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Chapter 1 - The Crash of Distant Thunder
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The streets were crowded as people went about their business. The pedestrians in Times Square filled the sidewalks with a traffic that rivaled the vehicles on the street as they shopped, dined, and took in the atmosphere and culture of the city. Though the sun had set an hour earlier, the streets were as bright as day under the lights of electric billboards, massive television screens, and streetlights. A mixture of sounds and smells filled the air as thousands of different foods, songs, conversations, and people from all over the world enjoyed the evening.vampire

Among the masses, one man moved among the crowd, and while others looked around at the sights, he kept an eye over his shoulder. He was dressed in contemporary clothes, and fit in with the people around him, but the metal rod in his right hand, carved with unfamiliar runes, would have drawn attention were it not partially concealed by the sleeve of his jacket. He moved through the crowd as calmly as he could, past restaurants, bars, and shops and ignored the crowd around him. Instead, he watched his back, then took a deep breath to steady his hands. He took one more look behind him, but his heart began to race and he fought the urge to run when, through the crowd, he saw them.

Fifty yards behind, arrayed in a line across the sidewalk, stood five men and women, each one with a wooden or metal rod in one hand. The man in the center raised his rod and smiled. Almost instantly, the rod glowed with a pale blue malevolence, and the crowd around him began to panic. Filled with a dread they couldn’t explain, the people ran and left only the man and his five pursuers on the sidewalk.

The man in the center, with the cruel smile, looked at his prey. “We found you, Roark.” He said. “Give us the wand.”

Roark shook his head as he fought back panic. “I’m not going to do that, Fox. Even if it was more than just a stick, you still can’t win.”

Emerson Fox laughed, and his companions followed suit. “I’ve already won, Roark, it’s just a matter of time.”

With a resigned sigh, Roark opened his mouth to speak. He then raised his right hand, the metal rod held firm, and aimed it at his five pursuers. A bolt of light flashed from it and Fox was forced to use his own wand to deflect it. The blast struck the ground in an explosion of sparks but Roark didn’t wait. With the blast between them he turned and charged into the shadows of a nearby alley.

The pedestrian crowd panicked. Men and women fled in all directions while their screams and cries of fear overwhelmed the sounds of the shops around them. As the smoke, debris, and passers-by cleared, one of Fox’s followers spotted Roark. “Teacher, he went that way!” Emerson nodded.

In the alley, Roark came to an abrupt stop. A fence, stretched between the two buildings, blocked his path. A gate had been built into it, but even in the dim light Roark could see the metal lock that held it closed. With only seconds, he glanced around the alley in search of any sign of hope. All he found was a discarded bolt.

“Really?” Fox said from behind him. “A fence stopped you? A master mage couldn’t handle a simple fence?”

Roark turned, his right hand held out. “Just waiting for you, Fox.” He slowed his breathing and focused on his target as he directed his energy through his right hand.

“No, you weren’t” Fox said. He raised his wand and pointed it at Roark. Behind him, his followers aimed at their lone target with metal and wooden wands of their own.

“The world will see this, you know.” Roark said.

Fox’s smile grew. “I’m counting on it.”

Light shot from Emerson’s wand, followed an instant later by more lights from those of his followers. As the alley was illuminated, Roark released his own energies, focused through his hand. His efforts were a success, and he smiled as the light from his enemies’ wands struck him.

When the light faded, Fox and his followers stood in the alley and faced the smoldering body of their prey. The leader of the hunting party sighed and stepped carefully over the trash and debris that littered the ground as he made his way to Roark’s body. At last he reached the fence and looked down at his fallen target where he rested against the fence pole, a hole burned through his chest.

“I’m sorry it came to this, Roark.” Fox said. He closed Roark’s eyes with one hand. “You would have been a king in the world we’re going to create.”

One of Fox’s followers stepped forward. “Teacher, police sirens are getting closer.”

Fox nodded. “Thank you, Deborah.” He looked at Roark. “I guess I’ll mourn another time.” He turned his attention to the dead man’s right hand and forced the fingers open. In the man’s hand, the edges warped and melted by the energies Roark had pushed through them, was a long, discarded bolt. “What?” Fox asked. He rooted around in the trash that surrounded the body, but found nothing. “Where’s the wand?” He leapt to his feet and turned toward his followers. “All of you! Search the alley! Find that wand!”

Three of Fox’s followers began to search the alley, but the last hesitated. “Teacher,” Deborah said. “The police are getting closer. If they find us-“

“I know what’ll happen if they find us, Deborah!” Fox turned on the woman. He glared at her, then wiped his brow and calmed. “Roark must have sent the wand somewhere else. Only he knew where. The bolt was a distraction.”

Deborah bowed. “What do we do, teacher?”

Fox looked to his students. The three followers who rooted through the alley detritus looked back to him, not in search of direction. “OK,” Emerson said. “We’ll find the wand another time. We’re leaving.”

