leaned into her.

'As much as I would love for you to take me right here on the desk,' she smiled, 'There is a lot of expensive equipment here.'

The beautiful woman gave me a gentle push, sending me falling back into her comfortable desk chair.

I remembered my amazing night with Lara back in the attic of the garage, how my strength had relinquished in the face of our closeness, and the same happened now.

Maya ran her hands up her front to her busty chest, caressing her tits over the white cotton of her vest, teasing herself eagerly.

'I got the chair for comfort,' she spoke, 'But now that I see you in it, I'm starting to realize what I might have been missing this whole time...'

Maya pulled the sleeves of her vest down from her shoulders, shrugging easily from them and pulling her vest slowly over her chest until the stretching material gave up its struggle and slipped beneath her huge tits.

About a hundred different variations for holy fuck ran through my mind, overlapping each other to the point that I couldn't even get one of them out.

Her breasts hung like two bags of water, round, perky and perfect. Her nipples became even harder as she traced her fingers over them.

I didn't have to say anything; the look on my face was apparently enough, as Maya laughed gently. She moved to slide off the vest down her stomach and over her hips, but-

'Leave it on,' I spoke, 'I like how you look with it on like that, wrapped around your waist…’

'A mess?' She smiled, her cheeks going a little red as she bit her lip.

'No,' I whispered as she moved towards me, 'A reminder of what you were wearing before, what other people see you in - and what I get to have that nobody else does.'

Maya moved to talk but set the thought aside, biting her lip feverishly as she eyed me with eager desire.

She pressed her hands to the arms of the chair and leaned towards me, bringing her round, perfect tits to my face. I ran my hands up beneath them, indulging in their softness as I ran my lips over her soft skin to her nipples.

'Like that,' she moaned, running a hand into the back of my hair as I enjoyed her busty chest, 'Take your time, honey...'

I did just that, caressing her big, soft tits and pressing my tongue to her nipples, pleasuring one after the other, her pleasured moans fueling me with intensity as she ran her other hand between her legs, teasing herself over her underwear.

The busty woman moved onto the chair, positioning her knees either side of my legs and leaning into me harder.

Maya took my throbbing length between her gentle fingers, pulling aside her underwear with her other hand and guiding me between her legs, teasing me with just how wet she was.

I ran my hands around to her ass as she worked her hips back and forth, keeping herself pressed to me.

'Lara said you were pretty big,' she whispered, 'She wasn't joking...'

Knowing that they had talked about me that way only made me harder as Maya sank down onto my length, easing herself onto me with slow bounces of her hips.

'Let me do all the work,' she moaned, running her hands into the back of my hair, 'Just for a few minutes... I just want to feel you deep inside of me...'

I indulged in the curves of Maya's incredible body as she bounced on my length, running my hands up her big, round ass and squeezing her cheeks as she enjoyed herself.

She held herself close to me, tensing up until she climaxed with an intense, wild moan, jerking her hips back and forth with a few hard motions as we slowed for a moment.

'How a woman like you stays inside all day is beyond me,' I spoke as she leaned back, continuing to work her hips.

'I know a body like mine is kind of rare,' she breathed, 'I always wear baggy clothes when I do go out, otherwise everybody just stares at me...'

'I can understand why,' I panted, groaning as a surge of pleasure coursed through my throbbing length, tensing up my abs uncontrollably as I held on.

'What would you do if somebody looked at me the wrong way?'

'I'd deal with them...'

'Just you,' she moaned, kneeling up so that my throbbing length was gripped perfectly by her contracting walls. 'I'm not a fighter... But you're a man who can keep me safe... Aren't you?'

'I'd do anything to keep you safe.'

'I'm not a complicated woman when it comes to what I want,' she breathed, 'If you'll take care of me... I'm yours.'

'Of course I will...'

'Then you can have me however you want, honey....'

She stood off the chair and turned around, bending over as she slid her underwear from around her hips.

The curvaceous beauty returned to me, still facing away as she teased me with her round ass for a few moments. I kept my hard length pushed towards her behind, her cheeks teasing my hardness as I imagined filling her up again, though I didn't need to imagine for long.

The teasing drove me crazy, but she couldn't stand it for long either. Maya leaned back, pushing out her ass and giving me the perfect view as she took my throbbing length in her hand and guided my back between her legs.

She sank down onto me faster this time, filling herself up while arching her back, working her legs to bounce up and down upon me, giving me a perfect view of her big round, ass meeting my hips every time.

