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			For everyone who said I’d never be a writer.


			 


			Actually, now that I think about it, everyone’s been really supportive. 


			But it would be so much more satisfying to prove someone wrong, you know?


			Wait. If they believed in me all along, did I just prove them right? 


			Not sure I care for that.


			 


			Do they think they’re better than me?


			 


			Well, look, you already bought the book. 


			Might as well go ahead and read it.


		


	

		

			 


			CONTENTS


			ONE


			TWO


			THREE


			FOUR


			FIVE


			SIX


			SEVEN


			EIGHT


			NINE


			TEN


			ELEVEN


			TWELVE


			THIRTEEN


			FOURTEEN


			FIFTEEN


			SIXTEEN


			SEVENTEEN


			EIGHTEEN


			NINETEEN


			TWENTY


			TWENTY ONE


			TWENTY TWO


			TWENTY THREE


			TWENTY FOUR


			TWENTY FIVE


			TWENTY SIX


			TWENTY SEVEN


			TWENTY EIGHT


			TWENTY NINE


			THIRTY


			THIRTY ONE


			THIRTY TWO


			 


			ABOUT THE AUTHOR


			GLOSSARY


		


	

		

			 


			[image: ]


			ONE


			Thirteen Years Ago


			It had all happened so fast. An adrenaline-fueled blur, followed by lights and sirens. Jimmy’s hands still trembled from the rush of it. They had confronted real bad guys face-to-face. 


			And they had won. And Jimmy had loved every minute.


			Now the Riven siblings stood at the mouth of an alley, watching from the shadows as the Twisted Pair gang was handcuffed and loaded into a police transport. Their costumes grew slick with the heavy mist that hung thick in the air—rare for a desert city. But this was a rare kind of night. Some heroes went out on their first night and never came back. Jimmy and Summer had busted a ring of high-tech thieves and lived to celebrate it.


			Jimmy grinned. This was just the beginning.


			“You did good in there,” Summer said, blue lights illuminating her smile. “Kept your cool, got the win.”


			“And had fun.”


			“Oh yeah, that’s our style. Let the boring heroes do all the brooding. It just leaves more fun for us.”


			They had a style. Jimmy liked that. Soon they would have a name, too. A name that people knew, that brought them hope.


			With the last criminal loaded, the detective on duty closed and latched the transport and slapped the side twice. The engine roared and the transport sped off. 


			Then the detective turned toward the alley and stared right at them. 


			Jimmy gasped and fell back a step. He’d thought these shadows hid them better. 


			Summer caught his arm. “We knew this was coming. It’s part of the job, Jimmy. Heroes and cops need to work together.”


			“Sorry.” Jimmy swallowed hard, regaining some of his nerve. “It’s just, I can’t go back to the joint, man. I seen too many things, and I promised Stinky Pete I’d stay clean.”


			Summer laughed. “Okay, no more cop shows for a while.”


			Jimmy adjusted his mask, self-conscious as the detective drew near. He was middle-aged, short and stocky, and weathered in a way that said he’d seen a thing or two in his time. The mist was slowly collecting in his dark, curly hair. He stopped at the edge of the shadows, hands in his trench coat pockets.


			“Hey,” he said, his voice gravelly with a heavy East Coast accent. He nodded toward the transport. “Your handiwork, I assume?”


			Summer stood taller, shoulders back. “Yes, Detective.”


			Jimmy mirrored her posture. His sister was right—this was part of the job. But that didn’t mean every cop liked it. 


			This one gave a curt nod. “Pretty solid work. You left enough evidence to prosecute, maybe get some actual convictions. Not every hero has that attention to detail. But those of us who walk on the ground gotta deal with stuff like due process. Y’know what I mean?” He stepped forward, offering a hand. “Detective Stills.”


			Summer visibly stifled her glee, working to appear professional. She accepted the hand. “Just glad we could help, Detective.” 


			Jimmy couldn’t help adding something. “Yes, that’s one less gang of thieves in our city.”


			Summer eyed the receding police lights. “Maybe it’s naïve, but I hope this is a wake-up call for some of them.”


			“Naïve? Maybe.” Stills shrugged. “But sometimes you need a little blind faith to do this job. And you never know, maybe it’ll set one or two of ‘em straight. Happens more’n you might think.”


			“Really?” Jimmy said. “I thought that only happened in movies.”


			Stills chuckled. “Ain’t saying it’s a nightly occurrence, but yeah, I’ve seen it.” He trailed off. Brow furrowed, he pulled a hand from his pocket and grasped at something unseen. A way of gathering his thoughts, maybe. “There are career criminals who do it by choice, and there are villains who like being evil. But there are others, too—the ones who still have something good inside. Deep down, they want us to stop ‘em. They want good to win. Those bad guys, they’re the ones that might turn around.”


			“And they need our help, too,” Summer said, as if she understood and agreed with all her heart. “Help to find a better way. So they don’t go back.”


			Stills nodded. “Once they’ve paid their debt to society, absolutely. That’s part of the job, too. It’s just, no one really talks about it.” He glanced over one shoulder and then the other. His head seemed to be constantly on a swivel, always watching. “Don’t get your hopes up for the leader of this gang, though. Career criminal. He’s in the wind for now, but we have some leads, thanks to you two.”


			Jimmy tensed. “We missed the leader?”


			“Yeah. Bell—the guy running the Twisted Pair—we know him. Calls himself Overclock, and this ain’t the first gang he’s put together.” 


