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    SENSATION




    




    I shot an angry look at Paramount as I braced myself and started to rise from the floor. He put a hand up to his mouth, as if to hide his snickering after having knocked me down. I can’t explain what happened next, but fury such as I had never felt - all-encompassing and all-controlling - exploded inside me.




    I switched into super speed, moving so fast that later, even on film slowed down as much as possible, my movements were a blur. I grabbed the chair I had been sitting in, and in one smooth motion folded it up, spun around, and hit Paramount with it squarely on the chin in uppercut fashion.




    I mentioned before that I don’t actually have super strength, but when moving at top speed I can mimic it pretty well. Paramount’s head snapped back and he went sailing bodily up into the air. He hit the back wall with an audible smack that shattered plaster, then slid down to the floor.




    I stood frozen, still gripping the chair. I seriously doubted that I had hurt him; at only sixteen, Paramount was already practically invulnerable, like his father. The lick I’d just laid on him was probably akin to an adult getting poked in the eye by a baby. It catches you a little off-guard, but it’s more irritating than painful, with no lasting effect.




    Sadly, I was right. Paramount started to get up…
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  PROLOGUE




  




  In a remote corner of a major metropolitan city, in a deserted industrial wasteland of gutted factories and boarded warehouses, deep underground and far from prying eyes, menacing figures gather to plot the fate of the world.




  There are six of them, but not all have appeared in person. In fact, only one may be said to be physically present in the room. Three others appear by hologram, ghostly blue projections emanating from unknown origins. Another speaks through a robotic representative, its weaponry and offensive capabilities plainly evident. The last speaks through a golem - a human body without a mind of its own.




  “Omen, why have you called this meeting?” The speaker is the golem, a female this time, its high voice oddly hollow but eerily suited to the empty look in its eyes. It sits at a marble top table next to the robot. “I thought we agreed there would be limited communication until all was in readiness.”




  “Yes, that was indeed the plan, Slate,” Omen responds. He is a robed and hooded figure. He sports a neatly trimmed black beard, and might under ordinary circumstances be considered quite handsome but for one disturbing feature: his eyes – dark and brooding at even the best of times – are completely black, evidence that at the moment he is entertaining some vision of the future. “Unless there was an emergency.”




  “What manner of emergency?” asks one of the holograms, a swirling mass of disjointed shapes and obscure images – the projection of the extra-dimensional alien known as Summit.




  “A new variable has arisen, a deviation that cannot be accounted for and which might actually interfere with our plans.”




  “How is that possible?” asks Versus, another hologram. “You claim to be the most powerful precognitive on the planet, able to see the future in clear and unerring detail. We’ve staked everything on your purportedly infallible ability – and arrogant claims – that success was assured.”




  “Precognitive does not mean omniscient. There are always variables in play, other possibilities and probabilities that could take on the shape of reality.”




  “Now he tells us!”




  “Calm yourself, Versus,” says the golem. “Tell us, Omen, what is this variable? Whatever its nature, we will find a resolution. We’ve come too far to be denied now.”




  “It’s not a what; it’s a who.”




  “Then the solution is obvious.” The robot’s claws extend and etch deep grooves into the marble table as they retract. “We merely need a name.”




  “The one they call Kid Sensation.”




  

    


  




  





  




  Chapter 1




  




  I was taken aback when I saw it. At the time, I was in my Mohawk persona: six feet six inches of impressive mocha-colored muscle and incomparable physique. (Not to mention the intimidating haircut, the source of my pseudonym.) I had just turned in another super criminal, Drillbit, and was waiting at the police station for confirmation that the reward on him had been transferred to my account. I just happened to glance at the wanted posters on the wall next to the on-duty desk, and that’s when I saw it.




  




  




  WANTED




  




  

    Information leading to the whereabouts of the super known as Kid Sensation.


  




  




  

    Name:


  




  

    Unknown


  




  




  

    Aliases:


  




  

    Kid; The Kid; Kid Sensation


  




  




  

    Powers:


  




  

    Flight; Shapeshifting; Super Speed; Telepathy; Telekinesis; Teleportation; Phasing; Believed to have other powers but nature unknown.


  




  




  

    DOB:


  




  

    Unknown


  




  




  

    Distinguishing Marks:


  




  

    Unknown


  




  




  

    Last Known Whereabouts:


  




  

    Unknown


  




  




  

    Known Associates:


  




  

    Unknown


  




  




  

    Reward:


  




  

    $1,000,000


  




  




  

    Contact the Alpha League with any pertinent information


  




  




  




  Underneath the word “WANTED” was a grainy photo, a frame frozen from the interview Kid Sensation had given to that reporter, Sylvia Gossett, two years earlier. It showed a young, dark-skinned teen from the neck up.




