BOOK ONE

3 -
=
.
e g Y
‘\
‘-

OF THE -
/.

SECRET.WORLD!
CHRONICLE

STeve Ligsey « Cony MarTiN = Dennis lu



The Secret World Chronicles

Copyright Information:

Published by Humble Bundle Inc.

Copyright © 2012 Mercedes Lackey.
All rights reserved.

ISBN
9781939230140

eBook production by Tobias S. Buckell.



The Secret World Chronicles

Invasion
Children of The Night
Aces and Eights
For Those About To Rock
Haunt You




The Secret World Chronicles

Created by Mercedes Lackey and Steve Libbey



Book One: Invasion

Written by Mercedes Lackey
with Steve Libbey,

Cody Martin, Dennis Lee



PART ONE: INVASION

Introduction



The Dblue-skinned, blue-haired woman known by the callsign
“Belladonna Blue™ stuck her head around the corner of the oval hatch into
the captain’s cubby. She was already suited up in her full-body nano-armor,
with only her head exposed. She carried her helmet under her arm.

“You got about two hours, Vic. Make the most of it.”

Victoria Victrix nodded. She just hoped someone was going to be
around to read it when all this was over.

“And so it begins....Welcome to our nightmare...”



Chapter One: Before The Storm

Mercedes Lackey, Steve Libbey, Cody Martin and Dennis Lee



Atlanta, Georgia, USA: Callsign Eisenfaust
| Minus 24:00:00 And Counting

Eisenfaust hunkered in the shadows of an alleyway outside a bar. At the
end of the block a white wall terminated the nighttime darkness like a false
horizon, with a brightly lit tower with windows as slender as a man’s arm:
the Echo Security Facility, one of the most heavily guarded buildings in the
United States of America.

He had survived the plane crash — as Germany’s greatest pilot, he knew
how to ditch a plane — but he hadn’t counted on the flimsiness of twenty-first
century craft. His broken arm throbbed at the memory of slamming the plane
into a swamp on the outskirts of the American city Atlanta.

Better than the fate his pursuers had encountered in the Andes. He
almost wished he was back in the jungle stronghold, just long enough to
mock the Commandant who had stolen his beautiful Valkyria from him.

Ah, Effi. Your betrayal cut deeper than the caricature of our ideals put
forth by those madmen.

He would not fall prey to the foolishness they preached. Eisenfaust had
fought for the Fatherland, for his fellow Deutschlander, for the freedom his
people deserved. But this... this was madness.

And in keeping with his nom de guerre, he’d crush it under his fist. But
he needed allies, and he needed time to plan.

It was likely that he had fractured his ankle, but he refused to limp like
a weakling. Slowly, he made his way down the dim street to the white wall
of the Echo compound. These American ubermenschen would surely be
surprised by the identity of their uninvited guest.

The guard at the gate eyed him. “The campus is closed, sir.”



“l wish to speak to your commanding officer,” Eisenfaust said. “Fetch
him at once.”

“Ah... right. You’ll have to come back tomorrow. We open at nine
AM.”

“l have no intention of waiting.” Eisenfaust scowled at the enlisted
man. “Your commander — bring him.”

A second guard stepped out of the booth, wary of the increasing tension
in the air. “We can’t do that, sir. Please step away from the gate.”

Eisenfaust cursed under his breath. Even the Allied Aces had shown
him more deference than these flunkies. He pointed at the Security Tower.
“That is my destination. If you cannot assist me, step aside.”

Both guards reached for their sidearms. Moving with the inhuman
speed that made him Germany’s greatest aerial ace, he swatted the guns out
of their hands before they could level them in his direction. The two men
gasped.

With his good arm, he flattened the first guard with a blow to the chin.
“I will find him myself!”” he exclaimed furiously. The second guard knelt to
seize his gun; Eisenfaust booted the man in the side, hurling him back into
the booth.

With a contemptuous sniff, he kicked the guns aside and walked to the
door of the detention facility.

Another guard snapped to alertness at his approach. This time he
skipped the parlay entirely. He seized the surprised man and dashed him
against the wall. He opened the glass doors, noting with approval the weight
of the doors; the bulletproof glass was two inches thick and obscured the
lobby. In wartime, Eisenfaust would never have been so careless, but his
goal was not to defeat these men.



“Stop right there, mister.” The speaker was a fine example of American
manhood: tall, wide shouldered, a face with mongrel features, topped with a
swath of light brown hair. His black Echo uniform sported epaulets
decorated with the Stars and Stripes. A thick metal gauntlet on his right hand
glowed with plasma energy — and was directed at Eisenfaust.

“Guten nacht, my friend. | am told you have rooms for rent.”

A score of Echo guards with rifles lined up behind the meta. “We have
plenty of room for punks who smack our people around. Don’t make me use
force.”

“Good. | was hoping to speak to someone with authority.” He drew
himself up into a salute. “I wish to turn myself in.”

“Now that was easy.” The meta motioned the guards forward, who
circled Eisenfaust. “Take him in, boys. Watch those hands.”

Eisenfaust gestured to his broken arm. “You have nothing to fear from
me, young man. | am a colleague of your father’s.” A guard handcuffed his
wrists, eliciting a wince of pain.

“I doubt that. Pop died over twenty years ago, and | don’t think he ever
managed to buddy up to a German after the war.”

A tinge of doubt crossed Eisenfaust’s mind. “I... | am sorry to hear this.
He was a fine warrior, the best | ever faced.”

“Huh?” The metahuman looked at him closely. “Now you’re messing
with me. You can’t be a day over thirty.”

“You are correct, in a sense.” The shackles clanked as he offered his
hand. “lI am Oberst Heinrich Eisenhauer of the Uberluftwaffe of the Third
Reich.” He paused, enjoying the look on the young man’s face. “Your father,
Yankee Doodle, knew me as Eisenfaust.”

The meta looked from the hand to Eisenfaust’s grin. “Bull,” he said at



last. “He died fighting the Allied Aces. In 1945.”

“Then your father told you about me. Clearly you carry on his legacy.”

A succession of expressions passed over the American’s face so quickly
that anyone lacking Eisenfaust’s metahuman perceptions would not have
registered anything but a frown: first surprise, then reflection, then the cold,
strategic calculation of a man used to secrets. His bluff bravado returned in
less than a heartbeat.

“As Yankee Pride, yeah. And we’re a little too savvy to let some Nazi
fetishist with minor powers get his rocks off by pretending to be a dead Nazi
war criminal. Did you leave Hitler’s brain in your Panzer tank out front?”
Yankee Pride backed off as Echo guards seized Eisenfaust’s arms,
wrenching his broken arm. “Put him in a holding cell under suicide watch
until we can ID this wingnut.”

The guards began to drag Eisenfaust down the hallway towards the cell
block. He called out: “Ask your mother! Or Liberty Torch! Or Worker’s
Champion! They knew me. They feared me!”

“Save it for the shrink, Fritz.” Yankee Pride stifled a yawn. He tapped
at controls on his gauntlet, gesturing oddly at Eisenfaust for a moment.

Eisenfaust calmed himself. He should have assumed the Americans
would be suspicious of a man claiming to be one of their country’s greatest
foes. He would overcome their doubts.

“You’re taking me to a cell?” he asked a guard. “Is it secure?”

“No one’s ever gotten out of Echo,” the man said with a sneer.

“That’s admirable.” Eisenfaust gave the man a prophetic smile. “But
it’s who will try to get in that concerns me.”

Las Vegas, Nevada, USA: Callsign Belladonna Blue



| Minus 6:37:22 And Counting

The name on the ID badge said “Bella Dawn Parker,” but Dr. and Dr.
Parker’s little girl Bella existed now only in scrapbooks and photo-albums
and the Bonanza High School Yearbooks, where Bella’s blue hair and skin
were unusual, but by no means extraordinary.

Metahumans didn’t stand out in a city like Lost Wages, where you
could stand waiting for the bus next to a Russian acrobat, a seven-foot-tall
transvestite in Cleopatra drag, a guy with an albino anaconda wrapped
around his shoulders, and five Elvii, and all anyone wanted to talk about was
the football scores. It was a good city for a meta like her to grow up in,
where blue hair and blue skin and the ability to heal with a touch were cool
and assets and not cause for stares or preachers to condemn you from the
pulpit... .

Now she was the Rookie in Station 7 of the Los Vegas Fire Department,
Alternate Driver of Rescue 2, Paramedic Parker, EMT-4, the highest rank
there was, and not so incidentally a registered OpOne with Echo Rescue,
nicknamed “Blues.”

Gramma and Grampa had worked for Oppie—Robert Oppenheimer—
out at the Nevada test site, on the first atomic bombs; their son Robert had
gone to work at Groom Lake—what most people called “Area 51”— and
he’d continued the tradition of finding romance at work by meeting and
marrying Bella’s mother. Gramma said once that while seeing her daughter-
in-law giving birth to a bouncing blue baby had been a little disconcerting, it
hadn’t exactly been unexpected—the number of “unusual” kids at Bonanza
who had parents working at Groom was pretty high.

There’d been a huge dump fire earlier that had taken hours to put out
and had occasioned a three-station roll-out, so everyone was starving. They



all rolled back about 2 AM, Oh-Dark-Hundred, and it was her turn to cook,
which meant they were getting spaghetti. Spaghetti and chili were staples at
most FDs, in no small part because they could be reheated. Rarely did
anyone in a firehouse get to finish a meal.

She lounged back and watched the guys trundle in, mostly still wet
from showers. They still stank a little of burning rubber.

“Hey Blues?” One of the other rookies looked over at her as he was
dishing himself out red sauce. “How’d you get to be EMT-4 so fast? You’re
only what, 19?7 20?”

“l slept with the instructor,” she smirked. “Naw, it’s actually a lot less
dirty than that. | started taking the EMT courses while | was still in school.
They needed me at games and stuff, and they wanted me legal. | got the
jumpstart ‘cause Echo Rescue tapped me for the touch-healing when | was
twelve.”

“Damn, there goes my bet—"

New York, New York, US: Callsign John Murdock
| Minus 6:22:17 And Counting

There were days when John Murdock wondered why he had ever been
born. They were happening a lot more often lately, and this was one of them.

He sat on a bench in an out-of-the-way corner of Central Park with his
face buried in his hands, laden down with a feeling that could only be
described as “soul-weary,” assuming there were such things as souls. Since
he’d found this spot, he’d never seen anyone else use it. Possibly the fact
that it was under a low-hanging tree limb, making it a frequent target for
pigeons had something to do with that. With his eyes closed he tried to shut



out the sounds of kids running and playing, radios blaring, the general happy
ruckus of ordinary folks having a cheap good time.

In the middle distance, he could hear a street preacher sounding off.
And then, from somewhere behind him, the sirens of three cop cars wailed as
they gave chase. He’d stopped looking for somewhere to hide whenever he
heard sirens about a year ago, but the sound still made his nerves twitch and
his stomach tense.

Whoever they were chasing wasn’t giving up without a fight.

Probably there was no one in this park that could hear what he was
picking up; the sounds of gunshots under the sirens. Single shots, all semi-
auto. Handguns, then. Gang-bangers most likely, driving a ‘jacked car.

Then he picked up something else. Micro-jets, tearing through the
concrete canyons, on a vector that would converge with that of the sirens.

Echo jet-pack. Whatever the perps had done, it had to be bad to earn
them metahuman attention. Tough luck, chumps. Cavalry is comin’. He
leaned back, sighing heavily. Like you’re one to talk, callin’ others ‘chump’,
chump. Every time he heard something like this, ten years of training to
protect the innocent warred with five years of paranoia, but as ever, survival-
instinct won, and so did the paranoia. The sounds ended with no way of
telling the outcome—other than that the meta had clearly won.

He shook his head, trying ineffectually to erase his own morbid train of
thought. Things, little things, really hit home for him when it was bright and
sunny out, like it was today. And “never been born” all too easily morphed
into “better off dead.” And he was close, close to that point of no return, but
he’d kept on living so far and damned if he was going to give up now. Sheer
stubbornness maybe, or just the revenge of outliving the bastards that had
put him in this position in the first place.



He stood up, tired of doing nothing and feeling sorry for himself. His
feet carried him away from the park, skirting on the periphery of the tree
line. He kept walking for several blocks, letting his mind go blank. Funny
how people thought of New York as a terribly dangerous place to live,
calling it a “concrete jungle.” In fact, it was more like a series of vertical
villages. Maybe it was the way immigrants tended to cluster here, but people
knew each other, went to the same little snack-shops, bought milk at the
same bodegas. It made the gloom wrap around his soul even tighter.

Eventually, he found a bar; a real Irish pub, neighborhood joint that
must have been there for a century, the sort of place that firefighters and
steel workers went to after putting in their shifts. Alcohol wasn’t really a
cure, but it sure worked wonders for the short term. Six AM might be early
to start drinking by most people’s standards but nobody in this bar was
keeping track.

But he wasn’t going to get any trouble here as long as he didn’t start
any himself, which he wouldn’t. At six feet even and 200 Ibs., he wasn’t
huge, not by the standards nowadays, where you saw Echo metas that were
the size of park statues, but he wasn’t a pip-squeak either.

Mostly it was the way he moved and held himself that made trouble
avoid him. Predators recognized another killer. Inside the door, he looked
up; it was an earthy room, a patina of hard use and age on everything, with a
few people relaxing after coming off the night shift. He strode up to the bar,
spying a whiteboard listing the drink prices. Cheap booze. It was the first bit
of good news he’d had all day. Money was running out. It went fast in this
town, even when you were sleeping rough and making do with the showers at
the Salvation Army. Be time to find a job soon, under the counter pay, shady
construction work, janitor...he hoped he wouldn’t have to go on the gray



side of the law. Still, he figured that he had enough to get drunk with, and
maybe even some money left over for half of a decent meal. Or one full
meal at a soup kitchen and a real bed at a flophouse. He could put up with a
preacher long enough to eat, but on the whole, he preferred the company of
winos and junkies to waking up to the morning hymn.

John sat down hard on the wooden stool, resting his elbows on the worn
counter in front of him. The barkeep was busy having a conversation with a
middle-aged couple occupying a pair of stools at the right end of the bar.
John knew what the barkeep saw; a customer maybe, but one that wasn’t
going to spend a lot of money, even by the standards of this place. Clothing
nondescript. Jean jacket, white shirt, and cargo pants; clean, but they had
seen too many hard wearings and washings. Brown hair just a little too long
and a bit uneven told the tale of a man who was his own barber. Compact
muscles and expressionless grey-green eyes, like two cold pebbles, said he
might also be trouble, as did the callused knuckles. Fingerless gloves. Fist-
fighters tended to wear those. John rapped his knuckles against the counter a
few times until the bartender tore himself away; he was an older man, with
shock-white hair and a day old stubble shading his chin. “What’ll it be,
mac?” he asked, his tone shaded with impatience as well as wariness.

John looked up wearily, meeting the bartender’s eyes. “Whatever’s the
house special.”

“House rye, dollar a shot, coming up.” the barkeep really was in a hurry
to get back to the conversation. He shoved a half-full bottle—John’s eagle
eye measured the contents as just about ten shots-worth—and a shot glass
across the counter at John, and turned back to the couple. He began to
resume his banter, stopping short to eye John up. “We’ll be having you pay
as you go, too.”



Echo Headquarters Atlanta, Georgia, USA: Callsign Eisenfaust
| Minus 02:32:15 And Counting

By day, the Echo detention facility hummed with repressed energy.
Metahuman prisoners could not Dbe afforded the same liberties as
conventional convicts: no exercise yard, no recreation room, no library.
Even the classic prison pose, leaning against the bars with hands useless and
dangling, was denied them. The reinforced steel doors contained grills that
afforded a limited view of the corridor.

Some deemed it cruel. Most considered it necessary due to the unique
nature of the metahumans; ordinary criminals could be disarmed, metas
couldn’t. Metapowers were, by law, a lethal weapon that had to be registered
with local law enforcement and the government.

Eisenfaust paced his cell. After his death-defying escape from the
clutches of the Thule Society, confinement was maddening. He imagined he
could hear his broken bones reknitting themselves under the plaster cast.
These men and women were scum, plain and simple. To be interred with
them, even by choice, grated on his nerves.

The grill at the foot of his door slid open to admit a tray with his lunch.
“Guard,” he said. “I have waited for your commanders to speak to me for far
too long. Where is Yankee Pride?”

“Out doing his job,” the guard answered as though he were gracing a
beggar with a quarter.

“Why has he not contacted me? | told him | have critical information, a
matter of national security.” Hand pressed against the door, he perversely
longed for the typical iron bars of a jail.



“Sure you do.”

The guard tapped a button with his foot. The serving grill slid shut with
a final clatter. He stepped back behind the food cart.

“You’re all in terrible danger,” Eisenfaust said, his voice becoming
strident with urgency. “Please, you cannot ignore this threat for long.”

The guard sighed. He leaned against the door. “Listen pal,” he said. “If
it’ll shut you up, | can tell you this: they’re sending an Echo Support
detective down here to interview you tomorrow. Save it for her, okay?”

Without another word the man wheeled out of sight. Eisenfaust stepped
back, mind racing. A detective? Hardly an official, but at least someone who
was trusted to report on matters of consequence.

He felt momentarily giddy. “Danke,” he called down the hall.

“Dankay? What kinda nonsense you spouting?” The rough voice came
from the cell directly across his. The face behind the grill was black; blacker
than a human should be.

“Deutsch, mein freund. German. It means “‘thanks.

“You ain’t been here long if you’re thanking the CQO’s,” the black shape
said. “You probably think you’re in here by mistake.”

“Nein. | asked to be here.”

The voice laughed, a coarse bark. “Didn’t know stupidity was illegal.”

Eisenfaust scowled. “I suppose you’re incarcerated for rudeness.”

Again, the staccato laugh. “Not me. Robbery with Metahuman Powers.
Aggravated Assault. Resisting Arrest.”

“You’re lucky Echo is so permissive. I’d have killed you on the spot.”

“O ho ho, big man. You’re scaring me. What’re you in for?”

Eisenfaust thought for a moment. “I killed one hundred and twelve men
that | know of.”



Silence fell upon the corridor around them.

“Yeah?” The black shape moved away from the grill, his voice smaller.

“Yes. Shooting. Bombing. By plane, by pistol... two with a knife. One
with my bare hands.” All necessary deaths in wartime, he told himself,
though in this den of thieves he took some relish in trumping their claims.
No criminal can exceed the sins of a man at war.

“Damn.”

“So in my eyes, you’re all mere amateurs. \WWorse, your crimes were
committed for selfish reasons. | fought for my country.”

Every ear seemed to be turned to their conversation. Eisenfaust flushed.
His story wasn’t for these lowlives; only Echo and their metas were his
peers, regardless of what cause they served.

A high pitched voice sang out from his right: “He shut you up good,
Slik!”

“Go to hell,” Slycke rumbled. “My daddy served in “‘Nam. Killed him a
dozen gooks and brought back their fingers on a string. This guy ain’t no
different, except...” His voiced trailed off. “Who’d you serve under?”

“Haven’t you guessed?” Eisenfaust paused for effect. “Adolph Hitler.”

The corridor erupted with angry shouting. The guards came through in
squads, banging on the cell doors with energized prods and calling for order.
Eisenfaust took his meal to his seat and smiled as he picked at the cornbread
and ham. Tomorrow he’d meet with the detective and give her enough tidbits
to earn him an audience with the master of the house.

Alex Tesla. Tesla, he mused. | wonder if he’s any relation to the great
man?

Atlanta, Georgia, USA: Callsign Victoria Victrix



| Minus 02:23:56 And Counting

Victoria Victrix Nagy stood in her cozy living room, surrounded by the
sandalwood scent of her candles, by the shelves of books and music and
movies that she loved, and stared at the closed door of her apartment,
gathering her strength and her courage. She was about to do battle, as she did
about every two weeks and the fight was going to require every resource she
could muster. She checked, once again, to make sure that her protections
were in place, that she was covered from chin to toes with not so much as a
millimeter of skin exposed. She clutched her car-keys in one hand, wishing
they were a sword. Not that having a sword in her hand would make any
difference. The battle she faced was inside herself, and she faced it every
time she had to leave her apartment.

And it wasn’t getting any easier for standing there.

She took a shuddering breath, felt her throat closing, her heart racing,
heard the blood pounding in her ears. And the fear, the terrible, blinding,
paralyzing fear spread through her, making her knees weak, her hands shake.

But there was no choice. She had to eat. It was time to do the grocery
shopping, panic attacks or no panic attacks.

<Come on Vic,> she heard her cat, her familiar Greymalkin, say in her
mind. <You can do this. Do it for me. I’m out of tuna, and the kibbles are
almost gone.>

That did it. That broke the hold for a moment, as Grey had probably
figured it would.

“Selfish beast,” she said aloud, with a shaky laugh.

<What did you expect? I’m a cat, not Mahatma Gandhi.>

On the strength of that laugh, she got to the door, and opened it. There



was no one in the hallway, with its worn brown carpet and twenty-watt
lighting. It was people that triggered her panic attacks, not places.

She did choose her time and day carefully. It was early afternoon, the
day of the All-Star game. Those people who were not at the game, or the
pregame parties—or thronging to the venues of the parties that superstars of
music and movies were holding, in hopes of getting a glimpse or even an
autograph—or attending their own barbecues, or out lining the streets
hawking cheesy giant foam hands and sun visors, were at work, or at home.
No one sane went anywhere, unless you could do so without resorting to any
major streets or, god forbid, the Interstates. The traffic reports said that
within a mile of some of the Star Parties it was taking an hour to go three
blocks. The stores would be deserted, especially the grocery stores. Earlier
this morning there would have been a last-minute run on the staples of the
day: beer, hot dogs and buns, beer, ice, beer, soda and beer. Now disgruntled
employees would be bowling in the empty aisles with frozen turkeys.
Fortunately, the neighborhood of Peachtree Park would be spared most of
the horror of the day. It was a blue-collar working-class neighborhood, but
the workers had, for the most part, long since retired to their thirties-era
bungalows. There wouldn’t be many barbecues here today; the residents
were sitting inside to watch the game, sensibly isolated from the
unseasonable heat (ninety degrees in February!) and the bugs, and especially
from the “Georgia State Bird,” the mosquito. So the streets should be as
deserted as if it was four A.M. on a Sunday—which was the time Vickie
usually chose to shop for groceries.

She made it down the hall to the elevator, an ancient model complete
with brass grill inner doors. She pushed the button for the first floor, and the
old cage shuddered and began its slow descent.



There was no one in the lobby. Her sneaker-shod feet made barely a
whisper against the worn-out gray linoleum as she crossed the lobby and let
herself out through the front door.

The parking lot was full. This was, after all, a fifteen-story tall
apartment building constructed in an era when people took buses and
streetcars to work. The parking lot was always full, and those few residents
who didn’t own a car could command a nice little monthly fee for the use of
their assigned space. Vickie’s was as far from the building as physically
possible, because the super knew that she only moved her little econobox
when she absolutely had to.

It looked as if there wouldn’t be much in the way of cloud cover today,
and cars would turn into ovens, even with the air conditioning on. It was
only around nine A.M., but this was going to take her...a while.

Her little light blue, nondescript basic-mobile was parked under a giant
live oak, which could be a nuisance in acorn season, but was nice now, when
she could actually get into the thing and hold the steering wheel without
using oven-mitts.

Once in the car, she let out a sigh of relief, and waited for the trembling
in her arms to stop. The first hurdle was cleared.

Actually driving was not a problem, even when there were other cars on
the street. It wasn’t rational, but her gut regarded the car as a safe little shell,
and the panic eased back to jitters as she negotiated the narrow, thirties-era
streets. Peachtree Park wasn’t a desirable neighborhood, and it certainly had
seen better days, but it wasn’t a slum. Cracking and peeling paint, aging
roofs, stood in contrast to the immaculate yards; old arms and legs were up
to yard-work, but not to ladders.

At the border of Peachtree Park and the next neighborhood of Four



Corners, things were changing. There was an interstate exit that fed Four
Corners. There had been demolition and rebuilding in the fifties, then the
seventies, and now again. Here was the chain grocery Vickie made her
pilgrimage of fear to whenever the supplies got too low. As she rounded the
corner, she prayed that she would find the parking lot empty.

It was, and again she breathed a sigh of relief. There was nothing there
but five semi-truck trailers—odd, but—

Well, it was the day of the All-Star game, and it was entirely possible
the drivers had realized they were never going to get anywhere today and
had rendezvoused here to watch the TVs in the cabs and have an impromptu
party of their own.

This was the least of her worries. In a moment, she would park the car.
She would have to get out of the car, and walk to the entrance of the grocery.
Only a few feet but—there would be people there. People who would look at
her, the way they had looked at her when she was healing, after the mistake.
With revulsion. With loathing. With hatred—

Get a grip. This is now, not then. They’re just people. People here for
groceries, nothing more.

But her palms were sweating now, and her short hair was damp with
sweat, her mouth was dry, and as she turned off the ignition her hands and
arms were shaking and she had to force herself to reach for the door handle,
then to pop the door open. She was hot and cold by turns, her stomach so
knotted that she was getting sick and regretting that cup of coffee and
morning toast....

It would probably take her two hours to convince herself to leave the
car.



Atlanta, Georgia, USA: Callsign Red Djinni
| Minus 01:58:27 And Counting

In a perfect world —well, in my perfect world —things would still be
chaotic. | know I’m in the minority here. If you’re one of those people who
strive for that great job of security with regular cash showers in your ten
acre estate, I’m sorry, I just don’t get you. | can’t think of any place more
boring than the common perception of paradise. To have everything you
want when you want it, when would you ever feel your blood rushing
through your veins with the bit caught in your teeth, riding the razor’s edge
with a wind of flames at your back?

See, | need the rush, and for that some would call me a thrill-seeker.
It’s a trait that gets a lot of people killed. I’ve seen it, believe me. Heh, |
once knew this crazy bastard called Gash. Big guy! Loved movies with
midgets in them, and dainty blondes he could pick up with one arm, and he
had this weird thing for... badgers.

Don’t ask.

But what Gash loved more than anything was speed. He’d get into
anything with propulsion just to see how fast he could go. This one time, he
got some booster rockets, right? Don’t ask me how, but he did, and then
he...

Wait, sorry. That’s a long story, and the stuff about the badgers will
haunt you.

So... thrill-seeking. I don’t think it applies, not to me, not entirely
anyway. Risking your neck for nothing more than thrills can get real old real
fast. There has to be more, there has to be... well, yeah, there has to be
women. And pardon me for saying it, as women make up a good part of why



I’m alive, but even that’s not enough. Fame? Yes, that works for some.
Money? Definite bonuses there.

Beating the other guy? Oh man, nothing gets it done like competition.

So that’s where you’ll find me — high risk, high stakes. It brings out the
Masters and | am a Master, if | do say so myself. | never got caught, not
until that day. And | don’t even think that day counts. | know, a Master
doesn’t let his surroundings or the situation get to him. He stays on the job,
he keeps focus, and he wins his prize. But you have to understand, that day
was the worst day. Ever.

Who am 1? Red Djinni at your service. Chameleon, acrobat, mercenary
and lover.

Let me paint you a mental picture. Three men and a woman get out of a
dark, sporty sedan. Something has their attention. They are watching a group
of masked idiots with guns running into a bank.

Notice the four people are wincing.

They’re not wincing in fear. Together, these four have run gauntlets of
jagged metal rain and poison gas. Combat, while avoided when possible, is
second-nature to them. The last time they were here in Atlanta, they were
forced into an open-street battle with a OpTwo and her flunkies, though that
fight had cost them months because it forced a retreat into the labyrinths of
America’s metahuman underground.

They’re not wincing in disbelief. The idea of robbers doing that old and
tired bit of holding up a bank in broad daylight, and in one of the most Echo-
populated cities in the world, might seem absurd — but let’s remember
something. In every demographic, from world leaders to the criminal
element, you’re going to find some really stupid people.

So no, not fear and not disbelief. These people are wincing in anger. For



about a month now they’d been planning a job of their own. A heist like this
in Atlanta had to be done carefully. You had to get in, grab the goods, get
out, and get away without anyone even knowing you were there. If so much
as a brief physical description got out, Echo would be on you within a day, a
week, tops. Say what you want about the showmanship and flash of Echo
agents, they were damned good at their jobs and counter-measures had to be
taken. This crew had learned that lesson once the hard way. To do this job,
they had to be invisible.

And that’s where | come in. If you haven’t already guessed, I’m one of
the four. Not the short man drowning in muscles, and not the man who’s as
thin as a rail and sporting a long beak nose, and obviously not the gorgeous
brunette with legs that go up to her neck. I’m the elderly driver with the
withered, beaten-down-by-life expression, with the beer gut hanging over a
cheap imitation-leather belt, and sporting a worn polyester security guard
uniform bearing a cracked plastic name tag for a “Walter Semsdale”. Not
what you expected, huh? Well, that’s the point. If you know how, you can be
invisible in plain sight.

We had planned and trained and waited for the day of the All-Star
game, the day that the majority of security forces in the city would be
concentrated on the other end of town. We had charted rapid routes of
escape, memorized the full layout of the bank, and more importantly, of the
secret bunker underneath where items of immeasurable wealth and
importance were often kept. Simply nicknamed the Vault, this was the most
secure facility in the city after the main Echo headquarters, hidden beneath a
facade of a medium security investment group and banking outlet, and we
knew the place cold now. We had studied this job from every angle, and we
realized it could only be done one way, just the one, if we were going to get



out with no fuss.

This had to be an inside job.

Like most high-security places, the design is to keep people out and not
so much in. Study any blueprint of a vault or fortress and you’ll see it. A
group starting at the heart of the place can work their way out, disabling
alarms, taking out cameras and incapacitating armed resistance with just a
little coordination. But the worst case scenario, whether you’re heading in or
out, is an alarm being triggered. Once the entire place is up in arms the jig is
up, and the odds of surviving, let alone reaching your prize, are slim. Hey, |
love a challenge, but | hate suicidal runs. The object is to live to tell the tale,
you know? So we needed an inside man, but the last thing we needed was
another person to siphon off a split of the take.

Enter Walter Semsdale.

Walter’s one of the senior security staff at the Vault, and while he
doesn’t hold top-level clearance he can walk in through the front door,
descend from the public bank above and into the Vault’s inner sanctum. And
he has access to the main monitor room. He’s also a 49-year old divorcee
who suffers from regular cases of gout, indigestion and epic levels of
halitosis. His sense of humor matches his diligence to personal hygiene. |
know all this because | just spent the last two weeks getting to know Walter
at his favorite watering hole. Didn’t take much. A few stories about loose
women, buying the first few rounds, and | became Walter’s new best friend.
| even got to like him a little. Pathos, | guess. Walter is a world-class loser,
and | tend to root for the underdogs. Studying Walter — his mannerisms, his
own bawdy stories and taking in one whore joke after another — | found him
an easy mask. Walter is an uncomplicated man, and proved to be one of the
simpler people I’ve studied to impersonate. Probably the hardest part of this



job was learning to grow Walter’s face. He has that look of a beagle, with
folds that droop from his eyes and mouth like his skin is trying to escape.
Growing that much skin is a pretty tedious task, even for me...

What’s that? Oh, right. Guess | should have mentioned it before. I’'m a
meta. Don’t need to get into all the details right now, but let’s just say 1I’'m
closer to my skin than anyone else alive.

So... Walter. Right now we’ve got Walter strung up in his home. I’m
wearing his uniform, sporting his less-than-dapper looks and | gotta tell you,
this fake beer-gut I’ve got strapped on is hotter than hell.

The inside job is the easiest, the safest and the stealthiest job you can
perform. Still, when your mark is a fortress like the Vault it requires a lot of
time and energy to plan out. So when we watched these rank amateurs, toting
some cheap-ass, dimestore-bought hardware, rush into the bank, we knew
what would happen next. They would get the people cowering on the floor,
they would take out what superficial security there was in the bankfront, and
by doing this, they would trigger the alarm that would put the whole facility,
including the Vault, on alert. The Walter guise was now useless. | wouldn’t
be able to get where | needed to, to knock-out surveillance and
communications, and while we had contingency plans the one thing we
absolutely needed was for me to get in undetected. A whole month of
planning, of preparation, wiped out just like that.

Still got that picture of the four of us, mouths open, watching our plans
go up in flames? Good, hold onto it for a second, it gets kind of funny.

As mercenaries and thieves-for-hire, we were used to glitches and the
like. 1I’ve had maybe four perfect jobs in my life. The rest can range from
“we’re 20 seconds behind schedule” to “where did that OpTwo come from?”
In each case, we’ve dealt with it. At times, | admit we’ve been damned



lucky. But this... this was beyond a mere glitch. This was every god in the
heavens looking down and saying “we’re sorry, but today we will make you
our bitches.”

The beak-nosed man is Duff Sanction, probably my best and oldest
friend. In this game, you need people you can trust, and Duff has pulled
more jobs with me than anyone else. He is simply the best safecracker and
demolitionist | have ever met. Oddly enough, he’s also a craftsman who
makes the most delicate works of crystal and glass. So yes, here we have a
man who has the patience and meticulous touch of an artist, but loves to
blow things up for his day job. He has an odd hot-and-cold temper to match.
A moment before, I’'m sure he had been calculating oxygen balance
percentages and composition priorities in his head. These sorts of jobs often
called for on-the-fly explosions. Unbelievably, he preferred to make some
bombs on the spot. To do that, you need to think fast and with complete
certainty, two feats that require a level head. On the other hand, when his
temper did go off the results could be spectacular. I once watched him take
out a building with forty rigged sticks of dynamite, really! It was awesome,
and all over a pet peeve that most people have.

Wait, sorry. That’s a long story. Let’s just say that those pigeons will
never poop on anyone ever again.

By comparison, 1’d say Duff took this set-back rather well. He wasn’t
blowing anything up, just smashing his fist repetitively against the side of
the car.

“When | catch up to these jerk-offs, I’m going to make them choose
between choking down TNT or getting bunged up with nitro enemas!”

He’s so gosh-darned cute when he’s angry.