			So, this wasn’t a total victory after all. Jimmy’s heart sank. He looked down in shame.


			“I’m sorry, Detective,” Summer said heavily.


			Stills shrugged. “Ah, don’t feel bad. Way it goes sometimes, and he’s real slippery. Even if we can’t track him down, it’ll take time to build another gang. May not be a perfect game, but it’s a win.” He eyed the Riven siblings. “You’re both new, right? Ain’t seen you around before.”


			“We are,” Summer said. 


			Jimmy recovered enough bravado to add, “And here to stay.”


			Stills wore an amused grin. “What are your names?”


			“Ji–” Jimmy said, then clamped his mouth shut. 


			Great, first day and you almost give your real name.


			“I’m Lock,” Summer said quickly, covering his mistake. “He’s Lode.”


			“L-O-D-E,” Jimmy added.


			Stills eyed them both. Then he nodded as if they’d passed some kind of test, and handed Summer his card. “Alright, then. You make any more collars, gimme a call. I’ll get ‘em booked for ya.”


			Summer brightened. “Looking forward to working with you.”


			“You got it.” Stills turned to follow the transport.


			Jimmy thrilled inside, pride and elation replacing the momentary disappointment. Thieves bagged, cops befriended, city safer. Even counting the overlooked gang leader, this was a night to celebrate.


			“For Highreach,” he said, offering his fist.


			Beaming, Summer bumped it. “Always.”
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			Now


			A wide section of the wall slid silently open. 


			“Whoa,” Zoe breathed.


			The light from the Reliquary only penetrated a few feet, and then whatever lay beyond was shrouded in darkness. No matter how ominous it appeared, though, Jim knew it must lead where they needed to go. Where he needed to go. Whatever was going to happen next, it waited for them beyond those shadows.


			Summer would have loved this. 


			Despite their grim situation, Jim couldn’t help wearing a private little smile at the thought. Riddles? Secret doors? Some faceless evil pulling the strings? She would have eaten this up, and she would definitely have been the first to step through a mysterious doorway into the unknown. 


			“For Highreach,” he whispered. “Always.”


			“What was that?” Eli said.


			“Nothing.” Jim put thoughts of Summer away for the moment. He needed to focus on whatever was about to happen here. With a deep, settling breath that didn’t work at all, he made himself move. “Okay. Here we go.”


			One step. Then another. Slowly, he crossed the threshold with the team at his back. 


			The wall slid shut behind them. Jim kept moving forward.


			The darkness enveloped him.


			He tried to stay in the moment, alert and ready for whatever was about to happen. Unfortunately, his mind had other plans. Multiple streams of thought vied for his attention.


			And they were all interrupted by a commotion behind him.


			“Nope no way no thank you this is where I get off!”


			“Right on, I’ll take my chances here. Where’s that door?”


			With a scuffle and a thump, the secret wall reopened. Once again, there was enough light to illuminate them but not penetrate the darkness beyond. Clutching each other, visibly trembling, Tweak and Penumbra stumbled through the opening and back into the Reliquary. Kalliope watched them and shook her head in embarrassment.


			Jim almost felt annoyed. Then he remembered how young they were, and how they’d nearly been fried by Geometron’s little game in the atrium. Jim and his team had rescued them with literal seconds to spare. Anyone would be shaken by that.


			“Come on, Kalli,” Tweak said, beckoning. “We need you.”


			“Sorry.” Kalliope eyed Jim. “I feel like we kinda ruined a moment here.”


			“Hey, as an expert in hiding until the scary stuff is over, I get it,” Kelvin said. 


			“You guys almost died up there,” Natalie said. “You’re allowed to freak out.”


			“Everyone almost died up there.” Kalliope gave a frustrated huff, then whispered to herself, “I thought we were better than this.”


			“You shot Geometron in the face,” Jim said. “You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of. Go. Look after your friends.”


			Though he didn’t say that it would be better this way, he felt it deeply. Whatever they were about to face, they couldn’t do it at their best while looking after a group of shellshocked kids. Better for them to hide and recover and live to fight another day. One of them seemed to be holding together, at least—Kalliope would keep them safe.


			She hovered at the edge of the doorway. “I wish I could help you finish this.”


			“Now’s not your moment,” Eli said. “Survive the day and it will come, I promise you.”


			Reluctantly, she nodded and stepped back into the Reliquary. As she gave them a last parting nod, the wall slid shut again, and the darkness returned. 


			With no choice but to trust that they would stay safe, Jim worked to put them out of his mind and focus forward again. Immediately, there was too much to consider.


			He had found the green line, but only after awakening a power he never knew was there. Lord Neon must have counted on him discovering it, which means he was aware of Jim’s potential all along. But how could that be, even for a legendary hero who supposedly knew everything? Jim fully intended to ask the next time they crossed paths. If the hero was capable of saying anything that wasn’t a riddle wrapped in a puzzle.


			Apparently, Jim’s newfound Vessel ability also came with its own perception. The green orb he could now see glowing inside each of his friends suggested this green line wasn’t anything physical, but an extension of a parahuman’s power—one that stretched all the way to the deepest level of the Lighthouse, presumably where the Dare ended.