The students nodded, rose, and moved to stand beside their teacher. Emerson nodded, then all five of them turned and stepped away.
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The Department of SuperHuman Activities’ operations training site was built on the edge of a disused artillery firing range, with open fields, sparse trees, and a newly-constructed mock town. A control building, sat a dozen yards from the edge of the field, served as a gate in the fence that stretched around the yard. The building was four stories tall, though it only had two floors. The top floor, thirty feet above the ground, was an observation tower, with windows on all sides and multiple radio antenna on the roof.

The mid-morning sun shone down on the training field and a light breeze rustled the leaves of the scattered trees. Kyle Jones, known as Mountain, and Dr. Sonia Garcia-Willis, Talon, stood just outside the training control building, and waited for the Strong Four to emerge. Major Peter Hicks, the Hunter, stood in the control building where he informed Fort Knox base command that a training exercise was about to begin, while Lauren Keillor, Valkyr, ensured that all the cameras in the field were turned on and recording

When they were finished, the Hunter and Valkyr joined the other Operators in the field. “Are we ready?” Mountain, the giant of a man, asked.

“All set,” the Hunter said. “All we need are the kids.”

The four Operators stood together with an ease that came only with time. Talon was dressed in her DSHA-issue protective uniform and lab coat, arms crossed. Beside her, Mountain created a small patch of shade with his broad shoulders and eight-foot tall frame. He had removed the sleeves of his uniform and colored it orange and red. Valkyr stood next to Mountain. Her mismatched medieval armor glinted in the sun and she carried a runed axe and sword on her hip and shield on her back. The Hunter wore a protective suit under his tactical uniform and ballistic vest, a pistol holstered on his hip, rifle slung on his chest, and knife sheathed on the small of his back. His hood was pulled back and his goggles and rebreather hung around his neck, and he smiled at his team. “Didn’t you say something about not spending all our time training the kids, Mountain?” The Hunter asked.

Mountain chuckled. “Yeah, but, this isn’t training. This is a test.”

The Operators turned as doors to the command building opened and the Strong Four walked out. Though dressed in their Operator uniforms, some of the children had made changes. Tommy Strong, the oldest, had added a cape while Anna wore a white cloak. Malcolm had a hood pulled over his head, with goggles over his eyes. Only Abigail’s uniform hadn’t been changed.

The adults waited while the kids lined up. Once assembled, they faced the older Operators with a patience uncharacteristic in most their age. The Hunter stepped forward. “From here on out, we use field names. Got it?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Tommy, Bullet, said. Beside him, Anna, Wisp, nodded.

The Hunter nodded. “OK, today’s exercise is a test. We want to find out where you’re at, how you’re progressing. Some people think you might be ready for the field, let’s see if they’re right.”

At the end of the line, Abigail, Ember, looked confused. “What? They don’t want us to fight bad guys? We fought in Virginia.”

“Because I didn’t have a choice,” the Hunter said. “Child soldiers are against international and federal law, as well as the Uniform Code of Military Justice. But we all know the four of you won’t sit around until you’re adults, so we’re training you.”

“Yeah, but what happens after that?” Malcolm, Racer, asked. “What happens to us?”

Talon cleared her throat. “For now, you’ll stay in Shusterville. Once you’re adults, you can go wherever you want.” She smiled at the four children. “Think of this as superhero school.”

“Cool,” Ember said with a big smile.

The Hunter nodded. “Yes, it is. Let’s get started. Mountain?”

The largest Operator stepped forward as the Hunter stepped back. “Today’s test is about working as a team. There are four flags hidden throughout this field. Your mission is to gather them and all and take them to the far end of the field.”

Only Racer laughed, and then, only briefly. “Is that it?” Wisp asked. “That seems too easy.”

Talon smiled, as did the Hunter, but Mountain didn’t. “It would be, if that was all there was to it. But you won’t just have to find the flags. You’ll also have to deal with us.” Then Mountain smiled.

Any smiles on the Strong Four’s faces disappeared. “Wait, what?” Bullet asked. “We have to get past you? You have guns!”

“My weapons are loaded with paint rounds,” the Hunter said. “Talon has agreed not to use her claws. And Valkyr is just playing tag.” Talon nodded and Valkyr’s smile widened. “In return, we would appreciated it if the four of you exercised some restraint and tried not to kill us.” He sent a pointed glance at Ember. “Understand?”

Wisp straitened. “Yes, sir.”

The Hunter nodded. “OK.” He pulled his hood over his head before donning his goggles and rebreather.

“The four of you talk while we get into position.” Mountain said. “The exercise starts in five minutes.”

As the elder Operators turned and walked away, the Strong Four began to plan. They spoke loudly, and their voices drifted across the training field. Even a hundred yards out, Talon and the rest could still hear the children’s voices. The two teams were on separate radio frequencies, and Talon turned hers on. “Would it be cheating to listen to their plan and use it against them?”

“Maybe,” Valkyr said. “But it would be worse not to. We have to train these kids for the real world.”

