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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Here in this place, I swear I will fight to the end for these ideals.”

— Pancho Villa
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October 2022

Aboard the USS Harry S. Truman

Gulf of Mexico

There were toothpaste splatters on the mirror again. Every morning for the duration of his deployment aboard the aircraft carrier Harry S. Truman, one of Paulie Xiong’s crewmates spat his mouthful of toothpaste with the accuracy of a Star Wars stormtrooper, and every morning Paulie would grimace and wipe it up with a square of the sandpaper the Navy called toilet tissue. At first, it had been gross, but after months at sea, Paulie had seen things that would have made his ancestors weep.

Sailors, he had learned, managed to catch every horrible disease known to man, as well as discovering new mutations regularly. Likewise, injuries aboard ship were never simple. Nobody just sprained an ankle on a staircase or picked up a minor burn from the jetwash of a deck launch. No, they managed to turn their leg bones into powder or roast themselves crispy. It was no wonder so many of his fellow hospital corpsmen were vegans. At some point, all cooked meat looked—and smelled—the same whether it had come from a cow, a pig, or an Aviation Boatswain’s Mate.

“Mornin’, Paulie.” Bill Haines was a Corpsman Third Class, same as Paulie. He emerged from a stall riding a wave of foulness that could charitably be described as rotten cabbage.

“Damn, son, you should go see a doctor about that,” Paulie jammed his toothbrush into his mouth and turned away from the odor as best he could.

“You’re right,” Haines said. “Hey Doc, I keep ripping ass, and it smells like this.” The tall blond man fired off a gassy torpedo, eliciting groans from the other sailors crowding into the head to take their morning shits, shaves, and showers.

Paulie was blessed with a beard that came in extremely slowly, to the point that he could get away with only shaving once a week. He had enough time to get in line for a shower, and when it was his turn, he took his typical three minutes to scrub down the smooth, brown skin and black hair stubble indicative of his Mandarin Chinese ancestry.

He returned to his bunk, toweling water out of his ears, while sailors all around him joked and snarked at each other. Perceived physical shortcomings were a favorite topic, and everybody gave as good as they got. It kept the mood light, which was important when thousands of people were crammed into a crowded steel box floating on the ocean for weeks at a time. “Hey Paulie,” called an electrician named Schwartz. He made an exaggerated masturbation gesture. “It hurts when I do this.”

“Wrap it, whiz it, wipe it, and wash it. Doctor’s orders,” Paulie said, pulling on his beige duty uniform trousers. The other sailors laughed.

Once dressed, Paulie made his way to the mess hall and got outside of a stack of pancakes, some sausage links, and fresh fruit. The Truman had received a couple crates of oranges and lemons from Florida in their most recent resupply tender, and everyone was doing their part to reduce the risk of scurvy. As he took his tray to the station at the end of the mess, his eyes fell upon the peeling poster some wag had taped onto a bulkhead. It was the old Navy promo with a fresh-faced white guy who’d probably never set foot onto a deck, with the caption It’s not just a job, it’s an adventure!

Paulie snorted. So far, the bulk of his adventure had been treating gonorrhea. Like, so much gonorrhea. Except that one time when the dentist had to drill out a sailor’s abscessed tooth and the scent was so vile that even hardened medical Corpsmen had gone running to vomit into whatever convenient receptacles they could find.

It’s an adventure, he thought, and headed toward sickbay to start his day.
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October 2022

Aboard the RV Suarez

Gulf of Mexico

Fredo sat on a deck chair on foredeck of the research vessel Suarez, and let the late summer sun bake away at him as he worked on one of his sonic projection gauntlets. His sunglasses did little to dim the bright morning sunlight streaming down upon him. The gentle swaying of the boat could have rocked him to sleep if he’d been a little more tired, but a breeze played across his bronze skin and cooled the sheen of sweat as he struggled to fix a poorly-adjusted emitter. He didn’t have to do it by hand; he didn’t actually have to do it at all, for the emitter would reconfigure itself once it was connected to the rest of his suit. He had to do something, though. The boredom was driving him crazy. He knew how it looked—the superhero known as Battle Cry lazing about on deck while the ship’s crew performed their duties and the research team did their sciencey stuff, but it didn’t bother him much. His presence was a token from the government, he knew, and there was nothing to make one feel useless like being useless.

So he worked on adjusting the recalcitrant emitter, because at least it gave him something to do.

Two months ago, a parahuman terrorist had stolen a Russian nuclear sub, sent it right into the Gulf and detonated its missiles off the coast as it sank to the bottom. The Donskoi Incident had put all governments on edge and Fredo knew relationships between the United States and Russia, already tense due to the Russian invasion of Ukraine, had only grown worse. It didn’t help that the detonation had provided a heat source for a hurricane that had gone on to cause damage to eastern Texas and Louisiana. Even now, two months later, there was still a heat source raising water temperatures in the blast zone. The researchers on the Suarez theorized that the underwater nuclear detonations had opened an undersea fault line and a volcano was forming on the part of the seabed known as the Campeche Bank.

Fredo didn’t know anything about that. He had been assigned to the Suarez as a member of Los Nacionales, the Mexican national superhero team. The government wanted a superhero on scene while there was still an aberration on the sea floor, and it was Fredo’s turn. On one hand, it meant he didn’t have to train, or do monitor duty, or any of the mundane things that made a superhero’s life boring. On the other hand, there really wasn’t anything to do on board the ship except sit in the sun or—for variety—lie in the sun. Then, when things got really boring, he could put on his armor suit and fly in the sun. Whoo-hoo.

The worst part, of course, was that nobody spoke sign.

Fredo hadn’t been born deaf. He’d lost his hearing the very first time he used his sonic scream parahuman power. He hadn’t known he’d had the ability until it blasted forth from his mouth, shattering glass in the houses on his block as well as his own eardrums. He’d still been a kid then. From there it had been all doctors and schools for deaf kids until a couple of Universidad engineers developed a special suit of armor for him that allowed him to control his volume all the way down to fractional decibels. He could even use his sonic scream to fly, riding upon the reflection of sound waves off the atmosphere, thanks to tech in his armor. That suit in conjunction with his powers earned him an invitation to attend the Hero Academy in the United States.