			And hey, what was the deal with his powers? All his life, he’d believed he was a simple Electric Controller with one complication of being a Vessel. But if there were still more aspects of his power that hadn’t emerged, what kind of controller was he really? Did he also have a full Sensor power, not merely an augment? He’d always assumed the ability to “see” electrical fields was part of being a Controller, but was it? Or did the emergence of this ability to see Faraday energy mean that he’d never truly understood what he was? 


			After working so hard to find the clues that led him here, while also not dying at the hand of Earth’s finest heroes, Jim found he had more questions now than when he’d started. Which, when he thought about it, seemed pretty on-brand for the worst hero ever.


			It also looked increasingly likely that the truth about Summer, and the finish line for this twisted game, were waiting in the same place. That didn’t feel like coincidence, although Jim only had wild guesses why. But if they confronted whatever lurked down there, it might give them a chance to free the Spectrum from the power corrupting their minds. 


			“Ah, so this is how I die,” Zoe muttered. “In total darkness, inside a wall. Glorious.”


			Jim snapped back to the present. “At least you know. They say not knowing is the worst part.”


			“I don’t know, I think I’d embrace ignorance, given a choice,” Kelvin said.


			“If they can’t see us, maybe they can’t kill us,” Natalie offered.


			A light switched on.


			“Oh, no!” Natalie froze, as if waiting for the end. When it didn’t come, she relaxed. “Whew.”


			They stood in a twelve-by-twelve cube, a solid gray surface on all sides. Perfectly sealed with no apparent way in or out and no apparent source of the light.


			“Uh,” Kelvin said. “So, what now?”


			All eyes turned to Jim. 


			He held up his hands. “I’ve never been here before.”


			“But you found this place,” Kelvin said.


			“And you witnessed my one good idea for the day, congratulations.” Jim looked to Eli. “Have you ever, uh, custodian’d this place? Sorry, I don’t know the verb form of custodian.”


			Eli was already turning, casting his gaze in all directions as if trying to see through the walls. What chilled Jim inside was the thing missing from Eli’s expression. The Custodian had moved through the deadly maze of the Lighthouse with confidence, as if he knew what and where everything was—or at least where it should be. Now, though, when Eli met Jim’s gaze, he looked utterly lost.


			“I . . . have no memory of this.”


			“That doesn’t seem like great news,” Kelvin said.


			“Believe me, Delete,” Eli said. “No one is more troubled by it than I.”


			That felt like Jim’s cue to do his own scan with, well, whatever his Sensor powers really were. If he could at least determine that the green line still . . .


			Wait. The green line was gone. Electrical currents—also gone. Alarmed, he glanced at his team. Their green orbs were gone.


			“Hey.” Frowning, Natalie pressed a hand to her midsection. “You guys feel weird? I-I feel weird.”


			“I’m craving chicken parmesan. That’s a little weird,” Jim said. “Also, my powers are gone.”


			A wave of nausea and fatigue washed over him. He felt as if he were a battery with its charge being sucked away. The others must have felt it too—they reacted in unison, groaning and shrinking in on themselves.


			Eli spoke through gritted teeth. “The important thing is to stay calm and–”


			“I’ve gotta get out of here!” Natalie formed a stone shell over her fist and punched the wall. The stone turned out to be paper thin and shattered on impact. She yelped in pain. 


			Sheathed in inky blackness, Zoe leapt for the ceiling. The Aethyr puffed away too quickly and she fell in a heap. 


			“What’s happening?” Kelvin turned translucent, failed to go invisible, and fell back to huddle against the wall. “What’s happening?”


			“Quiet!” Eli said. “And settle down. Just give me a moment.”


			That got their attention. As the team got ahold of themselves, Eli knelt and closed his eyes, fingers pressed to his temples. His breaths came slow and steady as if he were meditating. When he opened his eyes, they brimmed with recognition. And fear.


			“Arbiter.”


			With a mechanical rumble, the room began to move.
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			TWO


			“What’s an Arbiter?” Zoe asked.


			“She’s a longtime Prism hero,” Eli said. “Very well-respected, though most paras were uneasy around her because of her ability.”


			“Which is?” Zoe prompted.


			“She’s a Suppressor—the strongest I’ve ever seen. Instead of merely dampening abilities, she shuts down Faraday energy itself. Most Suppressors can only weaken a parahuman. Arbiter can switch their power off, and not just with low level-paras. I saw her do it to Anchor once, when he was alive.”


			Kelvin whistled. “No wonder people get nervous around her.”


			“That’s the thing,” Eli said. “You don’t even have to be around her. She can find you at a distance and shut you down. So, for all of us at once to be suppressed by something we can’t even see? No one I know could do that, except Arbiter.”


			“Hmm,” Jim mused. “Then maybe the green line is an extension of Arbiter’s power.”


			“Sorry, green line?” Kelvin said.


			Ah, right. He hadn’t told them about that.


			He hesitated. “Uh, yeah. So, I guess I can sense parahuman power now. Lord Neon told me to hunt for something called ‘the green line.’ When I fought Geometron, I saw the first glimpse of it. Then when Millennia attacked, and I sort of, ahem, absorbed some of her power,” Jim rushed through that last part, hoping no one would dwell on it, “I think maybe the whole Vessel thing made my power level spike higher than it ever has, which woke up some dormant, uh, talents. So yeah, that’s how I found the hidden door. There was this line of green energy, and it stretches all the way to the bottom of the station. If Eli’s right, maybe it’s coming from Arbiter. Sooooo how’s everyone else doing? Feeling good? Anyone hungry?”


