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Sound Can Shatter

Liquid Onyx, Book Four

BL Jones


Prologue

The Racket of Emotion

Barricade and I can’t keep this up for much longer.

We’ve been fighting Mages in a factory parking lot for what feels like hours, although I know it can’t have been. It’s just my exhausted brain playing with my perception of time.

I’m weaker than I should be, thanks to the Mages’ ritual, or whatever the hell it was that made me feel like all my strength was being sucked out of my body by some unseen force, to the point where I almost lost consciousness.

A tall, blond-haired Mage throws a green fire ball in my direction. The flickering emerald ball careens through the air in a terrifying show of magical power, triggering a fear response that clicks and fires off like a gun without a safety. No matter how many times it happens, I’ll never get used to magical fire being lobbed at my face.

Barricade throws up a shield to absorb the fire ball before the thing can get anywhere near me. In another battle, on another night, Barricade would have kept his shield up constantly, not letting it drop, to make sure I’m protected and able to get close enough to take the Mages down. They’re no match for me when it comes to a one-on-one fight, or even as a group. These Mages have no formal combat training at all. That was clear right from their first attack at the Anti-hero concert.

Just getting near enough to land a couple of good hits is the challenging part.

Barricade, who stands at my left, close enough for me to reach out and grab his shoulder if I wanted to, turns his head to meet my eyes. He exchanges a look with me that I can easily interpret. He’s feeling it, too. The only reason he dropped his shield is because he’s running out of energy, which means keeping his shield up is going to become increasingly difficult. Barricade is strong, far stronger than me, but we all have a limit, and Barricade is close to his.

We need to shut this down soon, or the Mages are going to end up winning by default.

I try to console myself with the fact that our odds have been worse than this before, during other battles against powered-up armies. Robots. Giant acid dogs. Bizarre, alien-looking creatures with too many teeth and dripping slime that escaped a supervillain’s lab. Just. Wow. There have been so many of those, you don’t even know.

I dip my head in a quick nod at Barricade, wordlessly communicating “we’ve got this, right?” Barricade is scarily good at reading people. Far better than me, which is funny, and occasionally frustrating. He nods back at me, agreeing with the lie, his mouth twisting up into a somewhat maniacal grin that means “fucking right we do”.

A new flush of adrenaline hits my veins like a class A drug, and I grin back at him just as broadly.

At least I know we’re on the same page, even if everything else is going to hell. Barricade doesn’t revel in the thrill and danger inherent in the life of a super as much as I do. But he gets it more than Frost does. More than Wrath. Definitely more than Polaris. For them, it’s about duty, a way of using their abilities to make the terrible atrocity of what was done to us mean something. Make it worth everything we lost.

In another world, where there are no superheroes or supervillains, I think I would still crave the fight. I think that I would have always been something dangerous, Liquid Onyx or no Liquid Onyx. Not a FISA agent, though. That wouldn’t be my first choice if I didn’t have powers. I’m a legacy at FISA, a descendant of many agents before me. But if I was normal, I’d probably choose to serve my country via the military. My family has a long history of becoming soldiers, too.

I’m not my brother. Someone able to play a part, to trick and manipulate. That’s not the kind of warfare I would ever have been suited for.

But I can see myself in camo, buried somewhere in the desert. Blinded by the sun. Surrounded by enemies I can only get glimpses of. Covered in paint, dirt, and blood. Red, not black. Maybe even with Tate Bishop, large and laughing and probably still the best of us, at my side. We’d have each other’s back in that world, just like we do in this one.

Mei would probably tell me the part I would struggle with was the following orders given to me by any brand of authority. She might be right. I’m not a fan of going in blind. I like to know the whys of what I’m doing. From what I know of the military, questions are troublesome things.

Although, from my experience with FISA, anything attached to the government has a strict aversion to open, honest communication.

Barricade is looking at me still, mouth split open, corners dragged sharply up at both sides. I can see his teeth, even though it’s pissing down with rain and there are no lights apart from the fire and charges of magic created by the Mages.

And the moon. I can trust that bastard to illuminate my battlefield.

My Liquid Onyx blood gave me superior senses, so I’m able to see without much light. It makes it easier to patrol the city, not having to rely on dim streetlamps or flashing signs to make my way around. It gives me the advantage in most street fights, too, especially in dark alleys where shadows make good accomplices.

Barricade jerks his chin to my left, indicating a Mage who appears to be gearing up to take another shot at us.

These Mages are persistent, I will give them that.

Knowing Barricade is with me, I throw myself back into the fight with little care for the inevitable consequences if we keep going without any reprieve. There’s no choice. The Mages won’t stop coming unless we put them down, and there’s no chance I can leave that up to the FISA agents. As good as they are, I couldn’t abandon them to save my own life.