  I tapped the poster and turned to the officer on duty. “Why is this here?”




  The officer glanced at where I was pointing. “Ah…thinking about going after the Kid, huh? That would be a sweet payday.”




  “Except he’s not a criminal.”




  “Are you kidding?” The officer was incredulous. “After what he did?”




  I fumed silently, trying to keep the emotion out of my voice and face.




  “This poster doesn’t list a crime,” I said flatly. “It doesn’t even say that he’s wanted for anything. It just says that they want info leading to his whereabouts.”




  The officer shrugged. “So?”




  “So, his picture shouldn’t be hanging up here with the scum of the universe - these freaks, fugitives, and felons who committed real crimes.”




  “Hey man,” the officer held his hands up defensively, “we just post what the Watch Commander tells us.”




  I grunted my disapproval. A few more minutes passed by in uncomfortable silence. Then a computer in front of the officer beeped.




  “Alright,” the officer said, “the reward should be in your account.”




  I turned to leave, still upset about the wanted poster.




  “You really should think about going after Kid Sensation, though,” the officer said to my back. “Even without the reward, catching him would make you so famous you could write your own ticket.”




  I left the police station in a huff. Why would I want to capture Kid Sensation? I am Kid Sensation.




  




  *************




  




  I stepped out of the police station into the sunny warmth of a beautiful summer day. I had a little time to kill, so I decided to take a nice leisurely walk, which is not something I do very often. On this particular occasion, though, it gave me a chance to be alone with my thoughts. Thus, it wasn’t until after about fifteen minutes of random strolling that I realized, with a bit of a start, that I was being followed. Not a problem in and of itself (because I knew I could shake practically any pursuer without a lot of effort), but still somewhat annoying.




  I was walking down a busy street in the shopping district at the time. Although my height as Mohawk made me stand out, the crowd was just dense enough that any tail I’d picked up could lose track of me for a second.




  I hadn’t really seen the person following me, just felt their heightened anxiety when I passed out of their line of sight for a moment. As an empath, I typically tune out the emotions of people in close proximity to me, much like the average person will disregard conversations going on around them. However, my follower’s initial panic at momentarily losing track of me was the equivalent of having someone shout my name from across the street. In fact, I normally would have detected this level of distress from someone a lot sooner. Unfortunately, I was distracted by two things: the wanted poster I’d seen in the police station, and - more importantly - an odd buzzing sensation in my head, which usually indicated the manifestation of another power.




  For a second, I wondered what power it was. It wasn’t super strength; when I’d awakened with my head buzzing that had been the first thing I’d tested by trying to lift the sofa with one hand. No luck. Despite all my abilities (and hopeful prayers), that was one of the few super powers I didn’t have. Or didn’t have yet, since it appeared that - from the perspective of developing super powers – I was still in puberty to a certain extent.




  Turning my thoughts back to my stalker, I stopped for a minute to look in the show window of a jewelry store. While pretending to admire a tennis bracelet, I reached out empathically and felt for him…there, behind me and to the left – nervousness, dread, and a number of other bundled-up emotions directed at me. I glanced casually in that direction, pinpointing the source of the feelings I was picking up. A small, pinched-faced man with a scraggly beard and sunglasses was looking in my direction. He was no one I knew.




  For a brief moment, I considered confronting him. As Mohawk, I enjoyed a reputation as a fearsome bounty hunter. I had captured several notorious criminals – super criminals, to be precise – and was starting to garner particular attention in certain circles. Could this guy be the friend of someone I’d brought in? Was he looking for payback? Was he some kind of fan?




  I looked at my watch. I was supposed to meet Braintrust shortly for the debrief; I didn’t have a lot of time to mess around. Bearing that in mind, I could just disappear or zip away, but I decided to have a little fun. (Plus I was a little bit curious.)




  Next to the jewelry store was a shop that sold vintage clothing. I ducked inside, grabbed a duffel bag, some sandals, a pair of jeans and a ’60s Summer-of-Love t-shirt with a peace symbol on it, then headed to the changing rooms. One of the store clerks, a perky young blonde with a ring of thorns tattooed around one arm, made a move in my direction as if to assist me, but changed her mind after seeing the look on my face.