			Zoe looked to Eli. “Ever seen anyone who can do that?”


			Eli glanced aside, as if peering into the past. “Once.” He didn’t elaborate. 


			“Wow,” Kelvin said. “You’re a para-power-sensing-and-
absorbing Vessel, and you didn’t even know before now? That’s . . . wow.”


			“Yeah, it’s been a strange day.”


			“It’s kinda scary,” Natalie said.


			“I’ll change my moniker to Boogeyman for the five minutes I’m a hero,” Jim said. “Though people could think I’m the master of boogers, which may undermine my authority.”


			“No,” Natalie said, her eyes going soft when she looked at Jim. “I mean scary for you.”


			“Nat’s right,” Zoe warned. “That is something I’d keep to myself. You think people get weird around a Suppressor? How do you think they’d be with someone who can take their power?”


			Was she talking about herself?


			You’re already deep into this. Might as well just ask and deal with it.


			Good point, Me. I’m glad you’re here.


			Yes, I’m very wise.


			Okay, not that glad. Settle down.


			Jim looked Zoe in the eye. “Will it be a problem?”


			Natalie answered first. “No way, Jim! We’re like brother and sister now. You won’t get rid of me that easily.”


			“Far as I’m concerned,” Kelvin said. “You’re still my friend who cried at the end of To Kill a Mockingbird in fourth grade. We’re all good.”


			“Pretty sure there was something in my eye,” Jim said. “But thanks.”


			He kept attention on Zoe. 


			She turned away from him, toward Eli. “You seem more worried about Arbiter than the others. Why?”


			“Because she’s dead. Or she’s supposed to be dead. At least, I thought so, but . . . could it be . . . if so, then how . . . ?” Eli cupped a hand to his forehead, his face slack and weary. “The closer we get to our destination, the more confused I feel, and the less I’m remembering. Things I know that I should know.”


			“So, on top of the truth about my sister, and the end of the Dare, there’s a hero that can suppress our power who’s supposed to be dead but maybe isn’t,” Jim said. “And we’re riding this microwave oven until it spits us out at her doorstep. Did I miss anything?” 


			In the moment of silence that followed, Kelvin rubbed the patched wound on his chest. “New powers, corrupted heroes, secrets, lies, bombs in people’s chests.” He inclined his chin toward Zoe. “Villains turning good. Don’t know about you guys, but I’m having a little trouble keeping up with everything.”


			Natalie nudged him playfully. “Kelvin, we should rename you the Understater. And I think it’s okay if we feel overwhelmed.”


			Jim couldn’t agree more. In the years to come, if he ever started wondering why he got out of this life, he could just think about today and say, “Oh. Right.”


			Eli glanced at Jim. “Wouldn’t mind a sip of that top shelf scotch right now.”


			“You read my mind,” Jim said, feeling a sudden longing to be back behind his weathered old bar. Versus may have been long past its prime, but it was his, and the only surprise was when they accidentally made decent chicken wings. “When this is all over, first round’s on the house. That goes for all of you.”


			“Do you make good piña coladas?” Natalie asked. 


			“Nope.”


			“Oh,” she said, crestfallen. Then she brightened. “What about–”


			“Nothing that requires a blender.”


			“Oh. I guess I’ll have a soda, then.”


			“You don’t actually have to give me your order now,” Jim said. “Maybe if we survive, though.”


			“Right, survive a mysterious villain,” Zoe said. “Or heroes that are supposed to be dead. Or a lethal fight to get a job here, working for the people trying to kill us. Or all of them.”


			“Don’t forget Jim’s chicken parm,” Kelvin said. “The way today’s going, that’s just as likely.”


			“Only if it’s turned evil,” Zoe said.


			“Not possible,” Jim said. “Chicken parm is incorruptible.”


			Natalie huffed. “It sucks in here!”


			With a wordless shout, she jabbed her outstretched hand at the wall. A sliver of stone extended from her fingertips like a blade. There was a metallic screech and the stone shattered, leaving a scratch on the wall. 


			“Gravel! It didn’t go through.” Natalie sagged. “Sorry, guys. I can’t do it.”


			Eli bent to examine the scratch. “You were more successful than you realized. Part of this scratch is actually a hair-thin cut. You sliced through, if only slightly.”


			“Do that a thousand more times and we’re home free,” Jim said.


			“Make even one light bulb flicker and you’ve got a deal,” Natalie teased back.


			“Wait.” Zoe grinned at Natalie. “Did you use gravel as a curse?”


			Natalie turned red. “Uh, I guess so.”


			“Aw.” Zoe put a hand on the tiny woman’s shoulder. “You’re the most adorable little destructo-doll ever.”


			Natalie giggled. “I prefer action figure, thank you very much.”


			“An ambitious one, too, trying to cut through metal with stone,” Kelvin said.


			“Well, my stone isn’t exactly normal,” Natalie said. “Because of my power level, and because the earthy stuff I make is a manifestation of my ability, it’s sort of an amped-up version of stone. Except right now, of course, being suppressed and all.”


			There was a moment of quiet while the group absorbed another in what seemed like a never-ending string of surprise revelations. Compared to everything else, this almost felt routine.


			“Well,” Jim said. “Anyone else want to reveal some shocking truth? A surprise power? Maybe a secret agenda? Might as well say it while we’re stuck in the Laundry Chute of Destiny.”