From his position near the end goal, Mountain’s laughter echoed across the field, though the trainees didn’t hear it. He tapped a key on his radio control, and a short timer began. When it ended, an air horn sounded from the control building, and the planning phase ended. The mission had begun.

The Hunter, from a position in the mock town, wasted no time. He fired one round at the kids from one of the building’s second floor. The round missed, but the Strong Four didn’t wait for a second shot. With a smile, Ember burst into flames and thrust out her hands to form a wall of fire that provided cover. As soon as the wall of fire was up, Racer was on the move. He crisscrossed the field in the blink of an eye, while the Hunter took shots at him when he could.

With Racer on the move, Bullet shot into the sky. He circled for half a second before he dove toward an unkempt area near the fence. The Hunter watched him and aimed, and the moment Bullet touched the ground, the older Operator fired. The round flew, but the Hunter didn’t wait to see if it hit. Instead, he shifted his attention to the wall of flame that had begun its advance into the town.

Ember pushed her fire forward, and made her way into the mock buildings, Wisp close behind her. As they approached one building, Ember’s wall split and moved to surround them, with the wall of the building exposed. Wisp approached, became intangible, and walked through, then stepped back out with a flag in her hand. With one flag claimed, the youngest Operator aimed her fire at the ground and caused an explosion at her feet. The wave of pressure and heat covered them from the incoming fire from the Hunter, but not from Talon.

The doctor dove through the flames to tackle Ember to the ground before she moved on to Wisp. Even without her claws, Talon was a talented fighter, and Wisp was unable to defend herself. She was struck about the head and body, and she was disoriented enough by pain that she couldn’t become intangible. Ember climbed to her feet and saw the fight, but hesitated. “Anna!” She said while her hands, and voice, shook.

In the field, Racer left a copse of trees with a flag in one hand. He smiled, but Ember’s pained cry drifted across the field and he turned toward the buildings. He ran faster than the human eye could track, but had only gone a few steps before Valkyr stepped out form the trees Racer had just left, smiled, and took off after him.

Valkyr caught up the boy and tapped his leg. Racer tumbled to the ground and rolled another twenty yards before he came to a stop. Valkyr flew over to him, landed on her feet, and smiled down at the boy. “Got you. Game-”

“Talon, incoming!” Mountain said. While Talon continued her attacked against Wisp, the younger girl gritted her teeth and became intangible just before Bullet reached the ground. The force of his impact made a small crater and knocked Talon backwards. Wisp stood where she was. “You OK, Bullet?”

Bullet stood in the crater, flag in hand, and nodded. “Yeah, I’m fine!” he said. “You two, go help Racer!”

Wisp and Ember fled the area. The older girl moved through the buildings like a breeze while the younger launched herself over them with fire. Inside one structure, on the ground floor, Wisp came across a flag. She picked it up, wary of a possible trap, then ran and passed through the outer wall.

Ember landed outside of the mock town and saw Valkyr posted over Racer and flew forward. She reached them quickly, and just as Valkyr reached down for the boy, Ember pushed out fire. A jet of heat and fire impacted the viking’s chest and she was knocked back. Before Valkyr could recover, Wisp arrived, touched the woman’s armor, and made her insubstantial. Valkyr fell into the ground and her smile faded just before her face disappeared into the dirt.

The fast young man jumped to he feet and rubbed the place where he’d nearly been burned. “Ow, Ember!” he said, then stopped and held up his flag. “There’s a flag is over there!” He pointed. “We need to hurry!”

“Go,” Wisp said. She waved the flag she’d found in the building as she ran up to them.

The Hunter jumped down from his position, rolled to his feet, and fired. One round flew through Wisp, who had become insubstantial by reflex, and the other missed Racer as he ran off. Ember turned her attention back to the older Operator, and as the Hunter approached, she advanced on him. The two faced off as they moved closer together and farther apart as they danced across the field and exchanged fire.

Talon had her hands full. Bullet’s impact had knocked the wind out of her and broken a few ribs. It took her a moment to heal before she could breath again but, after she’d recovered, she moved to her feet and dove onto Bullet. The young man fell backwards and Talon took the chance to land a few blows that she knew wouldn’t break any bones.

After a second, Bullet punched Talon in the face, then clutched her lab coat. “Sorry, Talon, but I know you can handle this!” he said before he shot off. He flew through the building behind him, Talon in tow, and exploded through walls as they passed. In the air, they passed over Ember and the Hunter before Bullet let go of Talon and she fell to the ground.

Bullet landed beside Wisp, and Talon landed in a heap. The impact fractured her skull and broke several bones in her right arm. She blacked out for a second, but came to quickly as her bones knitted themselves back together. With a snarl, she looked up just in time to see the Hunter drop to one knee, only a dozen feet from Talon’s impact site, as Ember, engulfed in flames, took off into the air and flew away.

“They’re not holding much back,” Talon said. “I’m having a hard time holding back.”