The leggy brunette leaning against the car is Jon Bead. It might look



like she’s nodding enthusiastically with Duff’s harsh and colorful words, but
really she’s just trying not to scream. Too bad, this girl is a great screamer.
No, I’m not going to tell you what that means, you already know. Jon is our
gun, our artillery unit. I’ve lost count of how many times we’ve just stood
back and let her go to work. A one-woman army when situations get tight,
you want someone like Jon standing on a rooftop providing cover fire.

The short, muscular man sporting the tan duster and lighting a cigarette
is Jack. That’s the only name he seems to have, and we gave it to him. Jack
and | handle information gathering, and we both plan the jobs, but in the
field he calls the shots. I’ve never seen him angry, or frustrated, or even
crack a smile. He’s ice, and always knows what to do. Hell, Jack knows how
to do just about anything, or at least it seems that way. God knows how
many of our jobs have needed some weird exotic skillset, and wouldn’t you
know it, Jack always seemed to have the know-how. Hence his name - a
nickname. Jack-of-all Trades.

“Back in the car.” Jack’s voice was a gruff as he was short. “Red, drive
us around, we’ll find some cover and park. Once there we’ll suit up.”

| wasn’t looking. | was still watching the bank, but I could feel Jon and
Duff stare at Jack in disbelief. He was proposing to hit the Vault head on, not
by the easier route of guile through the bank front, but a full frontal assault
on the heavily guarded rear access blast doors, the one thing all of our
scheming and preparation had worked to avoid. Maximum security, and even
if the place wasn’t now on high alert, getting in would be tantamount to a
last defiant act of suicide.

“He’s right,” | remember saying, cutting off any protests they would
have. All of them reasonable, I might add. But this time, we had dug
ourselves in as deep as we could go. “We’re committed, we have to do this.



Get in the damned car.”

A pause, with just a moment of temerity, but all Duff did was mutter
and climb back into the rear seat. Jon did the same, but | have to use a
different word for her. She did it with sass. It had taken them a moment, but
it was dawning on them. Jack and | were not asking them to go all Butch and
Sundance. We were proceeding with the only course of action that allowed a
hope of survival.

You see, we were on Mr. Tonda’s dime.

You’ve heard of Tonda, you must have. He’d gotten so successful as a
crime kingpin that his name had escaped the whispered, frightened tones of
the underground and into modern pop culture. There were songs written
about him, and at the time the latest craze in TV villains were barely
concealed imitations of his rumoured existence. Most consider him an urban
myth, but trust me, he’s real. Echo knew about him too, but this man had
managed to stay out of their reach for over a decade. He was just that good.
If you happened to be good enough to land a job for him, your reputation
was made. He had his favourites and didn’t hire new blood that often. Still,
every once in a while, one of his favorites would screw the pooch, and
Tonda’s got this zero-tolerance policy. You don’t mess up, you just don’t.
Fail and you’re dead, it was just that simple and one of the secrets to his
success. Fail in a spectacular fashion and he would see you live just a little
bit longer, you just wouldn’t want to. Keep in mind his assassins and
torturers were under the zero-tolerance policy too.

| was the one who pushed for this job. Working for Tonda was only for
those at the top of their game. | had been working for this for ten years, and |
knew we were good, maybe even the best. Still, it took a lot of fast talking to
get Jack and the others to agree to it. Tonda’s rep is as about unsavoury as



you can get. We approached Tonda, and that wasn’t easy either, | can tell
you. He seemed impressed that we had found him, and landed us this job.

So here we were. The brass ring had been dangling in front of us for a
month, and wouldn’t you know it, just as we were closing in the window of
opportunity had grown some pretty scary looking teeth.

| shared a brief look with Jack. “Told ya,” was all he said before
climbing into the passenger seat. | got in and gunned the engine. So much
for fun. The game had turned into the ultimate contest, our lives on the line,
and with little hope for success.

“Alright,” | said, guiding the sedan around the facility. “Let’s get to
work.”

Moscow, Russia: Callsign Red Saviour
| Minus 01:18:05 And Counting

Drenched in the crimson rays of a setting sun, the crowd of Muscovites
roared for blood in Red Square. Militsya in riot gear corralled the protesters,
who expended their rage in chanting slogans and applauding when a slogan
had run its course. The largest of the signs they hoisted into the warm
evening air were legible to the sharp eyes of Natalya Nikolaevna
Shostakovich from the window in the hallway of Block 14, the Presidium.

We Don’t Need a Saviour, one read. Spasskaya for “Saviour” was
written and underlined in the red of the Soviet flag.

The Spasskaya Gate, Saviour’s Gate into the Kremlin, had been shut to
the crowd, a sign that the militsya expected trouble. Ivor Triganov was a
glorified thug, a rich oligarch who flaunted his wealth. Yet he comported
himself as a modern Robin Hood, contributing to charities and cavorting



with celebrities while his empire played fast and loose with the tissue thin
laws of the new capitalist economy.

But he had armored himself with lawyers and powerful friends. When
Natalya kicked down his door he only laughed at her as though she were the
evening’s entertainment.

“Come to take me out on a date, Red Saviour?” He asked with a smirk,
making his fellow partygoers titter like characters at a Tolstoy ball.

A broken arm and bloody nose later, Triganov had stopped laughing.
His eyes promised equally bloody revenge, in his own way. Now the smoke
of two packs’ worth of her Proletarskie Cigarettes wafted in the hallway
outside the council chamber where Director Yvegeniy Murov and the rest of
the leadership of the FSO - the Federal Protection Service —qgrilled the
militsya detective who accompanied her on the bust.

“You’re like an American rock star,” a deep voice said behind her.
“Your fans await you.”

She didn’t turn around. Supernaut had removed his immense helmet; he
stood too close to her. The man was seven feet tall without the bulky scarlet
armor that made him into a giant walking flamethrower. Natalya was used to
being taller than most men she met; with Supernaut she was reminded of her
childhood... and the bullies she used to plot revenge on.

Turning only enough to blow smoke at his face, she said: “Shut up,
Vassily Georgiyevich.”

“Da, leave your Commissar alone.” Molotok-the Hammer—nearly two
feet shorter than the giant, craned his neck to meet the man’s gaze. “Right
now the last thing she needs is your insubordination.”

“Fine. Horosho. I’ll just keep my mouth shut until a vacancy in CCCP
leadership appears.” He smirked at Molotok. “That mob is as ready to kick



out the Communists as | am.”

Red Saviour waved off Molotok’s angry retort. “Enough, tovarisch. If
you ignore him, he wanders off to find somewhere else to boast.” She ground
out her cigarette on the tiled floor, inciting one of the caretakers hovering
over the collection of metas to dash in with a whisk broom.

They don’t need a Red Saviour, she mused, turning away from the
window to survey her gathered troops. The CCCP - Super-Sobratiye
Sovetskikh Revolutzionerov, or Super-Brotherhood of Soviet Revolutionaries
— had come out in force to support her during this hearing to determine her
future as Commissar. Her father, the original Red Saviour, had led the team
in the 1950s during the early stages of the Cold War. Common sentiment
was that she had been selected for show, a last-ditch effort to win back the
affections of an increasingly anti-Communist Russian public. The beautiful,
charismatic daughter of the famous war hero would surely lead the CCCP
back into the hearts and minds of the Russian people.

Yet her tenure had been a litany of one public relations disaster after
another. Breathless news stories of the lovely new Commissar were
supplanted by news bulletins of brutal raids on drug labs, accusations of
backroom interrogations, and finally the arrest of the popular billionaire
Triganov. Many hardliners lauded her heavy-handed methods; many more
politicians cried out for censure. Some questioned the need for a metahuman
branch of the Federal Protective Service at all.

Their garish dress uniforms could not have looked more out-of-place in
the elegant neo-classical corridors of the Presidium. Supernaut resembled a
red fire engine tipped onto its end; Molotok contrasted him with a crisp
black suit with red piping. Petrograd’s armor had been styled after the MiG
fighter plane; trapped inside it because of the clumsy machinations of



1940’s Soviet science, he sat like an awkward, isolated teen on a divan.
Soviette, as elegant as ever, read from a children’s book to the stony Chug,
who came up to her shoulder but seemed to fill the space with his squat bulk.

The “old men of CCCP” —Russian Winter, Trans-Siberian, Svetoch,
and Soviet Bear, muttered amongst themselves with their usual scowils.
Further down the corridor, the husband and wife team of Ivor and Tigana
leaned against each other, apart from the other metas, never comfortable in
their uniforms.

Legs crossed in a lotus position, Natalya’s friend and mentor Meng Dao
Ye — People’s Blade — seemed at ease in the alien environment. The
diminutive Chinese girl housed the two thousand year old spirit of a
legendary general, Shen Xue, and wielded his deadly sword as well. The
serene smile on her face diffused some of Natalya’s anxiety.

Gathered in a cluster were some of the newer faces in CCCP, metas she
had recruited herself: Firebird and the saturnine martial artist Gerovit,
named for a Slavic war god; Netopyr, whose powered armor was the most
advanced of what Natalya thought of as the “metal men”; Rekvium, still in
her teens, no older than Natalya’s kid sister, and possessing of the meta
ability to shape sound into devastating blasts; Dinamo, blue-skinned,
electric, and shy.

My troops, Red Saviour thought. My people. Have | lost their respect as
well? They do not look me in the eye.

As she gazed at the anxious members of CCCP, those furthest down the
corridor sprang to attention, saluting an unseen arrival. An instantly
recognizable, wide-shouldered figure appeared, silhouetted by the window as
though reenacting a Constructivist propaganda poster. His gray hair caught
the fading light to outline his head in a ruddy halo.



Boryets himself: Worker’s Champion, Hero of the Russian People.

He’d marched in the October Revolution, fought in the Great Patriotic
War, counseled Lenin, enforced Stalin’s directives, founded CCCP itself,
and watched the birth and death of the Soviet Union. Bullets could not pierce
his skin; his hands could rend steel; his legs could propel him miles at a
leap.

“Natalya Nikolaevna,” he said, discarding her honorific. “l have been
summoned to appear before the FSO to deliver my opinion on your
competency. Is this how you repay my advocacy?”

Years receded as she braced against his withering glare. She was a child
again, intimidated beyond words by “Uncle Boryets,” her father’s comrade,
the great hero Worker’s Champion. Only once had he given her a kindly
smile and a pat on the head; since then, the words he spoke to her were
barbed with judgment and disappointment.

The cigarette in her mouth helped to anchor her to the present day. She
straightened her back. “Did you read my report?”

“Of course.” He knew everything that concerned law enforcement in
Russian and metahuman activity in particular. “You write with the
impatience of a schoolgirl. Perhaps if you took more than five minutes to
explain your evidence against Triganov, the council wouldn’t jump to
assumptions.”

“They jump when Putin says jump,” she said, glancing back at the
protesters.

“They jump” — anger clouded his already dour countenance — “when
you rampage through the countryside like a Cossack!”

Natalya winced. Her fearlessness dwindled in the face of this man, as
always. “Comrade, Triganov looted government funds for his own purposes!



| followed the trail of bribes right to his front door. My contacts —”

“Your contacts are not material witnesses. We are no longer Soviets,
you foolish girl.”

She flushed. “But, sir, if I’d waited for -”

He cut her off with a curt wave. “Save it for the Director.” He turned
away to look out the window at the square full of angry Muscovites. “Never
in my years have | seen such a thing,” Worker’s Champion murmured, for
her ears only.

The double doors of the council chamber mocked her with the dissent
they concealed. She wished they would open, to end the suspense.

As if obeying her, the doors swung open. Lieutenant Cestimir Romanov
ducked his head unconsciously as he loped out of the chamber, followed by
several of the council. His lanky form slumped in defeat.

“Cestimir,” she said. “You told them about our investigation, didn’t
you?”

He shook his head, avoiding her eyes. “I’m sorry,” he murmured,
pushing past her.

“Sorry for what?” she said to his retreating back.

“Sorry for telling us the truth,” a voice dripping with assurance said at
her side. Arkady Levich Korovin, Undersecretary of Intelligence for FSO,
favored Red Saviour with a patronizing smile. “Your friend tried to paint as
pretty a picture as he could of your antics, but facts are facts.”

“Triganov is a criminal,” she said. “That is a fact.”

“Perhaps, but the facts can interfere with the truth.” Korovin was a few
inches shorter than Natalya, but he spoke with a confidence won from years
of bureaucratic battles. “We’re taking a brief recess. May | have a word with
you?” Without waiting for a response, he lightly took her by the arm and



guided her to a foyer away from the gathered metas.

“I have little stomach for this nonsense, Arkady Levich. | am a soldier,
not a politician. How many speeches must | tolerate?”

Korovin sighed, still holding her arm. “How did we become so
antagonistic towards each other? We both serve the FSO, Natalya
Nikolaevna. Our duties are clear cut.”

“Your duty is to boss around a staff of train conductors to evacuate
Kremlin officials,” she said with scorn. The original function of the FSO was
beneath her and her team. “CCCP shouldn’t even be under your purview.”

“We shouldn’t argue, my friend.” He paused, daring her to question the
familiarity. “You and | both know Triganov belongs in prison.”

“Da!” Red Saviour grinned at him. “Finally, someone sees reason.”

“The council shares the same sentiment. But this is not 1980. We are no
longer a totalitarian state. Triganov is a powerful —and very popular —
figure in Russia right now. We must tread very carefully with the likes of
him.”

“You can smooth out the ruffled feathers, Arkady Levich. Talk to
Molotok. He has many friends in GRU.”

“I will of course do my best. But how will we save you?”

“I need no saving. I am doing my job.” She pursed her lips. “The
council will lecture me about due process then let me go.”

“Not this time.” Korovin moved closer. “You’ve stepped on too many
toes. Triganov has allies throughout the government, and they’re all
screaming for blood. The council may sacrifice you to save CCCP.”

Red Saviour blinked, speechless for the second time in a day.

Atlanta, Georgia, USA: Callsign Handsome Devil



| Minus 01:02:15 And Counting

The noontime Georgia sun burned away Conrad Cotton’s dreams, as he
awoke finishing a sentence he had started in the dream; in the waking world
the consonants slurred until even he couldn’t understand what he was saying,
but it had something to do with spiders.

Cool arms encircled him and pulled him against a soft form that
murmured in a lilting voice. He patted a hand and another enclosed his
protectively. Two more hands played across his stomach.

All four hands belonged to his lover, the Indian woman who had
discarded her given name long ago for the appellation Shahkti. Her dark skin
and hair shone like a black hole against the white sheets of his bed. Teasing
her, he had offered a bet: if he could flip four coins and come up with all
Tails, she’d spend the night again. She had laughed and agreed, knowing
what the outcome would be. Conrad was feeling lucky that night. Four tails
came up in his palm and he carried her to the bedroom.

Shahkti, of course, knew not to bet with Conrad unless she was prepared
to lose. It had occurred to him several times how lucky he was to have met
her — and this worried him. Was it his amazing, remarkable — and
metahuman — luck that arranged companionship for him, or was it merely
their introduction that had been lucky and the rest of it genuine affection?
He had flipped the coins to keep his luck in her mind, to test her love for him
with constant reminders of how reality bent over backwards to please him.
Thus far, she hadn’t second-guessed herself.

He resolved to get up this afternoon and cash his paycheck. Accomplish
one thing a day; that was his motto. Everything else will fall into place.

Conrad reached over Shahkti’s shoulder where a pack of cards rested on



the nightstand and fished the jokers out of the deck. Their devil faces leered
at him with skin as scarlet as his own, smirking mirror images save for the
horns.

Howdy, boys. Ready to tell my fortune?

He shuffled the deck once without the jokers, once with them inserted
into the middle of the deck. Squirming against Shahkti to make space on the
bed, he dealt out a hand of Las \egas-style solitaire. He played fast, flipping
the top cards over, working through the piles on the bed before touching the
rest of the deck. When he did reach for the remaining cards, dealing three at
a time, he had no trouble finding a home for the face up card, and then the
card beneath, and then the third. In two minutes, he worked through the
whole deck, his hands a practiced blur. Las \Vegas solitaire offered no
breaks; if you couldn’t use a card from the deck at the moment it was
revealed, it was lost to you forever.

He placed the king of diamonds on the diamonds stack, making a row of
four kings and nothing remaining. The last two cards in his hands were the
jokers, with smiles that now seemed congratulatory.

Thank you, gentlemen. Nice to know everything’s going my way.

Conrad showered and put on his usual black suit and wide-collared
white shirt. He’d pulled strings to convince the Echo tailors to custom sew a
half-dozen suits instead of the usual stiff-collar Echo uniform. His more-
than-passing resemblance to a pop-culture Satan didn’t help either. If he had
been cursed with a tail or horns the Fundamentalists would have run him out
of town. Instead, he could take the moniker Handsome Devil with a wink and
a nod and get through most situations without offending someone’s
Christian morals.

Tugging at his tie in front of the bathroom mirror, he winked at his



reflection. And you are one Handsome Devil, Conrad old boy.

He peered into the bedroom where discarded clothes dappled the floor.
“Shahkti, baby, I am rolling out of here to cash my paycheck. I’ll bring you
back some coffee, yeah?”

She groaned and buried her head in the pillows.

“Take your time,” he said, making a pistol with his fingers and shooting
her with his esteem. Even in disarray, arms splayed like a giant insect, she
was Dbeautiful. Life is good, he congratulated himself, spinning his
motorcycle keys on his finger as he left the apartment and his Echo sidearm
behind.

i

The NBA All Star Game had snarled up the highways with serpentine
lines of cars baking in the sun. His bank was only a few exits away on the
loop, a stone’s throw from the off-ramp. In Atlanta terms, this was right next
door. Nobody walked in this city.

Fortunately for Handsome Devil — and for the rest of Echo — Tesla had
wrested emergency vehicle licensing for all Echo vehicles from the state,
thus insuring those metas without wings, jet-packs, chariots or what-have-
you could actually arrive at the scene of a crime while it was in progress.
Even Devil’s bike had a chipper little siren and flasher welded to the
handlebars. He didn’t hesitate for a moment to flip the switch.

“Coming through, folks.” Had he been riding a Harley, the roar of the
motor would have drowned out his jaunty warning, but the Echo vehicles all
ran on certified Echo broadcast receivers and batteries. It whined like a
hedge trimmer, but he didn’t care. Broken glass crunched under the



puncture-resistant tires — another thoughtful Echo modification.

The jam stretched for miles around 1-285, the Perimeter, hemming the
city in with a wall of overheating metal and fiberglass and fraying tempers.
And if they ever did arrive at the BBQ or the pool party, would they be
capable of having fun? Or would they just flop down in a sticky lawn chair
and wonder how Atlanta became so overcrowded?

We should transfer to another city. Paris. The thought hit him like a
sugar rush. Yeah! Cobblestone streets, scooters and sophisticated, snobby
Parisians. He imagined clobbering some arrogant French metahuman crook
with a baguette.

Formidable; he mouthed the French word, making himself grin wider.
He waved at some bored kids whose faces lit up as a real live meta passed
them, the first they’d seen in — mere weeks, probably, considering how many
damn metas had congregated in Atlanta around Echo.

Conrad navigated around tire shreds and discarded shoes to leave the
highway behind. Motorists clogged the exit ramp, hoping to escape the
unmoving highway but only bringing the traffic jam with them. He used the
horn to wedge between two cars, bump over the separator and into the bank
parking lot.

This particular branch had been built during America’s brief flirtation
with space-age architecture; now it just resembled a cheap remnant of a
forgotten World’s Fair. A white concrete cylinder had been shoved on top of
some supports and wrapped with annoying indirect spiral ramps. Echo
should buy this place and make it a lab, he thought, or a lounge for OpOnes.
It’s ridiculous, just the way Alex likes it.

He fished his wallet out as he circled around the building on the ramp.
The paycheck wasn’t in it.



“That’s odd,” he said. Oddly bad luck, contrary to the results of the card
game earlier. If today was one of his intermittent Bad Days, he should
abandon the chopper and call for a taxi to take him home at once. When his
luck was good, it was reality-defying good; when it was bad, it could turn
lethal.

“Stay cool, my man.” He slipped a questing hand in each pocket of the
suit, both outside pockets and the inside breast pocket. Then he checked his
trousers: front pockets, back pocket, and the pocket where he kept his
wallet...

Aha. He reached the glass door as he unfolded the paycheck; he’d
shoved it in his back pocket without paying attention. In fact, he was
chronically disorganized, but it never seemed to make a difference. He was
bound to stumble across whatever he was searching for at the time he needed
it.

A wave of dry, frigid cold hit him when he entered the bank. Georgians
preferred their buildings so cold that they would bring sweaters to work. The
ATM faced the front door, a recent attempt to redirect simple banking away
from tellers who required salaries and benefits. He fumbled for a pen, found
none, but spotted one on a chain next to the machine.

“Very good, sir,” he said with a chortle. In and out, and back to Shahkti.
Lie in bed for half their day off, then get a little food, take a walk, back to
bed...

Handsome Devil hummed a nameless melody as he wrote his account
number on a fresh deposit envelope. Usually long numbers escaped him, but
he had been lucky enough to get one that consisted of his birth date, his
current house number, and the year he’d lost his virginity.

Other than his humming and the scratch of the lousy bank pen, silence



enveloped him. The whir of the machine as it accepted his card seemed so
loud that he felt compelled to see if anyone was using the bank at all. He
hadn’t given the room so much as a look, but in his peripheral vision he
registered people.

Short people.

Or, rather, kneeling people.

A few dozen bank patrons knelt on the floor with their hands on their
heads. Six armed men stared at him with amazement that was obvious even
their ski-masks couldn’t conceal.

One of them cocked his gun and aimed at Conrad. The metal sound
echoed in the circular room.

“Down.” The man lacked a southern drawl.

Conrad glanced at the ATM. It waited for his PIN number. Twenty
seconds without it and his card would be swallowed by the machine. He
shifted his attention to the keypad and tapped in the code.

“Get down,” the man insisted.

Echo Headquarters Atlanta, Georgia, USA
| Minus 00:32:15 And Counting

Detective Ramona Ferrari and the girls hushed when Mercurye strolled
into the Echo cafeteria. The man moved like a dancer, or a rock star — “like
he reallyis a god,” Sheryl the researcher whispered with a smirk — but
Ramona’s thoughts were strictly in the gutter. How could they not be?
Staring at his broad shoulders and muscular chest — on display because he
notoriously spurned shirts — one would have guessed him to be taller than his
actual height. Blond curls peeked out from under a winged helmet straight



out of an FTD florist logo. To complete the picture, a steel caduceus hung
from his hand. His pants, however, were standard issue Echo NanoWeave, as
was the Echo caseless-round pistol strapped around his waist.

Way, way, way out of my league, even if he wasnt a meta, Ramona
lamented. She sucked nicotine into her lungs, imagining what a night with
him would be like. He could whisk her through the air, into her bedroom by
way of the window, open and admitting a wind gentle enough to ruffle the
curtains.

The image soured when her extraordinary ability to visualize details
kicked in. Her heavy, wide-hipped body looked comical in his arms,
endangering his back muscles; one hand dangled an ever-present cigarette,
ashing on his sandaled feet; her cluttered, messy bedroom could have been
improved by a tornado.

“Mmm, those pecs,” Sheryl said, licking her lips. Ramona and the
others giggled. She wondered if the metas gossiped about each other the way
clerical personnel and Echo SupportOps carried on about the gods in their
midst. He’s probably dull, she decided, watching his finely sculpted
posterior navigate through the cafeteria and plant itself next to a table of
fellow OpOnes.

Ramona relished her weekly lunches with her friends on the Echo
campus. Although they stared and giggled like schoolgirls, their jobs were
anything but whimsical. Sheryl studied psychopathic behavior among
metahumans. Denise worked in the infirmary, though her skillset would have
placed her in any Emergency Room in the country. Midori worked in
Weapons Tech.

To accommodate all their schedules, they met in mid-afternoon, after a
volley of emails as they worked out the kinks. Many lunches ended



prematurely when a cell phone rang. Thus they wasted no time in getting
right to the meat of the matter.

“If my husband knew how many of these metas were studs, he’d make
me resign,” Midori said.

“And lose that paycheck?” Denise snorted. “Not likely. Just buy him a
cape and a mask for a ‘meta night.”” The table erupted in laughter, drawing a
glance from Mercurye himself. That got them laughing even harder.

“Oh, Jesus,” Sheryl said, wiping tears from her eyes. “I needed that. So,
Ramona: got any good cases right now?”

“Hmm.” Ramona poured more sugar in her coffee. “We just wrapped up
that kidnapping case, the three kids. Turns out the perp wasn’t a meta after
all. Just a kook in a mask. | had Shahkti set up to drill him, but APD took
over.” She shrugged. “She would have made the collar without killing him.”

“Of course she would. Otherwise, the Echo lawyers would have her
filling out hundred page reports about the incident to steer clear of the
Extreme Force law.” Sheryl made a face. “Then again, she could just tie him
up in webbing... splat!” The other girls snickered.

“Webbing?” Ramona furrowed her brow. “She can do that?’

Sheryl waved her arms like a giant bug. “Probably. Doesn’t she creep
you out?”

“Her extra arms? You get used to it.” Ramona thought back to the cases
she’d worked with the four-armed Indian metahuman. “What’s creepy is
how dour she is. She doesn’t look at you when she’s talking, like you’re a
store mannequin. The only time | ever saw her smile was when Handsome
Devil showed up at a debriefing.”

Denise became serious. “l don’t care for him,” she said in a low,
somber voice. “His name isn’t a joke.”



“His name is Conrad, and he’s just a meta like all the others.” Ramona
said, rolling his eyes. “Lighten up, girl.”

Denise shook her head, scowling. The table grew silent as the girls
picked over their food.

“Science can’t explain the metahuman condition,” Denise said,
breaking the silence. “God has touched these people to do His work on Earth.
Why can’t the devil do the same?”

Ramona cleared her throat. Denise had worked for missionary
organizations in Africa before she signed on with Echo. As much as Ramona
liked the doctor, the surprise sermons wearied her.

“If you’d ever taken a moment to talk to the man,” Ramona said,
“you’d know he’s as human as anyone.”

“Are metas human?” Midori let the question hang in the air. No one had
an answer.

A man wearing an elaborate metal gauntlet and stars-and-stripes
epaulets entered the cafeteria. Yankee Pride spotted Ramona’s table and
strode towards them purposefully. Ramona stared at him blankly for a
moment then her stomach lurched. She’d forgotten the prisoner interview
he’d scheduled. She scrambled to dig through her briefcase for the
paperwork.

“Ladies,” he drawled, inclining his head with a polite smile. The son of
war heroes Yankee Doodle and Dixie Belle was said to power his energy
gauntlet through a reservoir of internal energy. Ramona had noticed that he
didn’t have the aura of intimidation that most metahumans gave off
unintentionally.

“Well hello, tall, dark and patriotic,” she said, still fishing for the
paperwork. “l was just reviewing the file on that perp...”



“Were you?” He grinned at her.

She came up empty-handed. “No. | spaced it.”

Yankee Pride pulled up a chair to the table. “We have a minute now.
You gonna eat that pickle?” He pointed to Midori’s plate. She chuckled and
pushed it towards him.

Ramona brought her briefcase up to her lap to leaf through the papers.
The file was buried by reports, dossiers, faxes and notepads.

“*Heinrich Eisenhauer.” Any relation to Dwight D.? I’'m kidding.”

“He referred to himself as ‘Eisenfaust.” German for ‘The Iron Fist.”” He
shrugged. “I looked it up online. Plenty of material on this guy from the
historical sites. Even Wikipedia.”

Ramona found the printout of the online article. “Nice detective work.
What do you need me for?”

“Look at the dates, Detective.”

She bristled for a moment until she realized he used her title with
respect, not sarcasm. He really is a southern gentleman, despite the Yankee
tag, she thought. Wonder if his parents refought the civil war while they
raised him?

“Hey.” She blinked at the printout. “This says he died over the Atlantic.
The Bermuda Triangle.”

“Fighting the Allied Aces, right. Which makes our friend over in the
security facility a liar or a science fiction novel come to life.”

“Occam’s razor,” she said, making a cutting motion with one hand.
“The simplest explanation is probably the best.”

“Sure, but the man’s a meta. | watched the security tapes. He moves
like greased lightning.” Yankee Pride favored the women at the table with a
meaningful look. “That changes everything.”



“You bet,” Sheryl said, nodding gravely. “Can | see?”

Ramona handed her the file. Sheryl moved her lips silently as she read
the dossier, incident report and Yankee Pride’s online research. Her
shoulders hunched as if she were trying to force herself into the pages.
Sheryl could obsess over a case for months, Ramona knew, having delivered
coffee and food at midnight when she’d forgotten to eat.

“He really believes he’s Eisenfaust,” she said in a small voice. The rest
of the table leaned forward to hear her. “He’s not a thrill seeker.” She closed
the file. “Bring a shrink.”

“Already reserved a slot in Doc Bootstrap’s schedule.” Yankee Pride
winked at her. “Good to know I’'m reading my Wikipedia right.”

“Oh, please.” She returned the file to him, but he passed it right to
Ramona.

“She’s got a little reading to do. Thirty minutes, Detective.” The
seriousness returned to his demeanor. Did he think Ramona would find
something he and Sheryl had missed?

Ramona sighed. “I’ll be ready,” she said, giving in to her own
weaknesses and lighting up another cigarette, despite the cafeteria signs.

i

“He was my great-uncle,” Alex Tesla said with infinite patience. “My
father knew him as a teenager.”

Framed by the plasma TV screen, the CEO of Computrex had reverted
to giggling adolescence. “He knew Nikola Tesla? Are the stories true? He
was building a death ray for the Army?”

“Uncle — er, Great Uncle Tesla experimented on a wide variety of



inventions, peaceful and otherwise. Some do lend themselves to lurid
speculation. The Pentagon never provided him funding for any of his
wartime projects.”

The man was undaunted. “So there is a Tesla death ray?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” The CEO, a mousy man with an ill-advised goatee grown to
hide a double chin, lit up in excitement. “Does Echo have the prototype?”

“I’m teasing you, Mr. Faber. Echo Industries focuses on the peaceful
applications of my great uncle’s work in broadcast energy.” He smiled into
the video camera. “Wouldn’t you say there are enough weapons in the world
already?”

“I suppose.” Faber was unappeased. “What about anti-gravity? They say
that -

“Trust me, if we had anti-gravity technology, you and | would not be
discussing broadcast power sourcing to server farms. 1’d be selling flying
cars and floating cities to Arab sheiks.”

Faber laughed thinly at the quip. Reality never fails to disappoint, Tesla
thought. Uncle Tesla dreamed of a world like the science fiction this man
reads, yet arriving at equations is but a fraction of the battle. To change the
world, one must beg for money from scoundrels and thugs. Rational thought
— scientific thought — is tolerated only when it can generate profits or kill
enemies.

Yet ever since Echo was founded in the 1950’s by his father, Andro
Tesla, Echo had used their metahuman law enforcement contractors —what
amounted to a private army — to maintain public goodwill towards the
alternate energy source that had made Nikola Tesla famous.

When Alex took over in the 80s, he hoped that the oil shortages would



spur acceptance of broadcast energy for automobiles. He outfitted the Echo
vehicles with receivers and batteries, and graced them with a stylish,
futuristic design to appeal to the public’s craving for status symbols. Yet the
oil companies would not be beaten easily; their network of purchased
politicians pushed laws to limit the uses of broadcast energy sources
“pending further study.”

Just as Dow had lobbied to criminalize hemp to make way for their new
product, Nylon, the oil companies spent millions to demonize broadcast
energy. Suddenly it was responsible for cancer, brain cell deterioration,
blindness and heart attacks. The campaign was more insidious than the
metahuman criminals his operatives faced because there was nothing illegal
about it. Alex found himself marginalized as a “kook” and “well-meaning
crackpot.”

He’d spent the next two decades of his life fighting that reputation.

Ultimately the legend surrounding Nikola Tesla caught the imagination
of technology industry entrepreneurs who sought any shortcut to market
saturation. Restrictions were loosened, awkward young multimillionaires
like Gerald Faber requested meetings with Alex, and inroads were made at a
snail’s pace.

Thus, as exasperating as nebbish young men like Faber could be, Alex
reminded himself to be gracious to the most inane questioning.

“In all seriousness, though, you might be interested in our Industry
Leader Retreats, which we offer to our best customers. A week touring Echo
facilities, viewing the latest research, meeting the operatives -

“I can hang out with the super-powered metas?”

Alex hoped his smile hid the hunter’s sense of triumph he felt. “The
EchoOps are common at any Echo campus. You’ll surely become



accustomed to them, as we do.”

“What’s that cost?” Faber’s faced loomed in the plasma screen, eager
as an amateur porn actor.

“It’s provided as a courtesy to our, ahem, elite customers. Why don’t
we review the prospectus —”

A gentle buzz tickled his wrist in an alternating sequence of short and
long bursts. He jerked erect.

“Mr. Faber, | fear something has come up that requires my immediate
attention.” He paused. “Something involving...powered metas. Can we
continue this conversation at your earliest convenience?”

Without waiting for a confirmation, he waved his assistant forward.
Planner in hand, the young man took Alex’s seat as he raced out of the room.

Alex all but ran back to his office. Kim held up a sheaf of faxes and
letters but he cut her off with a gesture. “Hold my calls,” he said,
disappearing into his office. He ignored his desk, walking up to the bookcase
and tugging at Bullfinch’s Mythology . The book tilted forward with a click.
The bookcase swung into the wall to reveal a narrow, dark spiral staircase.
He gripped the rail as he vaulted down the stairs three at a time, descending
ten stories and down into the ground.

The small room at the foot of the stairs was lit only by the glow
emanating from the panels of sleek machinery attached to the walls. In the
center of the room, four coils mounted on posts sparked and hummed.
Before the square they described was a wooden chair; a helmet bristling with
wires and antennae hung from the seatback.

Alex flipped a few switches: the coils came to life, coruscating
electricity between them, a four cornered Tesla Coil of a design unknown to
the outside world. The tangy taste of ozone permeated the dank room. His



hair stood on end. Swiftly, he turned a large red dial. The generators whined
and sang to him.

Electric arcs leapt from coil to coil at an increasing frequency until a
curtain of electricity shimmered before him, irregularities forming
momentary shapes before reverting to the downward cascade again.