It did make chatting up any of the researchers tough, because even though he could read lips pretty well, he couldn’t talk back. With no ability to modulate his power, he was likely to literally blow someone’s head off if he used his voice without his armor to control it. At least he could text, and that was his primary means of chatting, even when someone was standing right in front of him. He hated it, though. He just wanted to talk to someone, like that pretty geologist, Carolina. She was tall, lithe, with a toned, athletic body that spoke of long runs along the beach at sunset and yoga at sunrise. She smelled of coconut sunscreen and was slow to smile, but it was worth the wait, like watching the Moon emerge from behind clouds.

Fredo hadn’t expected to be on the Suarez for another week, but his teammate Santa Muerta had to leave early. She’d had some kind of panic attack and had to be evacuated. La Adelita had teleported onto the boat, gathered her friend and teammate, and teleported her straight to the hospital in Progreso. Team commander Maestro had asked for volunteers, and Fredo said he would go. As the youngest member of Los Nacionales, he was likely to get volun-told anyway.

A shadow crossed in front of him, and he opened his eyes behind his sunglasses to see Carolina standing there, waving to get his attention. He waved back. She took out her phone and sat on the deck chair beside him. She was wearing short shorts, a cut-off tank top for the Dallas Cowboys, and a broad-brimmed straw hat that was almost a sombrero. The diamond-shaped gaps between the straws speckled her face with freckles of sunlight. His phone buzzed with her text.

Good morning, Fredo.

Hi Carolina. What are you up to? Science stuff?

She chuckled as she read, and he grinned at her, careful not to laugh because he could accidentally blow her back into the bulkhead. At least he could look at her while she was reading or replying, and she was very pretty. She was also sending a lengthy text, so his looking-at-her was moving into the realm of staring-at-her.

Yes. We detected a four degree temp spike overnight. It might mean a larger eruption is happening or about to happen. Could cause a tsunami if it triggers nearby fault lines.

Is that likely?

Carolina shrugged and made a noncommittal gesture with her hand. Then she returned to her phone. Would you fly over the area and sweep your sonic power over it? We can get better imaging from that than our little sonar setup.

He nodded and stood.

Her slow smile bathed him in its radiance. She raised her hand to her mouth, then swept it forward toward him.

He gaped in amazement.

Her smile faded, and she texted, Did I do it wrong? I was trying to say thank you.

He raised his own hand and made the thank you gesture. Then he texted her, You did say thank you . . . but your accent is terrible.

She laughed.

Fredo tucked his gauntlet under his arm and went to get the rest of his armor.
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October 2022

The Hero Academy

Denver, Colorado

“Happy birthday, dear Annalisa! Happy birthday to you!” sang Annalisa’s gathered friends and classmates.

“You look like a monkey . . .” added Breezy, humor dancing in his dark eyes.

“And you smell like one, too!” Aighleigh finished, barely containing her own amusement.

Annalisa Torres felt so much love that she was sure her heart was going to simply explode. “Oh, you guys.” She bent to hug Aighleigh in her wheelchair, then spun to give Breezy a deep kiss on the lips, making sure it lasted until everyone was a little uncomfortable about it. She stepped back and looked around the field house where they had gathered. “Should we sing to Cole now?”

Annalisa and her four friends from Loveland had all been born within ten days of each other. They had been given their powers not through possession of the Musashi gene, but as part of a long-term secret experiment to create super-soldiers. That experiment had been ruled a failure, because instead of the proofs-of-concept to prospective buyers, the science team had created Annalisa and her friends, and they’d put a stop to it as soon as they found out the truth.

Now the five kids were attending the Hero Academy, learning to be superheroes for real, even though they’d been doing it for years as their own little group called the Neighborhood Watch: Annalisa, also known as La Capitána, and Breezy, Aighleigh, Cole, and Vinnie.

Cole’s birthday was the next day, and the kids were combining his party and Annalisa’s as it had become awkward to try to fit five birthdays in ten days. The group sang to him with as much enthusiasm as they had to Annalisa, with Annalisa throwing in a growling “cha-cha-cha!” after every stanza.

At last, hand in hand, Annalisa and Cole bent down and blew out the candles on the cake together. Then Breezy used his wind powers expertly to flick a lump of frosting into each of their faces, and everyone shouted with laughter. While Annalisa wiped buttercream from her nose and planned how she’d get her revenge on Breezy later when they were alone, her roommate Frieda cut the cake.

Being a bunch of high school juniors, the kids descended upon the cake like piranhas, and it was gone almost in seconds. Skunk Nancy, the girl with the unfortunate odor-based power, connected her phone to some Bluetooth speakers and thumping beats filled the field house at the end of the Hero Academy outdoor training field. Ruben Maldonado, the aspiring young rapper who could also transform into a giant rhinoceros, started spitting out freestyle to the beat, and kids alternately heckled him or cheered him on. Annalisa didn’t mind him stealing the attention, since she was enjoying being around everyone.

Frieda came to stand beside her. The Black girl towered nearly a foot over Annalisa, even when not using her growth power. She was called 50-Foot Girl for obvious reasons. “Hey, roomie!”

“Hey, roomie,” Annalisa replied. She watched Vinnie, the skater punk known as Rascal, wrap his arms around Cole and give him a passionate kiss. Cole, Vinnie, and Aighleigh had been a throuple since they were freshmen, and it seemed as stable as any relationship could be. Kind of like her and Breezy, Annalisa thought, who’d been together even longer.

“I’m going take one for the team and sleep in Nancy’s room tonight,” Frieda said. “Give you and Breezy some smashing space.” She elbowed Annalisa. “You just make sure you return the favor in February if I’m still dating Jeremy.” Jeremy was calling himself Knacker, which Annalisa didn’t think would take as a superhero handle since he was forever explaining knackered meant wiped out, and his power was to disrupt electrical systems—which also included human nervous systems.