The Hunter nodded. “They’re kids, Talon. They’re not ready for you to let loose on them. Just keep that anger in check.”

Talon glowered. “Thanks, Hunter, I’ll do my best.”

“Are you two OK?” Valkyr asked over the radio.

Talon nodded, and winced at the pain in her neck. “We’re fine. They have three flags. Mountain, get ready.”

They could hear Mountain’s smile over the radio. “I’m always ready,” the big man said. Talon and the Hunter climbed to their feet and took off toward the goal just as Wisp stepped from a small shrub in the distance, the fourth flag in hand. The girl smiled but it disappeared as Valkyr exploded out of the ground and rose into the air. The viking warrior scanned the field and saw the Hunter and Talon just as, in the distance, the Strong Four took off toward the goal. Valkyr shot forward after the kids.

Talon and the Hunter ran as fast as they could but, when it became clear that there was no catching up, the Hunter dropped to his knees and to began fire. Talon moved to stay out of the line of fire but continued to run. “Valkyr!” Talon said over the radio. “Pick me up!” She held up a hand. As Valkyr flew overhead, she reached out and caught Talon’s hand. The other woman’s shoulder was dislocated, but as they neared the Strong Four, it healed.

The kids didn’t wait. They ran for the goal, but as they did, they pulled closer together. Talon and Valkyr grinned as they neared the group, but the Hunter frowned and jumped to his feet. “Mountain, incoming!” the Hunter said as he ran for the goal.

Mountain heard the message just as Bullet flew through the trees and struck him in the chest. He was knocked back, but stayed on his feet. Before he could move, though, Wisp and Ember were in front of him. He dodged Wisps outstretched hand, but in doing so moved directly into Ember’s line of literal fire. He was blinded by the flames and stumbled backwards just as Bullet came around for another shot. He was hit, hard, and fell back. That was when he felt Wisp touch him, and he fell into the ground.

Bullet landed beside his sister, and the two gave each other a high five as they stood over Mountain’s exposed head. “Ha!” Bullet said. “I knew we could take you down!”

“Yeah, you did.” Mountain said with a smile.

The ground shook and three of the Strong Four stumbled. With a shout, Mountain jerked his arms and pumped his legs until they were free, then he jumped out of the hole. Bullet and Wisp fell as he landed, and he grabbed their legs before they could recover. He turned toward Ember, who held her flaming hands out in front of her, and Mountain held Ember’s sisters out in front of himself. “Careful with the fire,” he said.

Ember smiled. “I don’t need fire.”

Still held by Mountain, Bullet flew away from the giant man, as far as he could, then back. Off balance, Mountain fell back, and Wisp slipped from his tight grasp. Before he could get up, Ember ran over Mountain and jumped off his forehead into the goal. At the same time, Talon and Valkyr landed beside him and looked at the kids. Mountain pushed himself up, turned, then froze.

The Strong Four stood inside the goal line, all of them focused on Racer, who held all four flags. “You three were just a distraction, weren’t you?” Mountain asked.

“Yep!” Racer said. “And we won!”

“Did you?” The Hunter asked as he jogged up to join them.

Ember’s smile was feral as she gloated to the Hunter. “Yep! You couldn’t stop us! That means we’re ready to be Operators.”

The Hunter laughed. Valkyr’s grin grew, and Talon crossed her arms. Mountain climbed to his feet, and even he started to chuckle. The Strong Four continued to celebrate, but the Hunter just pointed at them. “Look at your uniforms.”

The Strong four did, and what they saw took the wind out of their sails. Every one of them, even Ember, was covered with paint splatters. The kids’ laughter died. “We’re dead,” Bullet said.

The Hunter nodded. “Yes, you are. Sure, you handled Talon, Valkyr, and Mountain, but they were taking it easy. If they hadn’t been, you would be dead. You left them on the field and made no effort to secure them. And then there’s me. You focused on the superpowers and ignored the guy with firearms. Never ignore firearms. Sure, you have powers, but unless you’re bulletproof or heal fast, they’ll kill you just as fast as Talon’s claws or Valkyr’s axe. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” all four Strong kids said in unison.

“Does that mean we failed?” Wisp asked.

The Hunter scoffed “No, you passed with flying colors.” He pointed to Racer. “You got all four flags, dealt with the enemy, and achieved your goal. That was the test. Now we know where to focus your training.”

The Strong Four began to cheer again, but Talon cleared her throat, and they quieted down. “So we did OK, then?” Racer asked.

“Yes, you did,” the Hunter said. Before he could speak again, the computer pad on his right forearm beeped. At the same time, the phone in Talon’s pocket rang. Both of them looked at their respective screens and sighed. “Well, Talon, looks like our leash is being yanked.” The Hunter said.

Talon nodded. “Party’s over.”

“Only for us,” the Hunter said. “Mountain, Valkyr, you take over here. Don’t keep them long, though. We’re heading back to headquarters.”