Alex scooted the chair back a foot and sat. The helmet flattened his
electrically excited hair. When he closed a circuit on the helmet, the
intermittent shapes filled the air and took on a recognizable form.

“I’m here, Uncle,” Alex said.

His soul contained in a matrix of neutrons, the entity that had been
Nikola Tesla took a moment to process the visual data fed him by the
machines in the tiny, hidden room. A speaker converted electrical impulses
into sound.

.- Alex. We must talk, you and I, about your guest, this Eisenfaust. ::

i

The bookcase opened and shut behind him. Head bowed, Alex mused on
his great uncle’s words. For Nikola to appear so abruptly could only mean
that the man — if he could still be called that — regarded the matter of
Eisenfaust with enormous concern. Alex hadn’t even been notified of the
man’s arrest, so minor an incident was it. He needed to talk to Yankee Pride,
whose suspicions had been triggered enough to send a message to Metis, to
Uncle Tesla -

“Oops, chief. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Alex startled. Doc Bootstrap stood by his desk, arranging a set of
syringes, as casual as a bartender. The man had been a field commander in



SupportOps before he took the unlikely position of staff psychiatrist, and his
tough leadership methods carried over into therapy — and resulted in his
nickname.

Alex glanced back at the bookcase. “I thought 1I’d locked the office
door.”

“You did. Kim let me in.” Doc Bootstrap nodded at the closed door.
“Nice bookcase. When do | get one?”

“Ah...” Alex hesitated. “Executive washroom. Leftover from my
father’s time.” He waved a hand in front of his nose. “You don’t want to go
in there right now.”

“Your own private retreat. As your shrink, | approve.” He held a syringe
up to the light. “I hoped to catch you before | had to sit in on the Eisenfaust
interview.” An odd expression crossed the man’s face — half worry, half
triumph.

“Eisenfaust. Yes. Um... Yankee Pride gave me a quick rundown. What
do you think? Is he the real thing?”

Doc Bootstrap shrugged. “Are you asking me if a man who disappeared
in 1945 can waltz into our laps as if sixty years hadn’t passed?”

“I guess,” Alex said, chuckling.

The psychiatrist patted his syringes. “We’ll find out his side of the
story in a few minutes. I can tell you this, though.” A grin widened on his
face until it was a rictus. He lunged forward and jabbed the syringe into
Alex’s neck.

Alex staggered back. He hadn’t even seen the man move. Numbness
spread from the injection through his throat, so that he couldn’t speak. His
hands clawed at the syringe, but its payload had been discharged. He fell
across his desk. Paperwork fluttered to the floor.



Doc Bootstrap loomed over him. The room began to spin, and it seemed
to Alex that the doctor’s features softened as though his bones shifted.

“You hold our old friend, the real Eisenfaust, in your pathetic cellblock,
Amerikaner.” Doc Bootstrap’s accent had shifted from a gruff Midwestern
twang to a clipped Germanic. “I could kill him myself, but it is not my
place. My superiors will be here shortly to exact revenge on the traitor.” He
patted Alex’s cheek. “Nor will I kill you. Better for you to live as we burn
your little army and your city in a ring of cleansing fire. The Thule Society
wants you to live on to experience your humiliation in the eyes of the world.
You will be a symbol of failure to the people you once protected.”

The doctor rolled up his syringes. “Now, | have an appointment to keep.
| would ask Kim to look in on you, but | had to snap her neck to get your
key.”

He rolled up his sleeve. A small metal device on his arm blinked red
and green. Doc Bootstrap pressed it: the red vanished, leaving the green
light.

“We’ll meet again, Alex Tesla. | can become anyone, male or female.
Your mother, your lover, your best friend, your doctor. You’ll never know
it’s me until you feel my breath on your neck. Then, and only then, will the
Dopplegaenger take your life.”

Alex’s eyes rolled up into his head and he slumped over.



Chapter Two: Ignition

Mercedes Lackey, Steve Libby, Cody Martin, Dennis Lee



Such an ordinary day. All over the world, literally, people who would
never have reason to know each other, much less end up as tight as we were,
were going about their lives, some of them on opposite sides of the law. Then
at eleven thirty Eastern Standard Time, the world as we knew it changed
forever.

Las Vegas, Nevada, USA:
Callsign Belladonna Blue

The station had been blessedly quiet for hours. Most of the guys were in
front of the tube, watching the pre-pre-pre-game shows for the All Star
game. Her cell phone went off. She glanced at it. Mom. Huh, odd, this was
the time their shift started, usually she and Dad were hot on some project at
Alienville at this point in the day. She answered it. “Hi Mom, what—"

The sounds coming over the phone stopped her heart. Screaming.
Explosions. Someone—it sounded like Dad—yelling. “In the shelter! Now!
Go, go, go!”’

And her Mom’s voice, shaking, saying only “Red Alert, Lockdown.”

Then the phone went dead.

Then the klaxons in the station went off.

And then all hell broke loose right outside.

Inside the fire station, no one paid any attention to the frantic mustering
klaxons signaling the callout of all possible personnel. It didn’t matter. They
couldn’t have gotten there anyway. Bella crouched in the door that had
opened automatically for the engines to move out—which they couldn’t—
and stared in horror.

There were nine foot tall suits of chrome plated armor hosing down the



street outside with energy cannons built into their arms.

It looked like there were about twenty of them; one of them was all
black, but the rest of them gleamed in the harsh Vegas sunlight like
something right out of one of the stage shows. Except that things out of stage
shows didn’t explode cars and chase screaming civvies and—

Oh hell no—

Those cannons were swiveling to point at the station!

Just as that fact registered on her brain, she felt someone grab her
shoulder and fling her backwards, just out of the path of the first swath of
energy-pulses. She scrambled the rest of the way out under her own power as
the blue-white light engulfed the front of the engines. She followed the rest
out the back and down into the dry wash behind the station, just as the
station itself went up in a fireball. She ducked her head and the wash of
superheated air scorched over her.

Instinctively she looked up as soon as it had passed and did a head-
count.

Shit. Three short. Gadgets, LongJohn and the other rookie. Shitshitshit

“Incoming!”” screamed the Captain before she could more than register
the fact that there were probably three men down in what was left of the
station, and she ducked her head in automatic response to the roar from
behind—

The engines, the sonic boom was enough to flatten her into the desert
sand, yet somehow she looked up, dazed, just in time to see the entire line of
armored monstrosities swept off their feet and engulfed in rocket-fueled
explosions—

As the Air Force Thunderbird team pulled up and out and rolled over



and came back for a second sweep, traveling at Mach One at the very least...

She and the others were on their feet, cheering, even though they
couldn’t hear themselves cheer, pumping their fists in the air, as the
aerobatic team came back on their second pass and raked the war machines
with another set of wing-fired rockets. Despite the similar paint-job, these
weren’t their display planes, oh no. The Thunderbird pilots were the elite of
the Air Force elite, and like anyone else really in the know, Bella knew that
part of what went on at Groom Lake was that once a week, the show-team
practiced live-fire exercises, exercises with weapons and skills designed to
take out rogue metahumans. Just to keep their hands in. Just in case...
Because Lost Wages might be the home of the Showgirl, the Slot Machine,
and the All-You-Can-Eat Buffet, but it was also the home of Nellis AFB, and
Groom Lake Research Facility, and the Boy Scouts weren’t the only group
whose motto was “Be Prepared.”

Whatever those powered suits had been built to withstand, it wasn’t
what was in the rockets fired by these fighter-jets. They were down. And
they weren’t moving.

The Thunderbirds pulled around for a third pass, but it wasn’t needed.
The suits were down, and stayed down. The Thunderbird team didn’t slow
down for so much as a wing-waggle; they peeled off and headed east, where
more smoke and fire and the flash of an energy cannon betrayed another
point of attack.

Bella staggered up out of the wash before the jets had cleared the area.
Three men missing... Screaming told her there were civvies hurt. If there
was anything left of her kit in the station—people needed her. Even without
the kit, she had her touch-healing, she could hold them stable until—

“Incoming!” the Captain screamed again, and she hit the ground as



something roared in overhead, and she heard—

Her comm-unit made a noise she’d never heard it make before. A kind
of warble. Just as the thing overhead, too small to be a jet but moving at
least that fast, did a kind of wingover and plunged straight down towards her
and blasted to a landing, back-pack jet-unit whining as it ramped down.

A meta—

A hand in powered armor reached down and hauled her effortlessly to
her feet.

A meta—

The other hand pulled up the visor of a red, white and blue helmet, and
a pair of absurdly young eyes stared at her.

A meta—one on our side—

“Bella Dawn Parker?” asked a voice amplified into a hollow audibility
that cut through the ringing of her ears.

She nodded numbly, half of her mind still on the remains of the station,
the injured civvies, the missing members of her own crew.

“You’re activated. This is a full Code Red emergency. | am directed to
take you—"

That part registered, and she stared at him in outrage. “Take me?
You’re taking me nowhere, mister! My job is here! | don—"

“Parker!” the young man barked with surprising authority. “You’re
activated. Groom Lake’s being hit this second and we’re assembling a meta
team to go in—"

That was when it hit her with the force of a blow to the gut.

Groom Lake.

Mom and Dad—



New York, New York, USA:
Callsign John Murdock

John had what he wanted, though probably not enough of it to make
much difference. He was nursing the bottle though, to make it last, to justify
his occupation of a bar stool. The stuff smelled like diesel, but it didn’t
matter. He’d had bad swill before, and been just as drunk on it as any quality
libation. To the past, he thought, up-ending the shot glass—

—and about the same time that the booze hit his stomach, the front of
the pub exploded inwards.

It felt, it sounded, like the end of the world. The pressure wave from the
blast hit him about the same time as what felt like half the contents of the
front. He slammed into the back-bar and the entire contents of that came
down on top of him. Glass, wood, and concrete blasted into the bar patrons
like grapeshot, shrapnel tearing into flesh and ancient tabletops with equal
indifference. Pain lanced through John’s back as the world went white, and
he felt himself tumble forward.

A final impact meant he’d hit something else. He knew he was on the
floor, so he tried to stand up, and with a surge of panic, discovered he
couldn’t. His vision cleared a moment later, and he found himself behind the
counter, wedged between the aged marble slab of the top of the back-bar,
which was now tilting crazily against the wall, and a busted cabinet; and as
if that wasn’t bad enough, he was upside down on broken glass.

Incongruously, he was peripherally aware that he was cold—the alcohol
he’d been drenched with evaporating away—and that he smelled like an
alkie’s idea of heaven.

John toppled over, coming down on his right side on more debris and



glass. His head was swimming, his sensitive ears ringing, and he could
barely make out the shrieks and crying of the other people trapped in here
with him. Terrorist bomb? Gas line exploding? His head cleared as he
pushed himself upright, resting his back against the shattered cabinet he’d
been thrown into by the blast. No need to wonder what had happened to the
barkeep. What was left of him was embedded in the wall where a bar-length
mirror had been. What the hell—What kind of an explosion did that?

Swaying slightly, he stood up. As soon as his frame cleared the top of
the ruined counter, he felt immense heat coming from the front of the bar; it
was bathed in fire, which was starting to spread into the main room. His
clothes flash-dried in a moment. Through eyes that were still trying to focus,
he surveyed the rest of the pub. He was the only one standing. People had
been tossed around the interior, still lying where they’d landed, broken and
bleeding, most of them thrown against the back wall. A lot of them were
tangled with furniture and—his stomach churned—body parts. A shocking
number of the victims that appeared mostly intact were moving. Shocking,
because if they didn’t get out of there soon, they wouldn’t be moving for
long.

The sprinkler system went off, misting down the room and dropping the
temperature. It wasn’t doing squat about the fire, but it was going to buy him
some time. He coughed through the smoke, which was starting to get thicker
near the roof. Flashover was a real possibility here.

Once again, training warred with survival, but this time the training
won.

“Everyone still able to move, we need to get everybody out of here!” he
shouted, using his “command” voice. A few folks were trying to stand up,
looking about dazedly or staring in shock at their own wounds. Through a



gap in the smoke, John spotted the hallway that led to the bathrooms, with an
exit sign at the very end of it. Swiftly, he assessed the situation and began
“herding the cats.” Stumbling, he started hustling people into the hallway,
even carrying a few. Those that were ambulatory, whether they wanted it or
not, found themselves with a victim draped over their shoulders. John was
the first through the rear entrance, kicking it open as more alarms wailed
from buildings all around, an elderly man with a huge gash on his forehead
in his arms. The fire alarm—a standard feature on exit doors like this one—
went off as soon as the door-bar was shoved down. And John had done a
good bit more than just shove. Now it was bowed in the middle.

It took a few minutes, and a hell of a lot of shouting and acting like a
drill sergeant on steroids, but after two more trips into a room that was
looking more and more like a blast furnace, he was satisfied that the pub was
cleared of anyone still living. Hunched over in the alley-way, he took
inventory of his own wounds. Blood was trickling down his arms from his
back; plenty of lacerations, puncture wounds, and scrapes. Probably from all
of the glass and shit that gave way to the overpressure of the explosion.
Strange how he was able to think analytically...

His shirt was sopping wet; it was torn in several places, and was more
red than white, now. Soaked with blood as well as the water from the
sprinklers, more than likely.

“What the hell happened? Was it a bomb?” shouted someone. John
looked to his right; it was the man from the couple that the late barkeep had
been talking with. He was holding his right arm; the wrist was bent at an odd
angle, in addition to minor cuts and bruises.

“Stay here, wait for the cops or the paramedics to get here. Don’t move
unless the fire spreads out here.” John stood up gingerly, not wanting to hurt



his back more than it was already.

Not a chance They could have found him, was there? Dammit, would
They take out a whole pub full of innocent bystanders to get him?

He already knew the answer, of course. It was “yes.” Either way, he
wasn’t ready to stick around for the police or anyone else to show up; he’d
done more than his fair share already.

Smoke billowed out of the emergency exit, bringing with it a rank taste
of burning plastic, so that way was out. He sprinted for the end of the alley,
dodging and vaulting dumpsters, aiming for the brighter patch of light
shining off a bright red car parked across the street from the end.

That is, he was aiming for that bright red car. Until it vanished in a
wash of actinic energy.

What the hell—He focused, and could hear the clomp of metal on
asphalt. He immediately flattened himself against the alley wall to his left,
trying to cut down on his profile to whatever was coming up the street. He
edged his way to the corner, peering slowly around the wall. What he saw
nearly took his breath away.

He’d seen more than his share of metas before. Unless you lived in
Bumchuck Idaho, you’d have seen at least one meta in your life, but John
had seen more than the average urbanite. So it was pretty clear what these
things were under all that armor. The question was...where the hell had they
come from? They were...new. And absolutely horrifying. Over eight feet tall
and covered in gleaming chrome and black armor, they looked like Art Deco
illustrations of some future master race. Which was not so far-fetched a
concept, considering what was enameled on their upper arms where a
regimental patch would have been.

Black crook-armed cross on a white circle on a red field.



The Swastika, the emblem of the Third Reich. God...damned...Nazis!
Recognition of the symbol hit him like a rabbit-punch. Three of them were
marching abreast down the street, sweeping anything and anyone in their
path with some sort of energy-cannon mounted to their arms. Cars, people,
buildings—they were destroying everything around them almost
effortlessly.

John didn’t waste another moment; he turned in place and sprinted with
everything he had back to the group of pub survivors. He moved at a blur,
crossing the distance in seconds. Panic tinged his voice as he shouted at the
crowd. “We’re movin’, now! Everyone up, let’s go! Go go go!”

“But you said to wait for help—"

“Help ain’t comin’! We need to get the hell outta here, now!” The
survivors were frightened and startled by the fear in his voice, and started to
respond, albeit sluggishly. John dragged people to their feet, forcing others
to help those that couldn’t move on their own. The sounds of explosions,
about a million car alarms and fire alarms going off, and people screaming
were starting to get close; those...things couldn’t be too far off. John started
off at a trot, leading the way for his band of burned and lacerated survivors.
He tried his best to keep off of the streets and heading away from the Nazis,
or whatever they were. After a few minutes that seemed to stretch into hours,
he turned a corner only to come up short in an open street. People were
milling about, coming outdoors to see what was happening; the armored
super soldiers hadn’t made it this far, yet. John looked about wildly, looking
for some refuge.

Then he saw it. Sanctuary. In the form of a subway entrance. That
armor was too tall for the entrance; chances were Nazis would stick to the
streets for now. He immediately started shoving people towards it.



“Everyone, down into the subway! Get outta the streets! Move!” The
explosions were getting closer, with smoke obscuring the sky behind him.
The citizens on the street started moving; some ran for the subway entrance,
but most of them went back into the buildings that they had first ventured
out of. Damnit, steel or brick walls won’t stop these things!

But he couldn’t save everybody. He just had to try and save as many as
he could. The countering thought was this: he was going to have a hard
enough time keeping himself alive, much less any of the clueless wandering
around him. Even with his advantages, there was precious little he could do
against something that had the power of a damned tank. Still...

He could....

No. He couldn’t. Not even now would he...not after....

Screw it. He would do the best he could, get as many people as safe as
he could. Then he would get the hell out of Dodge if he had to steal a car to
do it.

Atlanta, Georgia, USA:
Callsign Victoria Victrix

Vickie had moved to Atlanta in the first place to join Echo, except after
her problem, she couldn’t. Her crippling panic attacks kept her from doing
more than getting the registration papers from Echo. She’d filled them out,
but after being unable even to do the interview had been rejected. After all,
what good was a metahuman sorceress who couldn’t even stop shaking long
enough to crumble a pebble? Never mind she was trained to a fare-thee-well
as a warrior Geomancer. Never mind that the white belt she had said to the
right eyes that she was a Knight-Mage, and those in the know were aware



she was that rarest of birds, a techno-shaman.

It had, indeed, taken her two hours to wind herself up enough to open
the car door onto the people-populated outside world. She stared at the
asphalt, and goaded herself with the memory of a mostly-empty bag of cat-
food and what Grey would do to revenge himself on her if she got back in
the car and went back home. And she was just about to put her weight on her
feet when—

A tremendous metallic crash made her freeze. Maybe most people
would have leapt in startlement and whacked their heads against the door
frame, but the panic attacks made her freeze whenever anything unexpected
happened. And she looked up in the direction of the noise.

The five tractor-trailers had come apart at the seams. That was the
sound she’d heard, the walls falling to either side and crashing down onto
the pavement. And now she stared at—

At first her mind registered only metas. They had to be metahumans,
that was all they could be. Why were Echo Ops here?

Then she saw the swastikas. And the guns. And the five spheroid war
machines rising up into the air with a hum that made the fillings in her teeth
ache. And her panic attack was replaced by panic of another sort altogether,
and the world went white.

i

She didn’t remember getting out of the car. She didn’t remember
running, or screaming. But she must have done both, because when she came
to herself again, she was cowering behind a dumpster behind an apartment
block, dripping with sweat, throat raw.



What did | do? Whatever it was, she’d gotten out of the grocery store
lot—without her car, but a moving car might have made her more of a
target, not less.

What the hell is going on?

That was a good damn question.

Her teeth began to ache again, and she glanced up reflexively, to see
one of those shining spheroids floating easily above the level of the rooftops
about a block away. It was dotted with baleful orange windows or ports, and
the bottom tenth or so glowed the same angry orange. Except for the
humming, it looked innocent enough—

A heavy chuff-chuff-chuff from behind her made her crouch further
down and glance to the rear, as a Blackhawk chopper in National Guard
colors moved purposefully towards the sphere. The sight would have
reassured a normal civilian...

But Vickie was not a normal civilian, and the sight of a National Guard
chopper heading towards what was clearly a metahuman-guided super-craft
made her want to stand up, wave her arms and scream at them to retreat as
fast as they could.

But of course, she didn’t do that. Of course, she just crouched there like
a scared rat, cowering and shaking as it passed overhead. Not, of course, that
anyone was going to be looking down, or would pay attention to one lone
woman screaming and waving at them if they did. And there was nothing
overtly threatening in that serenely floating chromed sphere—

Or at least, there wasn’t, until a dozen segmented metal tentacles
whipped out from hidden ports on its sides. Like a nest of cobras, they
struck, half of them seizing the chopper, half impaling it.

It exploded in a massive fireball that hurled debris in all directions.



Her throat closing with fear and anger, under cover of the smoke and
flames, she ran.

i

She wasn’t sure where she was when her luck ran out. It wasn’t any part
of Peachtree Park, that much she knew. It must have been Four Corners, the
streets were wider, and she could hear the screaming, see the black smoke
from the fires on the Interstate, in the distance. It was at that point when she
tried to duck across the street and found herself looking up at the chromed
armor of a Nazi meta-trooper, flanked by two more just like him.

Vickie was irresistibly reminded of the streamlined diesel locomotives
of the 1950s. The power suits were chromed and polished, contoured and
tooled to a fair-thee-well. The helmets featured aggressive blast shields
covering the eye area, a mouth-shield like the grill on a 57 Chevy. Twin,
swept-back antennae projected from the helmets, one over each temple.
There were extremely stylized designs incised into the chest-plates.

The armor looked angry. No telling what the people inside the armor
were like, but the armor itself was over eight feet tall. There was one not-so-
subtle exception to the entire, shining chrome theme. That was the black
swastika set inside a white circle on a field of red enameled on the right
bicep of every suit of armor. The emblem of Nazi Germany.

There were five more closing in behind her.

As she stared the part of her brain that had been trained as a field-
commander, a Knight-Mage, noted that there was one among the chromed
super-soldiers who wore black armor instead of silver. This one had stylized
eagle-wings on its helmet instead of antennae. Or maybe these were still



antennae, just decorative as well as functional. If the other armor looked
angry, this looked lethal.

SS said her brain. They’re SS. The SS wore black uniforms—

As she stood there, numb, frozen, waiting to die, a rabbit caught in a
circle of wolves, she almost closed her eyes so she wouldn’t see it coming.
But she didn’t. So she did see the panicking, crying ribbon of children that
streamed in between two of the buildings, and stopped, the kids stumbling to
a halt, clutching each other, and falling silent as they realized that they were
trapped.

The Nazis raised their arms, arms ending in weapons.

And a decade and more of training, practice, discipline, coupled with a
rage that overcame the fear, smashed down onto her paralysis and took over.

“You freaking bastards!” she shrieked, as the power rose up into her,
from the Earth Her Mother, into her hands, building as quick as thought into
the weapon she had wielded for most of her life.

The Earth rose up in answer.

When the Tuatha da Danaan fought, it was said, the Earth itself ran like
water and crested like the ocean waves. That power was Vickie’s, the skill,
knowledge, and the magic of the Geomancer. The Earth thrust upwards in a
wave between the Nazi troopers and the children, a wall of broken asphalt
and dirt and stone that caught and absorbed the terrible power of their arm-
cannons. Nor was that all, for like the wave, it crested and crashed down on
them, half-burying them in debris. And a second wave began as they
struggled to their feet. The Earth’s magic power flooded through Vickie in a
molten torrent, and she stood there with her arms outstretched to it,
surrounded by a golden glow.

“Run!” she screamed to the children, intercepting a second, more



scattered barrage of blue-white energy with her Earth-wave. “Run, you little
rats!”

And she sent a secondary wave, bulging the asphalt, to shove them on
their way.

They ran. As the Nazis staggered to their feet again, this time turning
their attention towards her, exclusively.

Energy-beams concussed the pavement to either side of her as she
changed her tactics, calling on the earth to heave up right under their feet,
knocking them down and back. Can’t aim if you can’t stand...

But she hadn’t forgotten the spheres. She began backing away from the
Nazis. Alternating upheavals with Earth-waves, one eye on the sky. Because
these guys were going to call for help eventually—

Where the hell is Echo? Where are the metas? she thought frantically.

But she knew where they were. She could see the black smoke of fires,
hear the explosions, and in the distance, the screaming. The metahumans of
Echo were all around her, doing what she was doing. No one was coming to
save her.

But there, she was wrong.

As the sweat of exertion and fear ran into her eyes and clumped her
hair, as she called on the Earth to deflect and overset, as she began to run
low on personal stamina and her control over the magic began to fade—
someone, several someones, came to save her.

She heard the sound of a truck motor behind her, incredulously, because
it was coming towards her, toward the Nazis. She heard it skid to a halt with
screaming tires and shrieking brakes and the stench of overheated metal.

She heard people pile out of it.

And then she heard the barrage of gunfire.



They’re nuts! she thought incredulously. They can’t—

And the knee-joint of the Nazi nearest her, only just steadying himself
and bracing to fire at her again, disintegrated.

He toppled over. Another barrage erupted, and the knee joint of another
trouper vanished in fire concentrated with pinpoint accuracy, as only a
sniper could muster.

But the remaining troupers aimed—and Vickie slammed into them with
another upthrust of broken concrete and dirt.

“Keep it up, miss!”” came a voice from behind, cracking with strain.

Moscow, Russia:
Callsign Red Saviour

“Commissar,” Stokov said. “Please pay attention to our discussion.”

“I am listening,” she said, disgruntled. She’d lost any momentum she
might have had.

Korovin stepped back in. “FSO has spent money and time to diffuse the
negative publicity stemming from your zeal. You’re living in the past. We
were encouraged to believe that your youth and enthusiasm — and your
charm — would smooth relations between CCCP and a public eager to move
away from the memory of totalitarian Communism. Russia has rejoined the
world, Natalya Nikolaevna. That means we don’t brutalize rich men because
we’re jealous of their success.”

“You know that’s not why | arrested him.”

“Or broke his arm. To quote the Americans again” — he switched to
English —” “Denial is not just a river in Egypt.””

Another Delex truck pulled up close behind the first, drawing her eye.



“l don’t follow.”

“That’s been obvious for months.” Korovin shook his head and glanced
at the Chief Director, as if handing her back to him.

“It is a pun,” the Chief Director told her as if she were a child. “Asilly
one. Regardless, the council has discussed a reorganization of CCCP.”

“You can’t do that,” she said. “Boryets — Worker’s Champion — is here.
He’d never agree to it. He founded CCCP before you were even born.”

“It is our responsibility now, and for your information, we have already
discussed the matter with him. He has agreed to come out of retirement to
lead — Commissar, | must insist that you pay attention to the proceedings!”

Natalya had been staring at the third Delex truck, parking on the heels
of the second. The space between the trucks wasn’t enough to squeeze a
body through. The crowd hadn’t reacted to them, but a knot grew in her
stomach.

“Da,” she said, eyes glued to the picture window.

“You’re being demoted, Natalya Nikolaevna,” the Chief Director said
in a soft voice. “The council has no wish to humiliate you, or dishonor your
contributions. You’ll be given the rank of Associate Commissar, under
Worker’s Champion’s direction.”

“Associate, da,” she agreed. A fourth, fifth and six truck were
completing a semi-circle around the protest. They couldn’t possibly unload
their cargo while parked so close together. The only time she’d seen so many
Delex trucks at once was when she’d driven past their depot early in the
morning as the fleet departed for its rounds.

“Commissar!” The Chief Director pounded his coffee cup on the table,
splashing coffee. An attendant hurried to clean up the mess. “I will not be
ignored!” His jowls quivered.



Her anxiety had reached her chest. She stood. “Something is wrong,”
she said.

“Natalya, sit down,” Korovin said.

“Shut up, svinya,” she said, moving towards the window as if in a
dream. The Chief Director shouted again, the council muttered amongst
themselves, and she reached a hand to the window pane.

As she touched the cold glass, the metal sides of the trucks shredded.
Metal figures burst out of the trucks, dozens, hundreds, as if packed in the
trailers like sardines. Their chrome armor reflected the sunlight in hyper-
real starbursts. Guns the size of bazookas pointed at the crowd; the figures
towered over the protesters at nearly three meters.

She hissed at the scene, spinning on her heels. Behind her, Korovin was
the first to process what she’d seen. “Terrorists!”” he shouted.

Natalya sprinted for the door. The Chief Director called her name.
“Where are you going? This building is full of officials who need to be
evacuated!”

“Do it yourself,” she said, pushing a guard out of the way. “Guard your
trains, old man.”

In the hallway, members of the CCCP had gathered at the window. The
cry had gone up.

Red Saviour didn’t stop running. “Fall in!” She shouted. The metas fell
into step behind her.

“Natalya,” Worker’s Champion said, matching her stride. “What are
you doing?”

“Leading my troops,” she said. “You can fire me afterwards.”

Molotok sped up to her side, getting in Worker’s Champion’s way.
“You have a plan, sestra?”



The window at the end of the hallway loomed before them.

“Da.” She raised her voice. “Follow me down! Spread out and confront
the terrorists! Protect the workers first!”

Energy coruscated around her hands. She let it build up and gain force.
Five feet away from the window, she threw it forward in an enormous blast.
French windows that had been assiduously cleaned and painted for a century
exploded outward.

“Davay davay davay!”’ She yelled. “Come on!”

By ones and twos, the heroes of the CCCP burst through the hole in
Block 14 of the Kremlin, either taking flight as Red Saviour did on a plume
of meta energy, leaping with metahuman muscles like Molotok and Chug, or
sliding down the ice ramp that Russian Winter formed from the moisture in
the air.

The walls of the Kremlin stood at twenty meters, forcing Russian
Winter to maintain the elevation of the ice ramp. The warm summer air
turned chill at once; plumes of vapor emerged from their mouths. The ice
creaked and roared as it formed unnaturally fast. The CCCP had trained in
this fast deployment maneuver dozens of times, yet Red Saviour felt the
chill in her heart. As quickly as they moved over the wall near the Saviour’s
Gate, she knew they were seconds away from a massacre.

The CCCP began to descend to the crowd below when the terrorists,
moving with military precision, leveled their guns on the crowd. Blue energy
exploded from their guns, cutting into the crowd. The impact of the blasts
knocked the victims back into the crowd as though an artillery shell had
struck.

They were already too late.

“Squad Odeen, engage!” The fastest moving, aerial metas — Petrograd,



Netopyr, Trans-Siberian — hurtled past her. “Squad Dva, right flank. Provide
diversion!” Casting themselves off the ice ramp, People’s Blade led the
charge of Gerovit, Ivor Zemenov, Tigana Zemenov, Svetoch and Soviet
Bear. Molotok and Worker’s Champion, experienced combat veterans,
followed them without prompting.

“The rest of you, crowd control!” She gathered her energy at her feet to
follow Squad Odeen into battle.

“I am no mere militsya!”” Supernaut used the hydraulics of his bulky
armor to leap from the ice ramp, over the crowd, landing in their midst.
Flame gathered around his gauntlets.

She cursed him; he’d never accepted her authority. Beneath her, Chug
had paused on the ice ramp, clenching and unclenching his fists. Tears fell
from his eyes.

“Chug not unnerstand,” he rumbled. “Why are silver men mad at
shouting peepuls?”

“They are bad men, Chug,” she said. “Go make them mad at you
instead.”

Chug unleashed a primal roar, his whole body shaking, sending
mineral-laden tears to freeze in a misty halo around his head. His legs tensed
and he leapt from the ice ramp into the nearest line of terrorists.

The militsya themselves had recovered first from the shock of the
attack. Those nearest the attack opened fire on the armored terrorists with
pistols. The bullets ricocheted off the chrome armor plating and whined
piteously with spent energy as they littered the ground. The terrorists
directed their fire at the militsya, cutting them down without effort.

Petrograd and Netopyr had reached the front lines. Their own armored
forms were dwarfed by the giants surrounding the square. Neither meta’s



armor was built for hand to hand combat, yet they’d understood Red
Saviour’s orders perfectly: draw fire away from the civilians.

Petrograd unleashed his arm-cannons in a wide spray. Something had
jammed their micro-comm units, so she only heard his howl of rage as a
word she’d heard her father utter with venom during his war stories:
“Fashista!™

She swooped in towards the line of terrorists, and saw an emblem that
awakened horror in the Russian collective memory. Images of tanks, barbed
wire, devastated cities, and mounds of frozen dead flashed through her mind.
A black swastika in a white circle, on a flag of blood red.

“Nasrat,” she cursed. “They’re Nazis, real Nazis!”

Red Saviour accelerated towards her target, letting her meta energy
crescendo in her body until she felt as though she’d burst. By channeling the
flow of the energy — People’s Blade insisted it was her Qi that controlled it —
she could release it in devastating bursts of force. The Nazi trooper’s
helmeted head turned up to watch her approach. Metal joints groaned as he
elevated his gun to fire upon her.

Two seconds, she gauged, for him to lock on to me. She twisted her body
in anticipation of the blast. It came — a second earlier than she expected. The
beam blazed across her back, missing by an inch but burning her nerves
regardless. She focused her rage at the sudden agony towards the trooper.
Her fist glowed with energy. One hit should shatter his helmet — in the past
she’d knocked over a car with a well placed, energy augmented punch.

The trooper was an easy target, slow and lumbering. She braked just
enough to add her velocity to her punch and swung her fist at his head. The
release of her energy would coincide with impact.

Energy exploded in a shower of sparks; the Nazi’s helmet rang like a



bell. He swayed for a moment then hefted a gauntlet the size of her head to
retaliate.

“Shto?” Red Saviour couldn’t believe it. The armor had absorbed the
punch as if it were a sandbag. She darted away from the trooper’s clumsy
swing and hit him with both fists on the top of his head. Again, no effect.
The unnatural hum around the trooper intensified.

Remembering her Systema training, she let loose with a series of blows
to his head and torso, expending quantities of energy that should have
leveled a house. Behind him, the rest of his squad adjusted their aim to pick
her off while he withstood her barrage. The more she hit him, the better a
target she became. She knew she had to move before they opened fire.

“Commissar!” The muffled shout was Netopyr’s. The walking tank
planted himself next to her and blasted at the troopers with his own energy
cannon, which glanced off their armor as harmlessly as her blows. They
switched targets to the large, slow moving, armored Russian; a volley of
beams lashed out at him, tearing his armor off in chunks, crushing the man
inside.

“Nyet!”” she howled as the body of the man once known as the Netopyr
crumbled to the ground like a bag of bones. The moment of distraction was
all her opponent needed to connect. His metal fist caught her in the ribs and
hurled her back into the panicking crowd.

Stars erupted before her eyes. She spit blood and scrambled to her feet.
Three militsya fired hopelessly at the Nazis. A captain helped steady her.

“Commissar! We can’t hurt them!”