			“If I had secret powers, right now I could only describe them to you.” Zoe breathed out and sagged against a wall. “Haven’t been this exhausted in years. Is this how normal people feel all the time?”


			“I’ll ask my Nana when I see her,” Kelvin said.


			Shaking her head, Zoe pulled herself upright. “Well, even when powers fail, one thing never will.”


			“Right.” Natalie pumped her fist. “The human spirit!”


			“Nope. Gadgets.”


			She tapped a button behind her ear, and the mask-and-goggles unfolded across her face. She reached inside her trench coat and produced a small, square-ish device with a blinking red light. Kneeling, she stuck her device to the wall beside Natalie’s tiny cut.


			“We’re moving downward in something like an elevator shaft. Hard to tell more through such a small opening.” She tapped her device. Its blinking light, and the glow from her goggles, went from red to purple. “This may look like a solid cube, but an echo pulse reveals microscopic seams in the structure.”


			She produced a silver sphere the size of a tangerine and tossed it over her shoulder. The gadget hovered at the center of the cube. Its shell twisted and separated into segments, emitting laser beams that highlighted the seams. 


			“That might work,” Zoe muttered to herself. Standing, she detached her device from the wall and stepped beneath the floating sphere. “I don’t intend to just sit in this box and wait to be delivered to whatever’s waiting for us. That’s a good way to never be heard from again.” She retracted her mask and eyed Natalie. “Can you make something a couple of feet long and hard enough to survive an impact?”


			Natalie pursed her lips. “Maybe. But it’ll take everything I’ve got left.”


			“Do it.” 


			Zoe slipped a hand into her costume again. In went the square device, and with a subtle metallic rasp, out came Dark Sympathy.


			Eli’s eyes widened. “What have you done?”
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			THREE


			“That does not belong to you!” Eli snapped. 


			Zoe shrugged, unaffected. “I thought you knew, with your Sensor powers. And I used it when I fought Royal Justice.”


			“I have focused my powers on keeping us alive,” Eli said. “That sword belonged to the Chaos Merchant. Even the Spectrum does not know its true nature, or everything it can do.” He shook his head, rueful. “You assured us you had reformed, and we believed you.”


			That seemed to land. Zoe looked at the floor.


			“I do regret the theft,” she said. “But I don’t regret that it’s been useful. Right now, the Aethyr layered into this blade is the only reason I can touch Aethyr at all. Like it’s . . . connecting me to the source, somehow. Call me a villain if you need to, but if it takes all our skills to survive, that’s a price I’ll pay.”


			“That . . . that . . .” Eli drilled an accusing glare into Zoe. But as the moment passed, his jaw unclenched. “. . . that is a reasonable argument. We will discuss this at a later time. However, for now . . .” Hands up in acquiescence, he stepped back.


			Zoe gave him a small nod, tinged with gratitude. Then she pointed at the tiny slice on the wall. “Get ready, Nat.”


			“On it!” Natalie pressed her palms together and stared down at them, brow furrowed in concentration.


			Zoe produced yet another gadget. She held it in her left hand, Dark Sympathy in her right, and squared her shoulders. 


			“What else do you keep under that costume?” Jim asked. “The One Ring? The Ark of the Covenant? The Colonel’s secret recipe?”


			“Trade secret,” Zoe said. “Become a retrieval specialist and we’ll talk.”


			“In eighth grade, I tried to steal April Henley’s heart. Does that count?”


			“Nat,” Zoe said. “Now!” 


			Natalie gave a cry of effort, and a length of shimmering diamond-like stone sprouted from between her palms. She shoved with all her might, driving it through the sliver she’d created earlier and punching into the wall outside their cage. 


			Zoe faced the opposite wall. Inky blackness flowed from Dark Sympathy to cover her arm up to the shoulder. She drew back, her entire body twisting, and flung the weapon with a shout. The blade pierced through a seam highlighted by her lasers and bit into the wall beyond.


			With the sounds of groaning metal and stone, their mysterious elevator ground to a reluctant halt.


			Natalie collapsed. 


			“Oh, dear!” Kelvin reached out, just managing to catch her before she hit the floor. “Uh, does CPR work on Smashers?”


			Natalie gave a soft moan. Her eyes fluttered open and found Kelvin.


			“Hey,” she said dreamily. “You saved me.”


			“Oh. Heh, right.” Kelvin blushed. “Good thing ol’ Delete was here, or you might’ve . . . uh, sustained a minor bruise.”


			Natalie grinned. “Thanks, buddy.”


			“Hey, anytime.”


			“Nice work, Nat,” Zoe said. 


			Natalie replied with a weary salute. “Back at ya.”


			Jim glanced at Zoe, who leaned heavily against the wall next to Dark Sympathy, looking spent. Steam wafted from her arm. Remarkably, her costume was undamaged.


			“You good?” he asked. 


			She gave a slow nod, as if her head had gotten heavier. 


			He couldn’t resist asking. “What is that suit made of, anyway?”


			Zoe hesitated. 


			“Let me guess,” Jim said. “Become a thief and we’ll talk?”


			“A girl has to have her secrets.”


			“Fine.” Jim turned his nose up, feigning offense. “Then forget about learning the secret to the perfect gin and tonic. No no, it’s too late. Become a bartender and we’ll talk.”


			Zoe shook her head, but she wore that smile again. Gathering herself, she redeployed the mask and goggles. “Whew. Okay. Time for the next step.” With one hand raised, she moved her fingers through the air.