If I falter and die, then I falter and die. It’s what I signed up for when I became Crescent. To fight till the last.

Barricade stays close by my side, resolutely supporting my severe lack of self-preservation, and we move together in well-practised tandem.

I’m able to get the best of two other enemy Mages before—fuck. Before I feel it.

There’s a particular cadence to the sound of loss when felt for the first time. It’s the screech of metal against metal, like the scrape of a knife getting dragged across steel.

I heard it for the first time when I was eight.

Jamie fell off a large rock on the beach and cracked his skull upon impacting the smaller rocks below. We had to go to the hospital to get him checked out, since Dawn was at the base so we couldn’t just ask her to take a look at him like she usually would.

Mum was going to leave me with Lady Mars and Rex in Colbie, but Rex insisted on going to St Azrael’s in person to make sure Jamie would be okay. He buzzed around my brother like a concerned blond bee. Jamie let Rex fuss, only pretending to complain about his manic fretting, just like he always did. Jamie was far more patient with Rex than he was with me. Not that I fussed over my brother. At the time, I was mostly annoyed with him for getting hurt and transforming our fun afternoon into one big drama.

Point was, if Rex was going to Danger City, then I wanted to go, too. Danger was massive and busy and full of potential hazards for a person like my best friend. Rex daydreamed too much. He sometimes got so lost inside his head or stuck in a book he was reading that he would walk right into the road. I’d have to walk beside him, steering him by the elbow back onto the pavement, or directing the few cars on the roads in Colbie to drive around him. I even convinced my mum to buy Rex light-up trainers for his birthday to help in the winter when it got dark far earlier.

After a few years, the people of Colbie learned to look out for a flash of white-blond hair while driving through town.

In a city like Danger, he would be in real trouble. I couldn’t let him go off on his own. Mum would be too distracted by Jamie to pay attention to what Rex was doing.

We had to sit for ages in the hospital waiting room before Jamie was let in to see a doctor, who ended up giving him a couple of stitches for the cut on his head. I sat outside the medical room, playing some game on my mum’s phone, while Jamie got stitched. Rex was inside the room, up on the examining table with Jamie, holding my brother’s hand and talking a mile a minute about nothing and everything.

I could hear what Rex and my brother were feeling, the soppy twang of an acoustic guitar, when they held hands and looked at each other. Rex attentive and earnest. Jamie soft and indulgent. It seemed really stupid to me back then. Jamie had been hurt far worse before, he didn’t need to be coddled so much, and he would never let anyone else treat him like Rex did. Not even our mum.

I didn’t understand their weirdness with each other.

In my defence, I was only eight. Hindsight is an odd thing, sometimes.

After twenty minutes I got bored waiting outside on my uncomfortable, green upholstered hospital chair and told Mum I wanted to go and get something to eat. Mum gave me a few pounds and sent me off to find a vending machine. But instead of using the one closest to Jamie’s room, I decided to take a wander around, in the hopes that Jamie’s doctor would be done by the time I got back.

I’m not sure how long I spent walking down glaringly lit corridors, my trainers squeaking along the well-polished floors. There were printed-out arrows stuck to the floor, directing people where to go. I followed the big red arrows until I found myself standing outside what looked like another sort of waiting room, smaller than the one I’d been in when we waited for Jamie’s doctor.

Through the window in the door, I could see a woman with limp red curls and badly bitten nails sitting in a hospital chair. She wore torn jeans and a large woollen jumper. Her eyes were puffy, and she had black streaks on her cheeks.

From outside the room, I could feel what she felt. The fear, which made my stomach clench painfully. The impatience, which made my temple pound.

Sometimes I feel other people’s emotions as if they’re my own. Then there are times when emotions are like specific noises. Not all emotions sound the same when felt by different people, although the sounds for a certain emotion are usually similar, no matter the person feeling them.

I pushed open the door and went inside the small waiting room. The red-haired woman didn’t look at me when I came in. She had her eyes fastened on her hands, which were clenched in her lap by then.

I sat on the opposite side of the room and tried not to stare. It was hard, though. Her emotions were so strong. I felt compelled to reach out with my power and change them, to switch off her fear and dampen her impatience. But Mum taught me it wasn’t right to manipulate people’s emotions without their permission, even if I was trying to help them. She told me it was a violation, and because she was my mum and therefore knew everything about everything, I believed her and obeyed her word.

It hurt, not to help the red-haired woman. Her emotions banished mine completely, linking us together as we felt the same piercing dread and thrumming anxiety.