  It took me all of thirty seconds to change out of my Mohawk clothes and into the new apparel. I hadn’t checked the sizes of anything, but it didn’t matter; I could make them fit (or rather, being a shapeshifter, make myself fit them). I stuffed my old clothes, including shoes, into the duffel bag and walked out of the changing room a skinny White kid. If the store clerk found it strange that the six-six hulking brute who went in had been replaced by a suburbanite teenager coming out, she gave no sign. I ripped the tags off everything and presented them to the girl behind the checkout counter.




  “I’m just going to wear these out,” I said, as she accepted the tags with a raised eyebrow. I glanced outside. Yep, Pinchface was out there, trying to appear nonchalant while conspicuously peeping through the store window.




  I passed him on my way out after paying for my items. Again, I got a jumble of emotions coming off him in waves, but nothing really indicating menace. I decided not to worry about it. For his part, Pinchface never even looked at me, so focused was he on watching for Mohawk. I walked out the door and past him without meriting a glance.




  I went around the corner and ducked down an alley. I checked to make sure no one was watching, then teleported back to my condo.




  

    


  




  





  




  Chapter 2




  




  The complex that housed my condo was one of the latest outposts of a twenty-year gentrification project. Cash-rich developers had spent the last two decades buying up dilapidated homes and public housing projects in the inner city. The typical pattern usually involved demolishing said domiciles, and then constructing uber-chic residences that young professionals would pay through the nose for. The desire to have the places where they lived close to their jobs (as well as the nearby bars, clubs, etc.) had led to a revitalization of the downtown area where most of the young people worked.




  I popped into my condo in the master bedroom. Normally, I would have materialized a few blocks away as George Boring (the identity I used to buy the place) and walked into my building, which is a converted apartment complex. Even though, as a teleporter, I never have to bother with doors, I have to keep up appearances and being “normal” by letting the neighbors and staff see me once in a while. (I learned this the hard way when, a few months after buying the condo, the off-duty cop who works security at night asked me for some ID and proof of residence.)




  The condo itself was a nice three-bedroom, two-bath unit furnished in a modern contemporary style. Looking around, I could see that the place could use a little dusting, although I really didn’t care if it got done or not. The truth of the matter is that I really didn’t live there. It was little more than a way station for me, a place I popped into occasionally to change clothes (or my appearance) so it didn’t see a lot of regular use – especially during the school year.




  Still, my grandfather had insisted that if I was going to be creeping around behind my mother’s back acting out as Mohawk, then I needed to have a separate base of operations. Thus, the condo, which my grandfather actually loaned me the money for (and which I had since paid back with the bounties I’d earned).




  It wasn’t exactly a secret lair, but I had come to appreciate having a place that was solely mine, even if I didn’t spend a whole lot of time there. But I guess that had been my grandfather’s experience talking, and as with so many other things, he had been right.




  Wasting no time, I tossed the duffel bag with Mohawk’s clothes on the bed, catching a glimpse of myself in the dresser mirror. I was back to being me again – a tall, slender sixteen-year-old guy with short, dark curly hair and a natural complexion that looked something between fair and moderately tan. Thankfully, the recently-purchased clothes still fit. Obviously I had chosen a body type close to my own true state.




  I checked my watch: five minutes until my meeting with Braintrust. I contemplated teleporting to our meeting place – one of Braintrust’s safe houses – but it always seems rude to just pop up like that, even when people are expecting you. Flying there was a possibility, but flight – while not uncommon – is a rare enough ability that people flying under their own power get noticed, and BT would kill me if I inadvertently brought attention to one of his hideouts. That left me with the option of running.




  Being a speedster is cool, but it does have a couple of drawbacks. First and foremost, it’s hell on your clothes. The friction caused by someone zipping along at 1,000 miles per hour, arms whipping back and forth and legs rubbing together, will usually wear a hole in ordinary fabric in less time that it takes to tell about it. (Assuming it doesn’t catch fire, which has actually happened to some speedsters on occasion). In short, you need specially designed clothes – or rather, clothes manufactured with special material.




  Fortunately, I had a nice range of clothes that fit the bill. After super speed manifested as another one of my powers, my grandfather had called in a couple of favors (one of the benefits of having a former superhero in the family) and had some items made. They looked and felt just like regular clothes – you couldn’t tell the difference between the jeans and t-shirt I decided to wear and normal apparel – but wouldn’t go to pieces if you zipped across a couple of state lines in them.




  Dressed, I teleported to a nearby park. I typically only ran at super speed from open spaces, having discovered early on that speeding from indoors tends to have certain disadvantages, like wearing a trail through your carpet in a hurry, leaving a whirlwind behind you, and more.