“Then stop trying.” She pointed at the walls of the Kremlin. A strange
sight caught her eye: one of the ceremonial guards at the Saviour’s Gate,
dressed in a colorful medieval uniform, was trying to attract the protesters’



attention by swinging his dulled halberd in the air and shouting. Over the
tumult, no one paid attention. “Saviour’s Gate,” she told the militsya captain.
The wide gate had been blocked off by iron bars and a turnstile for the
tourists. The legend of the gate was that it had protected Moscow from
invasion. “Get them through the gate. Now!”

The captain nodded and shouted orders to his men. They turned their
backs on the Nazi soldiers to herd the crowd towards the gate.

Atlanta, Georgia, USA:
Callsign Handsome Devil

“All right. Let’s get this over with.”

The robbers fumbled with ammo magazines in their pockets. Handsome
Devil stepped over patrons pressed to the floor. He reached the robber-in-
chief just as the man had reloaded his gun. The barrel quivered in the
robber’s hands. Before he could pull the trigger, Conrad reached out and
snapped the safety back on. The trigger resisted the man’s finger.

The robber’s eyes went wide with surprise. His mouth opened and
worked at a syllable. His thumb stretched out to flick the safety off. Devil
flicked it back on.

“Cut it out,” the robber said in a plaintive voice. He turned the safety
off but couldn’t shoot before Devil set it back on. He growled and fended
Devil’s fingers off with his thumb, getting the safety off a final time. “Ha!”
he crowed in triumph.

Handsome Devil smashed his face with a red fist, then caught the
crumpling man and spun him around as a shield against the other robbers
who had finished reloading. Bullets slammed into the man’s back. Blood



gushed from his mouth.

“Not on the suit, pal,” Devil said. He threw the man’s body into another
robber. Devil’s metahuman body contained the strength of five normal men
— another stroke of luck — so the dying man’s body struck with enough force
to crack the living man’s ribs.

The four remaining robbers trained their guns on him to fire. As lucky
as he was, he didn’t want to face another salvo unprotected, so he dashed
towards the teller window, made of one inch thick bulletproof glass. Stray
bullets cracked the glass, spiderwebbing the window and weakening it. Devil
leapt at it with arms across his face; weakened, it shattered and allowed him
through, shards tugging at the instantly hard NanoWeave fabric. He pitched
forward onto his face but a beanbag cushioned his fall. His weight burst the
seams, spraying Styrofoam pellets across the floor.

A beanbag? The festive card tied to it with a ribbon congratulated a
teller named Rhonda on her birthday.

Four armed thugs didn’t pose a great threat to him, not on a good day,
but he had been scolded for hotdogging when there were innocents at risk.
The Echo leadership still seemed unconvinced that his luck was a genuine
metahuman power. He dimpled the soft ON switch for his ear piece
transmitter.

Nothing but static.

The radio silence bothered him more than the gunfire directed at him.
Echo field technology never failed. It just didn’t. Alex Tesla wasn’t kidding
around when he designed the stuff.

He had a strong urge to get back to Shahkti.

Devil grabbed an office chair and heaved it out through the hole in the
glass without aiming. He heard a thud and a yelp of pain. He tugged a laser



printer from its moorings and did the same. Again, a wet crack and a
gurgling sound. Two for two.

A robber leaned over the counter and shot Devil point blank. The
NanoWeave suit hardened instantly, catching the bullet in its grip.
Nevertheless, the impact threw Devil to the ground, reminding him that luck
couldn’t trump physics every time.

“That’s gonna bruise,” he said, ignoring the throbbing in his shoulder.
His hand found a stapler, one of the pricey metal models. He whipped it at
the man’s face. Blood and tooth fragments burst from the ski mask. The man
howled and collapsed.

Handsome Devil stood and flexed his shoulder. He would be sore for
days, blowing his plans for a romantic weekend in bed. “So much for good
luck,” he said.

“You got that right, bastard.” The final robber had switched from thief
to kidnapper. He had an old woman by the collar. The barrel of his pistol dug
into her temple.

“That’s a lousy idea,” Devil said, crawling over the counter. Patrons
backed away from him, but without guns trained on them they had become
spectators instead. Tension filled the air.

“Says you. I’ll kill her if you touch me.” The robber was a skinny man,
and his knobby knees visibly shook.

“Here’s how it works. I’m a metahuman.” He brandished a scarlet hand.
“Echo and all that. Only | don’t throw tanks around or fly or read minds. I’'m
just lucky. Very, very, very lucky. Watch.” He glanced down at a cowering
twelve-year old boy. “Hey kid. Got a smoke?”

“Um...” The boy looked at his mother. “Yeah, but... they’re not mine.”
He fished out a pack of American Eagles and handed them over. “l was



going to throw them away. Honest!”

“Sure you were. Thanks.” Devil put a cigarette in his mouth. “Find a
lighter too?”

Blushing, the boy handed him a lighter emblazoned with the stars and
stripes.

“God bless America,” Handsome Devil said, lighting up. “My preferred
brand, too. See what | mean? Everything goes my way. So it really doesn’t
matter how big your gun is or how mean you feel. What you should ask
yourself is...” He couldn’t resist roughening his voice up. “Does Handsome
Devil feel lucky today, punk?”

The man’s jaw dropped. The woman’s face opened up in a rictus of
terror. The patrons of the bank backed away from Handsome Devil and the
front door, chattering in alarm.

“Well, does he, punk?” Devil was quite pleased with the effect his Dirty
Harry voice was having.

An explosion behind him ripped the facade of the bank wide open.
Debris shot through the air like shrapnel. One chunk of concrete and torn
rebar sailed over Devil’s shoulder and struck the gunman in the face. His
jerking body skittered across the tiled floor. Devil and the old woman
ducked, facing each other.

“Nazis,” she mouthed.

“What?”

She pointed then scrambled away on all fours.

Handsome Devil spun. The bright sky silhouetted five massive armored
forms, dark but for swastika emblems illuminated by the azure glow of the
bazooka-sized energy rifles attached to their arms.

The would-be underage smoker piped up. “Should we run, mister?”



“Oh hell yes.” He waved a hand back at the former hostages. “Everyone
scram!”

He edged sideways towards the destroyed ATM, where a wall stood
between the entrance and the rest of the bank. The armored soldier’s guns
tracked him, ignoring the fleeing civilians.

Well, that’s something, at least. He tapped on the Echo transmitter
once, twice, three times. Still static.

“You boys got a problem? I’m right here.” Rubble crunched under his
feet. His luck had gotten him through some rough situations, but in the back
of his mind he knew there was a limit to what it was capable of. He hoped
today wouldn’t be the day he discovered it.

The Nazi troopers advanced into the bank. Their rifles emitted a
resonant, teeth-rattling hum as they powered up for another blast.

Atlanta, Georgia, USA:
Callsign Red Djinni

In times of uncertainty we have abandoned jobs, split up, and vanished.
Whether in the initial stages of planning a heist, or minutes away from our
mark, if things looked too dicey, we booked. That’s the nature of the game.
When we felt the law we dropped everything and left, and we disappeared
for a while. And | mean disappeared, brother. We never underestimated the
detectives, especially ones with access to metahuman talents. They had ways
to pick up on anything, no matter how insignificant, so time was the only
thing we could leave in our wake.

What we were about to do was in direct violation of all we had learned,
counter to every method of guile and misdirection we had honed in our five



years together.

This was an all-out assault, and it demanded flawless execution. There
was no time for subtlety. Just getting to the goods now meant a quick death
to anyone who got in our way. This sort of “kick-in-the-door” approach
guaranteed us being made. Made, and linked to multiple homicides. We
might as well have faxed our vitals to Echo headquarters, we were so
screwed. Our previous record of a few thefts and a minor brawl with an
EchoOps training team had kept our perceived threat level low. Infiltration
of the Vault and the massacre of security personnel rated astronomically
higher. You didn’t just walk away from something like that; this act would
rocket us to Echo’s most-wanted list. This time, we would have to go into
hiding for years.

We each had our own way of dealing with that knowledge.

Jon had started taking deep breaths. Trust me when | say that’s bad. It
meant she was building up a thirst for some messy violence. She dealt with
problems the only way she could; in her mind, any conflict or argument
could be resolved with her guns. Sudden ambush? Spray down a little cover-
fire. Victim’s getting away? Clip him in the legs a few times. Red wants to
give S&M a try? A clean shot through his shoulder should shut him up. She
was still taking deep breaths when she left for a final reconnaissance.

When agitated, Duff would usually babble in a constant stream of
descriptive cursing, often involving an adversary’s mother in various states
of humiliation and affliction. As | watched him strap on his gear | couldn’t
help but notice that this time, he was strangely quiet. And he was shaking.

That was a first.

Was he scared? Well, I’m sure he was. We were all scared. Don’t let
the calm exterior fool you, | get scared a lot. You learn to use fear, though.



That shot of adrenaline tends to fire up all five senses, six in my case. Being
in tune with my skin carried a lot of advantages, including a radial
awareness. The more skin | had exposed, the more | could sense from my
immediate surroundings.

| caught a quick, furtive look from Duff. He blanched as | watched and
quickly turned back to his guns. Another first, and a bad sign. We needed
him at his best, and | was beginning to wonder if we should turn back after
all.

Jack was obviously thinking the same. As he climbed into his flak suit,
his eyes were buzzing like he had hit REM sleep. It was one of Jack’s few
tells. His mind must have been absolutely racing to deal with our current
predicament. Did we have any alternatives left to us? He knew we didn’t, we
all knew it. It came down to who we were most afraid of — Echo or Tonda.
Both had formidable resources and drive, but there were extremes the law-
abiding Echo people wouldn’t go to. Jack, who persisted in his belief that
there were always options, was pondering the angles and looking for
loopholes. For once, he wasn’t seeing any. For Jack, that must have been
torture.

| was going through my own brand of hell. Unless your nerve endings
have been rewired to perceive pain as pleasure, self-mutilation is not fun.
Still, it was an emergency, so | took my exacto-knife and slit my face along
the hairline, sides, under the chin and around my eyes. Reaching up, | took
several deep breathes and tore my face off.

Nothing like immediate, searing pain to take your mind off a dismal
future.

Did it hurt? Of course it hurt! Hello! | tore my face off! My face! Off!
It always hurts! Under normal circumstances, | like to grow a new face



slowly, usually takes about a day. It’s relatively painless and | can start and
stop as | choose to slough off the old look and get the base foundation going,
followed up by attention to fine details. In emergencies | can grow a new
look within a few minutes, but | have to start from scratch and build it up.
I’m incapacitated during this time, forced to stare at my blood-soaked,
skinless face regenerate epidermal layers in a mirror. It takes a lot of
concentration. It’s a struggle to keep a careful watch on where and how the
new layers are forming and to not vomit at the same time. Also, there’s the
screaming. It takes a lot to keep from screaming.

The face was just about done, a young man’s face with dumpy features,
when | started pulling on an imitation Echo uniform. The suit was made of a
tough polyester double-knit blend, and wouldn’t fool the guards up close.
From a distance, however, it would pass. Enough to let me get in close, and
then it would hardly matter. | selected a trim blonde wig from my costume
kit, glued it on and went to work pasting on the eyebrows. While 1 could
regenerate skin quickly enough, hair was another matter. Keeping a shaved
scalp helped. Wigs were easy enough to switch out.

Jon returned. She was still breathing heavily, and was now sporting a
disgusted scowl.

“We’ve got a potential problem,” Jon reported. “I saw that Handsome
Devil guy pull up and enter the bank.”

“For the other robbery?” Jack asked.

“Don’t think so, he didn’t have the usual back-up. Maybe he’s just here
by chance?”

“Lot of that happening today,” | muttered, pulling on my visor. “We
might have to deal with a meta now. This change anything?”

“No,” Jack said. “We proceed as planned. If we do this right, we might



not even see him. If he shows, perforate him. Use everything you have.”

“I dunno,” Duff snarled. “I’ve heard he can’t be hit, he’s too lucky.”

“Everybody’s luck runs out,” Jack replied. “Even his. Hell, ours just
did. We’ve got one shot at this, with just one thing going for us - no one’s
ever tried this before.”

“No one’s been stupid enough,” | grunted, pulling on my boots.

“Yup. But that gives us the element of surprise. We’ve done jobs with
less. Let’s go, we’re losing our window.”

As the others got into position, | started a deliberate march to the
guardhouses, my hands behind me, my fingers starting to elongate into
pointed claws. More than anything, | didn’t want to be here. After the initial
strike, my disguises would be worthless. This wasn’t artful infiltration, it
was intentional slaughter. And for the first time, right when the rush should
have been kicking in, | hated my job. This wasn’t what | did. Jon got off on
killing; I’'m a different kind of pro. Killing is the last resort. The very last
resort. Not that | hadn’t done it, but not often. And not like this.

“Hey, you’re not an Echo Op...!”

| had tried to look relaxed, difficult when your entire body was a coiled
spring. The guard’s cry was the signal. | tackled the desk guard, thrust up his
chin with one hand and drove my claws into his throat with the other. He
wouldn’t be able to trigger the main alarm. | felt dirty.

Jack started the clock, and in the corner of my visor | watched the
heads-up display come on and the first countdown begin. With one guard
down we had given ourselves a 10 second window to eliminate the other two.

Shattered glass and gurgling told me Jon had sniped the man in the
other guardhouse. Jack moved in with silenced pistols, and a stream of lead
slammed into the last, the roving sentry with the muffled chuffs



characteristic of silencers. We hauled the bodies from sight while Duff
pulled up in the sedan.

Checkpoint One was clear. But this exterior guard post, like the bank
front, was largely a facade. The real obstacle was inside, and the numerous
cameras painting the area had surely alerted Checkpoint Two of our
presence.

On his mark, Jack and | both hit the synched release buttons in the two
guardhouses, and as the tunnel doors opened, we all dove into the car. From
above, at street level, we heard a tremendous explosion, then more
explosions in the distance. We didn’t really have time to consider what this
meant. If anything, we were thankful for whatever diversion that other
robbery was bringing to the mix. Jack reset the clock.

Twenty seconds.

At the base of the one hundred foot tunnel and flanking the heavy blast
door, twin mounted Mini-guns encased within swiveling metal spheres
provided the main defense for this checkpoint. Able to deliver over a
thousand rounds a minute, these guns packed enough punch to bring down an
armoured car. The Minis made this a well-fortified choke point, enough to
hold off any major offensive.

If you gave them the twenty seconds they needed to man the guns and
secure the blast door.

We had run a few simulations in case this would happen. Jack wasn’t
wrong about the element of surprise. We had gone over the schematics of
this place until we saw the layout in our sleep. While the Vault looked
impenetrable on paper, it had never been battle-tested. They ran drills, we
were sure of that, but a real assault is a scary thing. We were banking it all
on their inexperience, in hopes of a few moments of hesitation.



Duff hit the accelerator and we flew down the tunnel. Jon and Jack took
a moment to switch their guns with the rifles that lay on the rear seats. The
large blast door was closing and two figures appeared, one in each turret.
Dammit. We had underestimated them. There was no hesitation on their
part. As we hit the lower fringe of the ramp, they opened fire.

We were saved by momentum. The stream of bullets disintegrated the
front grill and bit into the engine. The force was enough to slow us down, but
not quite enough. Jack had run the numbers to prove that, so far as it could
be proved. Our acceleration should have been just enough to clear the
closing blast door. But numbers were one thing, reality another. Now,
fighting against the stopping power of the Minis, we were just shy of a photo
finish.

“Down!” Jack yelled. We all pressed ourselves as low as we could and
braced for impact.

The base of the blast door slammed into the windshield, shearing the
top off the car above our heads, and our momentum did the rest. As the blast
door dropped down into its slot behind us, we continued through and
smashed into the far wall of the admitting bay.

We had done it. It was less than perfect, but we were in. No strict need
for timers now, but we still had to move fast.

“Wait for it,” Duff hissed as he chucked two volleys of grenades in
opposite directions. We covered our eyes and over the startled shouts of
guards heard the telltale phoomph of the flash bombs, followed momentarily
by explosions.

Duff Sanction’s signature Blind Man, Exploding Man maneuver.
Despite the god-awful name, it was a ploy the rest of us had come to respect.
There was more shouting, accompanied by screams of pain.



Jon was up next. She rose from the back seat, a warrior goddess, and
began laying down cover fire. The two guards manning the turrets were wide
open. The turrets may have had superior shielding to the tunnel, but here on
the inside, the gunmen were sitting ducks. They fell quickly enough to Jon’s
attack. The rest of the guards, the ones that were still breathing, were
scrambling for cover and returning fire in wild bursts.

Jack emerged, now toting his own rifle, and with his back to Jon’s they
scoured the room with a rain of bullets. Taking position behind them, Duff
watched as the guards, clearly on the defensive, took cover behind whatever
they could find. He targeted them, signaled us to drop back into the car, and
lobbed grenades their way. Dropping down, Jack and Jon reloaded, waited
for the blast, then were right back up and firing. Deafening, blinding,
disorienting and deadly. After a few repetitions of that maneuver, Jack
called for a ceasefire.

“Thirteen down,” he reported. “One unaccounted for. If he’s alive, Plan
Aisstill ago.”

Duff was looking around furiously, wildly scanning the admitting bay.
“Well, where the hell is he then? If you don’t see him, I’m setting up to blast
our way in right now.”

“Quiet!” | hissed. “Be still!”

Standing up, | tore away my Echo costume to expose my arms and
torso. | felt the radial awareness return. Hopping out of the car, I took a few
steps and closed my eyes to get the lay of the room. | sensed the others
behind me, the heat signatures of the Minis, and of the numerous bodies, and
a few body parts, that were strewn about.

One heat signature was shaking. Contact.

| scrambled over a massive desk and tackled the last guard, who was



crouched and hidden in fear. First raking him across the face with my claws,
| closed in. He dropped his gun, whimpering, and began to plead for his life.
| tore his armored vest away and as | drove my claws into his stomach |
watched his eyes widen, then bulge in anguish. He started to scream. For a
moment, everything stopped.

He was just a boy.

He couldn’t have been older than twenty. A new recruit then, | would
have bet this was his first assignment out of training. Sure, why not. Show
him the ropes at the Vault. Nothing ever happens at the Vault.

| felt my stomach heave. This was all wrong. | should have been trading
jokes with this kid, getting to know him the way | had gotten to know Walter
and using him, not erasing him. I should have been a ghost in his life, not his
butcher.

“Red!” Jack barked. “Get the codes!”

This boy, this pup, wasn’t a fighter. Not yet, anyway. He was... new.
And he was dying. My claws had gone deep and were slowly tearing the life
out of him. The smell of cordite and the metallic tinge of blood hung heavy
in the air, bombarding my senses, bombarding my skin. It was something |
had trained myself to ignore. Now, I couldn’t block it out.

Jack, Jon and Duff were now screaming in unison. “RED!”

| felt myself tighten up. Right. The job. Through clenched teeth | hissed
at the trembling boy, hating myself.

“Give us the codes, and I’ll end it.” Closing my eyes, | forced my claws
to spread wider.

He gave us the codes. No, he screamed us the codes. Jack punched them
feverishly into the console. A second set of blast doors opened, to the inner
sanctum. With a quick slash, | withdrew my claws, and slit the kid’s throat.



Jon couldn’t keep her eyes off me. | didn’t look at her, | couldn’t. It all
seemed different now. | could taste the boy’s blood on my hands. | shed the
claws away, grimacing from the pain of it. It wasn’t enough, everything still
tasted like ashes; this was not what | was supposed to be. As we hustled to
the short, wide corridor that lead to the main Vault room, | paused only to
reach into the destroyed sedan to pull out my scarf. The mask | was wearing,
a simple generic face | had picked up over the years, didn’t seem to suffice.
Trotting down the corridor with the others, | wrapped the scarf around my
head. It was only cloth, but for the years when | had problems controlling
my skin, it had kept the world out. It had felt like armor. It still did, like a
security blanket made of Kevlar.

“Security cameras weren’t picking up any movement in the building
above,” Duff reported as we entered the massive vault room. “We should be
alone now.”

“Bank heist upstairs must have cleared people out,” Jack muttered.

“How long before reinforcements show?”” Jon asked.

“Hard to say,” Jack said. “Estimate ten to twenty minutes. We should
have enough time, but it’ Il be metas.”

That was good enough to convince me to rush it. | wanted this job done,
| wanted to get out of this place, to just get out, get the goods to Tonda and
leave town. The fact that we’d be forced to flee into hiding no longer
mattered. | wanted it. Forget the training, | was on the verge of panic. | heard
this happened to a lot of professionals, that it was inevitable. | had never
considered the possibility that it could happen to me.

“I really don’t feel like dancing with metas today,” | muttered. “Hard
part’s done, let’s just get the damned thing and go.”

Most buildings like this might have held a parking garage beneath it.



Here, the basement levels were taken up by one huge room, 100 square feet
and three stories tall with massive columns of concrete and steel. Here, you
could find all manner of high tech goodies. We passed by racks of weapons,
tall caches of ammunition and rows of armor before we came a storage dome
with a circular vault door. Jack and Duff immediately went to work, and in
five minutes we scrambled for cover as Duff blew the safe. A staccato of
small explosions, and we heard the clatter of pins as the door’s seal was
broken. In my haste, | rushed the dome and sped inside. The shelves were
lined with odd devices. Some looked to be guns, others were shaped like
futuristic jet-packs, and others... well, I couldn’t say. A few objects were so
exotic in their design they could have been hi-tech sex toys for all I knew.
The one thing everything in this dome shared, was that each object was
unique, a prototype.

Our mark for this job was a modern marvel, a testament of man’s
ingenuity to make really big explosions come in really small packages.
Don’t ask me for the technical babble about this bomb, but it was enough to
make men like Duff soil their shorts and drool just thinking about it. In
short, some genius out there had devised a way to condense an explosive’s
critical mass. Another genius had taken it a step further and had separated
the explosive into stable components, which exponentially increased the
bang you got for your buck. Yet another genius had invented a novel carrier
system, which used capillary action engraved into small computer chips to
directly mix these components. The result? You could carry a small device
the size of a wallet, and with a simple timer attachment, obliterate an area
the size of a football field. The initial explosion would be enough to
pulverize the blast radius, but a second incendiary effect would raze the area,
leaving a charred mess. A bomb, a very hi-tech and special bomb, named the



Inferno.

It wasn’t hard to guess why Tonda wanted this. He had his own guys,
his own geniuses who tinkered with doo-dads, and having this kind of
technology would make his life much simpler. At that moment, | didn’t care
what Tonda wanted it for. | just wanted out. | saw something that matched
the description, and picking it up | was surprised how heavy the device was.
Turning, | was about to pocket the bomb in a belt pouch when | noticed Jack
had his pistols trained on me.

“Sorry Red.” He seemed truly apologetic. “This is Tonda’s call.”

Jon and Duff appeared next to Jack. They didn’t look very happy about
this. Careful not to make any sudden gestures, | held up the Inferno, and
tossed it to Duff. He caught it deftly, and turned away. Jon closed her eyes,
and followed him.

Jack and | stared at each other for what felt like minutes. Then | asked
the only thing I could.

“Why?”

Jack shrugged. “Tonda can’t trust you. He can’t trust most metas, but
especially one that can morph his face. Killing you is part of this job for us.
That’s just how it is, that’s just the game.”

Right. The game. The goddamned game.

“See you in the next life,” Jack growled, as he emptied his pistol’s
magazines into me.

Echo Headquarters, Atlanta, Georgia, USA

John Brooke glanced longingly at his magazine as he checked the
papers of the executives waiting for permission to enter the Echo campus.



He’d brought the latest issue of Maxim for a reason: working gate duty was
as dull as a grey sky, yet enough traffic passed through that he couldn’t read
without interruptions. Worse yet, his partner today was Rebecca Holder, who
aspired to move up the chain of EchoOps, so in every spare moment she
turned her attention to her forensics textbook.

Around elven-thirty, a brown ShipEx semi came to a halt on the
shoulder of the lane leading to the gate. John leaned out of his booth to
watch the driver for a moment, wondering whether the man would pull up to
the gate. After a few minutes of inactivity, he shrugged and returned to
Maxim’s top ten list of party colleges. Rebecca hadn’t even bothered to
leave her station.

The roar of an engine and a fresh whiff of exhaust caught his attention.
A second ShipEx truck had parked behind the first. The newcomer didn’t
budge either.

Maybe they’re yakking on the radio. As long as they’re not blocking the
way, | don’t care.

A subsonic whine and the grate of tires on pavement got him out of his
seat. Without internal combustion engines, the Echo vehicles hummed along
in near silence. He was used to the quiet announcement of their arrival. The
armored van sported a broadcast energy receiver in a pointed dome on the
roof.

The van contained an entire OpOne squad: three OpOne operatives, an
Echo SupportOps detective, and the DCO — Damage Control Officer— at the
wheel. His insignia —a red cross on a white field with DCO emblazoned
underneath — was visible through the window.

John stepped forward with his data-catch. “Afternoon, y’all. How’d it
go?”



“Total failure,” the DCO said, making a face. “Even with the sirens
cranked, we couldn’t get through traffic. The All-Star Game has jammed
every major artery. By the time we got there, it was a police line and a lot of
head scratching.”

John tapped the number of the van into the data-catch: the “received”
icon blinked at him twice. The roster populated on the LCD screen: DCO
Evans, Detective Tran, Dreamcatcher, the Troll and the Corbie.

He looked up in time to see two more ShipEx semis line the driveway.
The Troll leaned his craggy head out the passenger window. “What’s with
the ShipEx trucks?” he rasped.

Corbie cackled in the back of the van, where his wings could flex.
“Office supplies, wot? Someone typed in too many naughts on the paperclip
order.”

John craned his neck over the van. “Rebecca! They can’t block the
driveway. Chase them off, will ya?”

“On it,” she said with a crisp salute and a grin. She trotted out to the
lead truck, textbook still in hand.

“Who’s German?” Dreamcatcher suddenly massaged her temples,
disrupting salt-and-pepper hair. “The river of minds is replete with German
impressions all of a sudden. And... something else...”

Corbie maneuvered for a better view out the window. “A tour bus,
maybe.” He glanced at Dreamcatcher, who now gripped her arms as though
she were freezing. ” “‘Ey luv, what’s the matter?”

“...hatred...” she whispered through chattering teeth.

Three more ShipEx trucks rolled down the driveway, making no effort
to park. Rebecca waved her arm to flag them down.

“Save her!” Dreamcatcher hissed.



John’s heart leapt. He dropped his data-catch and broke into a sprint
towards Rebecca, who stood in the path of the accelerating trucks.

“Bail!” the Troll said, scrambling out of the passenger seat. The Corbie
jerked open the rear doors and hauled Dreamcatcher out in his arms. His
black raven’s wings caught the air and lifted them both.

Rebecca screamed as she realized she had no time to dodge the truck
bearing down on her. She threw her arms up; the textbook flew into the air.
Yards away, John hollered uselessly as the truck crushed the woman under
its chrome grill and sped towards the gate.

The DCO revved the engine while the detective yelled at him to
abandon the van. Too late he opened the door and took a step out. Twisting
metal caught him in a colossal crash that slammed him, the detective, and
the Echo van through the gate. The rear of the van crumpled despite its
armor plating, and the ShipEx truck’s cab burst into flame.

John dove to the side to avoid the mass of steel barreling towards him.
The Troll climbed to his feet nearby, a laborious process for the tall, gangly
green-hided creature. Then Corbie flapped above the scene holding
Dreamcatcher under the armpits.

The remaining trucks screeched to a halt. John caught a glimpse of the
driver’s face: pale, blond, square-jawed, and deformed with a leer of pure
sadism. More so than the collision, the sight confirmed his fear.

Echo was under attack.

The metal sides of the trucks bulged out like tent fabric. Immense
gauntleted hands thrust out, followed by massive armored forms so
unfamiliar that he couldn’t register the details in one glance. The blue glow
surrounding the guns attached to their arms mesmerized him.

“Run,” the Troll said in his ear.



John backpedaled. Before he spun to make a mad dash for the interior
campus, he saw the Troll stepping forward, brandishing bony fists the size of
basketballs. The Corbie and Dreamcatcher had landed and unholstered their
guns.

The armored creatures kept spilling out of the shredded trucks: ten,
twenty, fifty, more... the combined sounds of their metal boots stamping the
asphalt was like being in the path of a freight train.

“It’s bloody World War Two,” he heard the Corbie say.

Then John ran as hard as he had ever run in his life from the explosion
of gunfire and energy beams.

i

Yankee Pride glanced at his watch. “It’s not like Doc to be late.” He and
Ramona stood with one of the Correctional Officers at the cellblock
entrance.

“He’s probably berating an OpOne for feelings of inadequacy. Can |
smoke in here?” Ramona lit the cigarette before the CO could object. The
smoke soothed her nerves. She hated prisons: the despair, the anger, the
greedy stares from incarcerated men. Not to mention the handful she’d put
in here herself. They never forgot.

In other countries, Echo housed metahuman criminals in state-run
facilities, contributing money and know-how to the special issues of
detaining metahumans. Only in America was the entire operation farmed out
to Echo. She’d heard talk of privatizing the prison system; if they were run
as tightly as Echo’s was, it could only be an improvement. She and Yankee
Pride had gone through four security checks set up at killpoints with alert



snipers concealed behind blast plates. For the sake of convenience, she’d left
her sidearm in her locker. They didn’t confiscate Yankee Pride’s power
gauntlet, though.

“This guy’s been dying to meet you, Detective,” the CO said with a
smirk. “He thinks you’re going to save him.”

“So he’s having a midlife crisis?”

“Could be.” The CO shrugged. “Or delusions of grandeur.”

“That’s what I’m banking on. Still, it beats being on a stakeout. He just
turned himself in?”

The man scowled. “Took out three of our guys first. Hardly ‘turning
yourself in.””

“According to the report, he asked to talk to their commanding officer.
Maybe he’s just a snob.” She winked at him.

The gate behind them clattered open. Doc Bootstrap bustled through,
looking flustered. “You’d think they’d know me by now.” He pushed past
them. “Let’s get started. We’re behind schedule thanks to me.”

The CO made a stubbing motion at Ramona. Frowning, she ground the
cigarette underfoot. “No skin off my back,” she told the psychiatrist. She
brandished the file at him. “Want to read this?”

“No need. I’'ll know everything | need to know the moment this loser
opens his mouth.”

“I bet you’re missed at Harvard.”

He hesitated. “Harvard?”

“I’m kidding, Doc. After you.”

They accompanied the CO down the corridor. The hubbub began:
insults, taunts, catcalls. Ramona tried to ignore it. The CO spoke into his
comm unit when they reached Eisenfaust’s cell.



“Let me tell you the drill, Eisenhauer,” the CO said to the prisoner. “No
funny business. No sudden moves. We have sonics directed at your head at
all times. Any aggressive behavior will result in incapacitation. Be nice to
the lady.”

“Oh, he will,” said a coarse voice behind them. “The Kraut been waiting
for his girlfriend all day. Maybe he shut up now.”

“Please ignore him, fraulein. His kind lack manners.” Eisenfaust spoke
through the grill in his door.

The dark form cackled behind his own grill. “There he go with that Nazi
talk again.”

The door slid open. Eisenfaust stood at attention, his broken arm tucked
neatly into a sling. “Oberst Heinrich Eisenhauer, at your service.” His ice-
blue eyes looked directly into hers.

Ramona swallowed. The man had a powerful presence. Were she at a
bar, she might try to work up the nerve to approach him. Here, in the Echo
prison, he was at her mercy, yet he seemed to take ownership of the moment.
As though she were his guest.

She cleared her throat. “Detective Ramona Ferrari. This here’s Yankee
Pride.”

Eisenfaust nodded to the OpOne. “We’ve met. A pleasure to see you
again, young man.”

“Hrumph.” Yankee Pride looked down his nose at the Nazi.

“And Doc Bootstrap, our psychiatrist.”

Eisenfaust furrowed his brow. “You think I’m insane?”

“No, we think you’re a time traveler. We brought the shrink in case you
had lingering issues with your mother.” She opened his file. “Don’t waste
my time, buddy.”



“Certainly not.” Eisenfaust indicated the bunk with a sweep of his hand.
“Would the fraulein care to sit?”

Everything about the man’s body language seemed to come from
another time. This interview would take a while. “Sure, why not?” She and
Yankee Pride entered the cell. He leaned against the wall as she arranged
herself on the stiff mattress, stuffed only with foam. No chance to make
shivs here.

Doc Bootstrap edged into the cell, never taking his eyes off Eisenfaust.

Ramona looked from the Doc to Yankee Pride, who raised his
eyebrows. “Your lead,” he said.

“All right.” She fastened her gaze on Eisenfaust and his blue,
unblinking eyes. “We all know why you’re here -

“Forgive me, but you don’t have the first clue why | am truly here. And
| won’t tell you everything. My story is for Alex Tesla’s ears alone.”

Yankee Pride guffawed. “Listen to this guy. You’re not so eager to get
out of jail, are you?”

Eisenfaust paused. His eyes roved from one face to another, lingering
on Doc Bootstrap, who glared back. “I understand. Such vagaries are
counterproductive, and | haven’t done much to engender your trust.” He
relaxed. “I’ll tell you enough to confirm my identity. Then you will convey
my request to speak to Mr. Tesla in person, ja? You may take any
precautions you wish to protect your commander.”

“Our boss doesn’t make a habit of chatting with prisoners.” Ramona
pinched the bridge of her nose. “Fine, fine. Make your pitch. Whaddya got?”

Eisenfaust cleared his throat. “We knew it was the final days of the
Second World War. The Reich forces had been spread too thin over too
many theaters. My Uberluftwaffe had engaged the Allied Aces over the



Atlantic Ocean, in the region near die Bermudas. My best pilots were dead.
My — A look of pain crossed his face. “My second-in-command and | fled
the battle with the Aces in hot pursuit.”

Ramona knew all this from Yankee Pride’s printouts of Wikipedia. The
prisoner’s story could have come from any history book. Yet she registered
his unconscious movements as he spoke: the twitching of his hand as though
it still held a yoke, the alert posture. Whoever he was, he was military,
possibly a pilot.

Yankee Pride opened his mouth to speak but Ramona silenced him with
a raised hand. “Go on,” she said.