For a few minutes she bounced with those long, slow motions, keeping me on the edge, before looking over my shoulder at me.

'Take me hard, honey,' she moaned, 'I'm yours...'

I pushed up from the chair as she leaned over the desk, arching her back as I took her hard.

I ran my hands up her front, taking her big tits in my hands and caressing her.

'Yes, fuck, yes...!' Maya moaned louder and louder. ‘You feel so good...'

Maya leaned back to rest against me, pressing her back up to my chest and my abs as I positioned my legs, allowing me to hold her as I thrusted into her.

Maya turned her head to look at me.

'I'm so close, Maya...' I moaned.

'I want to feel it..'

‘Tell me...'

'Please can I have your seed? I want to feel it deep inside me…’

We gazed back at each other as Maya's breathing became more and more intense. Her figure tensed up as she grinded her hips back and forth, driving a fierce pleasure through me that finally reached its peak.

'Oh, fuck, I feel it,' she moaned, smiling with elation as my orgasm washed over me, pushing my seed deep inside of her.

I drank deep from the air as Maya relaxed against me. My regular strength supported her weight easily, and I was happy to feel the press of her to me; even satisfied, she felt ethereal.

Maya leaned her head back and turned to face me again, kissing me gently and moaning lightly.

'Lara said you felt good,' Maya panted, her busty chest rising and falling with eager breaths as she continued to gently move her hips upon my still hard length, working every drop out of me, 'You're incredible...'

'So are you,' I breathed. 'By the way, what I said before about taking care of you? I meant it... I'd do anything to keep you safe...'

Even as we laid together, enjoying the press of our skin as we traced our hands over each other, I knew I could have stayed there with her all day..

But the world had other plans for us.

A gentle beeping rang out from Maya's rig, dragging our attention to it.

'Great timing,' she smiled. 'Even if pulling myself away from you feels impossible.'

Maya kissed me again, much more passionately this time, before reluctantly pulling herself away from me.

She leaned forward over the desk, arching her back and pushing out her big, round ass as she scanned the screen.

I could have moved to the side and ran my gaze over just how good her silhouette looked, but the screen demanded attention from both of us.

I still couldn't get over how good she looked, how confident she was in casually leaning over her desk in a complete state of undress, my seed resting between her legs.

'There,’ she spoke. ‘Using the same parameters we used to identify strong energy signatures in the area as those guys who were hunting you, that’s the strongest of them all.’

I focused on the patch where Maya was tapping on the screen and checked out the street.

'There's no way,' I muttered.

'You know the place?'

'Yeah,' I frowned, 'That's the spot where I got my powers.'


Chapter 34

Don't Hesitate

Lara returned half an hour later, by which time Maya and I had both pulled our clothes back on and were checking over the data that had been spat out of her rig.

'How'd it go?' I asked.

'With Dredge Maw dead,' she started, 'I kind of expected them to be getting all riled up and ready to take advantage of the streets. Power vacuum and all that. Turns out you had the opposite effect. They're cowering.'

'Seriously?'

'Seriously. If I didn't know any better, I would think they were flushing most of their product down the toilet right about now and moving out of the neighborhood. It really looks like you started something. What have you both been up to?'

'We found something,' I said quickly as she joined us, 'There’s an energy signature coming from the subway tunnels, right where I was with Terranel when I got my powers.'

'Holy shit... You think his remains are causing it?'

'Something is. Considering the core of his power seems to have moved to me through the vex, I'm not entirely sure how that would work.'

'We think that's what happened,' Lara spoke. 'There is the other possibility.'

'What's that?'

'That he's still alive down there.'

We all exchanged an uneasy glance with each other.

'If there's a zombie Terranel roaming around down there, I'm probably the first person he's going to want to kill,' I mused. ‘He’s a skeleton.’

'That wouldn't be ideal,' Maya frowned.

'I'll go check it out soon,' I spoke.

'Good idea,' Lara replied. 'In the meantime, I really need to get a shower. Either of you want to join me? I mean, I would love to get into bed with both of you smelling like sex, but you both might actually want a shower.'

I expected an awkward moment, but there wasn't a shred of sarcasm about the whole situation.

A shower with both of them. Yeah.

My relationship with Lara had been a slow build, but with Maya it had come about in the moment.

Even though Lara and Maya were on the Street level of the super world, they lived lives just as intense and dangerous. They had never been together before, but to them, this was what they wanted.

Our relationship was just getting started.