			“Hey, neat, invisible orchestra,” Kelvin said.


			Zoe chuckled. “It’s an augmented reality HUD. Just sit tight for a . . . there.”


			Her floating sphere closed its shell. Then it rose until it touched the ceiling and split open again. This time, a thin arm extended eighteen inches and placed its tip against the surface, then unfolded to reveal two emitters. 


			The sphere rotated, spinning the arm clockwise. As it moved, the first emitter fired a cutting laser that melted a circle into the metal. Then the second emitter released some sort of cold ray that cooled the molten edges. 


			The device spun a full circle, folded back into a sphere, and dropped into Zoe’s waiting hand. She stepped aside as the manhole cover-sized circle of metal dropped out of the ceiling, revealing darkness beyond.


			Once again, Zoe tossed her sphere upward. This time it floated through the hole and deployed a ring of LEDs. Soft light revealed the shaft, and the absence of any gears or cables. The cube appeared to be floating on nothing.


			But the magical flying box didn’t have their attention. Everyone gaped at Zoe, then up at the hole, then back at her.


			“You are the coolest person I’ve ever met,” Natalie said, awestruck.


			“I agree,” Kelvin said. “No offense, Jim.”


			“Just honored to have made the list,” Jim said lightly. 


			“I’ve seen better,” Eli grumbled.


			“Don’t pout. You’ll get your sword back,” Zoe said. “Eventually.”


			One by one, they climbed through the hole to stand on top of the cube. Zoe set her echo device against one wall, then a second. On the third wall, it indicated a thinner bulkhead with no obstructions on the other side. She proceeded to cut another hole and send her sphere into the darkness ahead. 


			A random empty space, slightly smaller than the elevator, with odd sloping angles—one of those awkward corners inside a structure that no one ever saw once the walls were in place. But it was off the obvious path down, which hopefully gave them an advantage. 


			As the last of them climbed through, the elevator shifted as if trying to shake loose of its restraints. 


			“Oh hey, the sword!” Natalie said. “Aw, are you going to have to leave it?”


			“Pity,” Eli said, not bothering to hide his pleasure.


			Zoe shrugged, feigning indifference. But then she peered back at the hole, closed her eyes and reached out. Her arm tensed. There was a distant rattling, then a screech, followed by a series of clunks and clangs. 


			Dark Sympathy flew through the hole and into her waiting hand. She gaped at the weapon in disbelief.


			“Ha!” Kelvin clapped. “Nice.”


			“I did that once,” Jim said. “But with a slice of cake.”


			Eli looked taken aback, which for him qualified as shock. “We . . . did not know it could do that. Perhaps your kinship with Aethyr . . .”


			With an echoing groan, the elevator shuddered. 


			“My stone’s about to give out.” Natalie stared at the team defensively. “If I had my full power, it would not do that.”


			“We believe you, buddy,” Kelvin said.


			“Speaking of,” Jim said. “Anyone else feel that?”


			Vitality flowed back into him. His senses sharpened and his muscles wanted to move again. He blinked hard and his perceptions returned like a light bulb slowly brightening. Blue-white flows of electricity surrounded him once again, and the green line glowed in the elevator shaft. It didn’t touch them here.


			Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.


			“Now that’s more like it,” Kelvin said.


			“Let’s never do that again,” Zoe said.


			Natalie conjured two stone fists and kissed them both. “Oh, yeah! This rocks.”


			Jim grimaced. “If puns are part of your power, we’re getting back in the elevator.”


			“I had forgotten how unpleasant that was.” Eli placed his hand on the wall opposite the hole, eyes unfocused. “I should be able to steer us around the worst of it now.” 


			That sobered them all, reminding them what they were in the middle of. The team held its collective breath, hoping for good news. But when Eli took his hand from the wall, he gave a frustrated huff.


			“Uh-oh,” Natalie said.


			“Let me guess,” Jim said. “We’re next to a secret aquarium for sharks with lasers and a taste for human flesh?”


			“Possibly worse,” Eli said. “Or possibly not. That’s the trouble, Jim, we won’t know until we’re there. It’s the Whetstone.”


			Kelvin leaned away. “Yikes.”


			“Gotta admit, I’ve always wanted a crack at it,” Zoe said. “Just not like this.”


			Natalie looked confused. “What’s a whetstone?”


			“Their training chamber. Colloquially, most of the heroes call it Study Hall,” Eli explained. “Currently, it’s inactive, just a cavernous space taking up most of the Lighthouse’s lower half. We could descend quickly in there.”


			Natalie brightened. “Oh!”


			“Wait for the punchline,” Jim warned.


			“If, however, it activates with us inside,” Eli continued, “there are layers of tech, such as particle emitters that can build near limitless varieties of challenges. There are difficulty levels ranging from break a mild sweat to run for your life. Given the . . . unpredictable state of the Spectrum, we have an equal chance of encountering nothing or mortal danger.” 


			“There it is,” Jim said. 


			“As punchlines go,” Kelvin said. “That one’s not my favorite.”


			“So, take the unexpected path through Study Hall, and maybe die,” Zoe said. “Or go back to the elevator, lose our powers, and maybe die.”