When a tall, weary looking doctor came into the room some time later, it was a relief to finally feel a rush of something else.

That relief was short lived.

The woman, who the doctor called Mrs Spenser, looked up with a mixture of hope and trepidation swirling around inside her.

The doctor came and sat down next to Mrs Spenser. I tried not to listen as he spoke to her in a hushed voice, since Mum taught me it’s rude to listen in on other people’s conversations.

It was hard, though. The room was small, and I wasn’t in complete control of my enhanced senses yet.

Despite my best efforts, I heard the doctor tell Mrs Spenser he had done everything he could, but her husband, Martin, did not survive the emergency surgery. The doctor said Martin lost too much blood. He said Martin died. He said he was sorry.

He sounded sorry. And tired. Mostly tired. I could hear his exhaustion and his sorrow. It sounded like the creaking of wind blowing through an old house. It sounded like heavy rain dripping through a shoddily patched up roof.

Then, the doctor’s creaky tiredness and drip drip drip of sadness was swept away. It was all shoved aside, making way for the screech of metal on metal. It made my head burst with pain, how loud Mrs Spenser’s sudden stab of grief was.

That first note of loss is always the sharpest for me to feel, like a spike driven directly through my skull, into my brain.

Mrs Spenser hearing about the death of her husband in a small hospital waiting room was the first time I felt it.

The more time I spend around a person, the more attuned I become to their emotional resonance. It becomes a matter of proximity. Someone I’ve spent a significant amount of time around could be standing feet away or the length of a football pitch and I would feel or hear a strong emotion radiating from them.

So, when there’s the sound of a hundred blades being dragged across a metal surface pulsing like a sonic wave somewhere across the factory parking lot, I know. When I feel like a ten-inch spike is driving itself deeper into my brain than it ever has before, I know.

I know something world-ending has happened. I know something, possibly the very worst thing, has just happened to my best friend.


Chapter One

Lord Fang is a Bitch

Three months later

 

Drums.

A steady beat thumps inside my skull. I feel it in my chest like a hot rock sat on top of my heart, sinking in too deep, until it seeps through and drops into my stomach.

I recognise both the noise and the sensation as a signifier of anger. It can vary from person to person, the bass and tempo of the drums, the heat and size of the rock, but the two combined have become unmistakable to me.

Although what Lord Fang has got to be so pissed off about, I can’t fathom. If anything, I should be the one steaming with the furious resolve to kick the shit out of him. He couldn’t give me one week—just one week—without getting me and my team called out for his extremely annoying brand of fuckery.

This time, he’s gone and terrorised the local zoo by breaking in and “liberating” the animals, like a real hero to no one. He’s bloody terrified the lions. They’ll probably have nightmares about him, all dressed up in his billowing black cape and screaming over the zoo communication system. No idea what he’s actually saying, apart from a few stray shouts of the word “freedom”, which just makes him sound like a US president on ecstasy. The tech is too old and cheap to handle Lord Fang’s bombastic rantings.

I turn to Barricade, who, like me, is doing his best to corral the charging animals away from any remaining civilians. “Hey, do lions have nightmares?”

Barricade flickers a glance my way, narrowly missing a zebra as it leaps between us in a bid to escape this madness. A sentiment I can more than appreciate. I’m with you, stripy horse. Fuck this shit. Fuck it hard.

“What would a lion have nightmares about? They’re top of the food chain.”

I shrug. “The ghosts of their past kills coming back to haunt them? Like loads of angry steaks swarming all over the place, out for revenge.”

Before Barricade can respond, my attention is viciously snagged by the shrill sound of badly played violin strings. I recognise the noise as that of extreme fear. Turning towards it on instinct, I flip backwards over another zebra to land in front of a screaming teenage boy who’s about to be bludgeoned to death by one of Lord Fang’s new genetically modified, ten-foot-tall orangutans. The copper-furred creature bares its elongated fangs and raises a massive rock above its head, ready to bring it down on the terrified teen.

I raise my forearm to catch the brunt of the rock’s descent, taking the blow with gritted teeth. If I were a normal person, my bones might break under the impact, but as it stands, my Liquid Onyx blood protects me from injury, if not all pain. The giant orangutang roars at me, enraged, in a display of terrifying ferociousness. I use my free hand to grasp hold of my FISA-issued tranquiliser gun and swing it up to fire off a shot to the animal’s chest.

The orangutang yelps in surprise, strange, glowing eyes widening as the strong drugs take effect. Thick, hairy fingers loosen on the rock it still has bearing down on my forearm. The animal stumbles backwards and eventually collapses with an almost human whimper of confusion and fear. It unsettles me, like it always does, when Lord Fang’s creatures behave like animals rather than the monsters he designed them to be.