“Sure, no problem. Nancy’s not that bad,” Annalisa said.

“If you sleep with the window open,” Frieda said.

“No way. What if I float away?” Some people were somnambulists, walking in their sleep. Annalisa had an unfortunate tendency to fly in her sleep. Aighleigh called it somnaerialism, but Aighleigh was the smartest person Annalisa knew. Waking up while flying was terrifying, so she’d taken to sleeping with her ankle tied to the bed frame. She was strong enough to fly with a bed dangling from her leg, but the act of dragging it upward always woke her, so it was her low-tech solution to what she considered a stupid problem.

“I’m sure your sweet young man would come rescue you,” Frieda giggled.

“Young is right,” Aighleigh said as she rolled up to them. “Annalisa’s a cougar.”

Annalisa hooked her fingers into claws and growled appreciatively. “Just for four days, then we’re both seventeen.”

Aighleigh laughed. “You’ll always be older than him, girlfriend.”

Annalisa’s gaze fell on Breezy, who was hanging out with Ruben and Nancy and the others, bopping his head to the beat. Warmth flooded through her as she took in the line of his jaw, the thin mustache, the locs he worked so hard to keep clean, and that smile that made her knees go weak. Sure, she loved Cole, Vinnie, and Aighleigh, who’d been her dear friends since they were toddlers, but she loved Breezy . . . as in they might wind up as one of those sweet old couples who’d been together since high school.

“I hope he’s up for, you know, us time tonight,” Annalisa said softly.

Frieda and Aighleigh laughed and bumped fists. “He’s a boy,” Frieda said. “He’s prob’ly up for it right now.”

“I don’t know,” Annalisa said. “He’s been a little, I don’t know. Irritable.”

“Irascible,” Aighleigh suggested.

“I don’t know what that means,” Annalisa said, and crossed her eyes. “Me am dumb. Smash stuff. Go boom.”

“What’s up? You think he’s not into you or something?” Frieda asked, real concern in her eyes.

“I think maybe he’s coming down with something. He said he’s got, like, ringing in his ears.”

“He’s standing right by the speakers,” Aighleigh pointed out.

“He says it’s like the way air pressure changes before a storm.”

“Well, I guess if anyone’s gonna know what the air feels like, it’s him,” Frieda said. “He’s not, like, pushing you off or anything, is he? Because I will kick that boy’s ass up into the stratosphere if he ain’t treating you right.”

“No, nothing like that,” Annalisa said. “We’re as close as ever. I’m just being stupid, I guess.”

Aighleigh reached up and squeezed her hand. “No, you’re not. You’re being you. You care, Annalisa. You care about everyone. That’s why you’ve always been the best of us.”
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October 2022

Just Cause Dallas Headquarters

Dallas, Texas

“We’re not going to be gone long,” said Sondra Raymond, the eagle-winged commander of Just Cause Dallas. “Couple of weeks. Maybe a month, depending on how long they want to keep Jack for observation.” She gathered a handful of folders and deposited them into a briefcase.

Maribel Montoya, also known as It Girl, gave her a lazy shrug from her seat on the overstuffed chair near the window. She was Sondra’s second in command and was doing her best to take her friend’s mother-hen panic in stride. “It’ll be fine, Sondra. It’s Paris in the summer. It’s probably gorgeous. I hear the French are crazy for parahumans. You’ll be an instant celebrity. And so will Jack. Never mind being heroes.” She winked. “You’re famous.”

“I just don’t want you to get in over your head,” said Sondra. She fluttered her magnificent wings in reflex, and a couple smaller feathers drifted to the office floor.

“Don’t worry, Mom, I won’t have any boys over and no parties.” Maribel grinned. “But I might stay out past ten. And if I get in over my head, I can always . . . ask for help.” She split a duplicate off herself, the second stepping out like she was emerging from a door. Maribel winked again, and her duplicate made kissy-lips.

Self-duplication was a curious ability. She literally duplicated every particle in her body—as well items below a certain mass that were directly connected to her, like her costume. She became the embodiment of a quantum pairing at a macro scale. The duplicates didn’t grow out of her or anything weird or gross. They simply appeared. She could do it nine times. Her consciousness didn’t duplicate, but she could control each duplicate like it was one of her fingers, even if they were performing wildly different tasks. Somehow, she was able to keep them all straight. She could instantaneously transfer her consciousness between duplicates, even when great distances were involved. Whichever one hosted her mind was It, hence her hero name It Girl. When she no longer needed them, her duplicates simply vanished, ending their quantum state.

The broadening of her senses would have driven most people insane, she knew. Her brain was able to process information from nine more sets of eyes and ears, and control nine sets of limbs independently. Researchers investigating her powers thought she might be able to create far more duplicates than nine, but her brain wouldn’t be able to handle the additional load. As it was, she had her proverbial hands full, with ten of herself.

“Wiseass.” Sondra caught sight of her fallen feathers. “Shit. I’m molting.”

Maribel reabsorbed her duplicate, and stepped over to put her hands on Sondra’s shoulders. “Everything will be fine here. Go take care of Jack. How’s he doing, anyway?”

Sondra frowned. “He’s exhibiting some minor symptoms of what could be radiation sickness, although he says he’s just getting old. I’m just so worried, Mari. I shouldn’t have let him go on that mission.”

“I don’t think you could have stopped him,” Maribel said. “Besides, it could have been much worse if he hadn’t gone.”

Sondra’s husband Jack had been the one, along with a small team of covert operatives, to stop the super terrorist Misrule from launching the nuclear missiles he had on board the stolen Russian submarine. They could have devastated a dozen different cities in America and possibly triggered World War III. Misrule’s detonation of the nukes as the Dmitriy Donskoi sank to the bottom of the Gulf had been a final act of defiance. At first, it seemed that Jack’s invulnerability to harm would keep him from suffering ill effects from his radiation exposure, but now things had changed.

“I know, and I keep telling myself that. I’m just worried that old fool finally found something to really hurt him.” Sondra wiped at her eyes. “And I’m scared, Mari. I’m really scared.”