We took our time in the shower. Between both of them, I couldn't enjoy them enough; I wanted to run my hands over both of them at the same time.

Partners, lovers, ready to take on the world.

The energy that they both invigorated me with was so powerful that it kept me awake as I laid between them on the bed that night, looking about at the attic.

***

My women were sleeping soundly in the sanctity of our hideout, I was more powerful than ever, and I knew the location of the strongest energy signature in the city.

I equipped my suit, took another look at my women and ducked quietly out the open window, leaping silently from the fire escape to the adjacent roof and crossing to the edge among the foliage.

The city-wide jungle sprawled before me.

My powers carried me effortlessly, bringing me from rooftop to rooftop until I reached the building overlooking the entrance to the tunnels where all of this had started.

And of all people there he was; not Terranel, but Brickflame, the jackass who had been here the night that all of this started.

I dropped from the rooftop and plummeted to the ground, landing with a resounding thud in the quiet street which led only to the Chambers.

The gang all looked my way in silence. Brickflame stepped to the front of them all.

'Who the fuck is that?'

'Who do you think it is?' I called over.

'Is that a Verse?' One of them asked.

'Hi,' I smiled, waving at them all in a sarcastic friendly tone and ignoring the question. 'I need to have a talk with Brickflame, and it's a kind of confidential situation, so if you all wouldn't mind taking a walk around the block, that would be great.'

The gang looked around at each other in silence, then burst out laughing. Brickflame stepped forward lazily.

'I would say that it's you who should be doing the walking,' he replied, 'But that isn't going to happen when your feet don't work.'

Brickflame clicked his fingers and pointed to the ground where I stood.

I looked to the ground and saw the familiar sight: my feet dropping into the earth, sinking into mud.

He had done this to me before on a dozen different occasions. I was an easy target. The only reason it hadn't happened last time was because of Terranel.

Panic briefly struck me, but the strange instinct of my powers won out.

A burst of energy coursed down to my feet, sending the mud splattering out like a shockwave, splattering Brickflame and his buddies.

They all froze up, wiping it away from their faces with groans - all except for Brickflame, who did it with frustrated silence.

'I realize that probably seemed pretty immature,' I spoke. 'In my defense, it wasn't deliberate. Plus, when it comes to being immature, what's more stupid than a bunch of grown-ass men hanging around outside of a tunnel entrance in the Pot at 11pm at night?'

Brickflame had probably stopped listening halfway through the sentence; he was too busy rushing me, just in time to deliver a rocketing punch to my cheek.

Credit to him, it was actually a pretty decent strike, and so were the ones he delivered right after.

Unfortunately for him, it was never going to do much damage.

'Ow,' I muttered, looking to the rest of his buddies. 'If I was you guys, I would have probably given up after the first punch he dropped. Then again, if I was you guys, I'd be too stupid to make a better decision.'

I grabbed Brickflame by the chest and lifted him like he was nothing, before literally tossing him straight at two of his friends.

'Stop!' He had time to shout in pain. I couldn’t believe he had surrendered this quickly.

'Stop?' I repeated, 'Do you know how much of my time you've wasted over the years? It's not even the fear of worrying which corner you would be around, of you burying my feet in the dirt. It's the time of mine you wasted, in my head, out in the open wherever.

'Right now I have about 20 different ways that I could kill you, and 20 different ways that I would like to kill you. Sure, maybe a vengeful streak is a little uncouth, but I just wanted you to know that I could. The problem is that I'm spoiled for choice - I'd have no way of picking between them, because I'd want to try every single one out.'

'Don't hurt me...'

'I'm not doing shit,' I replied. 'Like I said, you've wasted enough of my time. You're the one who's going to do something useful for once.'

'... What do you want me to do?'

'You're going to drop a video on your account explaining how you've had a change of heart, how you've decided to turn a corner and give back to the community that you've spent so many years causing trouble in. And after you've done that, you and your buddies are going to actually do it - you're going to carry groceries, repair community gardens, even stop the occasional shoplifter if you can.'

'Are you fucking kidding me?' Brickflame suddenly retorted, losing the whole woe-is-me shtick in a second.

I summoned the distorted blade from my hand in an instant, the purple light igniting fear in his eyes.

'All right, all right, I'll do it!' He cowered.

'And to prove your change of heart, you're going to start uploading videos of your kind acts, showing what a sweet guy you are.'

'I can totally do that,' he gulped. 'And I'll... I'll delete all of the old videos where I’m sinking people’s feet into the mud.’