“We commenced evasive maneuvers, Effi and I, but the Aces smelled
blood. Corsair, the American, and Le Faucon Blanc, the Frenchman, took
turns shooting holes in my tail. At my three o’clock, Brumby and Gyrefalcon
closed in on Effi’s plane. | veered into their path to take the bullets intended
for her. A fuel line was punctured. | would have to bail out over the open
sea. A grim resolve overtook me. | would not be a prisoner of the damned
Allies. Eisenfaust would die a hero, and perhaps Effi would live on. | saw
my chance and steered for Gyrefalcon’s fuselage. Even a skilled pilot such
as he could not evade so suicidal a charge. | saw the shock on his face
through the cockpit window.

“But he surprised me. Instead of turning away, he turned towards me.
Our wings clipped and sheered off, but we were both alive — albeit in planes
spiraling towards the ocean. | fought against the acceleration to eject. Then a
green light suffused the cockpit. | thought | had hit a green flare, but the
light intensified. | hit eject and pulled the ripcord at once. Outside the plane,
all was green. | could no longer see the water, the clouds, or Gyrefalcon. The
parachute deployed badly. | braced myself for a water impact: knees up,



head down.

“Moments before | hit, | saw in the thick green light that the water was
gone. | was over land! My reflexes allowed me to adjust my position in
hopes of cushioning the impact somewhat, but when | crashed through the
canopy and hit the ground the pain was immense. | blacked out. My last
thought was foolish: how dare this island get in my way? How unfair.”

“That’s where you broke your arm, then?” Ramona pointed to his cast
with her pen.

“Nein. That comes later, a story for your commander. | awoke to
horrible bruises and a headache, but | was alive. | lay on the ground,
struggling to breath, for an eternity. When | opened my eyes, the green light
had gone. In its place were a devilish red sky and the stench of rotting
foliage.

“I had never seen so sinister a jungle as this. All red and black trees and
vines, like the exposed intestines of a giant. The damp trees throbbed with
insect activity at a pitch unfamiliar to me. | heard a groan nearby. The effort
to walk towards it almost sent me into a swoon. When | found the source, |
wanted to believe | was hallucinating.

“Gyrefalcon’s parachute had caught in the drooping branches of the
trees. The vines...” He shuddered. “They moved! Like the tentacles of an
octopus. One had laid open his leg. Blood seeped out from dozens of tiny
wounds where the thorns pierced his skin. The tree was consuming him. He
was too weak to fight it.

“The man had tried to kill me, yet | could not let a good soldier die like
that. I used my knife to hack him free from the vines.”

Eisenfaust paused for a breath. Ramona and Yankee Pride exchanged
looks. She was surprised to see the veneer of skepticism had peeled away



from the meta’s face. In its place was a deep seriousness.

“Interesting,” he said, still bluff. “Keep going.”

“Gyrefalcon faded in and out of consciousness. As slow as the vines
were, | felt threatened by the jungle itself, and | had the growing sense that
we did not belong there. Then | heard an engine roar above: Corsair’s
Hellcat, trailing smoke. Pursuing it was a craft unlike any 1’d ever seen -

Doc Bootstrap stepped forward with a syringe dripping blue liquid in
hand. “I’ve heard enough. He’s a nutjob, to put it mildly. Watching too much
television.”

“Nein, doktor. Hear me out.”

Doc Bootstrap swung his fist at the German’s face. In spite of his
metahuman reflexes, Eisenfaust was too surprised to duck. He staggered
back from the force of the blow. The doctor lunged at him with the syringe
brandished like a dagger.

“Whoa! Whoa! Doc, fer crissakes...” Ramona interposed herself
between the doctor and the German. She tried to intercept the arm holding
the syringe, but the doctor fended her off with his free hand. Yankee Pride
wrapped his arms around the doctor from behind.

Eisenfaust stood stock still, face upraised to the ceiling. “Something is
wrong,” he said.

In one fluid motion, Doc Bootstrap elbowed Yankee Pride in the
stomach, knocking the wind out of him, and then punched Ramona in the
face. Her vision blurred.

The syringe darted towards Eisenfaust. He took his eyes off the ceiling
for a moment. Without changing his posture, he stepped nimbly out of the
way of the oncoming needle. “Too slow, herr doktor,” he said. His hand
snaked out, seized the syringe, and stuck it into Doc Bootstrap’s chest. The



doctor’s eyes bulged.

Ramona and Yankee Pride gaped at their impaled colleague.

“You are not who you claim to be,” Eisenfaust said in German. “They
have come for me, haven’t they?”

“Ja, traitor.” Dopplegaenger answered in equally fluent German. His
face twisted in contempt. “If it weren’t for your boundless ego, Echo would
have learned everything by now. Valkyria predicted you’d preen like a prize
hen.”

“Doc speaks awful good German.” Ramona held her bloody nose. “God,
I sound like a duck.”

Yankee Pride flipped a switch on his gauntlet. Energy coursed through
the circuitry. “Too good, if you ask me.” He aimed at Dopplegaenger, who
had gone limp on his feet. ““You gonna stay awake long enough to enlighten
us as to who the hell you are?”

The doctor’s face relaxed. His expression softened... then his face
softened, as if the bones themselves flowed like putty. His coarse features
became flat and masklike.

“Oh, ja,” he said in a wet voice. “l would not want to miss your deaths.”
His inhuman countenance tightened for a moment. Blue moisture colored the
front of his jacket around the syringe. “There, all gone. How troublesome.”

“Call security,” Yankee Pride ordered the guard.

“I’ve been trying, sir. Nothing but static.”

The shapeshifter laughed as they checked their comm units. No one
could get a signal.

“What about the sonics?” Ramona edged away from the doctor. “Hello?
Anyone? The failsafe containment system?”

“Offline for hours,” Dopplegaenger said. He spread his hands in



triumph. “I have brought the end of your precious Echo.”

“You and what army?” Ramona said. A deep explosion shook the
building. The shockwave of the blast shivered through her legs. “Don’t
answer that.”

The prisoners erupted in a chorus of fear, followed by the whoops of the
alarm system. Yankee Pride bit his lip. His gauntlet wavered.

“Damn it. | should be out there.”

“Then clobber this guy first, for pete’s sake.” At that moment, Ramona
craved her sidearm more than nicotine, sex or money. “Don’t leave us here
with him.”

“Oh, right.” The gauntlet flashed and a burst of energy threw
Dopplegaenger against the concrete walls. He collapsed in a smoking heap.
“That should keep him. Kick him if he wakes up.”

“I’m coming with you,” Ramona said. “Eisenfaust is the least of our
worries right now.”

Yankee Pride paused to study the German. He tilted his head to one
side. “You’re a tough one to read, mister. | had you pegged as a nutcase.
Now I almost believe your crackpot story.”

“l wish to my heart it was fabrication. Now | have brought the wrath of
the Thule Society down on you. | hope you can withstand them, or my story
will come to an abrupt end.”

The distant groan of concrete crumbling interrupted them. “A breach,”
Ramona said. “Whatever they’re using, they broke through the perimeter.”

“The armory isn’t far,” the guard said.

“Go,” Yankee Pride said. He turned to Eisenfaust. “Stay put. You’ll be
safest right here. Remember, you’re still our prisoner.”

“l hope to remain so,” Eisenfaust said, bowing. “Good luck, meine



freunden.”

Ramona and Yankee Pride followed the guard back down the corridor.
The prisoners shouted questions as they passed their doors.

“Stay calm,” the guard answered. “The situation is under control.”

Whose control? Ramona wondered. Ours, | hope.

The guard reached the cellblock door first. As he reached out to tap in
the security code, a blue glow shone through the peephole.

“Down!” Yankee Pride lunged at the man. The door disintegrated into
pieces under a barrage of azure energy beams. The concussion was terrific; it
shredded the clothing and skin off the guard, who died instantly. It threw
Yankee Pride into Ramona. They tumbled back down the corridor in a heap.
Ramona’s ears rang and her bones ached. Yankee Pride was as solid as a bus.

“You should buy me a drink first,” she said, trying to push him off her.
He shook his head to clear it. This close to Ramona’s face, she saw blood
mixed with his spittle, saw his skin pale. “Get up, YP, damn it. They’re
coming.”

They were kicking out the remaining chunks of steel reinforced
concrete with metal shod boots. Any doubts she had about Eisenfaust
vanished.

A dozen troopers stepped into the cellblock. The chorus of howls from
the prisoners was that of trapped animals. Yankee Pride rolled to a crouch
and aimed his gauntlet. Energy lashed out at the lead trooper, toppling him.
One trooper stopped his advance to lift his comrade back to his feet,
seemingly unharmed. The rest moved towards them with impunity.

Ramona decided to obey her urge to run for it. She levered herself to
her feet. Ahead of her, Eisenfaust had come out of his cell. He had pressed
his face against the grill of the cell door across from his and was whispering



fiercely. Despite her fear, the detective inside her wanted to know what he
was saying.

“We have come for Eisenfaust,” a voice boomed. “Ah, there he is now.”

The voice summoned images of torture, cruelty, and a weary, jaded
impatience with the uncooperative world. The man possessing it wore jet
black armor with no blast helmet. Long blond hair cascaded down to his
shoulders, like an Aryan warrior of old. His features struck her as razor
sharp, somehow.

“He’s made new friends, | see.” The tall woman who stepped forward
was dwarfed by the armored giants around her. Her black leather outfit
evoked a fetishist’s version of a Nazi uniform, complete with cape and
fishnets. “Heinrich,” she sang in a mocking singsong.

Yankee Pride dodged back as the troopers grabbed for him. Their long
strides carried them past him. Surrounded, he yelled and struck out with his
gauntlet. Their own metal fists rose and fell with wet impacts until he
stopped moving.

Ramona, alone, stood between the Nazis and their quarry.

The troopers raised their weapons. | deserve one last cigarette, she
thought wildly.

“Allow me,” the Nazi woman said, drawing a wicked looking pistol.

“Effi, nein!” Eisenfaust shouted.

Valkyria fired at Ramona’s heart with deadly accuracy. She crumbled.

Ramona lay still as the metahuman woman stood over her to gloat.
“America has grown fat and complacent,” Valkyria said. “You should have
chosen your allies more carefully, darling.”

Ramona lay still. The NanoWeave vest Ramona wore under her blouse
had absorbed most of the bullet’s force. Her ribcage had taken the rest, and



from the shards of pain when she took a shallow, hidden breath, she guessed
she had a cracked rib. It made playing possum that much more appealing.

Eisenfaust turned again to the cell door. Ramona thought she heard him
say “You must tell them.” Valkyria and the Commandant bellowed at him in
harsh German, calling his name. He ignored them and spoke rapidly to the
occupant of the cell.

The Commandant barked a command. The troopers directed their
cannons at Eisenfaust and powered up with a cacophony of whines. As one, a
dozen energy beams filled the air.

The blue beams tore up the walls, the cell door and the floor around
Eisenfaust. Several hit him straight on; he made no effort to dodge. His body
bent unnaturally as though his bones were sticks. The force sent his broken
form skittering across the floor. Ramona had a vision of his striking blue
eyes and earnestness. | must not forget that, she thought.

Valkyria cursed in German, looking for all the world like a woman
scorned. Then the Commandant laid a familiar hand around her shoulders
and pulled her close. She folded into him, leaving no question about her new
choice of man.

The stray beams had destroyed a few cell doors. The prisoners peeped
out, unsure whether they had a chance at escape. The troopers opened fire on
the prisoners. One was too slow; his head vanished in a blue cloud. On the
Commandant’s orders, the troopers went from cell to cell, blasting down the
doors and shooting or pummeling the occupants.

The Commandant led a detachment of troopers to the cell of the
prisoner to which Eisenfaust uttered his last words. Ramona tensed as the
armored giants stepped over her still form. The suits must have been
awkward to move in; no trooper risked his balance by stomping on her.



“Come out,” the Commandant ordered the prisoner.

“The hell with that,” the man said. “You come in here and get me,
sucker.”

Valkyria had reached the pulverized cell door. “Ach! Disgusting. What
IS that thing?”

A black, shadowy form slipped through them with a strangely casual
motion, as if excusing himself from a crowd. Ramona recognized the
prisoner, a petty thief who called himself Slycke.

He had chosen his nickname well; the troopers grasped at his
frictionless, inky black skin without success. He paused before the
Commandant, who goggled at him in surprise.

“Ain’t it funny that | get sprung from Echo by punk ass Nazis?” He
laughed in the Commandant’s face. “Echo’s gonna slap you sideways for
this crap. Me, I’m outta here!” He spun on a heel and slid down the corridor
like an ice-skater. Within seconds he was gone.

“Stop him!” The Commandant bellowed. Blue beams followed the jet
black metahuman out the door.

Ramona kept still and prayed they wouldn’t check their handiwork. If |
get out of this alive, she swore, I’m going to find that Slycke and have a nice,
long conversation with him.



Chapter Three: A Nightmare On Main Street
Mercedes Lackey, Steve Libbey, Cody Martin, Dennis Lee



We know now that the Nazis figured their “Neue Blitzkrieg” was going
to paralyze us and let them roll over the top of us.

They completely forgot to plan for one simple thing.

Being wrong.

Las Vegas, Nevada:
Callsign Belladonna Blue

Bella crouched in the shelter of a blast-door, fear putting a metallic
taste in her mouth. The door was of Cold-War-era vintage, as thick as her
arm was long, and it was hanging askew, blown partly out of its track by
something. Were the arm-cannons on those Nazi monstrosities powerful
enough to do that?

Or was there something worse in there now?

She glanced over at Iron Hawk, the Navaho meta who’d been the Code-
Talker for the Air-Force metas on the German front. He was the leader for
their ill-assorted bunch of babies and retirees.

He could not have been young when he’d signed up for the job, and he
was old now. When her grandfather had been working alongside Oppie, he
had been driving the Nazis nuts, trying to figure out what he was saying. No
wonder he was here. He remembered the first go-around against them.

“This is not the time for subtle,” he was saying, looking over them all.
“You all got the briefing. The weak points on that armor are the joints, the
visor if they haven’t got the blast-shield down, and that spot here—" He
pointed at the same place in his throat where Bella would do a trach, if she
had to. “The rest of the armor is too tough for anything but plasma-hot fire.
So tell me, what you got? Left to right.”



Farthest left was Bella’s own high-school classmate, Fred Saltzberger.
“I’ve got a pretty blast-proof hide, I’m strong and tough,” he said, the red of
his blush mostly hidden by his red complexion. “I can bench-press a sedan
easy enough. Not strong or tough enough to punch through them though—"

Iron Hawk shook his head. “Not necessary. Just throw things, the
bigger, the better. Aim for the knee. | need a name for you, | won’t
remember Fred.”

“Red Rock,” Fred replied instantly.

Iron Hawk nodded brusquely. “Next.”

“Top Gun. | got your plasma cannon right here.” This was the young
guy who was half jump-jet that had pulled Bella off her Fire crew. He patted
one forearm. “Well, lasers, but they get plasma-hot.”

“How long a burn?” Iron Hawk demanded.

“Ten seconds. Computer-assisted targeting.”

“Visor primary, knee joint secondary target. And keep your head down,
you don’t look like you’ve got enough armor to stop a peashooter. Next.”

That was her. “Blues, LVFD Paramedic, psychic healing.” Her jump-
bag was at her feet. Bag, not box. She wanted her box, every paramedic had
his or her own box, his or her own way of organizing it. But her box was
somewhere back in the ruins of the station, and this was what they had given
her.

“Stay down, like you would on a SWAT assist. Next?”

“Sparky. Electrical arcs.” That was Violet, one of Bella’s best friends,
engaged to Fred. “I’m guessing nothing short of a lightning bolt is going to
get past the armor?”

“You’d be guessing right. Same as Red Rock.” He looked around at the
rest in the group. “That goes for all of you. The armor can take a direct hit



from a Stinger missile. If you can’t punch through something like that, don’t
try. SWAT team fire has taken out knee joints so go for those, or try and hit
them with large, heavy objects.” He resumed his roll-call. Bella again took
mental inventory of her bag. She had to know where everything was, be able
to put her hand on what she needed without looking.

This was going to be hell.

Within seconds of the first engagement, as Top Gun was shot right out
of the air to fall headless at her feet, she knew it was going to be worse than
that.

i

Heal and patch up. Heal and patch up. Forget even looking at “minor”
injuries, this was combat triage—

Her supplies were long gone, and she was working off what she found
in the Emergency Medical Kits that were bolted to the wall of each room.
Working for the Vegas FD inured you to a lot of things, but not to having
someone decapitated in front of you.

They were about halfway through the underground complex, which
didn’t bode well seeing as they’d already taken three casualties. Top Gun,
Fred, and Vi. The energy-cannons were devastatingly effective. Vi had gone
into hysterics when Fred went down, and arced her useless bolts of
electricity at the Nazis, only to be hit by three cannons at once.

Bella could feel hysterics of her own boiling just under the surface. If
she survived this, her breakdown was going to be spectacular.

If.

There was something else building inside her too; it felt like pressure,



like a migraine or the way some people could feel a seizure coming.

She had scant time to think about what that could mean though, not
with people dropping and the fire from energy cannons taking divots out of
floor, walls, and ceiling.

Half the lights were out, and they were fighting from room to room in a
crazy-quilt of fluorescent brightness and shadow, crawling through holes
where doors used to be. The complex had been built to Cold War standards,
meant to take direct hits from nuke-armed ICBMs, so what was load-bearing
was still standing, but the cinder-block and sheetrock internal walls were no
match for what had invaded.

And the noise...the whine of weapons powering up, explosions, the
howl of the alarm system—screams—

There were bodies, some dead, some still alive, everywhere. Mostly
bodies in military uniform; some few in suits and lab coats, a couple in
coveralls. She stopped to check each one, which tended to drop her behind
the rest. That was where most of her supplies had gone; to the injured and
unconscious here in the complex.

Because members of her team didn’t need her supplies. They needed
her Gift. They needed her psychic ability to push cells into replicating and
healing so fast you could see the wounds closing. Nothing less would do,
because anything less wouldn’t get them back in the fight.

You didn’t get something for nothing, not even with a psychic power.
The energy for that came from her; she burned up herself to heal them. In
the ambulance she gulped pure glucose. Here—

Here she was on her own.

“Blues!” Another shout from up ahead and she hurried to catch up,
scrambling over a tumble of cinder-blocks and across the wrecked desk,



coughing on the smoke from something on fire at the other end of the room.
Even as she coughed, the sprinkler system went off, and she swept wet hair
back as she scuttled around another cubicle wall to where she “felt” someone
in agony. Guy calling himself “Turbine.” Speedrunner; not all that useful
until about six rooms ago he’d figured out he could spin like a top and knock
the suits over. When they were knocked on their asses, they couldn’t shoot at
anyone.

Except someone must have gotten off a shot at him. Maiden America,
one of the war vets, was holding him. Bella put her bare hands against his
bare flesh, and immersed herself.

It was a gestalt sort of thing, somehow she “knew” where to send her
psychic energy, what to heal first—

First off, block of consciousness. He didn’t need to be here for this. He
stopped screaming and she didn’t have to look at him to know his eyes were
closed.

—tear in the pericardium—

She sent the heart cells into a frenzy of replication, being “in there” was
like being in a mosh pit, except that she had a modicum of control in there.

—Dbroken ribs—

Bones were harder, they didn’t heal as fast. She bolstered them with
cartilage as she lifted the pieces into place, gluing the bits together with the
flexible stuff, better for her purposes than bone, really.

Finally—chest muscles—

Turbine’s chest looked like hamburger, but that didn’t matter. He’d
bleed out if an ordinary paramedic was there, but Bella wasn’t an ordinary
paramedic. Beneath her hands, rivers of cells flowed into place, the muscles
were rebuilt, strand by strand, fiber by fiber. Veins and arteries, nerves



rejoined. And the last step, the easiest, skin crept across the muscles that had
once been open wounds.

Then a jolt to his head, to bring him out of it. He came awake all at
once, his mouth opened to scream when he suddenly realized he wasn’t in
pain. Maiden America heaved him up. “Get back with the others, and be
more careful,” she growled, as the kid—younger than Bella for sure—felt
his chest.

She felt him turn, felt the thanks welling up in him, but she was already
gone, following the next thread of agony, the next call of “Blues!”

They were dropping faster now, and she felt lives ebb away before she
could even get to them.

She was crying, crying now, and she couldn’t stop. And she ran out of
energy just as Iron Hawk went down. She put both her hands on him and
tried to squeeze out something, anything, but there wasn’t anything left to
give.

She lifted her head, about to howl with anger and grief, and looked
straight up into the visor of a Nazi.

And something inside her snapped.

She did what she had sworn never to do, from the moment she knew she
was telempathic. Ruthlessly, coldly, she reached inside his head—

Brain scrambled, he went down, twitching. Two of the team fell on him,
and cut arms and legs off at the joints. The occupant of the suit didn’t even
register the pain as his life bled out and Bella did nothing to stop it.

Still holding the lifeless body of Iron Hawk, feeling like a bundle of
sticks in her arms, she sent out her mind three more times, invading the
minds of the Nazis, to paralyze one with fear, throw the second into a mire
of confusion, and the third—oh the third—him she gifted with his own



paranoia, a fear that all of those around him were traitors and would Kkill
him, and made that fear real. The best-armed of the lot, he began strafing his
own men until, finally, one of them brought him down.

And then her rage ran out, leaving her holding onto the verge of
consciousness with the tips of her fingernails.

But it was enough. That turned the tide. And as soon as she knew they
didn’t need her anymore, she let go of consciousness and slid down into a
place where, for a little while, there were no tears, no grief.

And no guilt.

At least, for now.

Atlanta, Georgia:
Callsign Victoria Victrix

“Keep it up, miss!”” came a voice from behind, cracking with strain.

This time the barrage took out the elbow-joint of the first target. The
bottom half of the arm, the half with the energy-cannon in it, flailed
uselessly.

Vickie backed up, one slow step at a time, until she fell in with the line
of Atlanta SWAT cops that the armored vehicle had disgorged. By the time
she reached them, they had fallen into rhythm, she and they. Where they
missed the joints, bullets pinged and whined away, but where they hit the
joints...that was the vulnerable spot. Vickie kept the active Nazis off their
feet, while the SWAT team concentrated rendering one Nazi helpless at a
time.

When one went down for good, all four limbs rendered useless, she
buried him. That might not kill them, but maybe they’d bleed to death, or



their oxygen would give out, or an OpTwo or Three would show up to give
them the coup de grace.

No one was going to be able to drive this street without heavy
construction work on it though. Then again...if they couldn’t beat these
guys...that would hardly matter.

“This’s...” she panted. “...frickin’ brilliant...”

One of the snipers next to her grunted. “Lost six SWAT teams workin’
it out.”

Six? Six? Atlanta PD didn’t lose more than one SWAT member over
the course of a year, and they’d lost six teams? Atlanta SWAT had Echo
OpOnes onit...

How many of these things were there?

And if this was what was tearing up a blue-collar neighborhood, what
was going after the important targets?

What was going after Echo HQ?

Suddenly a shadow fell over them, and one of the SWAT guys in the
process of reloading looked up.

“....Mary, frickin’ Mother of God...”

Vickie whirled.

All that came out of her throat was a whimper.

It was one of the spheres, bristling with tentacles, bearing down on
them with horrible slowness. Half the SWAT team turned and started firing
on it, but there were no vulnerable places on this thing, not to bullets,
anyway.

They were dead.

She heard energy cannon behind her start to ramp up. She saw ports for
more cannon open on the side of the sphere.



And then—

“I bring you Fire and the Sword!”

The voice was a trumpet call from above, a clarion cry that both elated
and terrified, filled the ears and the soul both, and suddenly the sky was
awash with flames.

Vickie had seen metas before. OpThrees and even once, at a distance
when she was with her parents, one of the near-legendary OpFours,
Amphitrite, who might or might not have been the real, genuine goddess, the
wife of Neptune of myth.

This was no metahuman.

She hovered in the midst of fire, was clothed in fire, bore a flaming
sword in one hand and a flaming spear in the other. Her hair was living
flames, and her wings, easily thirty feet across, blazed like those of the
phoenyx.

There was a reason why, in the truly old texts, the first thing out of an
angel’s mouth when it manifested were the words, “fear not.” It was because
the first sight of an angel should turn your knees to jelly and your guts to
water, and throw you down onto your face with sheer Glory-induced terror.

Half the SWAT team did just that; Vickie would have, but terror locked
all her limbs and she couldn’t have moved now. All she could do was look.
Look on the face of a creature that lived to look fearlessly into the face of
God.

The angelic warrior darted straight up, avoiding all the grasping
tentacles as easily as if they were waving blades of grass. She alighted on the
top of the sphere, paused for a heartbeat, then drove the point home,
slamming the spear down until her fist hit the top of the sphere with a
hollow boom.



For a moment, nothing happened. Then the sphere started to wobble,
then kite sideways. The tentacles thrashed, entangling, two hanging limply.

The angel leapt off, landing on one knee on the ground before Vickie, as
the sphere struggled to rise, but canted over, reeling drunkenly over the
housetops until it was obscured by trees—

—the angel engaged the first of the two remaining Nazis, flinging up
her hand as she passed it. A wash of flame engulfed the visor—

—she spun in an impossible move, backwards, slashing that blade of
fire through both knee-joints of the second without even looking at what she
was doing, ending up on the other knee, head bowed—

Both Nazis crumpled and fell over, backwards, into the mounds of dirt
and rocks and torn-up asphalt left by Vickie’s magic.

A crystalline sphere of silence surrounded them. Outside that sphere,
sirens and car alarms wailing, distant screaming, the sounds of gunfire,
rockets, energy weapons and explosions.

Inside that sphere—the sound of a single rock clattering down the
mound echoed like an avalanche.

The angel looked up. Her eyes were a solid blaze of gold.

She Looked into Vickie’s eyes, into her soul. Saw everything. Vickie
felt it. Every mistake and fear, every fault and hope, every secret, the
smallest memory, was all laid bare in one white-hot instant.

There was a flash of unbearable pain across the angel’s face. It was
there for only an instant, and then it was gone again, leaving no trace behind

—or was there?

One tear slid down the perfect cheek, across the serene and glorious,
unhuman face.



The angel opened her lips.

“Run,” she said.

One word that filled Vickie’s ears and heart and soul and left no room
for anything else. Her body reacted while her mind still reeled, stunned.

She ran.

She did not stop running until she reached Coldwater Apartments,
somehow untouched, her apartment as she had left it, where she snatched up
Grey and locked them both in the closet. She shook and cried and curled into
a fetal ball and did not come out again until the last of the noise of combat
was over and the night was heavy with cordite and smoke and utter, utter
silence.

New York, New York:
Callsign John Murdock

John was in the middle of helping a mother and her child over to the
subway entrance when the bottom of the world fell out. A short brick wall
back in the direction he had fled from came tumbling down. Through the
dust, he could make out the silhouette of one of the armored troopers; it had
already started scanning for targets of opportunity. He wasn’t more than
fifty feet away from the trooper, by far one of the closest people. Those that
were still out on the streets finally recognized that there was imminent
danger, and began reacting predictably by panicking. The armored
monstrosity stepped through the brick rubble, raising its arm cannons to fire.

It took John a few moments, but he remembered that he still had a
holdout gun on him; a battered 1911 .45, Gl Issue. Practically an antique, but
he’d bought it cheap and under the table from a shady gun dealer. He felt an



all too familiar twinge, an urge to do something...drastic. Should he
though....

No. The normal gun, on a normal man; nothing else was safe. Five years
on the run had proved that.

John unholstered the pistol in a smooth motion from the holdout holster
in the small of his back, taking aim at the trooper’s center of mass. He
squeezed off four shots in rapid succession; the .45 had some kick to it, but
he hardly felt it. His adrenalin was ramped up, and he had a threat to focus
on. The heavy slugs pinged off of the trooper’s chest plate. John had placed
the rounds in a tight group, but there wasn’t even a dent in the armor. He
advanced, taking up an aggressive pistol stance as he set his sights on the
front grill in the armor’s blast helmet. Four more shots, all direct hits save
for one that merely glanced off of an antennae. This last bullet got the
troopers attention; his cannons relaxed at his sides as he stomped up to John.
One man with a pistol wasn’t a threat to such an unholy terror.

John performed a tactical reload with a fresh pistol magazine, letting
the spent magazine fall to the ground. He slowly back-peddled, firing in
measured intervals at his opponent, shouting in as commanding a tone as he
had ever produced, “Everyone, run! Get the hell outta ‘ere!” He would have
been surprised if anyone heard him, though; too much shouting and
screaming was going on already. A flash of red on the left of John’s
peripheral vision caught his attention; a red-headed and freckled teenager
was standing on a stoop, frozen in place. “Kid, run! Go!” The teen just stood
there, eyes fixed wide with terror at the oncoming figure. John gritted his
teeth, reloading his last magazine.

The trooper decided that it was time to quit fooling around; it took two
large steps towards John, who was still firing at its head, putting him within



reach of its massive arms. John finished off the last of his ammunition; the
Nazi hadn’t even paused, not after being shot a total of twenty-two times.
Well, now what? he thought, dropping his pistol onto the asphalt. The skull
helmet of the trooper’s armor canted downward, malicious red eyes staring
holes into John. Tinny speech came through a grill in the helmet —it
sounded German—followed by a guttural laugh. Lacking a meaningful
response, John flicked the trooper off. Well, y’made a good run of it, John.
The Nazi raised his arm-cannon, leveling it with John’s head. An ultrasonic
whine —audible to him, but probably too high of a frequency for anyone
else to hear—issued from the ray-gun as it powered up, about to turn him
into smoldering corpse. John’s very last thought before the explosion was of
concern for his parents; he really hoped that this wasn’t going on where they
were.

Again the twinge, the—automatic reaction—do it!

And the briefest flash of the memory of impossible carnage, a moment
that made the destruction here look tame.

No. Not here. He couldn’t take the chance—

Better he die than—

John’s thoughts ground to a halt, violently interrupted. There was a
flash and heat, and the next thing John knew he was crumpled in the gutter
on the other side of the street. Stars exploded in front of his eyes as he sat up
gingerly; his ribs creaked in protest, and he could tell that he had very
narrowly avoided several broken bones. I’'m really getting tired of things
exploding. He felt warm, as if the temperature outside had risen 20 degrees
when he wasn’t paying attention. Where he had been standing was the Nazi
—only its entire right side lay unevenly melted, the suit locked upright
despite the fact that the right arm, torso, and part of the head were missing.



John’s head swam with this new information. Weapon backfire? What
—Something was on fire past the trooper, and it looked like the fire was
spreading quickly. It didn’t make any sense, though. Asphalt, brick, metal
railings on the stoops; they were all melting and combusting. It took John a
few moments to notice a human figure in the flames, and that’s when it
clicked; the red-headed kid.

The teen, his features completely obscured by the fires that seemed to
now comprise his form, walked past the gruesome statute that the Nazi had
become.

He paused, and through the veil of plasmatic fire, John watched as he
raised his hands and bent his head to look at them, marveling at his arms and
body.

A voice came out of the fires, curiously, still the voice of a kid.

“Oh my god—dude! I’'m a meta!” John didn’t respond, but the kid
didn’t seem to be talking to anyone but himself.

The teen walked up to the dead trooper, and then placed his hand on the
trooper’s waist, the only spot he could reach; the metal of the armor glowed
red, split and cracked, then started to melt and pool at his feet. The rest of
the armor immolated after a few seconds, sending a foul cloud of black
smoke into the air.

“Holy crap!” The kid sounded as if someone had just given him a
Ferrari for his birthday. Surely this hadn’t sunk home with him yet. He was
still in some kind of video-game world where none of this carnage was real
and it could all be restored with a reboot. “This is awesome! I’m a meta!” He
turned his head towards John. “Did you see that? | melted him!”

John finally stood up; his sopping wet shirt and jacket were now
covered with equal parts water, blood, and grime. Holding a hand against his



ribs, he walked to retrieve his empty and useless pistol. “Yeah, | was there,
kid.” It hurt to speak; hell, it hurt to do anything. John had to raise his hand
to shield his face against the heat emanating off of the teen.

“Dude! We gotta find more of these guys!” The kid was practically
jogging in place. “Come on! Time t’ kick ass! What’re you standing there
for, let’s go!”

“Whoa! These bastards mean business. Y’can’t just go chargin’ off
after ‘em; you don’t know how many there are, what kind of weapons
they’re using, anything. An’ what about the people around here? They’re the
one’s that’re gonna get killed if y’get into some sort of fire-fight.” He
looked the kid up and down quickly, taking stock of the blazing teen. “No
pun intended.” He stripped off the rags of what had been his jacket, torn to
the point of being useless and ruined, and never mind the grime. John took a
few steps back, noticing steam rising from his wet clothing; the fires the kid
was putting off were getting hotter.

“Oh come on, dude, | melted the jerk!” the kid scoffed. “Like what’s
gonna be able to stop me?” John only managed to shake his head, looking
down at the puddled essence of what used to be part of the trooper. A shadow
enveloped the scene; something was blotting out the sun from above.

They looked up simultaneously.

He’d thought the trooper was bad news. This was nightmare. A sphere-
shaped vehicle, with the bottom third glowing a poisonous orange and the
rest all polished mirror-bright, it bristled with what he thought were
probably gun-ports and sprouted a dozen articulated, waving tentacles.

It looked like something straight out of a 1950’s science-fiction
magazine. It looked mean.

A moment later his assumption that the round orange holes were gun



ports was confirmed when it vaporized the top three stories of a couple of
buildings just so it could pass. John and the teen both ducked as small bits of
debris rained down into the street around them. He envisaged what would
happen if a flying meta tried to approach it. If the guns didn’t find their
target, the tentacles surely would.

“What could stop ya? How ‘bout one of those?”” The sphere passed over
the street without further incident; apparently, it had more important things
to destroy than some residential buildings. “We have to get the hell outta
this city, and fast. There’s no tellin’ what other sorta choice horrors those
things brought with ‘em.”

The kid balled both his fists at his side. “You chickenshit! We gotta do
something! If you won’t, | will!” He whirled and headed off at a run back in
the direction the Nazi had come, flames streaming out behind him, like the
tail of a comet.