I turn to look back at the teen boy, no longer cowering against a fence, but instead staring up at me with the kind of panicked awe I’ve become used to seeing on the faces of civilians I save. The violins have softened to a low twang, more like strumming guitar strings, the boy’s fear having apparently mellowed. Even so, he still takes some coaxing to get a move on. He watches me with rapt blue eyes, face so young it makes my teeth hurt, innocent in all the ways I never was allowed. Eventually, I’m able to convince him to run towards the nearest exit, keeping my eyes on him until he’s disappeared to safety.

Drawing back in closer to Barricade, I look at him expectantly. His eyebrows knit together, forehead pinching in suspicion, as he continues the conversation we were having before the giant orangutan tried to go all Hulk-smash on a shrieking teen. “Did you watch Madagascar again last night?”

I shrug defensively. “It was just on, and I was drunk, and our sofa ate the remote. There was no way to make it stop happening, right there, in front of my face.”

Barricade makes a low humming sound of scepticism. “You could have gotten up and turned the TV off manually, as they once did back in ye olde times. I hear that was part of the fun of having a TV. You had to really earn the right to watch what you wanted.”

I give a loud scoff, frowning at him in consternation. “I could have stopped after one drink and gone to bed early like a proper adult. I could have applied to university and studied accountancy instead of joining up with FISA. I could have strangled Lord Fang with his own utility belt the first time he attacked a pet shop and stole all the guinea pigs. Let’s not start down the road of what life choices I should or shouldn’t be reflecting on. It’ll get messy, real quick.”

Barricade snorts out a laugh, then becomes immediately distracted by a stampede of rampaging hippos who are about to run over a young woman and the little boy she has clutched to her chest. The young woman’s fear sounds different. It’s a high-pitched train whistle. She goes to her knees, brought down either by her terror or the innate need to curl around the child in her arms.

Barricade thrusts his arms out to create a bright-orange shield around the woman and boy. The hippos bounce off the shield like bowling balls smacking into lane gates, streamlining themselves down the path towards the gorilla enclosure. It wouldn’t be the first instance of those two sets of animals tangling. This is the third time Lord Fang has decided to fuck with the city zoo. I’m starting to think he just does it when he’s run out of other ideas and wants to make some noise so we don’t forget he exists.

Hippos vs Gorillas: The Final Showdown. Sounds like a stupid action movie that Michael Bay would direct.

“You get the civilians out.” Barricade nudges my arm, his face set in determination. “I’ll go after the hippos and make sure they don’t hurt anyone on their way through.”

I nod at Barricade in easy agreement. He’s more than capable of protecting himself and whatever civilians he comes across from the scared animals with his shields.

“Sir, yes sir, Captain B!” I give him a jaunty salute.

Barricade winks at me, dark-brown eyes shining with mirth, and chases after the stampeding hippos.

After our previous team captain, Damon North—Polaris—died, it was decided that Tate would step into the role. I wasn’t surprised when Director Snow told us Tate would be our new leader. He was the obvious choice. Mei is too single minded when out on missions, only able to consider her own part rather than the larger picture, and I’m far too reckless to give anyone orders reliably. They might have considered Rex if he was still here, but since my best friend has fucked off to parts unknown, he was obviously not in the running.

Thoughts of Rex, no matter the topic, make me feel like my skin is infested with flesh-eating beetles and all I want to do is scratch them out until my black blood coats the underside of my fingernails. After almost four months I’ve been trying my best to shove all things Rex down somewhere into my subconscious where they can’t ruin me on an hourly basis.

I run over to the young woman, who still hasn’t got up from the ground despite the immediate danger having passed. I quickly realise the reason she hasn’t got back up is because she has a large gouge all the way down her leg. Blood drips from the wound. It looks nasty and would likely make it very difficult to walk, let alone run away.

Kneeling beside her, I carefully put my hand on her shoulder and give it a light shake, hoping it’ll get her to at least look at me. She turns her head slowly and glances up at me with furiously terrified brown eyes. The boy she so viscerally protected peers up at me as well and I give them both a reassuring smile. I’m guessing he’s her son, considering how much alike they look, with matching freckles and pixie noses and curly red hair.

“Hey, come on,” I murmur, keeping my voice level, making an effort to appear unconcerned by the chaos going on around us. “I’m gonna get you both out of here safe, okay?”