			Eli nodded. As he said his next words, he met each of their eyes. “I provide this information, and whatever path you choose, I will help as I can. But I will not decide for you. You must do so, as a team.” He paused, letting it all sink in. “So. What will it be?”
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			FOUR


			Everyone processed the dilemma in their own way. Wide-eyed, Natalie rung her hands, tiny waves of stone unconsciously rippling up her arms. Kelvin turned his head from side to side and muttered under his breath, as if debating with himself. Zoe just waited, looking resigned. Eli stood still, hands behind his back.


			When no one spoke, Jim realized no one wanted to go first. Maybe none of them wanted to choose a path that could end up hurting a friend. But the truth about Summer lay on the other side of this choice, and someone had to speak up.


			“Well, either way sounds just great,” he said. “Dying in the Spectrum’s playpen may not be better, but it will be funnier. I vote Study Hall.”


			In an unreal, funhouse mirror way that matched the day’s events, it kind of made sense. To him, anyway.


			“I would choose what gives us a fighting chance,” Zoe said. “Which means keeping our powers. I vote Study Hall.”


			Natalie nodded emphatically. “You said it, sister. Point me at the Study Hall and give me something to smash!”


			“As an expert on hiding from danger, and as a recently double-crossed person,” Kelvin said. “I’m not a fan of being stuck on a path that was given to us by a stranger. Harder to track, harder to kill, I say. Study Hall.”


			They looked to Eli, who simply nodded. “Well, then. Shall we?”


			“Guess that’s my cue.” Zoe moved to the wall. “Just sit tight.”


			“This one will be heavily armored,” Eli warned.


			“Don’t worry, I’ve got something for that,” Zoe said.


			“Don’t tell me,” Jim said. “This time it’s a lightsaber?”


			“Nah, Jedi have too many rules,” Zoe said, fishing around inside her coat.


			Kelvin chuckled. “She said to a room full of heroes.”


			“Not sure who you’re talking about,” Jim said. “I’m a bad man.”


			“You keep saying that.” Natalie thumped him playfully on the shoulder. “I don’t think I believe you.”


			“That’s how I get you. Just wait. I’m going to be bad any minute now.”


			Zoe produced something like a laser pointer. “This will get very bright and very hot. Just so you’re ready.”


			“Proceed,” Eli said.


			As the others backed away, Zoe deployed her goggles but left the face mask off. The device in her hand ignited with a loud hiss. She aimed one end at the wall and a yellow-white beam lanced out. 


			Instead of zipping along like her sphere had done, she moved slowly, inch by inch. It became clear how much thicker they had built this wall. Which made sense—if the Whetstone was so dangerous, the Spectrum would want to prevent anything that happened in there from punching into other parts of the station. Or into space.


			While the others settled in to wait, talking amongst themselves, Jim only had eyes for the woman driving a fire lance through the Spectrum’s precious base. He found himself drifting toward her as if she were the moon and he the tide. 


			“So, why Moxie?” he said. “I mean, if I were a villain, I feel like I’d be tempted to go with something diabolical, like Deathblade or Doomfate or Karen.” 


			Zoe’s cheeks turned red. “I started pulling jobs as an edgy teenager, and I wanted something with attitude. It was right around the time when swing dancing and stuff from that era made a comeback.”


			“I remember those thirty seconds.”


			“Right? So I chose the name and made the whole period-piece gangster costume to match. I regretted it fairly quickly, but by then I was building a rep and needed to stick with it. Changing the name would’ve meant starting over.”


			“Like when Tastee Cakes changed to Flavor Bombs and sales plummeted.” Jim shook his head ruefully. “They eventually changed it back, but I could never trust them again.”


			Zoe laughed. “Something like that.”


			“So, now that you switched sides and joined Team Boring, why keep the old name?”


			Zoe bit her bottom lip and continued cutting. Jim tried to concentrate on waiting for her response . . . but oh, that lip bite. 


			Focus, man.


			She is dangerously cute.


			Yes, we all know that. Survive first, then you can try to get a date.


			Hey, I can do both.


			I doubt it.


			Just watch me, idiot.


			. . . you realize you just called yourself a–


			Can’t hear you, I’m going through a tunnel.


			“I guess I wanted to show people like me that it’s possible,” Zoe said. “Villains who aren’t truly evil, I mean. I want them to have proof that there’s a way out. That they can choose to be something more, and the hero community will embrace them. I mean, I know it’s not the case with every hero. You saw that yourself.”


			“I miss Captain Eggplant.”


			Zoe smiled. “But enough of them will. The ones that matter will. Inviting me for the Dare is proof of that.”


			“If you don’t count them trying to kill you now.”


			“Yeah, but they’re trying to kill everyone. Which, weirdly, makes me feel better.”


			Jim chuckled. “Solid point.”


			“I’ve been meaning to ask. With what you can do, why not just switch off the Spectrum’s communicators? It might cut off whatever’s corrupting them, right?”


			“Or it might fry their brains. I had no way of knowing which way it would go.”


			“Oh. So, you made a choice that actually protected the heroes?”


			Jim held up his hands in protest. “If you’re suggesting I did something good on purpose, I’ll have you know it was completely selfish. A dead Spectrum would be more trouble for me in the long run.”


			“Well, that’s a relief.” Zoe grinned, shaking her head. Then her grin faded, and she turned hesitant. “Hey, I . . . I’m sorry about before. When you talked about your Vessel power, I was kind of cold. I don’t like feeling vulnerable, and I didn’t react well.” She glanced at him, then quickly away. “But I trust you. We’ve known each other for like three minutes, I know. Still . . . I do.”