'No way,' I replied. 'You're gonna leave every single one of those videos up.'

'What? Why?'

'So the good people of the Pot can see for themselves how much you've changed. After all, the bad memories were permanent for everybody else. Why should it be any different for you?'

Brickflame took a second to think for the first time in a while.

'All right,' he sighed, a quick gulp of fear following, 'I'll do it.'

'If I don't see the video by tomorrow morning, I'll be coming to have a chat with you.'

'I'll do it...' He muttered, 'How, umm... How long do you want me to do this for?'

'Until I say stop. Call it indefinite community service in exchange for years of causing trouble for the good folks of the Pot. Now get the fuck out of here - and take your buddies. Tell them that the rules apply to them, too.'

Brickflame turned his attention to his dumbass friends while I started into the darkness of the tunnel.

There was being the bigger man, and there was ending the guy.

As far as I was concerned, for all that I could have done, that was me being the bigger man.

Besides, the Pot deserved a guy like Brickflame to help turn it around. It needed all the help it could get.

***

Ever since escaping this place after the Surge, no part of me had dared return until now.

I knew how unstable it was - I could sense the cracks in the stonework, the rumble as some ancient underground pipe shifted in the distance.

Regular movements of mine like walking didn't affect the structural integrity or send shakes through the walls, but if I needed to summon my powers for any reason, it would make this place even more unstable.

I moved carefully, navigating to the spot where all of this had started.

His skeleton was right where it had last been, sitting inside the dust-covered suit that would never rush the skies of New Holloway again.

I crouched to one knee by it and pressed my hand to the suit.

'What the hell happened to you?' I asked. 'Why did it happen?'

I looked to the corner where the withered remains of the vex resided.

'There's nothing there,' I muttered to myself. 'So where is the signature coming from? Maybe it really is me... But how could it have shown up here earlier when I wasn’t even here myself?’

This was what I had taken - not only Terranel's power, but the bizarre, unpredictable magic offered up by the Surge and whatever Valesia had bestowed upon me.

It was a cocktail of the two, a strange form of power that was still growing.

The few lights in Terranel's hideaway still functioned a little, but they were running on the last of their available juice.

I searched among his old possessions - the old books, a half-full crate of beer, the couch he had placed down here.

It looked more like a homeless person's settling spot than a super's hideaway, but that was why he had built it in the first place.

According to him.

'You were one of the most powerful supers in the city,' I muttered to myself, glancing over at his skeleton, 'And yet this was the spot you picked. Was it just because you wanted to stay hidden? Or was there something else you were hiding?'

I remembered him pulling back the wall to reveal this place.

Crossing to the wall where the TV has been, where we had watched Valesia move from her slumber, I checked the cracks for any sign of another.

I checked every part - until I found a similar slot.

There was another room back here, one that Terranel hadn't told me about.

I traced my fingers along the walls, found the edges and summoned my strength to pull it back, revealing a hidden patch behind it.

There were no monitors, no computers, no drives, not even anything analog. Everything was stored on paper - a crazy wall, the kind of conspiratorial mess that I might find in the apartment of somebody with terrible hygiene.

'That's one way to keep it all secret,' I muttered to myself, 'Either that, or I just inherited the powers of a paranoid super who thought that everybody was hunting for him.'

Before I had a chance to begin searching the mess to figure out what it all meant, a shuffling noise sounded behind me.

My mind cast itself back to my apartment, when the lone assassin had appeared behind me.

Don't hesitate.


Chapter 35

Vines of the Past

I raised my hand and charged my beam instantly.

The moment I clocked that I didn't recognize the strange figure, I launched the beam.

It struck my strange foe in the chest - but there was no melting. The figure absorbed the purple light, the shade gradually shifting to green until it extinguished.

The figure raised its arm and examined it uneasily as if it had just materialized for the first time and was trying to figure out what it was.

I moved out of the hidden room and into the light to give it a better look. It was composed of the vines and foliage from around the vex.

And it was wearing Terranel's suit.

'What in the hell are you?' I whispered.

The viny entity took on a humanoid shape; arms, legs, a body and a head, adorned in Terranel's costume

'I'm... Not exactly sure,' it replied, its voice taking on a vague electric hum, totally foreign to an entity that looked organic.

I took a beat, keeping a blast on hand to drop this thing if it decided to launch an attack my way.

The shape of the humanoid being was familiar, not just in being an entity that possessed limbs and a body, but its distinct shape.