Ember squealed. “Is it a mission?” She asked. “Can we go?”

The adults answered in unison. “No!”
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Chapter 2 - The Storm on the Horizon
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Peter pulled into a spot reserved for him, and a second later, Sonia parked in the next space over. Each of them climbed out of their cars and walked into the building, Peter in uniform, Sonia in a pant suit. Inside the familiar building, Alan Hicks met them at the door. He was dressed in a shirt, jeans, and a tie. He nodded as they entered and pointed toward the stairs behind him. “You’re here, good. Let’s get upstairs.”

“You called us twenty minutes ago, Alan,” Peter said. “What’s the hurry?”

Alan turned and started toward the stairs, Peter and Sonia in tow. “General Cross has a bad feeling about this one.”

“What’s going on?” Sonia asked. “What happened?”

The trio reached the top of the steps and continued down the halls toward the DSHA command conference room. “I don’t want to explain it twice.” Alan said. “General Cross wanted me to get you here as soon as possible, I got you here.” He pushed open the door to the conference room.

Peter and Sonia stepped inside and found the room occupied. Several intelligence analysts sat around the table, centered on an empty chair in front of Alan’s laptop. On the large screen on one wall, a map of the area around Times Square in New York City was displayed, along with the face of a man. As the doors closed behind Peter and Sonia, General Allison Cross, commander of the Department of SuperHuman Activities, nodded at them. “Major Hicks, thank you for joining us,” she said. “I’m sorry for the short notice.”

“What happened, ma’am?” Peter asked. He pointed to the face on the screen. “Is that who I think it is?”

Cross nodded. “Yes, it is. Last night, Samuel Roark was killed in New York. We haven’t been keeping too close an eye on him since he retired, so we have no idea what he might have been involved in.”

Peter and Sonia took seats near the back of the room, but as they did, Sonia raised her hand. “I’m sorry, who is Samuel Roark?”

“Retired Operator,” Peter said. “He was a magician, active in New York City. Taught history at NYU.”

“And he was murdered?” Sonia asked. Peter nodded. “There are a lot of cameras in Times Square. Was there a video from the scene?”

Alan had taken the empty chair surrounded by analysts. He nodded and pressed a key on the laptop in front of him. “Yes, a lot. We’ve sorted through a few dozen, but those that caught the events caught almost everything.”

The screen changed, and in an instant the map of New York was replaced by a view of the sidewalks of Times Square. Crowds moved up and down the street while diners sat at tables, separated from the flow of foot traffic by a thin metal rail. The night was busy, as usual, but Roark could be seen as he moved against the flow. He looked over his shoulder, far too frequently to be a casual glance, but soon, his fears were proven right.

A dozen yards behind Roark, a line of people came together, as though drawn by forces the camera couldn’t catch. There were seven of the, though six of them looked at the one in the center as though in search of direction. With a smile, man in charge of the crowd raised his hand, and the camera caught the metal rod in his hand. The rod began to glow, the crowd parted, and Roark ran for the short remainder of his life.

“Who’s the guy with the wand?” Peter asked.

“We don’t know,” Alan said. “We can’t find his face anywhere. Or any of the people with him. We’ve run them all through multiple facial recognition programs and come up with nothing.”

Cross turned and looked at Peter, her hands steepled in front of her. “What do you think, Major Hicks? What’s your team?”

Peter thought for a second, then looked to Sonia. The doctor arched her eyebrows, and with a small shrug, deferred to her superior. “I think we need to investigate,” Peter said. “We don’t need a team yet, maybe one or two Operators, just to get some answers.”

“Who are you thinking?” Cross asked.

“I’ll go.” Peter said. “Roark was an Operator, it’s the least I can do. Lyla Poruhit, for her magical expertise, and the Responder. He knows New York better than anyone else.”

For a moment, Cross looked concerned. “I have a bad feeling about this one, Major Hicks,” she said. “We don’t know nearly enough about the magical community. Ms. Poruhit has been a great help with that, but I’m concerned that Mr. Roark’s death might be an internal conflict spilling out into the civilian world. Are you sure that Ms. Poruhit and the Responder will be enough?”

Peter straightened in his chair. “Frankly, ma’am, I don’t know, but I can’t justify sending an entire team for one killing, even if it is Samuel Roark. If I need assistance, the Responder knows almost all of New York’s superhumans, and I’m sure Dr. Garcia-Willis can have back-up ready within an hour.”

“Kyle and Lauren are ready whenever we need them,” Sonia said, then rolled her eyes. “As are the Strong kids. And that’s just the Operators who are here. When Peter sends me the details, we’ll put a team together.”

Cross examined their faces, then nodded. “Alright, I’m willing to accept that. Let me know when you have some answers, Major. But I think there’s more going on here than we know. Understand?”