Maribel stepped over and embraced her, understanding what Sondra needed now was not a teammate, but a friend. “Don’t you worry about him,” she whispered. “Crackerjack’s too crotchety to let something like this take him down. He’s going to live a long time yet. And you’ll be stuck with the insufferable son of a bitch.”

Sondra burst out laughing even as she wiped her eyes. “He really is, isn’t he? God, I love him so much.”

“Then go be with him,” Maribel said. “I’ve got things handled here. Go to Paris. Get him treated. See the sights. Eat snails and shit.”

“Snails?”

“That’s a French thing, I think.”

The women embraced again, then Maribel stepped out into the deck to watch Sondra spread her wings and fly toward hers and Jack’s bungalow. Just Cause Dallas had been built upon the site of a former horse ranch, and instead of the tight dormitory-style quarters of the New York or Denver teams where Maribel had previously been assigned, everyone got their own house. Consequently, Dallas was a choice destination for heroes with families.

Her own husband was actually from Texas, a Good Ole Boy by the name of Doug who cheerfully quit his job in accounting to spend his days being the unofficial handyman for Just Cause Dallas and his evenings barbecuing and smoking every piece of meat or vegetable he could get his hands on. Every day was a block party for the heroes of Dallas, to the point that Sondra had to institute stricter physical training requirements to offset the massive slabs of ribs, brisket and chicken that Doug served up daily.

Maribel returned to Sondra’s office, which was now her office as far as she was concerned, and sat behind the desk on the plush padded stool Sondra used to keep her wings free. Oh no, she thought. This wouldn’t do at all. How was she going to lean back and kick her feet up on the desk? She went back to her own seldom-used office, retrieved her own desk chair, and rolled it up the hall to Sondra’s office.

“That’s more like it,” she said aloud as she thumped her feet up onto the desk with considerable satisfaction.

“What’s more like what?” Amber Kramer poked her head into the office. She was Maribel’s best friend. Amber was the great-granddaughter of the one-time Archmage Stratocaster. She wore one of his guitar picks encased in amber as a bracelet, and channeled her innate magical ability through it to create magical amber.

Maribel indicated the office. “I look good in here, don’t I?”

“Very natural,” Amber agreed. She pulled out her phone. “I should take a picture to commemorate the occasion.”

“No!” Maribel gasped, and nearly fell out of her chair trying to get herself back into a more professional appearance.

Amber laughed. “I’m just kidding. You know I’m kidding. So what’s going on, O Fearless Temporary Leader?”

Maribel shrugged. “I just took over for Sondra. She, Little Eagle, and Jack are on their way to Paris.”

Amber’s demeanor grew more serious. “I really hope he’s going to be okay.”

“Me too. He’s been around my entire life. I guess I kind of thought he’d just be there forever.”

“Same.”

Silence passed over them as they considered what a world without Crackerjack and his lopsided smile would be like.

“Oh! Almost forgot why I came in here in the first place. Duh!” Amber rolled her eyes. “We got a minor alert from the USGS. They said they’ve detected increased seismic activity from the Donskoi site. There’s a possibility of minor tsunamis along the Gulf Coast.”

“How minor?” Maribel asked, wondering if she should call Sondra back.

“They said less than a meter in height.”

“That does seem pretty small,” Maribel said. “Manageable, more or less. Hmmm . . .”

“What’s hmmm?” Amber grinned. “You got an idea?”

“I do. Just Cause team commanders have standing orders from the Parahuman Resources Administration to identify opportunities for non-emergency callouts for heroes in training. It’s an opportunity to give them some real-world experience.”

“You mean the Hero Academy.”

“I do. Wouldn’t you have liked the chance to get some real-world experience?” Maribel stopped suddenly, feeling her cheeks grow hot as she remembered to whom she was speaking.

Amber had been an intern with Just Cause New York when the Hind aliens attacked, encasing the city in an impenetrable force field and landing troops in Manhattan. Not only had she gotten more real-world experience than most heroes ever would, she’d lost friends and teammates during the Battle of New York. “Shit. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Amber said. “Nobody could have planned for something like that. Aliens attacking? That’s like a movie, not real life. Tsunamis are real life. Even little ones. The experience will be good for them.”

Maribel nodded. “I’ll make the call.”
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October 2022

The Preserve

Luna

The screaming yanked Penny out of a sound sleep. She leaped from her bed, light in the low lunar gravity, and ran for the door. Between steps, her nanotech armor burst through her pores to encase her in ultra-dense layers of red and blue metal. The door to her quarters slid aside soundlessly as she stepped into the corridor beyond.

“Cain, who’s screaming?” Penny subvocalized, speaking to the collective artificial intelligence network that formed the cornerstone of her nanotech.

::Vocal analysis indicates it is Juliet.:: Cain spoke in the calm alto voice that Penny preferred.

Other people on Penny’s team entered the corridor, mostly dressed for sleep. “What’s going on?” asked a yawning Michelle, who was also known as Simulcast.

“I don’t know yet,” Penny said tersely.

A tawny, centaurian figure loped down the hall—the Hind defector Garragh. “That is a scream of terror,” he growled.

“Well, no shit.” Penny ordered Cain to deploy her blasters, and the weapons grew from her forearms. “Cain, open the door.”

The door to Juliet’s quarters slid aside and Penny stepped into the suite, arms raised, ready to defend her teammate if required.

Juliet sat up in her bed, her eyes horribly rolled back in her head, screaming. The elderly psi was a former member of the superhero team The Lucky Seven, and had been one of the first Penny had recruited to help her in her project to protect and defend the Earth.

Penny lowered her weapons and withdrew her armor, leaving herself in comfortable sweatpants and a t-shirt.

She knew a night-terror when she saw it. Her son Avery had them occasionally when he was younger. She stepped over to Juliet, murmuring words of comfort, and wrapped the older woman in a gentle embrace. Juliet’s nightgown was soaking with sweat, and she stank of fear. The woman’s shrieks of terror subsided to whimpers.

Penny glanced back toward the door. Michelle waited at it, with Garragh lurking just behind her. “Any oddball transmissions?” Penny asked softly.