The woman’s fear spikes again, the train whistling pitch so high it takes genuine effort not to wince at the pain it causes to pierce through my brain like an ice-pick. She shuffles slightly away from me, removing my hand from her shoulder, still clutching her son so hard the strain in her arms and shoulders is obvious to see. Her eyes dart over me distrustfully, lingering on the crescent moon insignia on my chest with a little extra venom, as if it offends her in some way.

Great, a vigilante-hater. Perfect, love those type of civilians. They don’t make saving them at all difficult or headache-inducing, not ever. I resist the urge to groan in annoyance and snap at her not to be so stupid.

Unlike his mum, the boy doesn’t seem as bothered by the suit and the mask. He even gives me a wobbly smile in return for my own. He looks about five or six, not yet old enough to have absorbed all his mum’s views on the outer world. Innocent in a different way to the teenage boy I saved before.

I back off from the woman and force another, larger smile, hoping it will help calm her. Mei calls it my “sexy manipulator” smile. She always said it with a soft laugh and an obvious teasing undertone to her voice, but it still stung more than I ever let on. I don’t mean to trick people with how I look. When you’re attractive, people can act weird about it. They assume all sorts of things, like you’re taking the piss if you have the same insecurities most people do, or that you’re planning to use that attractiveness against them somehow.

“What’s your name?” I ask the woman, feigning a casualness I don’t feel. It’s wasting time to be here with her like this. There are dozens of crazed animals running around the zoo, and Lord Fang still needs to be dealt with. I’ve never been good at playing at patience during missions. That’s why no one chooses me for stealth or stake-out type assignments.

The woman scowls at me. Her disdain sounds like chalk scratching across a board, eclipsing her whistle of fear. “What’s yours?” she counters.

“Crescent,” I answer with another winning tilt of my mouth. “Not the best circumstances, obviously, but it’s still good to meet you.” I catch the boy’s eye and wiggle my fingers at him. He, at least, seems charmed by it.

“No,” the woman says contemptuously, “what’s your real name?”

“You don’t have to trust me forever,” I tell her, abandoning all attempts at doing this the nice way, my patience already having worn too thin. “Just long enough for me to get you and your son”—I nod at the boy, offering him a discreet wink—“out of here.”

The woman stares at me for a few long moments, still obstinate in her mistrust of me, until her little boy pipes up with surprising happiness given the danger he was in just a few minutes ago. Then again, kids are better at rolling with the punches than adults sometimes.

“Hi, Crescent! My name’s Joe!”

“Hey, Joe.” I give him another bright smile, despite myself, unable to contain it at the boy’s honest enthusiasm. “I like your T-shirt.” It’s bright pink, with a sparkly unicorn on it.

Joe beams up at me, delighted to have his wardrobe choices complimented.

“It’s my sister’s, but she let me have it when I asked,” he tells me earnestly.

“Your sister?” I ask, newly worried there might be a little girl lost somewhere in the zoo. “Where’s she, then?” I dart a quick look around, using my enhanced senses, but find no sign of anyone else.

“With my daddy,” Joe says. “They were going to look at the flamingos last time I saw them.”

The flamingo enclosure is right next to the main exit, so hopefully that means they got out straight away when everything went batshit thanks to Lord Fang and his experiments running amok.

“Well, they’re probably a bit worried about you and your mum by now.” I ignore how his mum glares at me, keeping my focus on Joe. “How about we go find them together?”

Joe wriggles in his mum’s arms, angling his head to speak to her. “Yeah!” he exclaims enthusiastically. “Come on, Mum, it’s scary in here, we should let Crescent, like, rescue us and stuff.”

I look at the woman expectantly, waiting for her response.

There’s a bit more hesitation as she watches me with calculating eyes. She must come to some carefully added up conclusion, because she huffs out an irritated breath, like me offering to help her is some great inconvenience, and nods in agreement.

“I can pick you up,” I say, eyeing her injured leg warily. “Both of you.”

With my Liquid Onyx strength, carrying Joe and his mum would be no hardship at all.

Joe’s mum blanches at my offer of being carried but doesn’t protest when I move in close and scoop her up bridal style.

Once I’m on my feet, I stride quickly towards the exit. Joe chatters to me as we go, telling me it’s his sister’s birthday and that’s why they’re visiting the zoo, as her special present. I make all the right noises in response as Joe talks, discreetly scanning the area around us for any threats that might appear out of the woodwork.

Thankfully, we get out of the zoo unscathed and I’m able to hand Joe and his mum off to some harried-looking medics who were waiting to swoop in and snatch anyone who managed to escape Lord Fang’s nightmare of insanity.