Peter nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”
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The midday sun shone through the stained glass windows to illuminate the nearly empty cathedral in New York City. Several worshipers prayed at altars about the room and priests moved about as they greeted, consulted, and prayed with the parishioners. There were several rows of pews but they were sparsely populated, and while most of the pew’s occupants knelt between them and prayed, one, near the back, sat comfortably and examined the room.

While everyone else in the nave was dressed accordingly, the man near the back looked as out of place as possible. His Hawaiian shirt was colorful and garish while his gray slacks were worn. He wore a suit coat over the shirt, but its navy blue color matched nothing in the rest of his outfit and the trilby hat on his head was out of place. Worse was the grin on his face, a smile that lacked any and all of the humility that was expected in his surroundings, a smirk that implied far too much confidence.

The man sat alone and examined the nave around him even as parishioners and priests glared as they passed. He ignored them all but his attention came into focus as two men, both dressed in black suits and overcoats, entered his pew and sat on either side of him. They both removed their sunglasses as they sat but neither made eye contact.

“You are Jimmy Benedict?” one of the men asked in a heavy Italian accent.

“That’s me,” the man in the middle asked. “What can I do for you?”

The two men shared a look and the expressions on their faces were a mixture of relief and disgust. “We cannot think of a worse place for a meeting like this. My friend is offended by your choice. Could we not have met somewhere else? Your home, perhaps?”

Jimmy Benedict laughed. “Aren’t you two Catholic? What’s wrong with meeting in a church? Besides, you don’t want to see my apartment, I haven’t cleaned up in a while.” He turned from one man to the other, but neither of them showed any sign of amusement. “You guys are no fun. Shall we get down to business, then?”

One of the men scoffed while the other sneered at Jimmy. “You do business in a house of God. You are despicable. We should-”

The more unkempt of the three held us his hands in defeat. “OK, you win, I’ll leave. If you don’t want the finger bone of Saint Bernardino of Siena, I’ll just go on my merry way.” He stood and turned to leave.

“No,” one of the men said as he reached for Jimmy’s arm. “There is no need for that.” He sighed, but the glare he aimed at Jimmy didn’t falter. “As distasteful as it seems, we will discuss the matter here.”

Jimmy shrugged. “Nah, let’s head outside. This place is getting kind of cramped.”

The two men glared harder as Jimmy stepped past them and into the side aisle but rose to follow him a second later. He led them to the narthex, past worshipers and clergy, and out the front doors. Outside the cathedral, the street bustled with activity as a slight breeze blew between the buildings. Cars, buses, and taxi cabs filled the street while people passed in every direction. Jimmy glanced up and down the sidewalk and took in the sun as he contemplated which way to go, but a small group of people caught his attention as they passed.

There was nothing out of the ordinary about the group, but something about them held Jimmy’s gaze far longer than was polite. Nothing about them stood out, except, possibly, how close together they all walked, but Jimmy’s smile disappeared as one of them looked up and caught his eyes. They stared at each other until the stranger frowned and shook his head then turned and continued on around a corner.

While Jimmy stared after them the two men dressed in black exited the cathedral. “We are outside now, Mr. Benedict. Shall we conduct our business?”

“Sure, walk with me,” Jimmy said. He made his way down the steps and casually entered the foot traffic as he led his customers toward the same corner the group had gone. “You guys came a long way to buy a bone from a saint. Shouldn’t you already have had it? I mean, Bernardino of Siena is the patron saint of Italy.”

The men glared through their sunglasses once again. “Not Italy, Mr. Benedict, only the city of Carpi. But his incorrupt body is interred in the city of L’Aquilla. Yes, the city was struck by an earthquake years ago, but the saints body remained whole. Please, tell us, then, how you came to acquire the finger bone of a body that has not decayed and is missing no fingers?”

Though Jimmy’s blood froze, his smile grew. “Really, is that so? Then I wonder whose bone this is?” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a glass vial. Inside, suspended within a clear liquid, was a small bone. Pieces of leathery skin and muscle clung to the edges of the bone but underneath it was white and untarnished by time.

“Is it...?” One man asked while the other muttered in Italian. Both men crossed themselves, then the first locked Jimmy in an icy stare. “How do you have this?”

Jimmy shrugged. “Sometimes I just find things,” he said, then pocketed the vial. “If this isn’t Saint Bernardino’s finger bone, though, why are you so interested? Sorry to waste your time, but I don’t have what you’re looking for.”

For a moment the trio walked in silence but the two men in black suits exchanged a concerned look. They argued silently while Jimmy pretended not to notice, but after a minute, the one who’d done all the talking cleared his throat. “We will buy it.”

“Are you sure?” Jimmy asked. “You just said-”

“I said there was an earthquake,” the man said. “It is possible something could have happened then. Are you so sure that the bone belongs to Saint Bernardino of Siena?”

The two men stared at Jimmy but the unkempt man simply shrugged. “I was, the guy I bought it from seemed very confident. He even gave me a certificate with it.” Jimmy rooted around in his pocket and withdrew an envelope. He handed it to the first of the two men who opened it and examined the paper within. “I thought it was genuine, but you’re the experts. If Saint Bernardino’s body hasn’t decayed, I don’t see how his finger bone could be missing.”