Michelle shook her head. She would have detected any unexpected signals with her parahuman abilities.

Juliet’s pulse raced beneath Penny’s fingers. Penny was no doctor, but it couldn’t be healthy for someone Juliet’s age to be under that much physical stress.

“Cain, I need a sedative for her.”

::Affirmative. Calculating for her metabolism . . . Confirmed.:: The heads-up display in the corner of Penny’s eye showed a sedative being delivered through a nanotech syringe that emerged from her palm into Juliet’s arm.

“She is coming,” Juliet moaned.

“What?”

Juliet slumped in Penny’s arms, unconscious.

::She said, “She is coming,”:: Cain said.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought I heard. But what does it mean?”

::Insufficient data.::

“You’re no help.”

::Sorry.::

“Please, Sentinel, I would be honored to bear Juliet to sickbay,” said Garragh, and held out his muscular arms. The six-limbed lion-like alien had become a valuable member of Penny’s team. Raised to be a warrior among his own people, she had captured him during the Battle of New York. She presented him with the option to be returned to his own people, but instead, he opted to defect. Although—by his own admission—he was not very smart, he had sworn to study war no longer. He discarded his armor and axe, the birthrights of his warrior culture, and instead was devoting his life to the study of philosophy. He had been raised to recite the Warrior’s Catechism, but now Penny knew he was trying to develop a new one—a Catechism of Peace.

She hoped he did, for it seemed peace was in short supply in the universe.

“Please do, Garragh. I need to check on Luna.”

Luna was fine, of course. Cain would have notified her of anything amiss. Her beautiful daughter had slept right through the disturbance. She’d kicked off her blanket in her sleep, and wriggled her sleep cap off to expose her thick, tight black curls.

Penny bent down to cover her four-week-old baby girl and replace her sleep cap. Luna cooed in her sleep. Her skin was much darker than Penny’s, thanks to her father.

Her father, a man called Harlan Washington, was far away, fighting a war against the Hind amongst the stars. He had no idea Luna existed, and Penny had been wrestling with how she should tell him . . . or even if she should.
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[image: ]




“No war is inevitable until it breaks out.”

— A. J. P. Taylor
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October 2022

Aboard the USS Harry S. Truman

Gulf of Mexico

Paulie dug his thumb into the elbow joint of the sweating Machinery Repairman on the examination table, and the man practically climbed up the side of the bulkhead from the unexpected pain. “Jesus, Doc!” he yelped.

“Sorry about that,” Paulie said. “How long has it been going on?”

“I don’t know. A couple of weeks, I guess. It just started hurting to hold tools. I thought I’d strained it or something, but it’s been getting worse.”

Paulie nodded. “You’ve got lateral epicondylitis.”

The Repairman’s eyes widened. “That doesn’t sound so good.”

“You might know it by its more common name. Tennis elbow.”

The man shook his head. “I don’t play tennis.”

“No, but you do hold tools. It could be related to that.” Paulie eyed the man’s muscular forearm. He was probably hell on wheels in arm wrestling. “I’m going to give you a wrist brace and a strap to wear over your forearm. I also have some stretches I want you to do every day, three times a day. Take acetaminophen for the pain.” He rummaged through his drawer of braces until he found a right-handed brace large enough to accommodate the Repairman’s thick musculature. “I’m placing you on reduced duty. You’re not to perform any maintenance tasks that require you to use two hands. Take these for the pain—” He handed the Repairman a packet of pills. “Two pills every four to six hours. Drink plenty of water and if they upset your stomach, take them with food.”

The Repairman looked at the pills and nodded. “I know what acetaminophen is.”

“Good.” Paulie held up a strap. “You need to wear this over the thickest part of your arm, tight enough that it won’t slip but not so tight that it pinches or—”

A distant scream made Paulie stop talking instantly. The scream went on and on, like a warning klaxon, and then there was shouting to accompany it.

Paulie glanced over at Haines, who was in the middle of applying medical super glue to shut a long slice on an aviation mechanic’s hand. “Go check it out,” suggested the tall blond man.

A breathless sailor appeared in the sickbay’s entrance. “Medic!” he gasped.

“Coming!” Paulie grabbed his crash bag and ran after the sailor. They hurried up the corridor toward a knot of sailors who were supporting the man who was screaming. They were trying to move him toward sickbay, shouting at each other, and calling for help.

Paulie skidded to a halt at the group and began examining the man. “What happened?”

He should have known better, for everyone started talking at once, trying to make themselves heard over the persistent screaming. The way the man’s eyes were rolled back in his head and his screaming didn’t seem to be tied to any kind of specific injury led Paulie to diagnose him suffering from some kind of severe anxiety attack. “Hold him still.” He took an injectable sedative from his bag, popped off the cap, and injected it into the man’s deltoid.

The man’s screams grew ragged, and his mouth worked as if trying to form words amid his shrieking.

“What’s your name, sailor?” Paulie asked, taking a pen light from his bag and shining it into the man’s eyes. His pupils were already shrunk to pinpricks and didn’t respond to the illumination change.

“Riley,” said one of the other sailors. “He’s in IT with me. We were working and he just started screaming. No warning at all.”

Riley’s head hung forward. His screams degenerated to moans. Paulie pointed to the two sailors supporting Riley. “You two, bring him back to sickbay. The rest of you, back to your stations.”

The crowd of sailors dispersed, muttering, while the two Paulie had detailed carried Riley back to sickbay. Other medical staffers met them at the door with a wheelchair and began the practiced and efficient process of checking his vitals and early diagnoses.

Riley said something that Paulie couldn’t quite hear over the general murmurs of the other staffers. “What? What’d you say?”

Riley raised his head a couple inches. His eyes were rolling, and he was more unconscious than alert. “She is coming,” he said.