Swathes of civilians are all crowded together behind barriers the authorities have erected. Only the medics have been allowed past. The bulk of the civilians are probably people who escaped the zoo, but it’s also very likely some of them have gathered to watch the superhero and supervillain drama unfold. People in Danger City have become far too used to their day being interrupted by this kind of nonsense. Some of them treat it more like free entertainment than a frightening event.

Joe waves at me in farewell as he’s taken away, grinning at me even while his mum scowls on, as if this was part of some plot for me to trick her son into the devious ways of superheroes by making him like me.

Frost Girl’s voice crackles to life inside my ear just as I’m trying to decide where to go next.

“Need some backup over at the lion enclosure. Lord Fang has a whole load of civilians cornered by his modified animals.”

Barricade responds over the shared comm line. “On my way now, Frost.”

I echo the promise to be with her soon, turn around to go back inside the zoo, and sprint off towards the lion enclosure.

It becomes immediately apparent why Frost Girl called for assistance the moment I step into the expansive big cat area. Giant, mangled-looking animals prowl around all over the place, scraping up the grass and dirt with their claws and snapping their foaming jaws at anything that moves. Most of the fencing that once surrounded the enclosure has been torn down, so fuck knows where the actual lions are.

A small group of civilians huddle together in terror at the far end of the enclosure, near a cluster of artfully arranged boulders. Their fear is an orchestra of screeching violins with the occasional high-pitched train whistle thrown in to switch things up. It sets my teeth on edge, the piercing noise inside my head like nails scratching along my brain stem.

Frost Girl is busy icing the hell out of some ten-foot hyenas, so I throw myself into the fray to fight off a jacked-up polar bear, twice the size of a normal one, who’s snarling menacingly at the civilians, looking ready to leap forward and make a mess out of them.

I jump right on the massive animal’s back, grasping at the fur and effectively distracting it from tearing into the mass of screaming civilians. It takes some effort to get my arms wrapped around its thick neck from behind and press down on a pressure point that even a modified animal will react to. The polar bear rears up like a furious horse, in serious pain from my clenched fingers on his throat as it tries to buck me off. I scrabble to reach for my tranq-gun so I can put the animal down. The bloody thing is so strong that even with my Liquid Onyx it still manages to put up a decent fight, almost throwing me off its back a few times.

Barricade shows up just as I’m jabbing the crazed polar bear with the same sedative as I did the orangutan. It takes a handful of seconds for the drug to take effect on something this large but once it does, the creature slumps to the ground, landing heavily enough to dislodge me. I roll with the momentum and land in a crouch next to it.

The polar bear looks only slightly less dangerous knocked out, like it just escaped from the pages of The Golden Compass. A bear without his armour.

Barricade throws up a large shield in front of the civilians to prevent any more attacks from the hostile modified animals still prowling across the enclosure. He stands in front of the large orange wall of protection with his arms outstretched, back set in a hunch from the effort of keeping up such a sizable shield.

I take a moment to admire the strength in the form Barricade cuts in his suit, all black except for the orange “B” emblazoned across his impressive chest. He’s a large man, tall and broad, with muscles on top of muscles. Nothing about Barricade looks breakable. He’s like one of those marble statues, all perfectly sculpted stone. Built to last and be marvelled at. If there’s anyone who I’d trust to hold the world on his shoulders, it’s Barricade. It’s Tate Bishop.

My attention is called away from Barricade when Frost Girl calls out a warning. “Head up, Crescent. Lord Fang’s coming up behind you on a giant wolf.”

Ah, yeah, I wondered where the fuck that mad bellend got to. It was too much to hope he’d been eaten by the absentee lions. I can’t blame them; Lord Fang does look like the kind of man who would give you food poisoning if you ate him.

I whip around in time to see Lord Fang bearing down on me from the back of a ten-foot black wolf. The creature has claws like curved knives and teeth the size of my hand. Its eyes glow an eerie bright green, bloodlust swirling in their depths.

Lord Fang looks as unhinged as ever in his high-collared cape and spinning a metal staff above his head like an overzealous baton twirler as he charges towards me.

Since Frost Girl is still chasing after the animals to freeze them in place with her scary ice-powers, I’m on my own in dealing with Lord Fang. Again.

Great. Love this. Every time.

I bring my tranq-gun up and train it on bargain bin Fenrir. I shoot off a few rounds and nail the giant wolf in the face. It doesn’t go down easy, sloppily loping towards me with increasingly less grace and menace until it collapses just like the bear did, a large cloud of dirt billowing up around it on impact with the ground.

Lord Fang is sent sprawling off the wolf’s back with an enraged cry of shock. He breaks his fall with the staff, sticking it into the dirt and curling his body around it like a footballer body-slamming a goal post. His ridiculous cape is thrown over his head, temporarily blinding him and allowing me to sprint towards him with high hopes of subduing the idiot before he can cause any more damage.