Again the to men fell silent. They turned the corner and stepped into a wide alley while the first man continued to read the paper and the second stayed nearby. After a moment, the first of the men handed the paper to the other and adjusted his sunglasses. “We will buy the artifact.”

“Really?” Jimmy asked. “I thought-”

“If it is the finger bone of Saint Bernardino of Siena, then it should be returned to his chapel,” the man said. “If not, then we cannot allow forgeries to move freely about in the world. We will pay your asking price.”

The trio stopped. Jimmy pulled the vial out of his pocket as the second, silent man withdrew an envelope. “Well,” Jimmy said. “why don’t you take a thousand off? If it’s a forgery you shouldn’t have to pay for it.”

The man shook the head. “No, we will pay what you have asked.” The second man handed Jimmy the envelope in exchange for the vial. “We appreciate your honesty in this matter.”

Jimmy frowned. “If you’re sure. I just feel bad about selling you something that might be a forgery. I try to deal only in genuine artifacts, and only then to reputable buyers.”

“We appreciate your candor,” the first man said. “Thank you. We will be in contact in the future.”

With their business, the two men walked back to the main road and Jimmy was left alone. Once they were out of sight, Jimmy inspected the contents of the envelope, counted the thousands of dollars inside, and chuckled. “I can’t believe they bought a forgery of a forgery,” Jimmy said as he pocketed the money. “This was too-”

An explosion from further down the alley cut of his words, and Jimmy ducked. He turned to see two people, both from the group he’d seen earlier, run out of an alley that adjoined his. They waved their hands, and as they did bolts of lightning flew back they way they’d come. Slugs of blue energy flew toward them from beyond the corner, and one of the fleeing people was struck in the chest and fell, dead.

Jimmy turned toward the fight as sirens echoed above the chaos. He groaned as he ran toward the battle. With a wave of his hand, the watch on his right wrist flashed and a barrier of air and mystic energy sprang to life across the mouth of the smaller alley. Jimmy, alone with the lone survivor, grabbed the man and pulled him upright. “What are you doing?” Jimmy asked. “You can’t fight here! We’re in the middle of the city!”

“They attacked us,” the lone man said. “Onogoran scum!”

Jimmy’s eyes widened and he looked through the barrier. On the other side four men and two women stood, staves raised, dressed in semi-traditional southeast Asian robes. Jimmy held his wall and gritted his teeth as the Onogorans attacked.

One of the Onogorans lowered his staff and glared at Jimmy. “You shield our enemy. Either release him to us or join him in death!”

“Are you crazy?” Jimmy asked. “You’re going to start a war! Even if the cops don’t show up, Sam Roark will, and you know who he’ll bring!”

The man behind Jimmy laughed. “Roark’s dead! He can’t stop Master Fox and neither can the Onogorans!”

His fear expanded, Jimmy turned his head but held his hands. “’Fox’? As in Emerson Fox?” The man nodded. “He’s a psychopath! Look, I’m no angel, but he’s crazy! You’re working for him?”

“Yeah, I am,” the man said. “We’re going to remake the world!”

The man continued to talk, but Jimmy ignored him. Instead, he rolled his eyes and lowered his barrier. The Onogaorns stared at him, but Jimmy just shrugged. “Fine, have your war. He’s all yours.”

“No, stop,” the lone man said, but Jimmy turned and walked away. Behind him, the onogorans advanced on their adversary, but before they reached him, Jimmy turned and ‘stepped’ away.
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The plane landed in Richmond, Virginia two hours later, and an hour after that, Peter pulled past Lyla Poruhit’s house. He sneered at the statue of Robert E Lee in the center of the traffic circle before he parked a hundred yards down the street. With the car parked, Peter walked down the street and enjoyed the pleasant weather as he made his way to Lyla’s front door.

Peter opened the small iron gate at the sidewalk and stepped onto the brick path to the front door and, there, the hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He couldn’t see them but eyes watched as he walked up to the door and, as he rang the doorbell, he fought the urge to draw the pistol under his jacket. The lawn was well kept and the brick wall that separated it from the street beyond was clean and covered with flowering vines but a sense of dread permeated its beauty and Peter had the feeling he wasn’t wanted. After a minute, the front door opened and a bleary eyes, disheveled Lyla Poruhit opened the door. She looked up at him, blinked, then blinked again. “Peter Hicks?” she asked. “What’s going on.”

“Hi, Lyla,” Peter aid. “got a minute? We have a case in New York, and I could use a hand.”

Lyla looked at Peter, frowned, then sighed and stepped back. Peter nodded and stepped inside but, as Lyla closed the door behind him, the unease he’d felt outside stayed. The house was a mess and, as Lyla led him further inside, he saw that it was only a reflection of its occupant. Lyla’s hair was a mess, tossed into a bun that was knotted about itself. Her sweatshirt and sweatpants were stained, and it was clear in her face that she hadn’t showered or slept in a long time. The two of them made their way down the hall, past a kitchen on one side and a coat room on the other, and entered a sitting room at the base of a large staircase.