'Wait... Terranel?' I muttered. 'Is that you?'

'I... Don't think so,' it replied. 'But I can find memories that are not mine dwelling within me.'

'What memories?' I asked.

'I remember the great surge of power, the chaos bursting through the world, the transfer of power through many souls...'

'So it really wasn’t just me,' I spoke, looking back to the wall of papers and noticing how many related to earthquakes originating in the area of where Valesia resided. 'You knew that there was a chance something like this could happen…’

'Mm... I just didn't think that it would happen so quickly. There was a chance that it would happen that night, but...'

'But why me?' I asked.

'You're the one who's going to have to answer that question, Jake.'

'I don't know if this is something that I can pull off by myself,' I replied. 'A few weeks ago I was just a guy roaming around trying to do something useful. Now...'

'Never took you for a whiner.'

'Please, we barely knew each other an hour.'

'I knew you a lot longer.'

'... What?'

'Do you really think I had no anticipation of this happening? I knew that she was stirring, that these vexes were shifting, what they could do... I just didn't know when. Nobody ever believed me, not even my friends.

'I knew that if I was going to pass it along to somebody, it would need to be a man who would do the right things with it. I'm not the only one, though.'

'The only super?' I repeated with a frown, wondering if this viny construct was starting to lose it, 'I know that...'

'No,' he continued, 'the only one to know.'

It took a lot to put a chill through me since I had last been down here, but that did it.

'Who else knew that this was going to happen?’

'Bad people,' the vine construct spoke, 'There are others out there who knew it was going to happen. They may not have known what was going to happen afterwards, but they know that the power is scattered and ripe for the taking. Do not mistake the lengths that some will go to in order to take it.'

'You don't need to tell me twice.'

'The first day that these powers came to me, I knew the importance of them. The legacy that they held - that even if Valesia hadn't chosen to bestow them upon me, even if it was completely random, I knew what I had to do with them.

'Bad people got them the same as I did. No explanation for that. People are different, and powers are different. You just have to decide whether you're ready for the fight or not, and who you're fighting.

'That's what a legacy means. It's not just doing something worthy with what is passed to you, but ensuring that it is passed to the right person. What you do beyond that point is your choice. Just like a dynasty, nothing is guaranteed, no matter how much you feel you can pass on the cause. All I can do is hope that I made the right decision.'

'I guess apologizing that this happened to you is pointless, huh?' I spoke. 'You're not even you anymore.'

'The fact that you thought to apologize is enough,' he spoke. 'And to know that in the heart of a hero, there's never a choice to be made. You just do.'

'What do you want me to do with all of this? Send it to the press?'

'It isn't for you to reveal all to the people. That's not the point of being a super. Just that you do what you think makes their lives better, while making sure their lives stay theirs.'

The viny entity suddenly crumbled to the ground, bringing the suit with it.

This wasn't a bot-made suit. If anything it was just simple reinforced material, likely one that Terranel had had a hundred copies of, tucked away somewhere.

'Do what you know to be right,' I muttered. 'Okay.'

I took pictures of the information on the walls, made sure I had everything I needed, then ignited the place with my beam.

As smoke began to fill the chamber, feeding on every last piece of oxygen it could find, I left the chambers and set off at a sharp pace, rushing through it just as I had last time.

I had to look beyond the Pot. Maybe I had made a start on cleaning it up, and even put some guys to work doing just that, but it was just one part of the city.

And much more vicious forces were at work.

I emerged from the tunnel, finding Brickflame and his buddies having vanished from the area.

The last time I had emerged from this tunnel, it was in a state of flux.

Now, looking out at the city skyline, I knew what I had to do.

I smiled to myself, turning around to look up at the arcing bridge over the tunnel where Terranel had been waiting the night of the Surge.

A whole host of Supers missing, likely dead, with their raw power transferred to new individuals by the vexes.

No way of knowing what those new powers these people had acquired would develop into - and no way of knowing if these people were good, bad or anything in between.

Contracted units being hired to kill me by parties unknown, and by extension probably other new powered individuals.

Supposed good guys like Fogpoint still on the loose after trying to end me, and I having no idea why.

Unknown forces who had apparently known that there was a good chance of this happening.

And me, Jake Dawson, still trying to figure out how my powers worked while living with a pair of beautiful women who had my back no matter what happened.

I didn’t have demons, bruises or scores to settle from a past life. I just knew the legacy I had been given, and exactly what I had to do with it.

My origin story was over.

It was time to get to work.
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