Unluckily for me, Lord Fang has quick reflexes and even better survival instincts. There are times when I suspect he’s experimented on himself, mixing his DNA with that of his genetically modified menagerie. He flips the cape back and drags himself up using the staff before I can make it even halfway across the distance separating us.

Lord Fang is a stocky man in his mid-forties, skin pasty white and mottled with scars inflicted by his animals. He’s shorter than me, but stands with his back straight, glaring me down, his staff held sideways in front of him as he shifts into a defensive stance. His mouth splits into a feral slash, teeth bared, his incisors sharper than they should be. I don’t know if that’s from his experiments, or if he just filed them into points himself.

He clicks something on his staff and points it at me like it’s a spear. The top end opens up, a bright light shining from the tip. I’ve got only a second to realise what is about to happen before Lord Fang fires a shot of plasma at me from his staff.

Still running full pelt towards him, I’m just able to dodge it, leaping out of its path. The second shot of plasma comes too fast for me to evade, but Barricade must have caught sight of it, because a small orange shield explodes in the blast’s path and swallows the white-hot impact, crackles of energy spindling across the shield like cracks in ice.

My tranq-gun is empty, but that doesn’t mean it’s useless. Once I’m close enough to be sure of my aim, not possessing the same inhuman ability to throw shit from obscene angles as Rex can, I chuck my weapon at Lord Fang’s face with all my Liquid Onyx given strength. Predictably, he raises his staff to prevent the blow from landing, just like I hoped he would. My gun cracks right through the middle of his staff, splitting it into two ruined pieces of metal and wires. Bits of metal spray, cutting at Lord Fang’s skin, and the gun, although with less power, still smashes into his nose.

Lord Fang yelps in pain as his nose crunches and blood bursts from his nostrils in a flood of crimson. He drops one piece of his staff, hand going to his face in belated protection, glaring at me furiously over the top of his gloved fingers.

I start moving again and Lord Fang visibly panics. His fear screeches violently inside my head. Without his animals or weapon, he’s got no way to defend himself against my superior senses and abilities. He turns around and tries to make a break for it, but I’m right there, barrelling into him with my shoulder like a rugby player tackling an opponent. We go down together with a dramatic clash and tangle of limbs.

Lord Fang wriggles under me like a distressed worm, flailing when I sit up and grab for his arms, then pin them behind him in a classic hold. He turns his head to the side, dark eyes flaring wildly when they catch mine, and snarls at me, voice shredded through barbed wire.

“You! Why is it always you!”

It’s bizarrely accusatory, as if it’s my choice that he randomly attacked the zoo for the umpteenth time, in a city he knows is protected by an entire team of superheroes. A team I’ve been on for two plus years, which he also knows because we’ve fought countless times. He was actually one of my first supervillain callouts. If I ever had any delusions of vigilantism providing some glamour to my life, my first run-in with Lord Fang dispelled me of that notion right quick.

Unlike most other supers, bantering with the villains is really not my thing, so I don’t respond to Lord Fang’s indignance. I get to my feet, yanking my new quarry up with me. He complains loudly about it, and I ignore him, if for no other reason than I know it pisses him off when I refuse to engage with his bullshit. It’s slightly more difficult to ignore how his anger sounds, which is like someone repeatedly slamming a car door over and over again—bang, then bang, then bang, bang, bang, bang. My skull rattles with the vibrations of it.

I clench my jaw and grab a zip tie from my belt. I pin Lord Fang’s wrists together hard enough to make him yelp in pain and tighten the plastic around them.

Lord Fang, indignant struggling ongoing, kicks off with one of his usual tirades about the subjugation of animal kind and humanity’s arrogant wont to restrain anything we can’t easily control.

Tuning him out, I look out over the lion enclosure, searching for my teammates. Barricade is standing where I left him, holding up his shield to protect the civilians, although he’s turned his head in my direction. I catch his gaze and nod, giving Lord Fang a little shake in a mild expression of victory. Barricade dips his head in return, acknowledging the win. His mouth is set in a firm line, the increasing effort of keeping up such a large shield for an extended period getting to him.

Throughout our childhood, Barricade tested the limits of his defensive ability during our training sessions with the parents. But it wasn’t until we started working as part of the SSS team that he got the chance to really stretch his power’s capabilities. There have been times when he’s pushed himself too far, like the supervillain shooting incident at the shopping centre last year, when he wound up on enforced medical leave.