John cursed everything under the sun, spitting on the ground. Dammit!
Stupid kid! He’s just gonna get himself killed... John watched as the kid’s
blazing form ran down the street, super-heating the asphalt under his every
step. The smart thing to do would be to run in the opposite direction of
where the kid was, get out of the city as fast as possible. Stay away from the
main roads, make his way back to his bolt-hole in the woods. Or make a new
one for that matter; with this shit going on, he didn’t much reckon there’d be
a lot of priority on chasing squatters out of national parks. But...

But...

The screaming in the distance...men, women, children. People like his
own folks. And not a damned one of them stood a chance without some
outside help. Without some meta help.

John cursed again. Cinching up his belt, John took off at a sprint after



the teen.

The kid’s trail wasn’t all that hard to follow; John just had to look for
the spot-fires of rubbish or molten footprints in the asphalt. He could hear
the troopers, or at least the end results of their destructive spree. Explosions,
screams cut short, the screech of metal being shorn off by concussive blasts;
John knew he was getting close. His stomach tightened, and he felt himself
break out into a cold-sweat. This is going to suck.

Going to? It already sucked. This was just going to suck personally.
More than it did already.

John rounded a corner into a passage between two brownstones, just
barely wide enough for him to squeeze his shoulders through. He emerged
into a narrow alley just big enough for some dumpsters. Turning right, he
saw a small crowd of civilians running and hobbling away; to his left, the
kid, crouched down partially behind a dumpster. As he neared the boy, the
alley started to feel like a kiln. Keeping his voice down to a whisper, John
got as close as he cared to to the fiery teen. “Alright, ace. What’s the plan
now?”

“Get the jump on ‘em,” the kid replied, sounding not at all surprised
that John had shown up after all. Well that was how it happened in movies,
right? The meta makes a speech and the reluctant old coot comes along.

Of course usually the reluctant old coot ended up the dead old coot.

“Fine.” John paused for a moment, gauging where the troopers were
along the street by the sound of their steps. “Wait until they’re past us about
30 feet, then lay into ‘em. Any way you can shut your fire off?”

“I dunno how I turned it on, and you want me to shut it off?” the kid
asked crossly.

“Alright, alright. Just try to stay behind the dumpster as much as



possible; if they spot us in here, though, we’re dead.” Besides the dumpster,
there wasn’t any cover, and there wouldn’t be any chance for them to retreat.
It was a kill-chute. A rotten place to stage an ambush. If it had been John
alone—or John’s choice—

Well, he wouldn’t have been here.

Before he could give any more instructions to the kid, the troopers
came into view. One, two, three—five of them in all. They were walking
abreast, just marching down the street and destroying anything that struck
their fancy. They acted as if they didn’t have a care in the world; and in
those suits, they probably didn’t, not from the police or anything
conventional. He held his breath as they passed, wondering if they’d spot the
kid’s flames. Luckily, they didn’t; probably just ignored it, thinking it was
another of the spot-fires their attack had caused.

It didn’t take the armored soldiers long to move down the street; a few
strides, and they were in just the right position—

The kid burst out from behind the dumpster, dashing into the street.
“All right you bastards!” the kid yelled, his voice breaking. “Eat fire!” He
grappled with the one nearest him, and his flames went white-hot.

This was it. Maybe it was seeing the sphere that had changed
everything. Maybe it was just seeing the kid....

| can do this. | can keep the lid on it. And... He had to be honest with
himself, finally. I have to. This isnt just me, now, it’s for all the marbles.
Nothing less is going to stop them.

John emerged more cautiously, sticking close to the wall. He took a
deep breath, concentrating for a moment, remembering his training from
years ago—

A feeling inside of something lurching awake, and a nanosecond of



pain, a worse moment of uncertainty, of teetering right on the brink of
control and there it was. Fire cascaded down his hands. It’d been a long time
since he’d used his powers; getting them started was the hard part, the worst
to try to control. Now, all he needed to do was...relax. The fire coalesced at
his palm, concentrating and building upon itself; a bare moment later, it
leapt from his outstretched hand, lancing out at the center-most Nazi. The
fire washed over his armor, turning it red-hot after mere seconds. Before
John could get off another wave of flame, one of the troopers on the outside
of their skirmish line raised his arm cannon, and fired.

The shot went wide and down; not very well-aimed. Concrete erupted
where the beam struck, jagged holes gouged out of the street.

John dodged anyway, as the kid screamed something his mother would
have blanched to hear, and lunged for the trooper’s arm, letting go of the one
he’d grappled with.

Or, more precisely, letting go of what was left of the one he’d grappled
with. The rest abruptly realized they had something more immediate to
worry about than John.

John displaced, running diagonally to the skirmish-line; the human eye
followed horizontal movement best, so this move would give him an extra
half-second, hopefully. He relaxed his internal guard more; the fire
collecting at his hands surged, setting the elements in the air around it
ablaze. A twitch, and a solid beam of fire cut into his original target. The
trooper staggered, then fell backwards. His chest had been melted through,
almost to the back of his armor. The man inside was instantly cooked. Three
troopers were left; the kid was dealing with the one that had shot at John,
and the other two were just now coordinating. Both were leveling their
weapons at the kid.



Reflexively, John snapped off a wave of plasma; it blazed forth at
phenomenal speed, glancing off of the asphalt a meter in front of the two
unoccupied troopers. It arced up at just the right angle to catch both of them
at one of their knees, each. The plasma wave sheared through metal and
flesh, instantly throwing both of them off-balance even before their brains
registered the pain. They both toppled in a heap, their weapons discharging
harmlessly into the air. At least | hope it was harmless. They were still
threats, though, even though their mobility was gone. John rushed them,
gouts of flame shooting forth ahead of him. The downed troopers both
writhed as their armor turned into twin furnaces, immolating them. The one
furthest to the left managed to fire off a shot of actinic energy before he
succumbed to the fire; the bolt of blue-white energy struck a car that John
was running by, crushing it and detonating its fuel tank. The blast threw John
to the ground, skidding him across the street.

Once again, as his head impacted the street, John saw stars. This was
getting old.

When his vision cleared, he looked up in time to see the kid shoving his
burning hand through the chest of the trooper he’d grappled with, fire now so
hot there was only the faintest hint of yellow at the edges of his flames. The
hand emerged out the back of the armor. The kid pulled his fist back, then.
All the joints in the armor must have fused; it still stood upright.

John picked himself up off of the ground, almost dragging himself up.
He could feel a few new cuts, as well as a nice bit of road rash from where
he slid on his right arm. By all rights, he should have been numb by now,
but...no. No such luck. This was just pain on top of earlier pain, even as his
own metahuman body started the recovery and healing process. Resting his
scraped and bruised palms on his knees, he looked up to see the carnage that



he and the kid had wrought; four troopers lay smoldering on the asphalt,
with one still upright in a caricature of life. A long time ago, he might have
felt sick to his stomach. But that was—before. When he was just a little
older than this kid. When he was plain old John Murdock, and no one much
cared about him but his folks. The kid was taking a step back from the last
trooper that he had killed. It was getting hard to look at him straight on.

“Kid,” John managed to wheeze between his teeth. “Y’gotta shut it off.”

“l—can’t—" came the voice from the core of the fire. Then, more
panicked, as the core went from white to blue-white, “I can’t! I can’t! How
do you turn this off? You got fire, tell me how to turn it off!”

Damnit. John looked around, trying to find something that might be
able to put the kid out. Something, anything—there. John snapped his hand
up, pointing to a fire hydrant. “There! Snap that off, douse yourself!” John
jogged over, staying a safe distance away from the new meta.

The kid lurched for the hydrant, and his hand scarcely touched it before
the cap had melted, then the body of the hydrant, then water geysered up out
of the stump.

And turned to steam, flash-boiled before it even touched him.

The fire triangle—heat, fuel, oxygen. The kid was his own fuel
somehow, maybe he was burning the very air. Nothing around here was
going to touch the heat—

“We have t’get ya clear, get you away from these buildings. Can you
fly?” he shouted over the gushing hydrant, the howl of the kid’s own flames,
the roar of fires, and the noises in the distance.

“l—don’t—" the kid began, and then shot into the air like a rocket.
“Make it stop! Shut it off!” was the last thing John heard before he got too
far away to hear his screaming over the cacophony around him.



The kid became nothing more than a flicker of light in the sky, which
quickly changed into a second sun, not because the kid was falling, but
because he was, somehow, getting brighter and hotter. His fires were blazing
too hot, ramping up too fast—now they really were consuming the very air
around him.

Ah hell!l He’s going crit—

There was another flash, followed by a too-loud sub-sonic boom. John
was blinded for a moment, falling backwards onto the ground; everything
seemed to blur around him again. There was a blossom of fire in the sky,
right where the kid had last been.

His heart stopped. Damnit...god damnit all. His vision swam again, his
eyes focusing and unfocusing. He wouldn’t look away, though. He didn’t
even know the kid’s name...

—then—

Bursting through the heart of the fire-flower, another creature of flame.

Wings of fire that spread across a quarter of the visible sky, human—if
a human could be clothed in fire—

It cradled a still form in its arms as tenderly as a mother would cradle a
child.

It? No—not “it.” He.

He Looked down at John for one heart stopping moment. John felt like a
bug impaled on a needle. Felt as if his whole life had just been read. Felt—

He wasn’t sure what he felt. Grief too great to bear, fear, awe—portent?

But there was no doubt he heard something. A voice, a voice that cut
through everything, even though it was only a whisper. It was a whisper that
shook him to his roots.

Live.



As quickly as the emotions and the whisper came, they were gone. The
figure vanished in an instant, almost as if it had never been there. John
collapsed backwards again, panting. It was all just too much for him, too
much in one day and too fast. Passing out was a relief. Even...a reprieve.

Atlanta Georgia:
Callsign Handsome Devil

The Nazis had a good two feet on Conrad, and they outnumbered him,
and their energy rifles were capable of blowing a hole in a concrete wall. Not
to mention that Devil had left his sidearm on his dresser. Still, America had
kicked their butts in World War Two, right? The patriotic sentiment,
combined with an urge to get out of the disastrous confines of the bank
lobby, suggested a plan.

He charged them.

Blue-white energy shot from their rifles and exploded at his feet — well
away from the fleeing civilians. He felt the concussions excite the
NanoWeave to life, stiffening to absorb impact and slowing his movements.
He spread his arms wide like a linebacker. This is going well, he noted, just
before tackling the lead trooper.

Handsome Devil hit the trooper with all of his weight. He wrapped his
arms around the trooper’s waist in anticipation of a wrestling match.

It was like tackling a tree. The armored giant didn’t budge. He didn’t
even seem to notice the impact. Conrad, on the other hand, tried to blink the
stars out of his eyes.

“Schweinhund!,” the Nazi barked, like every Saturday afternoon war
movie Conrad had watched as a child.



A second trooper seized his dangling legs and tugged. Conrad tightened
his hold on his target’s midsection in panic until he was parallel to the
ground, stretched like a pig on a spit. He glimpsed the few remaining bank
patrons, who had lingered in spite of the danger to see what would happen,
watching him being yanked around in astonishment.

This is becoming comical and I’m the butt of the joke. Okay, Conrad,
stop screwing around.

The troopers directed their rifles at his stomach, now an easy target. He
let go and fell on his face. As his hands scrabbled for purchase, one found
the grip of a semi-automatic; the other hand found the shoe of the gunman
he’d hit with the chair. He snatched up the gun and snapped off a succession
of shots at the trooper holding his leg.

The first bullet ricocheted off the reflective armor, right back into
Devil’s stomach, where the NanoWeave went taut to catch it. The force of
the bullet bent him in half, sending the rest of the shots wild.

“Toten sie ihn,” rasped a voice from inside the helmet of the trooper
dangling him. Conrad spoke no German, but he knew a kill order when he
heard it.

Aw, hell. His luck had run out. The worst part about dying was that he’d
never get to warn Shahkti about these guys. Unless someone came to the
rescue, right about...now...

There was a pop and a blinding flash of light. Sparks and glass
showered Handsome Devil and the Nazis. Blast shields snapped down over
their helmets. The trooper holding him was startled enough to loosen his
grip; Conrad squirmed out of the way.

It wasn’t an Echo OpThree, charging to his rescue with powers blazing.
Rather, his missed shots had broken the mooring of the fluorescent lighting



fixtures. They had collapsed on him just in time.

Good enough, he decided, trying to ignore the ache in his ribs. He rolled
to his feet and limped out of the bank lobby, hoping the onlookers had the
sense to get lost too. He would make for his bike and lead these goons on a
merry chase.

He barely caught himself at the lip of a precipice. The spiraling
concrete ramp had been demolished by the troopers prior to their arrival.
The twisted handlebars of his motorcycle poked out of a pile of rubble,
twenty feet below.

Smoke from gasoline fires stung his eyes. The highway overpass across
from the bank sagged in great broken slabs of concrete as though an
earthquake had hit. Gunfire punctuated the shriek of Nazi energy beams, all
to a backdrop of distant human screaming and the dull explosions of
ruptured gas tanks. Blue energy beams licked out from a throng of advancing
armored soldiers. Above them, immense metal spheres floated on columns
of orange light.

“Jesus,” he breathed. It was like a battlefield from a documentary of the
apocalypse. People streamed off the highway, carrying children or helping
the wounded.

A beam of energy splitting the air near his head raised his hackles. He
bunched his legs underneath him and jumped. The stern countenance of
Monsieur Singe flickered through his mind as he windmilled his arms.
“When you jump, you should have already landed,” Echo’s French parkour
instructor would bellow without taking his cigarette from his mouth. “A
parkour thinks ten seconds ahead!”

The jagged piece of rebar jutting out from his landing spot suggested to
Devil that he hadn’t thought a second ahead, let alone ten. The metal beam



waited to impale him. He flailed helplessly in mid-air, trying to twist his
body away.

He heard a barked command followed by a barrage of energy beams
that knifed past him, converging on his prospective resting place. The
combination of the beams resulted in a deafening explosion, disintegrating
the metal spike, and casting him back up into the air and away from the
bank, onto the off ramp and the backseat of an abandoned Ford Mustang
convertible. The aging seat springs groaned under the impact, but absorbed it
enough that the NanoWeave fabric didn’t bother to stiffen.

A dark shadow loomed over him: a Nazi war machine, hovering on a
column of sinister orange energy that whipped the air around it into a frenzy.
The spheroid vessel was as big as a house, with a wraparound window that
revealed black-clad men lit by a sickly orange glow. Three massive tanks
had been mounted to the underside. Metallic tentacles ended in grasping
triple pinchers like a crab gone bad. The tentacles must have had some kind
of video sensor installed because they locked on Deuvil.

Conrad scrambled out of the back seat as a tentacle hammered straight
through the cushion and the chassis where he had sprawled a second before.
Another tentacle ripped off the flawless vintage windshield. The car lurched
and rose into the air, lifted by the retracting tentacles. He dove out of the car,
rolling on his shoulder to come to a crouch.

Underneath the car, the pincher snapped open and closed. It had wedged
between the axle and the body and seemed to have no difficulty hefting the
steel-bodied sports car. The war machine hoisted the Mustang like a club.

“Oh, come on,” Conrad groaned. He scrabbled with hands and feet for
purchase on the asphalt. The hood of the Mustang smashed into the road,
catching the hoods of two empty sedans behind Conrad. The acrid odor of



gasoline engulfed him like a pungent perfume.

Luck or no, he knew he had to get away from the war machine and the
massing troops of giants. Without regard for the collectibility of the Ford,
the vessel pounded it around Conrad like a child trying to crush a bug with a
hammer. Metal debris filled the air from the targets it did succeed in hitting
—other cars. Conrad hoped no one was dumb enough to remain in them.

Hounded by the war machine and against his better judgment, he
clambered over the separator onto 1-285 proper. The scene was far worse
than he had imagined. Frightened motorists had gunned their engines and
rear-ended each other trying to escape the Nazi guns. The concussive blasts
had cast the vehicles hither and thither, as though the child who had been
trying to smash him earlier was now throwing a temper tantrum with his
toys. The screams chilled him to the core: many originated from overturned
or wrecked vehicles. It was the world’s worst, most deadly pile-up, and the
Nazis were only getting started.

The teeth-grinding hum of the floating war machine caught his
attention. The Mustang was directly overhead, about to drop. He opened the
door of a car and dove into the seat. The Mustang tore off the car door with a
colossal clang.

“Mister?”

A teenage girl, with braces and cornrows, huddled in the back seat next
to him. Blood seeped from a contusion across her forehead. His heart sank.

The metal frame of the Mustang moaned as the war machine’s tentacle
found new leverage. It swung the demolished car against Devil’s new hiding
place. The girl yelped at the impact.

“Listen, kid, you have got to get out of here.”

The Mustang collided with them again, tilting the car onto the



passenger’s side. Devil’s leg dangled from the mangled door bay.

The girl screamed. “What do | do?” Her voice broke into sobs.

Devil thought fast. The next swing of the car-club would crush them
both. He turned and punched out the rear window with three fast strikes.
Glass beads fell around them.

“When | tell you, you climb out of there, okay?”

She nodded and grabbed the headrest as though she were rock-climbing.

Conrad levered himself out of the car and waved his hands. “One more
time, creeps!” As the Mustang whipped at him, he lowered his head. “Now,”
he urged the girl. “Go, go!”

His timing was perfect for the girl to pull herself out of the car and
break into a run. It was rotten for avoiding the massive club: it caught him at
the end of its arc, knocking the wind out of his lungs despite the NanoWeave
protection. He felt himself go airborne. As resilient as he was, being beaten
with a car wasn’t going to be healthy for him.

He flailed about and grabbed a windshield wiper, yanking the blade
loose. It ripped his skin, yet supported his weight and stopped his flight. The
Nazi operator had quick reflexes, too: the pincher retracted and pulled out of
the car, letting the momentum of the arc carry car and unintended passenger
up into the sky.

Handsome Devil was very much on the wrong side of the sailing wreck.
The tortured highway passed under his feet as though he were looking out of
the window of a plane descending into a post-apocalyptic airport. He
whipped through columns of acrid black smoke from demolished vehicles.
Time stood still. The end of the arc approached. The ground grew at an
alarming rate as time returned to normal. Aside from fleeing civilians and
Nazi troopers, he saw no Echo metas flying to his rescue. A chill gripped his



heart.

He closed his eyes and wondered if death would hurt. Conrad let go of
the windshield wiper and awaited his end.

A fanged mouth clamped onto his shoulder. The Echo suit bunched up
under the teeth, but the momentum of the body attached to the fangs carried
Conrad out from underneath the Mustang. The possessor of the enormous
mouth shook him like a rag doll as it cushioned their landing ten feet from
ground zero.

The Mustang smashed into a semi with the force of an artillery shell.
Both vehicles exploded, sending metal shards all over. Conrad, limp on the
road between two stopped cars, covered his head as his rescuer stood over
him on four legs and shielded him from the shrapnel, which bounced off his
pelt as if hitting a wall.

Four legs?

He opened an eye and saw thick, muscular, fawn-furred legs and
unquestionable proof that he’d been rescued by a boy dog. An Echo tag hung
from a neck collar.

Comprehension dawned on him. “Bowser!” Conrad hugged the bull
mastiff from below. Bowser spat dog drool all over Conrad’ hair.

“Good boy,” he said, climbing to his feet and brushing off dust. The
bull mastiff was a full 180 pounds of loyal dog muscle — and he had plucked
Conrad out of the air like a Frisbee. Of course, he wasn’t an Echo mascot.
Bowser was the biggest dog in Contrayer Zone’s pack of super dogs. Zone
took no code name, but he had earned his wry nickname: the Leader of the
Pack. No one knew how he established that bond that enhanced the dogs’
natural abilities a hundred fold — though ribald inside jokes abounded about
the serious faced man — but his five dogs made up a powerful fighting force.



Or, today, a rescue team: Conrad saw Roscoe, the German Shepherd, ripping
a car door off its hinges to free a trapped family. He petted the bull mastiff’s
head. “Where’s your master, buddy?”

Bowser’s ears perked up. He barked twice, a deep throaty sound, and
bolted in the direction Conrad had been thrown. Conrad limped after him as
fast as he could. The movement gave all of his bruises a chance to flare up,
particularly his right leg and rib cage.

Dodging between cars, he also had a chance to review the events of the
last ten minutes. Had it only been that long? This stretch of 1-285 was a total
disaster; CNN must be crawling all over it with news crews, regardless of
whether Echo could bring the situation under control. Contrayer Zone and
his dogs carried a OpTwo card, which gave Devil some small comfort.
Hopefully Zone’s squad of Twos had joined him.

To his right, Conrad heard a spate of gunfire, cursing, and the inhuman
shriek of the Nazi cannons. An SUV rocked on its wheels, glass exploding
from the hit. Three black men in classic gangbanger attire ducked and
covered their heads.

One frantically reloaded his Glock. “Suckers can’t play like that in our
city!” His wild eyes belied his bravado. His friend tugged his red bandanna
out of his eyes and peeked over the hood. He sank back with a look of fear.

“They ain’t hurt at all,” he said.

Conrad slowed down. He was no fan of the Atlanta gangs, who ranged
from blustering wannabes to ruthless killers, but he couldn’t leave these
guys to be butchered. Crouching to stay out of sight of the troopers, he edged
towards them.

The gangster gasped and leveled his Glock at Devil. “Who the hell are
you?”



“He’s Echo, man,” the third gang member, a heavy man in a wife-
beater, said in an oddly high voice.

“Handsome Devil, fellas. | don’t think your peashooters are going to
dent those guys’ armor.”

“Who the hell are they?”

“Didn’t you see the insignia? Nazis, World War Two style.”

The troopers had advanced on the SUV. A voice issued from a helmet
speaker: “Wurfel, schwarze Hunde!”’

The gang members looked at each other. “What did that mean?”

Devil chanced a look through the broken window. “Something about
‘kill the blacks.” I think they mean you.”

“Man, that’s messed up.”

“Jesus, guy, they’re Nazis! What did you expect?” Criminals or not,
these guys were civilians in a war. “Listen. You can’t hurt these guys. If you
want to chip in, fine. There could be hundreds of folks trapped in these cars.
My guys could use some help freeing them.”

“What about them?” The red bandanna nodded past the car.

“I’Il draw their fire. You guys split.”

“Unarmed?”

“Nope.” He took a pistol from each of the two closest. “Follow that dog.
Git.”

“You crazy, bro,” the man said, but he chucked Devil on the shoulder
before the three dashed away from the SUV.

Devil leapt up, fists full of guns. “Say hello to my lil’ friends!”” he
bellowed and opened fire. The pair of troopers made no attempt to evade the
gunfire; it was no more effective than raindrops against their armor. In ten
seconds he’d reached the end of magazines.



His final shot struck one of the troopers in the middle of his Swastika.
Glowing neon green liquid exploded across the incendiary symbol. The
trooper wiped the goop off his armor, obviously confused.

“What the hell? They bleed green paint?” Conrad inspected the empty
gun, which smoked as any ordinary pistol would. His footing became
unsteady; the asphalt and cars seemed to slide away from him. Was he
passing out?

“Get ‘em, little brother!” called out a deep voice behind him. A vast
shape moved past him with a curious sound of heavy footprints and bending
metal. The shape was vaguely human, but fifteen feet tall and composed of
the materials around them: gravel, tar, metal, fiberglass, and plastic. The
highway itself was drawn into the giant’s form, right from under Devil’s
feet.

The troopers swung their arm-cannons about and opened fire. Debris
exploded from where their beams struck the giant, but its lumbering advance
continued. For a moment it stumbled over the SUV of the gang bangers, as if
feeling its way through a dark room.

“Motu! A little to your left!” Conrad recognized the voice: Cestus Vaa,
also known as Matai, the smaller of the Samoan Vaa brothers. Smaller was a
relative term: Cestus weighed no less than three hundred pounds, all muscle.
He wore enough NanoWeave in his Echo uniform to outfit three normal
men. His Echo handgun hung from his belt. Instead, he carried a custom-
made paintball gun stocked with pellets of various colors.

Matai — some called him by the English translation, Chief — took aim at
the second trooper. Conrad had met the brothers when they first joined Echo
after dissolving their piano moving business. He couldn’t recall what
Matai’s metahuman talent was that he warranted an OpTwo badge and a



place in Leader of the Pack’s squad. Surely it wasn’t superior paintball
skills.

Motu, the giant wearing the contents of 1-285 as armor, lurched toward
the green-splattered trooper. A hand covered in rocks, car parts and a tire
iron wrapped around the trooper’s chest and hoisted him aloft. In a dizzying
imitation of the war machine and the Mustang, Motu upended the Nazi and
pounded his head into the pavement while the other trooper shot chunks off
his immense form. The holes filled with fresh material at once, including the
roof of the gangbangers’ SUV.

Motu’s powers had turned the asphalt around him into a strange semi-
liquid state which swallowed the trooper’s head and shoulders like a tar pit.
An orange pellet exploded on the second trooper. Motu locked on him and
swatted him into the side of a van with a clumsy strike. The trooper
staggered to his feet, only to discover Motu towering over him. His armor
rang like a bell from the beating.

Handsome Devil, breathing heavily, watched Motu batter the trooper. In
seconds the giant had incapacitated two Nazis, whereas Devil had only
succeeded in running from a handful. The OpTwo’s immense power
humbled him.

“He’s better when the target isn’t jumping around,” Matai said at his
side. He loaded new pellets into his gun and grinned at Conrad. “That shell
obscures his vision something fierce, so | help him find his targets. Say, you
don’t look so good.”

“It’s the red skin,” Conrad said automatically.

“And the blood seeping out of your face. Listen, these jokers are too
much for OpOnes to handle. Red Devil, right?”

“Handsome Devil.”



“Sorry.” He shook Conrad’ hand. “Matai. My brother there is Motu.
We’ve got this chunk of 285 under control. These pukios don’t know how to
handle a walking mountain. Why don’t you help Zone’s dogs clear out the
wounded?”

“I had six more and a floating metal ball on my tail.” He pointed to the
war machine in the distance. “You planning to paintball them, too?” Tired,
his voice took on a strident tone. Matai’s cocksure manner rankled him.

“We’ll do what we have to. We’re not exactly alone.” Matai pointed at
a wide shouldered figure advancing on a contingent of troopers. Warzone
raised a hand; nanomaterial swirled around it to form a futuristic Mini-gun.
It spun to life with a shriek and strafed the troopers with fletchettes. Several
beams found him, exploding across his armored form like water spouts. The
transforming metahuman was an OpThree, one of the most powerful humans
on earth, a walking tank battalion. Any weapon he could imagine, his
nanocloud could create.

“Whoa.” Devil blinked as Nazi troopers staggered under Warzone’s
barrage.

“Yeah. With Warzone, we can start to take back the Perimeter.”

“Perimeter? You mean 285?” Atlantans called the interchange The
Perimeter because it ringed the city proper, although most of the population
lived outside it.

Matai nodded grimly. “Nazis and their floating balls popped up all
around 285 like they’re trying to hem the city in.” He tilted his head. “Hey,
did you hear something?”

A groan issued from an overturned limo nearby. “lI guess I’d better
switch to rescue duty,” he admitted.

Matai watched the battle, ready to direct Motu to join in, while Devil



approached the limo. The driver’s torso extended from the windshield. His
lifeless eyes told Devil it was too late to help the man. The groan — a female
groan — came from the backseat.

The woman inside the limo was immediately familiar, as if he’d met
her before, yet he’d surely have remembered this woman. Devil checked her
limbs quickly for broken bones and found none —which was a relief because
he had been admiring their perfect shape and sleek skin. This woman was a
knockout.

Her eyes fluttered open. “Oh my God,” she gasped. “Am | in Hell?”

Handsome Devil winked at her. “Still in Atlanta, I’m afraid, though the
distinction is becoming blurry.” He tapped his badge. “Echo OpOne
Handsome Devil, at your service, Miss. We have to get you to safety.”

The woman smiled at him then, a smile that could break a million
hearts — and had, in fact. She was Scarlett Rider, the movie star, doubtless in
town for a celebrity mixer. “Thank you,” she said, her voice faltering.

The men of America will envy me, he thought. He reached under her legs
and scooped her up. “Hold on tight.”

“Did you really come from Hell?”

“No ma’am. Cleveland.” He boosted her out of the car. Matai did a
double-take.

“She’s okay,” Devil said in an authoritative voice. “Just a bruise.”

“Good job,” Matai said sarcastically.

“I can walk, I think,” Scarlett said.

“Take that road intown and don’t stop for anything, okay?”

She nodded. “My driver’s dead, isn’t he?”

“I’'m sorry, yes.”

Without thinking, he laid a hand on her shoulder. In the distance, Motu



was charging towards Warzone and the Nazis. “I gotta go back and help. You
take care, okay, Miss Scarlett?”

The actress sniffled. “Miss Scarlett. Ha. Sounds funny coming from a
devil.” She gave him a quick hug. “Thanks for saving me, Mr. Devil.” He
patted her back awkwardly. Her lips found his ear. “I’m at the Ritz, room
1618.” Her tongue darted around his earlobe for a moment before she let go.

“Well, I’ll be damned.” He watched her retreating, swaying form. His
eyes had already undressed her.

“I’m sure,” Matai said, eyebrows lifted. “Did she really lick your ear?”

“What can | say? | have good luck with the ladies.”

“I’Il say. If we get through this alive, you might wind up with a
celebrity girlfriend.” Matai sighed, an odd sight from such a big man. “Her
last movie was terrible, but that bikini...”

A chill came over him. “Oh, no.”

“What’s wrong?”

“You said girlfriend.”

“S0?”

“l have a girlfriend.”

Matai gave him a quizzical look. “I think there are more important
things to worry about right now than your lovelife.”

Conrad ran into the middle of the highway to look at the battle between
Warzone and the Nazi squad. Motu still lumbered towards the metahuman.
In the distance, three more war machines hovered over the highway. He
searched frantically for signs of a small, dark form.

“You don’t understand! My luck makes sure things come out in my
favor.” Matai caught up with him as he broke into a run towards the battle.
“Meeting a celebrity who falls for you is incredible luck,” Conrad shouted



over his shoulder.

“Of course it is!”

“But | have a girlfriend already! Shahkti!”

“With the four arms?”

“Yeah! So if Scarlett Rider wants to hook up with me, it means my luck
is ameliorating a bad situation.” The smoke made his eyes water as he
sprinted faster and faster.

Matai’s eyes widened. “You mean -

“Shahkti’s going to die!”

“Ah... | thought you meant she was going to dump you.”

“Matai,” Devil yelled over the din, “nothing that simple ever happens to
mel”

The war machine that had pursued Conrad hovered over Warzone. His
arms were now railguns, sending projectiles into the hull of the ship. One
shattered the window. All at once, nozzles opened on the tanks attached to
the underside. Blinding light in liquid form poured out on Warzone. A wave
of heat rolled over Conrad and Matai.

Warzone died screaming in a bath of burning thermite.

“Oh, man,” Conrad said.

“God, no!” Matai charged forward, waving his arms. “Motu! Fall
back!”

The giant stopped in his tracks, swaying, backlit by the oncoming
thermite spray. He tilted his head like an old man.

“He can’t hear you.” Beyond the confused Samoan behemoth, the war
machines commenced their own thermite bombing. Blue beams licked forth
out of the flames from ground troops.

In a horrendous moment, Conrad saw the troopers’ target: a fast moving



black shape, bounding over wrecks and firing four Echo firearms from four
arms. Shahkti twisted in mid-air to avoid a splash of thermite. Her bullets
glanced harmlessly off the troopers’ armor.

Shatki landed in the bed of a pickup and leapt again to avoid a blast of
blue-white energy. She was a master of parkour and it served her now in
good stead. All four arms holstered her pistols and reached out to balance
her as she leapt from hood to hood. If she saw Conrad, she didn’t have the
time to acknowledge him.

“She won’t make it,” Matai panted. “That war machine has her
number.”

“Not for long,” Conrad said. “Can your brother toss me into that thing?”

Matai shook his head. “I told you, he can barely see with all that
concrete around him.”

“Leave that to me,” Conrad said. “My luck will see me through.”

“I thought you said your luck was going to let her die.”

| did say that, Conrad realized. “The hell with that.” He ran forward to
pound on Motu’s leg.

“Hey, Motu! | need a lift.” He pointed at the war machine. “Make like
you’re at the carnival.”

—What? Motu’s voice was muffled to the point of inaudibility. —hear
you!

“Damn it,” Conrad said. The heat of the thermite brought out a sweat on
him. “Throw me into that cockpit, then run.” He pointed to the war machine
looming into their vision.

—Throw you?

Conrad ripped off his comm unit and threw it at the war machine to
demonstrate. Thankfully, Motu’s head followed the movement. He picked



Conrad up by the waist and hefted him.

—Good luck, my friend! With disheartening slowness, Motu heaved
Conrad at the war machine’s broken cockpit window. Yet his enormous
strength was undone by his clumsiness —Conrad reached the peak of his arc
yards ahead of the hull.

He fell towards the falling thermite, so bright it dazzled him.

The heat scalded his flesh. Thermite burned everything: metal, stone,
flesh. Water couldn’t douse it. The NanoWeave might resist it, but his body
wouldn’t. He’d cook in his suit.

Shahkti skirted the edge of the thermite, shielding her face from the
glare, but she locked eyes with him for a brief moment. The horror on her
face took a backseat to the utter disbelief at his macho antics.

A snakelike shape flapped before him, silhouetted by the thermite. One
of the war machine’s tentacles had strayed close to him. Conrad stretched
his arms and seized the segmented metal. It had absorbed the heat of the
thermite, searing his palms, yet he held firm. The tentacle yanked back up,
away from the fire, pulling him out of free fall and over the war machine.

His nerves couldn’t take the pain anymore. He released the tentacle and
fell heavily on the roof of the war machine.

He cradled his burned hands, eyes tearing from the pain. From his
vantage point, four other war machines were in view, spurting thermite in
indiscriminate bursts. Two machines supported a multi-faceted, glowing
apparatus between them on steel wires; its purpose was unclear. The soldiers
massed behind the machines, firing at unseen targets but holding their
position while the war machines burned everything in sight. The Perimeter
would indeed become a ring of fire.