			Everything inside Jim went quiet. The team’s conversation behind him, even the sound of Zoe’s cutting beam, all became background whispers. It was like he’d been treading water in a roiling sea that suddenly went calm like glass, and all he felt now was . . . warmth.


			“Accepted,” he said. “Unnecessary—I get it, really—but still accepted.”


			Zoe smiled with relief, then quickly wiped it off her face. She cleared her throat awkwardly. “So, um, what about your original name, and your sister’s? They don’t match your abilities.”


			“That’s true. But we were young, too, and wanted names that fit together like a team. Summer figured Lock could mean locking others out of computer control, and it was just too tempting to use Load, like carrying an electrical load. Then Summer suggested changing it from L-O-A-D to L-O-D-E, since magnetism relates to electricity.” 


			“And a little misdirection with your names might not have been such a bad thing.”


			“Yeah, they made it harder for enemies to guess our powers. But that was a happy accident, and I take no credit for any cleverness. As young as I was, I’m just glad I didn’t choose FighterJetKarateChopExplosion3000.”


			Zoe laughed. “Imagine them calling that out at Java Justice. Large latte for Mr. FighterJetKarateChopExplosion3000.”


			“Please, just call me Explosion. Mr. FighterJetKarate
ChopExplosion3000 is my father,” Jim chuckled. “I know it’s fashionable to hate that place. It’s kitschy, and it goes way too hard at the hero theme. But they actually make the best Mex–”


			“Mexican chocolate mochas.” Zoe’s red-goggled eyes whipped toward him as they said the same thing. “Jinx. And yeah, I’ll admit it. I love that place. Wouldn’t it be crazy if we’ve been there at the same time and never knew it?”


			“Doubtful,” Jim said. “I’m pretty sure I would’ve noticed you.”


			She looked at him again, and this time she didn’t look away. He held her gaze, almost seeing her real eyes through the red lenses, appreciating and lamenting the fact that there was a layer between them. It felt liberating and limiting all at once. 


			Was he crazy to be thinking about this now, of all times?


			A little crazy now and then is good for the soul.


			Good point, Me.


			I’m just telling you what you want to hear.


			I’m okay with it. 


			“I, um,” Zoe said. “I really should focus on this.”


			“Got it. Carry on.”


			Jim stepped back to join the rest of the team, relaxing while Eli and Kelvin debated the merits of scones versus muffins. Perhaps the biggest shock of the day was Eli staunchly defending Team Muffin. Jim would’ve bet every bottle behind his bar that Eli was a scone man. 


			He felt eyes on him and glanced over to see Natalie watching him with the biggest grin her face could make. 


			“What?”


			She shook her head, but her eyes flicked from him to Zoe, and somehow her grin got even wider. 


			“You know I can melt you with my brain, right?” Jim said.


			Natalie giggled, unintimidated by the depths of his evil. 


			Jim narrowed his eyes. “Okay, Marble. That was a lie, you caught me. But I’m still watching you.” He pointed two fingers at his eyes, then at her. 


			She covered her mouth, laughing harder.


			“Try your best to behave, Jim,” Eli said.


			“What, no lectures for Chuckles McGhee over there? We’re in mortal danger and she’s laughing and I have no idea why–”


			The walls shivered around them, rocked by a distant explosion. Was it Jim’s imagination, or did he hear a scream?


			It must have been real, because the mood in their little space turned serious, the moment of peace squashed by the reminder—not just of their situation, but everyone’s. People were fighting for their lives out there.


			Jim’s gaze returned to Zoe. Her shoulders had bunched up, going tense at the sounds. Beyond her, as Jim’s abilities continued to reawaken, the Whetstone glowed brighter in his perceptions. There was a lot of power in that place.


			And that power felt weird, unlike any source he’d encountered. Whatever exotic system controlled the Whetstone, it drank rivers of electricity, but beyond that Jim couldn’t tell much. He reached out to touch a corner of it with his mind and felt a sensation almost like vertigo. As if all that power wasn’t really where it appeared to be, and didn’t flow where it seemed like it should.


			“Got it,” Zoe said. 


			With the smooth motions of a hand magician—or a master thief—Zoe pocketed the cutter and opened her palm just in time for the little sphere to emit its cold ray. Steam wafted from the cooling layers of metal and ceramic, curling around Zoe to create a dramatic scene, like an old world hard-boiled detective suddenly transported here from a foggy night. 


			The sphere completed its work. Zoe gripped a melted edge, and with a heavy grunt she pulled. A surprisingly thick plug slipped out of the wall and thunked to the floor.


			Beyond the hole, there was only darkness.


			Eli stepped forward. “Remain quiet. Diminish the light, please.” 


			Zoe raised her hand and closed it into a loose fist. In response, the sphere’s LEDs dimmed to a faint glow. 


			The team held its collective breath as Eli moved to the opening, hand out toward the Whetstone, no doubt extending his Sensor powers into the cavernous space. He closed his eyes.


			“It appears to be inactive.” He tilted his head. “Curious. I imagined the Spectrum, in their current state, would want it turned to max lethal. My powers are still recovering from the suppression, so I want to make extra sure . . . wait.” He leaned closer, his arm stretching through the opening. “Even if the entire system were dormant, it still should not be this dark or oof–”


			Something yanked Eli through the opening, into the pitch black of the Whetstone.
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