Frost Girl is less easy to track down but eventually I spot her rounding up what looks like the missing lions. She zips around them as they swipe at her, shooting ice blasts at their paws to freeze them in place. She turns the floor beneath her into ice and skates along it, her movements swift and graceful, like a dancer performing an elaborate theatre piece. She’s as beautiful as she always is, her long dark hair flowing through the air as she moves like black silk in water, her lovely oval face alight with purpose. The sight of her still catches in my chest, a twinge of regret and loss.

I’ve been in love with Mei Zhao since I was twelve years old. Maybe one day I’ll get over the fact she doesn’t love me the same way any more, but it feels more likely that I’ll die from the poison flowing through my body first. Morbid as it is, I hope I go before any of my friends. The only thing worse than dying would be watching them spark out. Being left here on my own, without them.

Frost Girl seems to have trapped most of the animals roaming around, which hopefully means we can move the civilians out.

Against Lord Fang’s strenuous protests, I drag him across the enclosure and shove him to his knees beside Barricade.

“Think you can drop it, B,” I tell him, jerking my chin over at my ex. “Frost’s got the fluffy mutants all on lockdown.”

That gets a renewed vitriolic response out of Lord Fang. He cranes his neck to glare up at me, dark fury swirling in his eyes. “If you’ve hurt my animals, Crescent, I will crush your bones between my teeth!” He bares his weird, home-made fangs at me, spitting a little.

“Nah, you don’t wanna do that shit,” Barricade warns him, tone deceptively congenial despite the physical strain the use of his power is putting on his body. “He’s got strong bones, this one. Drinks a lot of milk.”

I make humming sound of agreement. “Oh yeah, I’m one of them calcium junkies, always hyped for my next fix of stolen cow nutrients.”

Barricade lets out a short boom of laughter, loud and deep. He has a great voice. It’s warm and strong, like whiskey sliding down my throat. It’s the reason I don’t mind when he waffles on about his latest history obsession, or his impassioned speeches about whatever happened in the latest episode of a soap opera he loves. Just listening to him makes me feel good.

At the mention of cows, Lord Fang starts banging on about his veganism and how we shouldn’t be touching up wild animals and rah-rah-cow-abuse-rah.

Barricade drops his shield and rolls his shoulders back, shrugging off the discomfort like he’s pulled a muscle somewhere. “You okay, B?” I ask him, concerned by the crease of pain that arcs across his features.

“Yeah.” Barricade rubs at the back of his neck, plastering on a tight smile. “Might need to chill out for a bit before patrol tonight, though.”

He probably shouldn’t go out at all if he’s feeling the effects of using his power this strongly. But none of us has been very good at taking time off lately. We’ve become like Polaris, doggedly working ourselves half to death in a vain attempt to ignore all the other fucked-up stuff we can’t do anything about, like the fact our own blood is going to kill us, and maybe more importantly, the fact Roux died, and our best friend did a runner because of it.

I clap a hand on Barricade’s shoulder and give it a hard squeeze of reassurance. “No worries, mate. You can sleep the rest of the day once we get back, yeah?”

Barricade doesn’t answer, his eyes shooting to the hand on his shoulder. He frowns at it, as if he’s not sure how to respond. I feel like I should take my hand away, but I can’t bring myself to do it. My fingers are locked in place, curled around the meat of his shoulder. He’s all muscle, hard and thick, the heat of him burning me even through his suit. Liquid Onyx survivors run hot, especially so when we’re using our powers, like a boiled kettle.

Things have been weird between us lately, and I don’t know why. There’s a tension in the air that wasn’t present before. I can’t even say before what, because nothing’s happened. Apart from the obvious, all of which is external shit that shouldn’t affect our relationship specifically. I can maybe track it back to when Mei and I broke up for the last time. We stopped hanging out together as a foursome, or even a threesome, since Rex wasn’t around all the time back when we first joined FISA.

After we broke up, I couldn’t stand to be around Mei without my chest feeling like it was caved in, and Rex was so bloody busy with North, and it became the new normal to spend most of my time alone with Tate. It made me realise how little I’d done that before. Tate was one of my best mates, had been since we were six years old. But we’d been part of a group. Being just the two of us made the dynamic different, somehow.

It also made me realise that maybe I’d been purposefully avoiding being alone with Tate for a number of reasons, chief among them being the fact that Tate is the one person my powers have never worked on. Unlike everyone else, I can’t feel his emotions or hear them. He’s a thick wall of silence to me, my power useless against his shields.

Barricade raises his eyes to meet mine, his frown deepening. He seems to be trying to read me, although I don’t know what he’s attempting to understand. His eyes are dark, opaque, the colour dense and fathomless like a starless sky. I can see myself reflected in them and it makes me want to turn away.
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