Paulie blinked. “Who is?” he asked, but Riley slumped into unconsciousness and left the question unanswered. He stared after Riley as the other Corpsmen got him onto a bed, wondering what the sailor had meant by such a cryptic statement.
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October 2022

Aboard the RV Suarez

Gulf of Mexico

Fredo never got tired of flying. The fact that he could at all was thanks to a miracle of engineering wrought by a pair of graduate students from the Universidad Michoacana de San Nicolás de Hidalgo. Despite being told what they were doing was not only impossible but a waste of time and resources, they proved everyone wrong by building Fredo a set of armor that took his largely uncontrollable power and tamed it. The students, named Miguel Donato and Serafina Lopez had taken design work done by other scientist-engineers in the field of powered armor, like Javelin from America, Die Fledermaus from Germany, and Tengu from Japan, and synthesized something new. Fredo didn’t understand the exact science behind it, but by uttering his sonic scream, the armor stored and modulated that energy, transforming it into the ability to fly thanks to the sonic projectors built into his armor’s boots. It required no fuel, no power beyond that of his voice. One scream would recharge him, and he’d keep going so long as he could utter another cry.

Secondary sonic projectors wrapped around his forearms, allowing him to either use them for flight control or, through modulation, a variety of additional sound-based abilities. The silvery metal of his armor gleamed in the afternoon sun as he flew low over the Gulf, following the directions Carolina sent him through his heads-up display. A micro camera tracked his eye movements as they flashed across the virtual keyboard, allowing him to text almost at the same speed people could talk. This was the closest he ever got to a real-time conversation, and if it didn’t make him feel so awkward to wear the HUD when interacting with people in person, he’d wear it constantly.

Keep going, Fredo. Head south across the Campeche Bank. We’re sending you micro-adjustments to your sonic frequencies. Can you modulate them that finely? Carolina asked, her words showing on the screen of his HUD.

“Easily,” he sent back, eyes flicking over the keyboard. “Want me to play a concert next? I’ll make the fish dance for you.”

Hahaha, said the HUD, which was how it translated actual laughter. “Come around to the west for about a hundred meters, then back north again. Use the new frequencies.”

Fredo arced through the sky, watching his soundwaves making the surface of the Gulf jitter beneath him. “How’s that?”

Perfect. One more pass over the same area, and you can come back to the Suarez.

“Aw, do I have to? First chance I’ve had to stretch my legs since coming on board.”

Hahaha. What do your legs have to do with it?

“Can’t dance without them,” he said. He made a minute adjustment to his frequency modulator and cut loose with one more sonic blast against the sea below.

Okay, we’ve got what we need, Carolina said. Great work, Fredo. Come on back. Drinks are on me.

Fredo grinned inside his mask. “You know, I’m holding you to that.”

Hahaha.

He swung around and headed back toward the distant speck on the horizon that was the Suarez, pouring on his speed until the water burst upwards in a fan-shaped wake behind him. He slowed as he approached the research vessel, careful to reduce the force of his sonics so he wouldn’t harm the ship or the people aboard her as he touched lightly upon the deck.

Several of the researchers ran up to him, slapping him on the back of his armor and grinning with excitement. He couldn’t hear them, of course, and only caught snippets of what they were saying from reading lips.

. . . undersea volcano . . .

. . . only thirty meters down . . .

. . . hot crevasse . . .

Carolina appeared in his view, still wearing her straw hat and a broad smile. She held out a bottle of Passion Fruit Jarritos. He disengaged his HUD, since he wouldn’t be able to drink while wearing it. The sweating glass bottle was ice-cold and felt good in the hot sun. He brushed it across his forehead to savor the cold before taking a long sip of the sweet, fruity soda. The other scientists faded away, eager to return to their work decoding the information they’d learned from Fredo’s sonar examination of the sea floor.

Carolina remained, and Fredo didn’t mind that in the least since she was pretty. Besides, he could always say he was trying to read her lips, when in fact he was drinking in her beauty instead. She raised a hand and carefully finger-spelled to him.

Put your HUD on.

He finished his soda and engaged the HUD. The half-mask covered his nose and mouth to prevent any uncontrolled sound from leaking through. He found Carolina’s phone by its Bluetooth handle and paired with it. She smiled and spoke into her phone.

So I thought I’d tell you what you found for us. It’s very exciting.

I can tell, Fredo texted back to her. Very science. Wow.

Hahaha. It was disconcerting to see her chuckle as the HUD overlaid his vision with her Hahaha, but he would soldier through it. Seriously, though. There’s a heat source stretching from the Donskoi Incident site to the spot on the Campeche Bank. We think it’s an open lava tube.

How can lava be under the water? Fredo asked. Wouldn’t it just turn into rock?

It’s complicated, Carolina said with a shrug. It involves temperature and pressure and a lot of other factors. The end result is that there’s a new undersea volcano growing on the Bank. We might be witnessing the formation of a new island, like Surtsey, off the coast of Iceland.

Is it dangerous?

We don’t think so. It’s far from the coast and away from major shipping lanes. If it breaks the surface, it will be completely virgin land. We’ll get to monitor it as life takes hold on it.

Life?

Lichens and moss, insects, plants, birds. The formation of a new ecosystem. It’s a thrilling opportunity.

Fredo felt like he was out of his element with all the science talk, but Carolina was excited, and he wanted to be excited for her. What if it doesn’t stop?

What do you mean?

It’s a volcano. What if it keeps growing?

I’m not a vulcanologist. You’d have to ask one of them. But this isn’t a region known for seismic activity. We’re going to send our ROV down to get a better look.

Sounds super interesting. He squinched up his eyes so she’d know he was joking. His mask covered so much of his face that it made his expressions unreadable.

Carolina laughed. Stop. Science is cool.

He smiled, even though she couldn’t see it. I know it’s cool. But I’m not any good at it. I was terrible in school. Nobody really wants to teach the deaf kids outside the deaf schools.

Want me to teach you?

What, science?

Sure. Carolina took off her hat and fanned her face, letting her hazel hair flutter in the gentle breeze. If you want to learn marine biology, I’m your girl.

That’s fish, right?

She laughed again. Yes, it involves fish.

Sure, you can teach me about fish biology.

Or other biology. She stood, winked, and put a hand on his shoulder for a moment before heading into the main cabin to rejoin her scientific compatriots.