Conrad was a self-centered man. He knew it, Shahkti knew it and



accepted it. He loved the glory — and the money — from working for Echo,
the foremost metahuman law enforcement contractor in the world. He
reveled in the newspaper interviews, the TV appearances, the blogs that
gossiped about his Echo exploits. He had red skin, for crissakes — he
couldn’t exactly hide from the public.

But as he struggled to maintain his balance on the roof of the spheroid
vessel, a deeper sense of purpose took hold. These men attacked his county.
They butchered innocent civilians for no good reason — not that mass murder
could ever be rationalized. He and his fellow Echo operatives were obligated
to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. Not only that, they had to
protect those who would stand up and fight, like the gangbangers he’d
rescued.

Besides, they’d tried to kill his girlfriend.

Conrad got to his feet. The movement of the war machine gave him the
feeling that he was surfing for a moment. He backed toward the front of the
craft, feeling the slope increase precariously under his feet, until he slipped
and fell forward.

A moment of primal fear, and then his feet hit the control panel of the
cockpit, exposed by Warzone’s dying volley and the spherical shape of the
vessel.

He flailed his arms for balance. Before him were six Nazi pilots,
lacking armor of any sort. In the orange light of the craft’s interior they
seemed demonic.

Handsome Devil grinned at them to show them what demonic really
looked like.

“Gutentag, you bastards,” he snarled.

The Nazi pilots had inserted their hands into black fabric sleeves



projecting from the consoles. Two faced forward, presumably to pilot the
war machine. Three more looked up from their monitors, on which images
of the devastated highway veered across the screens at dizzying speeds. The
last must have been the captain of the ship. His face screwed up with hatred.

Physically, the men were unremarkable, and more importantly, less
than eight feet tall. Not that it would have mattered to Devil at this point. He
was shot full of adrenaline and outrage.

Devil let the forward momentum of the ship tumble him into the cabin.
He rolled, seized a pilot by the neck and smashed his fist into the man’s
face. The pilot teetered back in his chair, restrained by his gloves. The
impact of his second punch to the man’s throat was as gratifying as a kiss.

The captain brandished a pistol at Devil and shouted in a language he
couldn’t understand or recognize. It wasn’t German. Devil laughed at the
man, turned, and kicked the second pilot in the temple, knocking him clear
out of his seat. The ship lurched, making the captain stumble and his shot go
wide.

Devil tackled the captain. The first thing he noticed was the smell: the
captain reeked of a curious scent, like vinegar and mint and rotting garbage.
He grappled with the man as the floor rocked back and forth. The captain
was at least as strong as Handsome Devil, which should have been
impossible for a normal human.

Up close, the captain’s features appeared less and less Germanic. The
cheeks were too severe, the eyes too far apart, the pupils too small. Devil
kneed him in the groin, and the captain hissed at him like a snake. His bared
teeth were fangs, sharp enough to rip flesh.

Repulsed, Devil caught the captain’s forehead in his burned palm and
slammed the back of his head into the deck. The eerie eyes rolled up. Devil



kept beating his head against the metal until he felt the man’s skull soften.
The sensation sickened him, and he rose over the captain’s limp form.

The remaining three Nazis had disengaged from their monitors, where
they had been controlling the tentacles, and surrounded him. In their hands
they held odd, sleek pistols, as if from a science fiction magazine from the
fifties, but without any sense of kitsch.

Devil waved them forward. “Try it, please.”

Before they could shoot, he jumped on the nearest Nazi, grabbing the
man’s gun hand. The pilot squeezed the trigger, only to discover that Conrad
had somehow managed to redirect his gun at his comrade’s face. Conrad
punched him in the stomach, lifted the dazed Nazi in his arms and threw him
into the remaining pilot. Both men collapsed in a heap and remained still.

Wasting no time, Conrad rushed to the console. He had no idea which
set of control gloves were necessary to pilot the craft. He chose one, slipped
his aching hands inside, and grasped two strangely control yokes.

| hope this thing flies like an airplane. Closing his eyes, he tugged the
controls back towards him.

The ship immediately nosedived towards the ground. Conrad pushed the
sticks forward, the opposite direction. At once the ship reversed, as though it
had built up no forward momentum at all. The engines thrummed with
patient energy.

By pushing the sticks forward and down into the console, he backed the
ship away from his comrades down the highway. The fire started by the burst
of thermite passed underneath him, as did the tiny form of Shahkti. When
the angle was such that she could see him, he disengaged a hand and waved
at her.

The war machine bucked under his control but built up momentum as



he forced the controls into the console to their limit. Each of the vessels
carried a thermite tank similar to his own. A collision would result in a
deadly explosion.

One he wouldn’t survive.

Well, this stinks, he thought. Heroics are fine, but I’m not anxious to die
so soon. How can | get out of this?

The mesh of the control gloves did not seem to be interlaced with
electronics of any sort. He let go of the control yokes long enough to tear the
gloves off the console and discard them.

Exposed, the yokes resembled twisted Christmas decorations more than
a mechanism for flying an aircraft. Multicolored lights peaked out of a
gnarled shaft, pulsing to an unidentifiable beat.

Conrad hauled the captain’s body forward. Thin blood seeped out of his
head — too thin. No time to consider the implications... the war machine was
accelerating towards the cluster of its fellows. He deposited the captain’s
body on top of the yokes and pressed it into position, so that it depressed the
yoke just as he had done manually.

In a moment of inspiration, he ran to one of the monitors for the
tentacles. The metal limb whipped back and forth frantically, but he seized
its controller and directed it behind the vessel. Two of the war machines had
split from the group in order to evade him, but the two carrying the device
between them remained in place. Blue beams shot past the camera. The craft
shook with the impact of better-aimed blasts, but the armored hull resisted
those that struck.

It’s like billiards. He backed away from the monitor, visualizing the
war machines as though he was shooting pool at his favorite bar. He reached
behind him, still facing the rear of the cabin, gripped the captain’s uniform,



and nudged him to the right. The ship lurched in response to the adjustment.

Cannon fire thrummed against the hull in a steady beat — a sure sign he
was nearing his mark. He mounted the console; wind rustled his hair as he
steadied himself on shards left of the window.

Or maybe like bowling. It doesn’t matter. If he wanted to ensure a direct
hit at the proper angle, he’d have to use the tentacle monitor to guide the
craft right up until collision — and sacrifice himself in the bargain.

However, there were advantages to being a lucky Devil. With a glance
at the ground to make sure he wasn’t about to toss himself into a pool of fire,
he threw himself out of the war machine. He balled up, hoping the
NanoWeave would absorb enough of the force of impact to avoid broken
bones.

While he was still falling, the war machine crashed into the foremost of
its targets. The thermite tanks ruptured and ignited in a white hot fireball.

Liquid fire burst over the Nazi troopers and the two war machines,
which veered backwards on their anti-gravity cushions to collide with the
remaining two war machines and their cargo.

Devil’s momentum carried him over a jackknifed, overturned trailer
truck. A Volvo had been shoved under the rear of the trailer, making the
sheet metal sides into a slide. Devil hit the tail end of the trailer and rolled
down the makeshift ramp to the semi, where Shahkti had been watching his
descent with horror. He barreled into her in a flurry of arms and legs; they
fell into the cab, banging against the steering wheel.

The explosion caused by the exploding war machines and their deadly
hot cargo washed over the cab. Flames engulfed the exterior of the cab, but
the jackknifed trailer caught the fury of the firestorm, and the wave of heat
dissipated quickly, leaving them alive, though with the feeling they’d been



roasted in an oven. “Conrad,” Shahkti said, her voice roughened by the hot
air. “What were you doing?”

“Saving you from Scarlett Rider,” he said, grinning. He brushed his hair
back, causing a halo of ash to flitter to the seat. “My luck’s holding out.”

“Scarlett... what?” Her face bunched up in consternation. To Handsome
Devil, it was the most beautiful sight he’d seen all day.

“Forget her, baby,” he said, leaning in for a Kiss.

Moscow, Russia:
Callsign Red Saviour

One trait that made Red Saviour a fierce leader on the field was her
ability to assess a situation at a glance. Before she charged into the fray, she
surveyed the Square. The troopers’ trucks had penned in the protesters to
prevent escape. A pair of immense floating metallic globes lurked beyond
the trucks, flanked by more troopers.

The troopers clustered in squads of five, coordinating their fire against
CCCP metas or the crowd. One squad shot over the heads of the crowd to
destroy the facade of the building containing Lenin’s Tomb. Each of the
CCCP metas had attracted their own squad. The armor of the troopers
withstood their attacks; only Chug and Worker’s Champion appeared to be
holding their own against the Nazis, toppling them with mighty blows. Yet
the troopers climbed back to their feet and grappled with the ultra-strong
metahumans again. Red Saviour couldn’t understand it. Worker’s Champion
had gained a reputation for tearing apart Panzer tanks in the Great Patriotic
War. Either the elder meta’s powers had waned as her father’s had, or this
Nazi armor was more than just a metal suit. She glimpsed his eyes, wild with



freshly-recalled hatred under disheveled hair.

People’s Blade seemed no more than a child amongst the giant Nazis.
She leapt from one to the next, drawing sparks when her purportedly magical
sword glanced off their armored shells. Energy beams licked out at her and
off into the sky. Natalya realized that she was using the sword only as a
distraction, to engage as many troops as possible, drawing their attention
away from the innocents. She would reach a critical mass of adversaries,
though, and an energy weapon would find its target, and tiny Fei Li would
die.

Rekvium’s sonic shrieks, audible over the din of the screaming crowd
and gunfire, were cut sickeningly short. Red Saviour saw her blonde hair in a
pile of bodies where a Nazi squad had concentrated their fire. Molotok
zoomed from one trooper to another, his terrible strength allowing him to at
least uproot the giants before they could slay more civilians.

To the west, Russian Winter combined his innate control over ice
particles with Trans-Siberian’s speed-freeze weaponry to erect ice barriers
to protect the fleeing crowd. The energy beams of the troopers tore heavy
chunks of ice from the ersatz walls even as the two old metas reformed
them. Bit by bit, the ice walls diminished.

That was all she saw in the brief moment of respite before the five
troopers reoriented on her. Desperate for an escape route, the crowd had
followed the militsya’s commands towards Saviour’s Gate, clearing spaces
in the square like ripples from thrown pebbles in a pond. The troopers didn’t
track the fleeing protesters; she had succeeded in her immediate goal, to her
own great peril. Or so she thought, until a tiny, grief-stricken face peeped up
from behind a woman’s bloody corpse at the troopers’ feet.

The little girl wailed for her mother to take her to safety, or she wailed



for her mother’s death, or at the madness of the moment. A Nazi paused at
the sound, and lowered his gun to her head, execution-style.

“Unreiner russischer abschaum,” came a guttural voice from a speaker
grill.

“Over here, svinya!”” Red Saviour lurched forward. After expending so
much energy, she needed time to build it up again before she could project it
in a blast.

A rifle barked; the bullet spattered against the trooper’s facemask. The
muzzle of his energy cannon swung away from the girl to his new attacker.

Director Korovin chambered another round into the Mosin-Nagant
carbine, acquired from a historical display down the corridor from the FSO
council chamber. His smirk was gone, replaced with a grim scowl.

Natalya wasted little time marveling at his surprise appearance. She
rolled forward in a somersault to alight at the body of the girl’s mother. She
seized the girl in her arms and expended a burst of energy from her feet to
propel them past the squad, just inches above the ground, and under the
chassis of the Delex semi. Red Saviour held the girl’s head to her chest as
they sped under the axle of the truck.

They emerged beyond the line of trucks to see the rest of Red Square,
all the way to the GUM department store. The metal spheres hovered with a
teeth-gritting resonance. A devilish orange light illuminated human figures
inside the war machines. Telescoping tentacles with barbed claws pulsed to
an unseen rhythm. Dozens more troopers stood in formation around the
machines, guarding an apparatus the size of a house. It bristled with stubby
antennae and metal-encased conduits.

Standing before the amassed troops was a Nazi in jet black armor.
Golden wings swept back from an elegant blast-plate. A blood red cape



fluttered around his shoulders. The wind caught it and revealed to Natalya a
symbol etched into the armor in gold relief. “I’m scared,” the girl said in
nasal, Americanized English. She was a tourist.

“Quiet.” The word came out harsh and clipped.

The cape had slipped off the officer’s shoulder, though, and she could
identify a sword over a rounded swastika. The symbol was oddly familiar.

But she had no more time to contemplate insignia. She directed energy
into her fist and smashed it into the ground. Rubble clattered against the
Delex truck.

“Feuer!”” the officer shouted.

Red Saviour rolled herself and the girl into the hole she’d created, as
bolts of energy slammed into the asphalt where they’d crouched moments
before. She pressed the girl into the ground, absorbing the debris thrown by
the explosions with her own back. It was like taking a shotgun blast at close
range. Hundreds of bruises blackened her skin. The pain brought tears to her
eyes.

Smoke engulfed them. Natalya lifted the girl out of their makeshift
trench and dragged her back under the truck as quickly as she could,
bumping the girl’s head against the underside of the chassis.

The carnage hadn’t waited on them. Energy weapons had eaten away at
the fringes of the crowd, creating a wall of bodies five or six deep. Natalya
looked for CCCP where the Nazis had clustered. Her strategy had worked too
well; the troopers had closed in on individual metas. Gerovit fought on with
a broken arm, kicking and dodging metal fists; his mask had been torn off
and his face was awash with blood. The shy Dinamo shouted over the
cacophony of his lightning bolts, stunning the troopers, but not long enough.

Red Saviour looked up. The mortar they’d spotted had fired, its report



unheard in the chaos. A wicked yellow cloud formed over the crowd massing
at Saviour’s Gate, stinking of rotten garlic. The wind died just as the plume
began to descend onto the square.

She’d only read about the smell of nerve gas. Yet she knew at once
what it was. Their efforts to protect the civilians had only delayed their
deaths.

“Close your eyes, little one,” she said. The girl covered her face with
her hands.

The square grew silent all at once, as the troopers waited for the gas to
descend, unafraid of inhalation in their sealed suits. The exhausted CCCP
metas stared at the cloud in helplessness. Upturned faces of protesters
watched death fall upon them.

She gasped with the inspiration. Setting down the girl, she looked
frantically for Petrograd. His perpetually aloft silver form had come to a halt
above a squad of troopers.

“Petrograd!” Her voice seemed tiny in the silent square. “Petro!”

He turned his dented helmet head towards her. No one had ever seen his
face.

“Mach One!” she called to him, pointing to the cloud. “Now!”

Petrograd’s armor had been optimized for supersonic flight, but he
needed to build up momentum to achieve those speeds. He hesitated; they
both knew the limits of his rocket-pack. Then, with a crisp salute, he
launched into the sky on a plume of exhaust. He banked hard over the
Kremlin, trailing white smoke. Flames spat from his rocket-pack. His form
shrank to a speck then grew in size as he strafed the cloud of nerve gas,
angling upwards.

A sonic boom could exceed one hundred pounds-per-square-foot



pressure, the equivalent of a sonic vacuum cleaner. Petrograd burned hotter
and brighter as he blasted across the square. He was gone in the blink of an
eye, too fast for the Nazis to fire upon. The nerve gas followed him up into
the atmosphere, dispersing in the sonic boom that battered their ears. It was
the loudest sound Red Saviour had ever heard, and it swallowed the lesser
sound of Petrograd’s rocket-pack exploding and burning him alive. Black
debris fell at the end of his vapor trail. She bit back the wail of grief inside
her.

A moment passed as the crowd digested what had happened, then a
single cry of relief swelled into a chorus, then an uproar. Tigana Zemenov
cradled her husband’s broken body in a semi-circle of triumphant Nazis.
Natalya couldn’t hear her curses over the roar of the crowd, but she saw the
woman’s final strike, a ball of flame that engulfed the troopers. It heated
their armor bright red; the asphalt puddled around their feet. They
incinerated her with their energy beams. But a stray bullet from a rifle —
could it have been Korovin’s? — struck the shoulder of a Nazi; he flinched
and blood spurted from the wound..

She took a deep breath to clear her mind. Tigana Zemenov had exposed
the Nazi armor’s weakness in her sacrifice.

“Comrades!” She rose into the sky, holding the girl in her arm.
“Comrades! We won’t run any more. Burn these fashistas out of the
Motherland!” She pointed at Supernaut. “Vassily! You want to lead? Start
now! Melt their armor!”

Supernaut loosened the nozzles on his backup tanks. Flames billowed
out from his gloves, his arms, in wide tongues of fire. “Come on, Firebird!”
The big man fanned his flames over the troopers.

Firebird, unprotected in her gymnastic tights, joined Supernaut in



creating a wall of flame. Her metahuman control over flame shaped his wild
outpouring into a curving bank of fire that cut the Nazis off from the crowd.

“Spread it out!” Red Saviour flew near them. The heat from the wall
brought sweat out on her forehead.

Bleeding from a dozen wounds, Svetoch stepped up next to the two
flamethrowers. He, too, could ignite materials at a thought, and he added
burning asphalt to the wall of fire. The flames licked twenty feet into the air.

Red Saviour landed. The troopers had backed away for a moment, and
she realized she still held a child in her hands.

“Give her to me, sestra,” said a calm female voice. Soviette, soaked in
the blood of dying civilians, knelt by the girl and placed a hand on the head
wound. The fear disappeared from the girl’s face, replaced by a serene calm.
She fell asleep in Soviette’s arms.

The CCCP regrouped, those that remained: Worker’s Champion, his
dress suit in tatters; Molotok, breathing hard; People’s Blade, her serenity
replaced by cold determination; Soviet Bear and Soviette; Chug, his stone
face a mask of childlike rage. Where were Russian Winter and Trans-
Siberian? Where was Dinamo, or Gerovit? Had they died alone and in fear,
like so many Russians this evening?

The metas seemed dispirited, shoulders hunching forward, steeling
themselves for another attack on the Nazi horde. The roaring wall of fire
painted their faces orange like a Dark Ages fresco of Hell.

“We must evacuate these people,” Worker’s Champion said with a tone
that brooked no argument. “There is little time before the next wave.”

“Nyet,” Natalya heard herself tell the greatest meta the Russian people
had ever produced, and then she knew why. “Nyet, comrade Boryets, because
we are the next wave. The fire weakens their armor enough for us to defeat



them. This we must do.”

Worker’s Champion drew himself up. “And what about the civilians,
Natalya Nikolaevna?”

“They are not civilians.” She turned to face the crowd waiting to see
what their protectors would do to save them. “They are my army.” She
expended some energy to hover before the onlookers.

“Tovarischii,” she declared. “These fashistas think they can herd
Russians like sheep. Have they not forgotten what we taught them before?
That Russians are wolves!” Energy coruscated around her upraised fists.
“They think they can use you as bait to separate us and kill us one at a time.
Instead, we’ll show them the collective strength of the Russian people!”

Director Korovin, bleeding from the forehead, stepped forward with the
antique rifle. “Tell us what to do, Commissar.”

Natalya showed them her teeth in a feral grin. “Find a weapon. We’re
going to mix our spilled blood with some of theirs.”

“For Mother Russial” Someone in the crowd cried out. The words
spread through the crowd as fists pumped the air, many holding pieces of
rubble or metal pipes. Protest signs with her name had been reduced to
clubs. Outrage and anger had replaced the panic in their eyes.

“This is madness!” Worker’s Champion shouted at her from below.
“You’re leading them to their deaths.”

She surveyed the crowd of pale Russian faces, intermixed with tourists
of all nationalities: Middle Eastern, African, even archetypal Asian tourists
with their cameras held aloft like weapons. The face of international
brotherhood, she thought, but only when we come under attack does it show.

Red Saviour rewarded Worker’s Champion’s glare with a smile tinged
with madness. She took up the chant with the crowd: “For Mother Russia!”



Then she flew close to the trio of flamethrowing metas.

“Push that wall out through their ranks. Give them a taste of the flames
of revolution.”

“Ha!” Supernaut wagged his helmeted head in exaggerated bravado.
“You heard our Commissar, comrades. Follow me!”

Svetoch and Firebird raised their arms to encompass the wall, and with
an enormous influx of air the wall blew forward as if fanned by winds they
couldn’t feel. Nazi troopers cringed as the flames heated their armor to a
crimson glow.

“Forward the proletariat!” Red Saviour bellowed. She let loose a blast
of energy at the first trooper revealed; the energy exploded in a splash
around him. Armor shards flensed off the Nazis.

The crowd roared and surged forward. They hurled rocks, fired
recovered police firearms, and screamed for blood. The CCCP metas dashed
ahead of them, combining their attacks on the troopers. The flame and the
charge took the Nazis by surprise. A pitiful handful of energy bolts shot out,
missing metas and civilians wildly.

People’s Blade propelled herself through the air, her ancient blade Jade
Emperor’s Whisper held behind her in both hands. Using her momentum,
she swung in a vicious arc at the head of a red-hot Nazi trooper. The blade
sliced through overheated metal, flesh and bone. His head toppled to the
ground and bounced with a hollow sound.

“They bleed like any man!” she cried in accented Russian.

The troopers’ hesitation ended. They were vulnerable at last. The next
volley of energy bolts found their marks, and dozens of protesters screamed
in furious agony. The bolts cut a swath through the crowd, yet they stepped
over their fallen neighbors, stopping only to pick up more rocks.



Red Saviour’s army of the people advanced on their enemies.

Atlanta, Georgia:
Callsign Red Djinni

What a day.

Unlikely events bordering on divine intervention, befuddled by a
sudden re-awakening of morality, and now betrayed by the crew who had
watched my back for five years. The booming thunder from Jack’s greased
pistols was a wake-up call. | felt the barrage pound into me and the steel
shelves of the strong-room bite into my back. | clutched at my chest and
toppled forward. A curtain of red and black pain hazed everything.

Jack turned away. Was he in such a rush to book? Enough to walk away
without even checking for a pulse? Or did he just trust that sixteen bullets
finding their mark in a man’s chest was a pretty conclusive end? In either
case, he was on the move and | was dead to him.

Get up, Red. It can’t end like this, it can’t...

The blood was flowing, | knew it, just as | knew I could fix it. | had
kept a secret from all of them, and it was that | could fix this, | just needed
to get past the pain. | could barely move, | could barely think, and | needed
to concentrate, to fix this...

Startled yells came from a distance. | heard Jack in there, shouting a
warning. And another voice. A female voice. A familiar voice. A voice that
had once purred in my ear all the love one man could stand. My wounds
forgotten, | strained to listen and to slowly crawl through a pool of my own
blood to the door, to see what was going on.

“We don’t have time for this! | don’t care if they’re Echo metas, take



them!”

“Captain, we can take them! We need to reach the armory and get back
out there! The people...!”

“Get that gun out of my face, asshat! Didn’t you hear that? They’re
right behind us!”

“It’s four on three, Jack! And they’ve got that goddamned Echo
armor...”

“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! None of this matters right now! They’re
coming down here and they’re going to kill us all!”

| managed to peek out the door, and for a moment the pain went away,
replaced by shock. A group of Echo operatives, OpOnes by the look of them.
And in front, screaming at my crew, was Victoria Summers, call sign
Amethist, Echo OpTwo. The same Echo OpTwo we had run into last time in
Atlanta.

It was a Mexican standoff, everyone had their weapons trained on each
other, shouting to be heard over the din. But over them all, Amethist
commanded attention, and screamed the words that brought Jack, Jon and
Duff to a puzzled halt. As for me, they were a painful reminder of the
surreal, dream-like quality of that day.

This day just can’t get any worse...

“Look, you morons, we’re under attack by Nazi meta troopers! We’re
all under attack! You help us or we’re all dead!”

Okay, | stand corrected.

Jack hesitated, and that was all she needed; Amethist took control
immediately, and commanded everyone to arm themselves from the
weapons depot.

“Anything big and meaty that looks like it can punch through a tank!



Grab it, arm it, aim it at the blast doors!”

Jack was done looking startled. He realized that Amethist had meant
him, Jon and Duff as well. He signaled the others to follow her. Dumbly, Jon
and Duff scrambled for what looked like hi-tech rocket launchers.

The look on their faces... If | hadn’t been swimming in my own blood,
I might have laughed.

They took a defensive position behind a short ledge, waist-high, lined
with riot shields, and trained their hastily armed weapons at the tunnel.

“Where’s Red Djinni?” Amethist demanded.

“Dead,” Jack answered. “Back in the proto-vault.”

Amethist just looked at him, started to say something, but her attention
was drawn back to the tunnel. There came a steady thumping, of steel
slamming into stone, a march of metallic feet crashing down in unison.
Whoever they were, | muttered a curse at them. If they hadn’t distracted her,
Amethist might have looked back, might have seen me lying in the strong
room, weakly waving at her.

She would have seen | was alive.

Would she have rushed to my side? 1’d like to think so. Our lives had
gone in such different directions, it was sometimes hard to imagine us as
those crazy kids. Still, there was a time when nothing could have kept us
apart. When nothing else mattered.

Does that surprise you? Does it confuse you that | had a history with the
OpTwo that had sent us scurrying into hiding a couple of years back? It
shouldn’t. Like I said before, this was the worst day. The love of your life
always plays a pivotal role on your worst day.

“Fire!” Amethist bellowed.

As one, the seven defenders unleashed hell on the advancing troopers.



Just moments before, they had been ready to kill each other. Now, they
fought side-by-side against a metal-clad death squad.

Nothing like a Nazi invasion to bring people together.

And I, watching my world accelerate into a delirious cosmic opera of
crazy, chuckled a maniacal laugh of confusion, continued to bleed, and felt
myself black out.

i

How long | was out, | couldn’t really say. It couldn’t have been that
long, but in those moments | saw my life. The parts | wanted to see.

| wanted to see Victoria.

Soft light streaming through white silk curtains, making her features
burn as her eyes fluttered open, and her first smile of the day warming me
with a fiery glee that I could feel creeping through my whole body. Despite
how it ended, how she had left it, | chose to remember her that way.

Vic had grown up in Manhattan, in the small neighborhood known as
Hell’s Kitchen. She was the youngest of three daughters of a simple shop
keeper and his wife. A bright, fair-skinned blonde beauty, she believed in the
tired old ideals of justice and honor and was raised to believe that people, at
their core, were good. She fought for the underdog, hated bullies, and had a
pretty solid left hook to back that up.

Do you remember that July evening, years back, when a freak snow
storm ravaged the state of New York? That was the night we met. The coast
took the brunt of the storm. It made my life pretty miserable, | can tell you. |
was a street urchin at the time, living in alleys and on deserted rooftops and
when the weather got cold, in steam tunnels. Those days, | always wore the



mask. My control over my skin was, shall we say, lacking finesse? Still a
teenager, | was constantly fighting growth spurts and the mask would hide
the ropes of skin that would sometimes erupt from my head. To survive, |
had made theft my trade and the compact urban jungle of Manhattan my
routes of escape. Up to that point, | had kept it simple and stole from
unattended homes or broke into small-time stores with no security. But that
night | was caught in the sudden turn of weather. | was without shelter, in
nothing but my mask, worn cut-off jeans and a ragged shirt, and | was
freezing to death. So | tried to mug someone.

Vic had been walking home late from a jazz competition. In the open
solo competition, her saxophone set had landed her second place. She had
shown up her critics, the ones who had beaten her down with their caustic
comments for months. That night, she had stepped away from the musical
theory, from the tightly regimented rehearsals, and had just bared her soul
for all to hear. She felt wonderful, and despite the cold, she felt truly warm
and alive. Part of that, I’m sure, was from the thick parka she was wearing.
And for a young, freezing and desperate Red Djinni, that parka offered a
warmth that was impossible to resist.

| had never tried to mug anyone before. This was made painfully
obvious from my awkward efforts to drag her into an alley. The girl didn’t
even have the decency to be scared. She shrieked insults at me, which led to
a pretty childish argument. Hey, we were kids. By the end, | remember
letting my claws extend in disgust tinged with petulant anger. Her eyes grew
wide, at first with astonishment and, finally, registering some fear. And then,
inspired by true stupidity, | demanded she hand over the saxophone too. Her
eyes narrowed into feral slits. There was just no way, not that night. She
began pelting me with ice. That confused the hell out of me. | didn’t know



where she was getting this ice, jagged chunks of it just seemed to appear in
her hands.

That was the night Vic Summers discovered her own meta powers,
which she used to make the Red Djinni scream like a little girl while running
for his life.

By our next meeting, | had made a name for myself as a ghost, a spook
of the neighborhood. The soiled red scarf | always wore as a mask had
branded me for life. “Get in before dark!” mothers would lecture their
children, “or the Red Djinni will get ‘cha!” My game had improved. | had
learned to control my skin, to hug the shadows and to dance across rooftops
in nightly raids. Doors that had seemed impenetrable before began opening
up to me. That was the night of my first big job, a local club on the cusp of a
successful run. The plan was simple, but it was the scariest thing | had ever
tried. Grab the money as Red Djinni, disappear into the crowd and leave.

That was also the night that a new cold-powered meta named Amethist
made her debut in Hell’s Kitchen. I’ll spare myself the more embarrassing
details, and just say that the job was a major flop. | didn’t get the money. |
didn’t even make it into the club. That night, all I got for my troubles was a
clumsy escape, a new nemesis and a mild case of hypothermia.

The next couple of years started out rough. Amethist was everywhere. |
couldn’t pull even simple jobs without her lurking about. We did the dance,
had any number of street fights, complete with premeditated insults and
witty remarks, and continued to be thorns in each other’s paws.

But after a while it became... fun.

We fought constantly, but | never beat her in a straight fight and she
never managed to capture me. The dance continued, and | couldn’t have
asked for a better partner.



| don’t think either of us wanted a clear victory. We wouldn’t admit it,
but we defined each other. Every hero needs a villain, and vice versa. We
needed each other, each forcing the other to be faster, smarter, tougher, to be
better. I learned so much from sparring with her - how to fight, how to plan
and how to judge your opponents.

That was an important lesson. Know everyone. Be they your enemies,
your friends or your victims, you controlled your destiny by predicting the
greatest variable there was — the actions of people. After a few tussles with
Vic, | had made it my job to read people, to get under their skin. If I couldn’t
deal with her in a straight fight, | figured | could get to her another way — by
understanding her drive, by observing those she cared about, all to predict
her actions, her reactions, and ultimately, her.

This accomplished two things.

First, | learned how to generalize people, classify them, and imitate
them. | learned how to read people as open books.

Second, | came to the startling conclusion that I was in love with
Amethist.

| hadn’t seen that coming. | should have. Did | mention she was
beautiful? Well, it turned out it wasn’t skin deep. This girl was beautiful.
She always fell for my traps, each one, and why? Because | put people in
danger and she couldn’t let people get hurt, even if she knew it was just a
diversion so | could pull some fast job on the other end of the city. And
every time she saved them, every time. A few times she even managed to
catch up with me to foil whatever petty job | had planned. And she did all
that because it was the right thing to do. How do you not fall in love with
someone like that?

And even after all my careful planning, my vigilant observations of her,



there was still a lot I couldn’t figure out. | did my homework. I learned her
secret identity. That Amethist was a poor Kitchen’s girl named Victoria
Summers only deepened what love | had for her. She had these remarkable
abilities, and she didn’t use them for herself, or even to give her family a
better life! She used them for any poor Joe who was victim to jerks like me.

But the greatest mystery was about her feelings for me. Somewhere,
somehow as our paths continued to bump and bang against one another, she
had fallen in love with a jackass like me. She told me later that she’d known,
from the first night we met, that I wasn’t hopeless. She said she knew there
was something in me worth her effort and patience.

That did it. It had been so long since I’d heard anyone say those words
to me.

“I believe in you, Red.”

So I tried it. I tried being like her, a hero. | ran with Amethist for
months, and we stopped some pretty sick individuals. Before long, | had
bared my soul to her. In return, she told me things that made me marvel at
her curiosity, at her naivety. How did someone who faced the worst of
humanity stay this unblemished, this pristine, even after all the horrors she
had witnessed? | didn’t know, or care. | just wanted to protect that
innocence, to protect her. | had to laugh at myself. The plan had backfired.
Learn to read people, predict what they’ll do and they’re yours, right? Funny
how that works out. When you draw someone close like that, you forget that
it’s a two-way street. As you’re digging around inside them, they’re sinking
their claws inside you.

By the fall of 1991, six months after we had confessed our love for each
other, she wanted out.

No. | don’t want to see this. Please...



She had tried to talk herself into staying, because she did love me. |
knew that. But it wasn’t enough, and in the end | couldn’t be the hero she
needed me to be. There were extremes that | would go to, to fight the
bastards that ran organized crime. And I’m not talking about bravery. I’'m
talking about brutality. We had been fighting a losing war with the local
mobs. Anytime we felt we were close to busting them, to exposing them,
someone we needed would die. An informant, or a witness, the mob saw
them dead by morning. | was determined to stop it. So | targeted the bosses.
I made their lives hell. When that didn’t work, I resorted to beating them
senseless. In a few cases, | overdid it a little. The last boss | killed, Vic
caught me in the act. It didn’t matter that he had committed murders a
hundred times worse. When Vic walked in on that, she saw me as one of
them. A murderer. She was scared of me.

No... no...

But leaving me was complicated. We were expecting, the two of us. We
had just learned of it. A child. Our child. But on that day, she came to me,
deathly pale, and told me she couldn’t do it. She knew how | felt, that I
would never consent, could never stay away from my own child, and so she
had made the decision alone. The abortion clinic...

That’s ENOUGH!

Enough? No, not enough. Not nearly enough. I still blamed her, a big
part of me hated her, wanted to hurt her. You see it, Red? You see what you
did? You did it. Everything you tried to protect her from, you did it to her
yourself.

Now go tell her, and pray it isn’t too late.

i



Amidst shouts and the exchange of energy blasts and explosions, | came
to. Rolling over, | looked down and saw the riddled holes in my chest and
the blood seeping out. But Jack’s bullets, designed to puncture skin and tear
through flesh, hadn’t quite done their job. Like I said, I’d kept it secret even
from my team. My skin wasn’t just skin-deep. A new trick 1’d been working
on, it was my ace in the hole. Compact layers of skin on the torso, a living
sheath meant to deaden the impact of gunfire.