The room was strewn with dirty laundry, half-empty take out containers, and books older than the United States. Lyla slumped into a large armchair and nestled herself in among the numerous blankets and pillows. Peter found a chair and pulled things off of it until he found the cushion, then took a seat facing his host. “How are you doing, Lyla?” He asked. “Is it the maid’s month off?”

Lyla frowned at him. “I’m fine, Peter. Is that why you’re here? A superhuman health check? Make sure I’m not going crazy?”

Peter shook his head. “No, I’m here about a case. Remember Samuel Roark? Wizard out of New York?” He pulled his phone from his pocket and attached a small device to it.

Before Peter could turn on the projector, Lyla raised a hand. “I know him. He’s retired, but he was one of the bigger freelancers in the magical world. What happened? Is he finally asking for help about that school he’s been complaining about?”

“No, he died yesterday,” Peter said. “Murdered. We have footage of some people chasing him through Times Square. I’m going up there to look into it, and I could use your help.”

The room was quiet for a minute as Lyla stared at Peter through sleep-deprived eyes but, at last, she took a deep breath and smiled at him. “No.”

Peter blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”

“I’m not going to help you, Peter,” Lyla said.

“What’s actually going on, Lyla?” Peter asked. “We haven’t heard a word from you for months, you’re not active anymore, and your house is a mess. Where’s Yuriko? What about your staff? I thought you had a butler and a maid?”

Lyla rolled her eyes. “Yuriko is no longer my student. Once she turned eighteen, she graduated and went home. As for my staff, I let them go. They objected to the work I’m doing. They thought I was becoming obsessed.”

“Obsessed with what?” Peter asked.

“Oh, don’t give me that,” Lyla said, nearly jumping out of her chair. “You know I’m looking for Henry. You said he’d become decorporealized before, it could have happened again.”

With a sigh, Peter stood. The room was dark, but a large stain glass window near the top of the stairs let in just enough light for Peter to see. Lyla had always been skinny, but she’d lost a lot of weight, and her eyes and cheeks were sunken. “Lyla, are you eating? Sleeping?”

“No, Peter, I’m trying to find Henry,” Lyla said, crossing her arms. “He was your friend, you should be supporting me in this.”

“Lyla, look, I know-”

“No!” Lyla said, thrusting out a finger in accusation. “Don’t you say it! He’s not dead! Henry Jameson is alive! I know it! If anyone could have survived what we fought in Virginia, it was him. He just needs help finding his way back, that’s all. I’m trying to help him, Peter. I thought you, of all people, would understand.”

Peter sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Lyla, I understand, but this is Henry we’re talking about. If he was out there, he would have let us know by now. He disappeared in the Heirs facility in New Mexico but he could still talk. He put himself back together after a minute. If he’s not back by now, I don’t think he’s coming back.”

“You don’t know that,” Lyla said, desperately. “He could be lost, or he can’t find a way back to us. For all we know, he’s stuck in whatever world the thing in the stone came from. I have to find him, Peter. He can’t just be gone.”

The room was quiet for a moment. Lyla stared at Peter and hugged herself while she waited for him to speak. Peter frowned, took a deep breath, and met Lyla’s eyes. “Henry’s gone, Lyla. I’m sorry-”

“I should have known,” Lyla said. “You’re just like the rest of them.”

Lyla waved her hand, and Peter blinked. In that instant he felt a rush of movement and, when he opened his eyes, he was on the sidewalk outside of Lyla’s house. He blinked again as his vision adjusted to the brightness of the sun and shook his head to clear his thoughts. With a sneer, he put his disorientation aside and reached for the latch to the gate. It wouldn’t open.

Peter grimaced at the wall. “Lyla,” he said. “I know you can hear me. Let me in, we’ll talk about it.” He released the gate and took a step back, looking up at the building. “Come on, Lyla. Don’t shut us out. Talk to me.”

There was no answer.
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Chapter 3 - Red Sky at Night
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It was sunny in Malibu but, as Yuriko looked out from her bedroom window, she smiled and observed that it was always sunny in Malibu. The desk in her bedroom was piled high with papers, scrolls, and books, all of them hundreds of years old but, after hours of study, she needed to stretch her legs.

The view from her bedroom window was stunning but, after six months of the same view, Yuriko was no longer stunned. She looked out the window at the empty ocean and chafed under the isolation inside her father’s house. The house was large, with grand dining rooms, a swimming pool, and an unobstructed view of the ocean, but it was also nearly empty. A gardener came by once a week to care for the yard, and the house was staffed at all times of the day, but their presence only made Yuriko feel more alone.

A knock on the door pulled the young woman from her downward spiral, and as she turned, she worked to fake a smile. “Yes?”
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