Fredo watched her go, appreciating her figure and her gait. He hadn’t missed her less-than-subtle invitation.

A peculiar vibration shook the deck. It was so subtle that hearing people probably wouldn’t have picked up on it, but Fredo was used to adjusting his sonic scream by the way it vibrated his bones. Whatever had caused it came not from the boat, but the water beneath it. He peered over the deck railing at the gently lapping wavelets of the Gulf, wondering what violence was going on far below the surface.
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October 2022

The Hero Academy

Denver, Colorado

Their orders had come via their Parable accounts the previous evening, listing what they should pack, where they should go, and what time they should be there. Anyone who missed morning call was likely to find themselves getting a really fast kick in the ass from Mustang Sally, the school’s combat instructor.

“Our first official call-out!” Frieda crowed. “God, I’m so nervous and excited all at the same time, and you’re just sitting there, Annalisa!”

“I’m excited,” Annalisa said. “I mean, it’s real this time. Not like me sneaking out the way I did my freshman year.”

Frieda picked up her lavender unitard costume, modeled after a basketball outfit with the number 50 emblazoned upon it, and held it up to examine it. “I still can’t believe you didn’t get suspended or expelled for that.” She stepped into the unitard and pulled it up over her long brown legs, then tucked her bosom inside it.

“It was dumb,” Annalisa said. “And I’m lucky that I’m still here. I thought when Minerva busted me that I was going to end up stuck in the Champions.” The Champions were like the minor league to Just Cause, filled with heroes and near-heroes whose powers or psychology didn’t meet the needs of the premier superhero organization in the world.

“You know, some of us are probably going to end up there,” Frieda said softly. “I don’t like to talk about it. It’s like saying someone didn’t get picked for a team in elementary school.”

Annalisa nodded. Deep down, she knew she was almost certainly going into Just Cause. She was super-strong, super-tough, and could fly. In superhero parlance, she was a brick, and bricks formed the backbone of every team. There was always a need for someone who could hit hard, pick up heavy things, and soak up damage. She’d dreamed of being on a Just Cause team since she first found out she had powers, and everything she’d done in her life to that date had been toward achieving that dream. She went above and beyond in training, scheduling as much extra time as she could with instructors at the Academy. When she wasn’t training, she had her nose buried in books, studying everything written by and about parahumans she could find. Unlike most kids at the Hero Academy, Annalisa and her friends from Loveland had faced numerous supervillains already in their lives. She’d already been in more para-powered battles at seventeen than some adult heroes had their entire lives.

She wondered if Frieda was worried about herself and patted her roommate’s shoulder. “You’ll be on Just Cause, Free. They’d be stupid not to assign you.”

Frieda shrugged as she pulled on her soft, flexible boots. “Yeah, unless they can’t figure out my brain problem.” Frieda, who went by the hero name 50-Foot Girl, could grow to a height of approximately fifty feet, with proportional increases in strength, weight, and other factors. The problem was that the taller she grew, the further apart her brain’s neural connections grew. The effect of the increased distance was that the taller she got, the more uncoordinated she became. It was physiologically similar to being drunk, because her brain activity didn’t speed up with her increased size. Doctors and engineers were working on figuring out a way to get around that limitation, and they’d even gone so far as to consult with the Parahuman Research Institute in Paris, but so far nobody had come up with a solution that worked.

Annalisa’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. It was from her mom. Good luck, halconita! Make us proud! Annalisa smiled at her mom’s use of her dad’s nickname for her. He’d long hoped she’d adopt Halconita as her superhero name, but she had preferred La Capitána since she was a kid. When she was growing up, everyone kept asking her Captain what? As if her chosen name wasn’t good enough.

She knew it was, and tossed her half-cape behind her.

Not a lot of heroes wore capes anymore, thinking they were too old-fashioned, but Annalisa knew better. Capes were cool. Minerva, the commander of Just Cause New York, wore one, and it was the same color red as Annalisa’s cape, boots, and gloves. Her bodysuit was green, with a modern take on a chest logo that was a large white star tipped up on its side. It was a powerful look for her, and she was proud of it in the way it referenced both her Mexican heritage and her American citizenship.

Part of the paperwork all parents of Hero Academy parents had to sign was a permission slip for Academy staff to assign and dispatch students to perform field duties as required. Everyone knew it was a formality; nobody signed up to be trained to become a superhero without the expectation that they’d be doing that kind of work. However, since they were all minors, they did have to be granted permission. Usually this entailed making appearances as security for large-scale events, or helping with crowd control, the way some police officer trainees did. This time was different, and Annalisa understood Frieda’s excitement. They were going out into the field in another part of the country, where they would be assigned duties like patrol or even rescue! They were going to get to ride on a Just Cause transport jet instead of in a Hero Academy school bus, just like real superheroes did.

Annalisa shouldered her bag, which held a couple changes of comfortable clothes for downtime, toiletries, and her school laptop. Much to the chagrin of some of the students, the Academy would still be holding classes remotely. Field assignments are no reason to let your schoolwork slide, her teachers announced. If anything, they were getting loaded down with even more homework to keep them busy in their temporary housing, so they were less likely to go wandering off looking for trouble.

“Come on, 50-Foot Girl. Let’s go be superheroes.”

The roommates headed down the hall toward the elevators, joined by other yawning students in their costumes, many nursing go-cups of coffee or cans of energy drinks.

“Mornin’, babe,” said Breezy as the elevator doors opened to admit him and several other students heading down to the first floor. He was resplendent in his white and blue costume. He bent to peck Annalisa’s cheek before shuffling aside to make room for their longtime friend Cole, also known as Blazing Fury. His costume was a pure gradient that went from black at the feet up through red, orange, yellow, and ended at white at the top of his torso. Cole’s strawberry blonde hair hadn’t been brushed, but the moment he activated his powers, it would be replaced by flickering flames anyway. Ruben Maldonado—the boy who could transform into a giant battle rhinoceros called Overwhelm—was the only one wearing standard civilian attire, except for the gaudy golden Knock Knock medallion around his neck.