Out of some deep reservoir | didn’t know I had, | shoved the pain aside,
concentrated, focused in a way | had only tried once or twice and with an
intensity 1’d never felt before. Because this was new. While my skin had
kept the entry wounds shallow, | was still in real danger from bleeding out.

| started growing the tissue that would push the bullets out ahead of it.
Skin, but...well it was my skin. My skin, whatever the hell it is. | stopped
bleeding, and one by one, sixteen bullets squeezed out of my torso like a kid
popping zits, to clatter down onto the concrete. All the while, out there,
explosions, the whine of energy weapons, screaming and shouting and
cursing, the metallic taste of blood and the smell of hot metal and burning
plastic.

| lay there for just a second, less than that; | was tired in a way you just
can’t imagine. But | didn’t have time to be tired. You can rest when you’re
dead. Out there the woman | had loved, the woman I still loved, was fighting
for her life. I knew it had to be that dire, or she would never, ever have
joined forces with my crew.

| grabbed the first thing that looked big, mean, and nasty, flipped a
switch on the butt of it, and as it powered up, dashed out the door to throw
myself down between Vic and Jack behind what was left of the barrier.

“We gotta stop meetin’ like this, darlin’,” | said, as Vic’s eyes jerked



over to her right, saw me, widened with shock, and then went alight with joy.
Even now | couldn’t resist a smart-ass quip.

Jack’s eyes flickered to me, and back to the fight. “I should have
known,” he muttered.

Everyone you ask is going to tell you that they just weren’t prepared for
their first sight of those Nazi armored troopers. Everyone is right. Nothing
could have prepared us for this: Hitler’s wet-dream. Serious. Everything that
crazed housepainter could have thought up, everything any of his mad
scientists could have thought up, all packaged into chromed and enameled,
unstoppable death machines. Now, after miles of videotape and millions of
photographs, hours of analysis and a phalanx of Eminent Experts, people are
used to seeing them. But that first sight? It was more than a jolt to the gut. It
was a kidney-punch, a brick to the head and a karate-kick to the face, all at
once.

This is Evil and it has come to kill us all.

And damned if | was going to let it.

| aimed whatever it was that | was carrying at the Nazis, and pulled the
trigger.

And nothing happened.

| cursed and was about to throw it away, when my skin told me that
whatever my eyes said, there was something going on. Something...
building. Pressure. There was a pressure-wave, out in front of us. And the
Nazis started to take a step.

And couldn’t.

It was like an obscene version of a street-mime in the classic “walking
against the wind.” They tried to move, and it was in slow motion, shoving
against something, a wind that wasn’t there. They even leaned into it, as Vic



and the rest sent a hell of incendiary and explosive rockets into their midst.

But my toy was only slowing them down. It wasn’t doing a thing about
their arm-cannons. And they let loose with those, forcing us to duck behind
an increasingly smaller barrier, forcing me to move my gun out of harm’s
way,

They got Duff; he was just a fraction of a second too late. One of the
energy-blasts took his head right off, vaporized it, and the headless body
flopped down next to Jon.

| tried to get Vic’s attention, then—this might be the last time, the only
time 1’d be able to tell her how sorry | was, how sorry for everything, but
there wasn’t any time, and she couldn’t have heard me over the blasts, the
scream of the energy-cannons, Jon’s stream of curses.

We weren’t stopping them. We could slow them, but we couldn’t stop
them. And if they hadn’t known about the Vault before, if they had only
followed Vic and her crew in by accident, they surely knew what it was by
now. They’d have everything that was in the Vault, of which the Inferno was
only one part, and probably not even the most important.

The Inferno—

That was when | knew, | knew that the Inferno bomb was the key. We
needed to let them in, let them past us, and blow the Vault with the Inferno

I made a dive for Duff’s body, scrambling through his clothing, his
pockets, trying to find the damn thing. My hand felt it in his vest and |
looked up to see every Nazi trooper had his energy cannon trained on me.
They’d blasted away the last of the barrier over Duff’s body, and now | was
in the open. | heard the whine as the weapons all ramped up.

My skin wasn’t going to stop that.



You know how they say in moments like this, everything moves in slow
motion? It does. Just like some cheesy special effect—I watched as Vic
launched herself at me. | felt myself falling over as she hit me. | slid
sideways, behind more of the barrier, out of harm’s way.

| watched her glow white, then vanish in the crossfire of a dozen energy
beams, taking the blasts meant for me.

The world stopped. She was gone. 45 heists, 32 meaningless trysts, 6
Nazi troopers and 15 years too late, | had finally found peace with us, but |
would never get to tell her. I would never get to hold her again, or see that
winsome smile meant just for me. All the good that was Victoria Summers
was gone in a flash of light, and my world crumbled in the wake of that
blast.

| lost it.

| didn’t care anymore. | know | must have been screaming something,
and it must have been coherent, because Jack, Jon, and the three OpOnes
went wide and around, letting the troopers shoot their way past us and into
the Vault itself, dodging blasts as they ran. | screamed at them, taunting
them, moving, always moving, getting them to chase me deeper in. | saw Jon
go down, then two of the OpOnes. | didn’t care. All I cared about was living
long enough, just long enough, to take those bastards out. Once they were
well into the Vault, | turned and dove for the tunnel, somersaulting and
rolling, coming to my feet and dropping the Inferno to the ground.

Jack and the last OpOne and | ran up the tunnel, through the delivery
bay and made for the outside. The troopers were a lot slower. They turned as
one, and started their slow march toward us. And | waited until they were
right on top of that bomb.

“Ignition!” | screamed. And | hit the remote trigger and turned to



watch as the other two hit the dirt.

They were right to call it an “Inferno.” The Vault glowed a magnesium-
flare white. The columns holding up the ceiling collapsed, and the whole
building above fell down, down onto the troopers. An enormous cloud of
rubble spewed out of the tunnel doors, slamming into us, throwing us back to
land in battered heaps on the ground.

| blacked out again for a moment.

It couldn’t have been long.

When | came to, and crawled to my feet, the only sounds were the
ticking bits of falling rubble, explosions in the far distance, and Jack’s feet
hitting the pavement as he booked out of there.

Vic’s last OpOne and | stared at each other through the settling dust. |
could tell what was on his mind. This was the infamous Red Djinni. And any
other day, if | hadn’t been on the Ten Most Wanted List before, after
blowing into the Vault | would have been.

On the other hand, compared to what had been in here with us, and what
was plainly still out there now, | was a pretty pitiful minnow among the
piranha. The world as we both knew it had just done a complete one-eighty.
And | knew what Vic would have done. Would have asked me to do.

“Look,” | said hoarsely. “Let me help you save whoever we can. Arrest
me after. Okay?”

Wordlessly, he nodded, got to his feet, and offered me a hand up.
Together we went out into hell.



Chapter Four: The End Of The Beginning
Mercedes Lackey, Steve Libbey, Cody Martin, Dennis Lee



Everywhere it was the same. The Nazis had miscalculated. We weren
sheep. We werent going to bare our necks to the knife. If we went down, we
would go down fighting.

Mind you, | say “we” in the larger sense, because | personally was
groveling and shaking in a closet, too afraid to crack the door. I’m not proud
of that. But in the larger sense...we were very far from out for the count.

Echo Headquarters, Atlanta Georgia

Dull explosions cut through the roaring in Alex Tesla’s ears. Under the
influence of Dopplegaenger’s injection, he lapsed in and out of a dreamlike
torpor, but beneath the disorientation, his mind raced and tossed ideas into
his addled consciousness.

Uncle Nikola. Echo. A ring of fire. His dead secretary. Eisenfaust.
Dopplegaenger’s shifting features.

A ring of fire. His mind seized on it and spun it like a fiery wedding
band. Laid flat, the area contained by it blackened. The flames fluctuated as
another explosion shook the building. Lying on his side, facing the window,
he watched a figure with a winged helmet dash through the sky, twisting and
turning to avoid stabbing blue beams of destruction.

Mercurye; a part of his mind recognized the OpOne. Mercurye, the
messenger.

Cracks appeared inside the ring’s perimeter, peeling up to form a Y.
Fire burned beneath the strokes of the letter.

Aring of fire, dissected by a Y. It seemed so familiar to him. He rubbed



his eyes to wake himself.

Surprised, Alex stared at his hands. He could move! His body was
fighting off the paralyzing effects of the drug. He levered himself up to sit in
his chair. From the vantage point, he could see armored men spread in
squads across the lawn of the Echo campus, directing their weapons at
buildings and scattered flying metahumans. Mercurye drew a large part of
the fire; he danced between the beams as if running through a forest.

The messenger of the gods, Alex thought. A message... | need to speak
to my people!

He forced his hand to move across the desk and tap the buttons of the
intercom for a line out. Static hissed out of the speaker. He thought he’d
pressed the wrong button, but no channel gave him a signal. The white noise
washed over him like a tidal pool.

Mercurye zoomed past his window, a spry blur. The beams followed
him; they tore at the masonry of the building. The window exploded
inwards. Shards of glass rained on Alex. Adrenaline overcame his paralysis:
he dove under the desk.

The sounds of battle were no longer muted. Cries, screams, gunfire and
detonations reached his ears. Papers littered the floor from his earlier fall. A
letter on Echo stationary lay inches from his face. Echo Corporate
Headquarters, it read. 100 Echo Way, Atlanta, Georgia.

Atlanta. The intersection of 1-75 and 1-85 formed the Y in the ring: I-
285, the Perimeter. His unconscious mind had already processed what
Dopplegaenger hinted at: Better for you to live as we burn your little army
and your city in a ring of cleansing fire.

It wasn’t merely an attack on the Echo facility. The Nazis had far
greater designs.



The intercom dangled from the desk, still hissing. He needed a way to
communicate with the Echo operatives in the field, to send them to the
Perimeter and stop the Nazis.

He needed a messenger.

i

The last of the Nazi troopers had vanished through the hole in the
cellblock wall, in pursuit of the prisoner who called himself Slycke. The
Commandant and Valkyria had taken their squad — and the unconscious
Dopplegaenger —back the way they came, towards the administrative wing
of the facility. Ramona counted ten painful breaths and rose to her feet. Her
stomach heaved and emptied of the lunch she had eaten only an hour ago.
She wiped stinging eyes as she coughed out the last of her bile.

The dying groans of a few last prisoners resonated through the
cellblock. Ramona thought she ought to do something to help them, but the
sound of explosions outside gave her a sense of urgency. In order for the
Commandant to stroll in as casually as a red-carpet celebrity, he must have
brought a massive force to engage the Echo metahumans. Anger coursed
through her veins. This was defilement.

The guards around her were dead. Yankee Pride still had a weak pulse
but looked like the ingredients for sausage. He would be no use to her.

Her options were not encouraging: follow Slycke and his hunters out of
the building, or trail the Commandant and that evil bitch. Unarmed, neither
prospect appealed to her. Nor did hiding in a prison full of corpses while her
friends died.

This is where we earn our hazard pay, she concluded, making for the



cellblock door.

The armored Nazi contingent was easy to follow. Ramona could have
kicked over a table without being heard over the din of metal-shod feet and
cannon shots. The Commandant and Valkyria shouted in German to be
heard, but Ramona could not understand the discussion. She strained to
listen anyway, hoping to catch a name or a clue as to their destination.

Once they had cleared the cellblock and the checkpoints — each one a
gruesome scene of bloody, broken guards — they turned to the left, the
direction of the administration building. The majority of the metahumans
present on the Echo campus would be in that building, filling out paperwork
in their offices, researching leads, or eating a late lunch.

The only reason to march an army towards metahuman center, Ramona
thought grimly, is if you’re looking for a knock-down, drag-out fight. She
stooped to retrieve a pistol and her ribs sang a song of pain. She gritted her
teeth against it. When this is over, she promised herself, | am taking a
handful of Vicodin and a hot bath —forever.

The sounds of battle grew in volume until they drowned out the
stomping soldiers. Peeking around the corner, she saw that the
Commandant’s party had joined up with a contingent of troopers. Dozens.
Her stomach flopped. She ducked back behind the corner and tried to calm
herself.

A few stray bullets hit the wall behind the Commandant. The troopers
returned fire with their shrieking arm cannons. The air shuddered with the
blasts. Ramona forced herself to remember the layout of the administration
building. The gunfire could only have come from one direction: south. Thus
there had to be a group of Echo personnel in that direction. She could bypass
the main corridor by cutting through the secretary pool.



But to do so, she would have to cross the corridor in plain sight of the
Commandant and Valkyria.

There’s no hope for it, she decided. She screwed up her courage — what
little she had left — and bolted for the door.

It stood half open, a relief. She slowed herself so that she could push it
without making noise — and heard a woman’s voice bark at her in German.

“Aw, hell.” She dove into the roomful of cubicles.

Discarding stealth for speed, she sprinted between the cubicles and their
post-it notes, Dilbert cartoons and memos. Valkyria flung the door open
behind her and unleashed a barrage of bullets over the cubes. The maze of
cubes led Ramona into a dead end filled with copy machines and printers.
She gaped at it: betrayed by a shoddy office layout. Where was the fire
marshal when you needed him?

“Come back, damn you!” the German war criminal shouted.

“Give me one good reason.”

Bullets tagged the wall behind her.

“That wasn’t it!” She checked her ammo: only three bullets left.

She could hear the creak of leather as the woman drew close. Ramona
unplugged the Ethernet cable from the printer. It would have made a good
garrote... but she couldn’t find the terminus; it passed into the wall. She
settled for the AC power cord and hid in a nook created by an overlong
divider.

Valkyria entered the printing cubicle pistol first. “Come out, liebchen,”
she said. “I will make it painless.”

Ramona lunged at her with the power cord in her fists. Valkyria
squeezed off a shot so close to Ramona’s ear that it deafened her — but she
got the cord around Valkyria’s neck.



Wrestling was where Ramona’s extra pounds worked to her advantage.
She put a knee in the German’s back and leaned away. The woman tried to
wedge her fingers under the rubber cord while flailing with her pistol.
Ramona slammed her against the divider and then against the wall, but the
metahuman bucked like a bronco.

“Hold still, damn you,” Ramona panted. The effort to keep the cord taut
made her ribs feel as though they were cracking further.

Valkyria found her footing and lashed out at Ramona. Her strength
broke and she staggered back. The metahuman clawed at her throat, gasping
for air, but her eyes promised death to the detective.

Ramona grabbed the laser printer — a nice, heavy, outdated model — and
threw it at Valkyria’s head with an enormous crash. The impact knocked the
metahuman down. Ramona ran for it, digging the gun out of her pocket.

| should have put a bullet between Valkyria’s eyes when | had the
chance. Why didn’t I? The opportunity had passed. The metallic taste in her
mouth gave her the reason: she was on the verge of mind-bending panic.

She reached the other end of the room at last. Valkyria had to be
seconds behind her at most, yet Ramona had exhausted her will to fight —
now she was fully in flight mode.

A wide, thin fingered hand threw the door open in front of her. Her face
collided with someone’s stomach.

Panic took over. She snatched the gun up to fire at the giant. The gun
floated out of her hand and hovered in the air.

“Easy there,” a voice said above her. Ramona craned her neck. The
speaker, whose stomach was in her face, was Southwind, one of the
freakishly tall metahuman Four Winds. His large eyes with their oversized
pupils made her feel as though the flying saucers had landed.



“Get her,” she managed to say.

With flawless timing, Valkyria leapt onto the top of a cubicle, pistol in
hand. Ramona had a priceless glimpse of the German’s look of shock before
Southwind sent forth a blast of telekinetic force that dashed her into the
dropped ceiling. Her legs dangled from the punctured drywall, twitching.

“You make it look so simple,” Ramona said.

“It’s not, believe me.” Southwind’s tone was dark. “We’re trying to
flank the Nazis in the building. You know where they are?”

“l think so. Back that way.” She pointed with her chin. “At least twenty
of ‘em.”

“Good.” The alien-like metahuman gave her a wicked grin showing
small, precise teeth. “l have some frustration to work off.”

i

Mercurye dug his heels into the air as if it were Astroturf. He did not
possess the ability to fly; rather, the ability to stride through the air at
incredible speeds. The difference between his power and propulsion from
jets or rockets manifested itself in a remarkable turn ratio, as if he only ran
along the ground at a normal speed. This effect, he was sure, violated the
laws of physics.

He took advantage of this quirk in his ability as the Nazi troopers fired
bolt after bolt at him. It had served as a distraction while his surviving
comrades regrouped, but more Nazis in armor filled the Echo grounds,
adding their arm cannons to the forest of energy beams. Ten became twenty
became fifty. He could no longer hold their attention.

To give himself more time to anticipate the vector of the blasts, he



gained altitude, driving his winged sandals against the air. Higher up, still
flitting back and forth, he could see the spheroid war machines tearing at the
walls of the research building with snake-like tentacles; delivery trucks
disgorging more troopers; fire on the roof of the Echo museum. His heart
sank.

The barrage diminished. Below, he saw two glowing forms dashing
from trooper to trooper, leaving a wake of uprooted troopers. Blue beams
chased the figures.

Kid Zero. He had recovered and split into his two battle forms, Kid Plus
and Kid Minus. Each one could deliver an atomic powered punch and
communicate with the other through a mental link.

The two Kids moved fast enough to evade the blasts aimed at them.
Eager for an earthbound target, the troopers concentrated their fire, often
hitting each other. Chaos erupted and the Kids kept running and striking.

Over the din, Mercurye heard a voice call his name.

He spotted a figure waving his arms from the shattered window of a
corner office. He squinted against the glare of the hot summer sun but could
not make out the features of the man. Then an energy beam scraped against
his NanoWeave pantsleg, sending him into a tailspin.

Mercurye raised his arms above his head and pivoted so that his feet
pointed to the ground again. Air rushed past, but after a sickening,
vertiginous moment his feet found purchase in the sky. Power surged
through his legs and he ascended again before the beams of the troopers
could complete their work.

The spare moment this maneuver bought him gave him an opportunity
to see the man in the window. This time, he recognized the face: his boss,
Alex Tesla.



Mercurye was torn: answer Tesla’s summons or try to draw fire away
from Kid Zero’s atomic forms. Smoke and dust rose from the turf where the
troopers ripped massive holes trying to tag the boy.

In the second that he hesitated, Mercurye saw Kid Minus — the dark
form — trip on a divot in the ground. The troopers wasted no time in
descending on him with mailed fists. Their armored shapes enveloped the
glowing form.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kid Plus’ energy aura turn white
and expand.

Without warning, a blinding light erupted from the pileup. Mercurye
threw a hand over his eyes; the flash had burned an after-image on his retina
worse than glancing at the sun.

A wave of heat hit him. The NanoWeave fabric of his pants tensed. His
exposed chest hair smoldered.

Then the shockwave, followed by the immense roaring sound of the
explosion itself, like the roar of a lion released from the cage of the sun.

Carried by waves of sheer force, Mercurye hurtled through the air like
so much shrapnel. The sky no longer felt like his home. He had no control
over his trajectory.

The retinal image faded as his thoughts slowed into a thick morass. He
was losing consciousness while airborne. The fall from this height would
surely kill him.

For a moment, a blackness as pure as the white light of the nuclear
explosion swallowed him. But a shred of his consciousness remained alert —
and furious. These incongruous armored barbarians had killed Kid Zero. A
boy. His friend. Struck down without mercy.

Mercurye, who styled himself on the messenger of the gods, had a



message for the Nazi horde.

Revenge.

Weak but awake, he let his feet skid across the sky, slowing his fall. He
arrived at a full stop at the main gate, where a dozen ShipEx trucks with
shredded sides had been abandoned. The electric fence had been crushed
under armored boot heels. A dead security guard, her face frozen in an
expression of horror, lay in a crumpled heap in the middle of the road. A
pool of green blood spread under the Troll nearby.

Disheartened, Mercurye looked back at the Echo campus. A miniature
mushroom cloud reached toward the sky, enveloped by smoke and flames
that silhouetted tall armored figures in flight. He judged that the blast had
taken a large chunk out of the Administration building — including the
cafeteria where he had left his comrades - and left a crater in the ground
where Kid Zero had fallen.

Too steep a price to pay for victory, he thought. How many Echo
operatives died in the first strike and that explosion? Dozens, at least. How
could they let themselves be caught off guard?

“Oi, mate.” The words issued from the ruins of a guard booth. A black-
clad glove protruded from the rubble. “Lend a hand?”

Still aching, Mercurye shouldered the slabs of concrete aside with the
remains of his metahuman strength. The man underneath wore a black hood
and Echo uniform. His black raven wings bent at unnatural angles.

“Corbie.” Mercurye hauled the wounded Englishman onto the street as
gently as he could. “Where’s your squad?”

“Dead. Bloody Nazis... came out of the trucks... killed Miranda and the
Troll...” Corbie spit, a mixture of blood and saliva. “Played skeet with me.”

“Can you move?”



“l can’t bloody fly. | suppose crawling’s an option.” He stared at the
column of smoke in the center of the campus. “What was that?”

“It was Kid Zero.”

Corbie cursed. “Help me up.” With a supporting arm, Corbie limped
over to the guard’s crushed body and took her sidearm. “Just point me in the
right direction.”

A sense of doom came over Mercurye. Small squad tactics he could
handle, but this was all out war, and he wanted guidance too. Even the
courage of Corbie would be consumed by the inferno of violence before
them. Yet, what could they do?

Then he remembered Tesla, trying to get his attention before the blast.
“Better yet, I’ll take you there.” He gripped Corbie’s uniform and took to the
air, legs pumping hard in an airborne sprint.

In moments they were over the crater. The shattered forms of Nazi
troopers lined the sides; there was no sign of Kid Zero. Mercurye guessed
that the boy’s unintentional suicide bombing had taken out a few dozen
troopers, leaving scores more reorganizing on the lawn. A squad pressed into
the gaping hole in the building where the cafeteria had been.

He angled to the left, to Tesla’s office window. They ducked the shards
of broken glass that lined the window like jagged teeth. It was supposed to
be bulletproof, like all the windows in the Echo campus. Their booted feet
crunched on the debris-strewn floor.

Tesla was nowhere in sight.

“Alex!” Heart in his throat, Mercurye scanned the room for a bloody
corpse.

Corbie nudged him. “In there, maybe?”

A bookcase stood at an angle to its compatriots to reveal a narrow



staircase lit by dim fluorescent lights. Mercurye peered down the space
between the rails. “This goes all the way down to the sub-basement. Some
kind of escape tunnel?”

Corbie limped over to the entrance. “If it is, there are a lot of blokes
who can put it to use.” That the metas would have to cover that escape he
left unsaid, though both men knew it.

“I can find out quick enough.” Mercurye vaulted over the rail, arms
tight to his side. There was just enough clearance for him in the gap to drop
down past the flights of stairs. As he approached the bottom, he churned his
feet to gain purchase on the air. His last step, from two feet above a concrete
floor, he took as though stepping off the stairwell itself.

Beyond the stairwell, a door led to a small room glowing with
multicolored lights from consoles up to the ceiling. Alex Tesla stood beside
a chair with an elaborate helmet on his head. White noise growled out of a
speaker mounted next to a viewscreen on which flickered a stylized symbol
of a star over an eye. He twisted dials and cursed between calls of “Uncle!
Uncle!” into thin air.

“We’re not beaten yet,” Mercurye said to his back. Tesla whirled,
pointing a needle-nosed, wicked looking gun that Mercurye had not seen in
his hand.

Fear and doubt played across Tesla’s features. “I thought you were
killed.”

“Helps to be airborne in a shockwave,” Mercurye said. “I’m pretty
sturdy.” He looked at the unfamiliar gun more closely. It resembled a prop
from a Buck Rogers serial. “Is this your secret armory?”

“No. It’s =” The doubt returned, and Mercurye recognized the look of a
man scrambling for a plausible lie. “It doesn’t matter what you see if the



Thules kill us all.” He pounded on the screen. “Come on, answer!”

Mercurye hesitated. The room offered no exits other than the door he
had come through, so his hope for an escape tunnel was dashed. Frustration
overcame his deference. “What are you doing? You’re needed out there.
We’re scattered all over the place, getting picked off like -~

Tesla cut him off with a hand. A voice came through over the static.
“Metis... can’t... interference...”

Metis? Mercurye knew that word, but from where?

“Come in, come in. Please! Can you hear us? Send backup...” Noise
drowned Tesla out. He dashed the helmet to the ground with a curse and
glared at Mercurye.

“Did you get through?”

“I don’t know. The Thules are jamming every frequency, even our
secret ones.” He paused, sizing Mercurye up. “We have to assume we’re on
our own.”

“Um, yeah... Listen, these Thules — the Nazis — they’re slaughtering us.
OpTwos, Threes, all going down. We have two hundred metas in Atlanta. If
we can just mount a counteroffensive -

“And how do you propose to do that? | can’t even use my goddamn cell
phone.” Tesla scowled. “It’s worse than you think. Echo isn’t the only target.
They’re torching the Perimeter.”

Mercurye gaped at him as the words sank in. “The Perimeter? How do
you know?”

“Never mind that... although if you see Doc Bootstrap, kill him. There
are too many innocent lives at stake to worry about the Echo campus. Let
them destroy it. We need our teams out on 285.” Tesla shoved the gun into
his pocket and began to climb the stairs. Mercurye followed him on the



narrow stairway, although he could have floated to the top in a fraction of
the time.

“Okay, how do we do that without radio contact?”

“That’s where you come in. Mercurye, messenger of the gods.”

Comprehension dawned. “Oh.”

Gunshots interspersed with incomprehensible Cockney swearing echoed
down the stairwell. An explosion sounded, followed by more gunshots.
“That’s Corbie. He must have found some targets.”

“Then we’ll take a shortcut.” Tesla pressed a hand against a specific
spot on the wall. The featureless concrete lit up with a web of glowing blue
circuitry; the shape of a door defined itself. As it opened, they heard more
gunfire and energy beams.

“I think we’ve found the frontline,” Tesla said, retrieving his gun from
his jacket.

Mercurye missed his sidearm and his caduceus. “Is that little toy going
to make a difference?”

Tesla almost grinned. “You’d be surprised.”

“Not today | won’t.”

i

The last time Romano had seen the rotunda, it was full of gawking
tourists. Now, above her, gravity asserted itself against the shattering ceiling
with terrifying authority. Tons of rock and metal lost their support and fell
towards her in what seemed to be slow motion.

“Oh God,” she breathed.

As if united in thought, the Four Winds rose into the air and extended



their arms to the onrushing debris. Wind howled around them; the fall of the
wreckage slowed. Ramona stared, transfixed. Could the Four Winds’
combined telekinetic power hold up a building?

Bare arms wrapped around her waist and yanked. Her sidearm flew out
of her hand as the scene receded. Someone moving faster than a human
hauled her to the front entrance and let go. She tumbled to a halt next to a
pair of legs.

The owner of the pair of legs helped her to her feet. “We’ve got to get
out,” Alex Tesla said urgently. Ramona did not hesitate; she pushed the glass
doors — miraculously intact, at least for the next ten seconds — and ran out
into the daylight.

The smoke-free air tasted as sweet as bourbon to her. She turned to see
Mercurye hauling his comrade Flak past them. Air whooshed out of the
doorway at their heels.

Ramona threw Tesla to the ground and covered his body with her own,
despite the sharp pain in her ribs. The ground floor of the Echo
administration building exploded in a deafening roar.

Dust enveloped them in a daylight-defying cloud. The glass doors they
had passed through moments ago showered on Ramona’s back and cut at her
exposed skin. She cried out in pain.

For a moment, Ramona blanked out on everything but the pain from her
lacerations. The screams of buried men and women reached her. She could
hear a lone voice calling out the name “Kevin” over and over, more
distraught with every repetition.

Lesser pieces of debris continued to hit the ground around them:;
beneath her, Tesla squirmed and tried to rise. She pressed her hands against
the ground to push herself away from him and from the broken glass.



Mercurye stood over her. He took her hand and lifted her to her feet as
if she were a feather. Bloody cuts crisscrossed his bare chest, the blood
mixing with dust.

“I’m okay,” she said before he could ask. The sadness in his eyes was
unbearable. “Thanks.” On impulse, she squeezed his hand and held it.

Tesla dusted off his expensive suit as if his filthy hands could make a
difference. His face was grim, determined.

“Alex,” Mercurye said. “Do you still want me to play messenger?”

“More than ever. We need to concentrate our forces on the highway.”

“The — what?” Ramona goggled at him. “What highway? The Nazis are
right past that pile of rubble.” She pointed at the demolished building and
the rising cloud of dust.

Flak came up behind them. His black face shone with bruises. “I ain’t
gonna retreat,” he said wearily.

“1-285. The ring of fire.” Tesla brought out a strange looking pistol.
“Our first duty is to the citizens. The campus — we can write it off if we have
to.”

“And what about our people who’re getting wiped out?” Flak said.

Tesla said nothing.

“He’s right. Atlanta’s depending on us. We can’t dig a hole and hide in
it.” Mercurye released her hand. “We have to do what we can.”

“I’m not sure | can do anything. | don’t even have a gun anymore — I’'m
just a detective. Where are the OpThrees? The OpFours? Aren’t there a few
in Atlanta? That spooky Greek lady, Amphi-something.”

“I’Il find them,” Mercurye said quickly.

“No, you won’t. Atlanta has five million people. Are you planning to go
door to door?” Ramona blew air out of her cheeks. “Without radio we’re



screwed.”

Tesla’s jaw dropped. He stared at her.

“OpFours. | know where one is.” He turned east. “He’s not close.
Fifteen miles at least.”

“Who?”

“The Mountain.”

Flak snorted. “The big guy in Stone Mountain? He’s never left his hole
where the Confederate memorial used to be —before he smashed it.”

“And he won’t talk to anyone,” Mercurye said.

“That’s true,” Tesla admitted. “But he’s also a hundred feet tall. He
could tilt the balance in our favor.”

Mercurye rubbed his chin. “Fifteen miles | can do in five minutes.”

“With a passenger?”

He nodded. “Maybe. Yes.”

“Then you can take me to Stone Mountain before you round up our
troops. I’ll order him out of hiding.”

“No.” Ramona stepped in front of her boss. Tesla raised an eyebrow.
“You’re needed here, sir. You and that raygun you keep waving around. | bet
it’s something special. Besides, depressed men don’t want to be bossed
around. They need to be cajoled. That’s a job for a woman.”

“Like in King Kong,” Flak said.

“Damn right,” she said.

Tesla paused only for a moment. “All right. Get to it. Flak, you’re with
me.” The two men spun on their heels and raced back into the dust cloud.

Mercurye and Ramona watched them disappear into the darkness.

“You ready?” he asked, spreading his arms.

Ramona straightened. “Take me. I’m yours.”



i

Ramona pressed her head against Mercurye’s chest, squeezed her eyes
shut, and tried not to scream — though in fact she could barely breathe, and
every breath she did take cracked her abused ribs. Stars floated before her
eyes.

The wind roared in her ears and tore at her hair like a beast with a
million claws. Mercurye ran at full speed, nearly two hundred miles an hour,
a thousand feet up. She could taste blood mixed with sweat and dust on his
skin. Her eyes teared up every time she glanced at his face. It was a mask of
concentration and strain.

She dared not look down.

The roar increased in volume to a howl straight out of Hell. Ramona
tried to breathe through her nose in the air pocket against his chest, but
before she blacked out, she felt his arms squeeze her tighter.

“Hey. Hey, wake up. Come on.” Ramona’s eyes flew open. She lay on
hot granite that seared her palms. The sun glared down behind Mercurye’s
head, giving him a golden, winged halo.

“Christ.” She rolled over to shield her eyes. “We made it.”

“In record time. Congratulations.” He felt her cheeks and her pulse in
her neck. “That was equivalent to riding a plane bareback. You’re one tough
chick.”

“Next time I’ll skip the window seat. Help me up.” Ramona sat up
painfully and grabbed his hand as her head spun. “Gah... | need a cigarette.”

“l hear that a lot.” He winked at her and strode to the edge of the
abutment. Stone Mountain was a barren chunk of granite shoved eight
hundred feet up through the flat Georgian plain by ancient volcanic



pressures. In the early 1900’s, the Daughters of the Confederacy and the Ku
Klux Klan raised funds to carve the world’s largest bas-relief into the side of
Stone Mountain. Unsurprisingly, the subjects of the carving were the heroes
of the losing side of the Civil War: Robert E. Lee, Jefferson Davis, and
Stonewall Jackson, all mounted on horseback. Some Southerners regarded as
divine justice the emergence of Mountain from the very center of the bas-
relief—until he declined to take up where Lee, Davis and Jackson had left
off.

Mercurye peered over the edge at the gaping hole in the mountain
where the monument had been. “I don’t see him.”

Ramona wobbled to her feet. “He’s probably sulking in there. Or
asleep.”

“There’s no ladder. I’'ll fly you down.” He scooped her up again and
stepped onto air as if it were a staircase.

“I bet you get a lot of mileage out of that with the ladies.”

He laughed. “You could say that. Other than getting shot at by Nazis,
being a meta has advantages.”

“Like being a god.”

“I wouldn’t know.” They landed on the lip of the cave. The sunlight
illuminated the first forty feet; beyond was darkness.

“Wonderful,” she said. “I forgot my hardhat and lantern. Silly me.” She
dug around in her pocket for her lighter. “This will have to do.”

“Just look for the giant made of stone. You can’t miss him.”

“Thanks for the ride, handsome.” Ramona stood on her tiptoes and
planted a kiss on him,

To her surprise, he kissed back, pulling her close. For a moment, she
forgot about the agony in her chest, the death and destruction in the city, the



horror of the invasion, and lost herself in the sensation of his lips. All of her
desperation, fear, and despair went into him.

They broke. She took a deep, creaky breath. “Wow. Okay, get going.”

Mercurye nodded at her, his cheeks red with a boyish blush. “Good
luck.” He sprang into the air. With a single stride he covered fifty feet.

“Ramona!” She shouted after him. “My name’s Ramona!”

But he was already out of earshot.

The cyclopean tunnel curved to the left, out of the sunlight. Ramona
paused for a minute to let her eyes adjust to the dark. Rumor had it that the
Mountain had dug his way out of the heart of Stone Mountain, where he had
come to life. He was no supernatural creature, though; he had been an
accountant, or project manager, or something mundane. No one knew what
sparked his horrendous transformation.

Ramona debated whether or not to announce herself. This was
essentially his home. Would he resent her intrusion? Was she in danger?

She resu