The group of juniors made their way to the front plaza of the Academy, where two Just Cause Denver transport jets were parked. Seniors would ride in one, and juniors in the other. Annalisa went to stand beside her friend Aighleigh, known as Cavalier. Aighleigh had switched her regular wheelchair for her high-tech robot horse and armor to protect herself. The last of the kids who’d been part of the Neighborhood Watch team of Annalisa’s youth was Vinnie, a graceful skateboarder who could run up walls and across ceilings and went by the name Rascal. His leering red devil mask was perched at a jaunty angle atop his head as he sipped from an extra-large energy drink.

“Good morning, students,” said Mustang Sally as she stepped out from behind one of the jets. Mustang Sally was Annalisa’s favorite instructor and her longtime idol. Sally was not wearing a costume, instead dressed in comfortable workout clothes with a t-shirt bearing her famous horse head logo. She had a large cup of coffee in one hand and a clipboard in the other. “Everybody bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning?” This last was directed toward Skunk Nancy, whose black and white costume incorporated a large decorative furry tail that curled up her back.

Various grunts of general acknowledgement emerged from the group of teens.

Sally looked back and forth from the students to her clipboard as she checked her attendance. The junior class was rounded out by Dervish, Grizzly Adam, Springheel Jack, and Knacker, who was holding Frieda’s hand. “Good, everyone’s here. Nice job making it on time, kids. Not everyone is as on the ball as you. In fact . . .” She lowered her voice to a more conspiratorial tone. “I have it on good authority that Mr. Halabi is missing four seniors right now from his group.”

The kids chuckled or elbowed each other, grinning.

“I’ve already checked everyone’s permissions are signed, so I just need your word that you all packed appropriately. Does everyone have their bags with them?

“Yes, Ms. Tibbets,” the students chorused.

Sally snorted at the use of her professional name, but let it go. “Now, I can either do a random search of four bags, or you can all swear to me right now you didn’t conveniently forget your socks and clean underwear . . . or your laptops. What’s it going to be?” She looked straight at Ruben, who was well-known for his general dislike of all things academic.

He crossed his arms over his medallion. “Hey, I got mine. I ain’t afraid. Search me if you want.”

“No, Ruben, I believe you.”

He blinked. “You do?”

“Why would you lie to me? I know I’m your favorite teacher.”

Ruben’s face went scarlet, and he mumbled something incomprehensible. Skunk Nancy put her arm around him. “We’re all good,” she said.

Sally smiled. “Then let’s get going. Everyone on board the Clara. Stow your bags and grab a seat. Next stop, Corpus Christi. Move it!”

The kids obligingly moved it, hustling themselves onto the jet and shoving their bags beneath the seats. It wasn’t the first time Annalisa had been onboard one of the Just Cause VTOL transport jets, but it was still a thrill. It was spacious and well appointed, with the seats along the edges of the cabin to keep the bomb bay exit in the center aisle clear. Still, the kids got to sit in pairs. Annalisa sat with Breezy and immediately snuggled up against his shoulder. She squeezed his hand in hers, careful not to use her super-strength. “This’ll be fun, B.”

He frowned. “I hope so. The air still feels all messed up to me. Like a storm’s comin’.”

“Well, it is hurricane season. Maybe that’s what you’re feeling.”

“I hope so.”

She raised his hand to her lips and kissed the back of it. “A week on the beach will do you good. It’ll do us all good.”

He smiled at her. “If you say so.”

“I do say so. I’m always right about stuff like this.”

The Clara quivered as her engines howled to life. With a gentle bump, the jet lifted straight into the air, jet nozzles pointed straight down for a vertical takeoff like a helicopter. The nozzles began to rotate back as her vertical motion transformed to linear, and shortly they were racing away from the Hero Academy, leaving the city of Denver behind.
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October 2022

Corpus Christi, Texas

Wasn’t it just like a team leader to disappear in time for an administrative nightmare to pop up? Maribel viciously hoped Sondra and Jack we’re having a turbulent flight to Paris as she looked out at the gathered students from the Hero Academy. Her people were spread thin as each class was dispatched to a different coastal area. She was here in Corpus Christi to speak to—were they juniors? Seniors? They all seemed so young.

Her teammate Calamity was in Houston, addressing another class, since his super-speed allowed him to get there without requiring the expense of sending a jet with him. Just Cause, being an arm of federal law enforcement, had to justify every expense to its budgetary committee. Two more Hero Academy classes had been dispatched to Mobile, Alabama, and New Orleans, Louisiana. Those students were meeting members of Just Cause Miami.

Maribel wondered if they were having an easier time than she was as she stared out at the twelve kids and their guardian, none less than legendary hero Mustang Sally, whom she’d only met once, before Sally had retired and taken an instructor position at the Academy.

“Look at them all,” Maribel muttered to Amber. “Were we ever that young?”

“Don’t let Sally intimidate you,” Amber replied. “She’s great.”

“You think so?” Maribel grinned. “Then you can talk to those infants out there.”

Amber laughed. “Nice try. Aren’t you supposed to be the face of Just Cause? Or am I imagining that you have hosted Saturday Night Live twice?”

“That’s not the same thing. All you have to do there is look cute—which I am very good at—and read off a cue card. These are . . . children.”

Amber laughed. “I promise you they’re all housebroken and have been dressing themselves for years. Just go talk to them, Mari. They want to do what we do, and this is their chance to see what it’s like. Give them a chance to feel like heroes. Who knows? One or two of them might be on our team in a couple of years.”

Maribel sighed. She knew her friend was right. She straightened her purple and lavender costume. “You’re right, of course.”

“Of course,” Amber said.

“How do I look?”

“Heroic. Come on, Fearless Leader.”

Just Cause didn’t have a regular presence in Corpus Christi, so they’d had to obtain permission to use a hangar at Corpus Christi International. The Clara from Just Cause Denver had landed right outside, and Maribel and Amber had waited in the hangar office. Maribel opened the door and flew toward the Hero Academy class. Behind her, Amber cast a stream of magical amber and surfed after her.
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