  It was summer, but there were surprisingly few people in the park. I didn’t worry about anybody seeing me pop in, as I wouldn’t be there long enough for them to notice much about me. As I prepared to run, my vision telescoped, and faraway details came neatly into view. Super-vision is an ancillary power of super speed; it doesn’t do you much good to be able to run at Mach 3 if you can’t see something like a car coming until it’s right on top of you. People assume that a lot of the old-time speedsters – like Zipp and The Bullet – retired because they were slowing down and had lost a step. Most of them, however, still had their speed when they hung up their capes. Their eyes had just gone bad.




  I was meeting Braintrust at a sprawling but rundown estate about five miles outside of town – roughly fifteen miles away. I took off, calculating that I could get there in about two minutes without pushing it. As I ran, I either sidestepped or gently moved insects and various bits of debris out of my way. The movements of speedsters – when they run slow enough to be seen – often tend to appear kind of herky-jerky, with random hand movements. The truth of the matter is that, unless you wanted to arrive at your destination as bug-spattered as the windshield of a ’57 Chevy on the highway, you had to either go around or move a lot of things.




  I arrived at BT’s hideout (a place I had mentally dubbed “The Compound”) about five seconds ahead of schedule. It was about a ten-acre spread, with various buildings seemingly scattered at random across the property. The main building was a hundred-year-old mansion that, from the outside, looked like it would collapse if someone sneezed too hard around it. Waist-high weeds sprouted on both sides of the road that led up to the house.




  I dropped out of super speed about a hundred yards from the front door. I was expected, but it seemed polite to give BT notice that I was on the grounds. I casually sauntered up to the door, which opened up before I even got close enough to knock.




  A man stood in the doorway. He was slim, of average height, with dark hair. He sported a goatee, and wore a golf shirt and khaki pants. He was a Braintrust clone.




  Braintrust, as I understood it, wasn’t just a single person but rather a huge cluster of clones that shared a single hive mind, for lack of a better term. The clone at the door was the first that I’d met and the one that I had the most interaction with, so I mentally named him BT-1. Although I tended to think of Braintrust as a “he,” some of the clones were actually female. Once, when I was younger, I had asked him about it. He had laughed at that, then explained to me that – up to a certain stage of their development in the womb – all babies were the same. However, with the right controls in place, you could manipulate the gender, among other things, whichever way you wanted.




  Thus, I didn’t really know if the original Braintrust was male or female. To be honest, I didn’t really know whether he – it – was even human. Once, when he was helping me with my telepathy, I’d tried to secretly probe him and find out if he was a man or a woman. All I got was the impression of a massive intellect and an unquenchable thirst for knowledge. As to physical appearance, I could sense its existence, but not its shape or form. (Of course, telepathy isn’t my forte, so I can be forgiven if I botched that particular operation.)




  “You made it,” said the clone, reaching out to shake my hand.




  “Naturally,” I replied as I shook his hand and then stepped by him into the house.




  The inside was a complete contrast to the exterior. Whereas the outside looked like it was ready to fall down, the interior was well-kept and expensively maintained. I was in an enormous living room, which was decorated in an early twentieth-century style. Both walls had a winding staircase that crept up to what appeared to be an opulent second floor. The entire place was decked out in some expensive brand of marble that covered the floor from wall to wall. In short, it always reminded me of my great-grandmother’s house, on the few occasions I had visited her when she had been alive. Everything in her home had looked old and expensive, and I had been afraid to touch anything.




  BT (all of the Braintrust clones answer to “BT”) started walking towards the kitchen, obviously expecting me to follow. “So, tell me how it went.”




  I fell into step just behind him. “About as expected. Your info was good, as always. He was right where you said he’d be.”




  I then prepared to launch into a rehash of the morning’s events, how I (as Mohawk) had captured and claimed the bounty on another wanted fugitive with super powers. This time it had been Drillbit. He basically had hands that could punch through just about anything, although some things (like bank vaults) took longer than others.




  “And the inhibitor collar worked fine?” BT asked, cutting me off before I even began to speak.




  “If by fine you mean ‘terribly’ or ‘like crap,’ then yeah, it was great. You’ll get a Nobel Prize for your work.”




  Inhibitor collars were, as the name implies, devices that inhibit or block supers from using their powers. The idea had been around for decades and various prototypes had even been developed. The problem was that inhibitor collars didn’t come in a one-size-fits-all model. Each had to be specialized for a particular person. A collar meant to stop a speedster wouldn’t have an effect on a mind reader. One meant to prevent a flyer might not work on someone with super-agility.




  In essence, inhibitor collars had to be custom-made to block a specific individual from using his powers. However, few supers were going to let you use them as a guinea pig to design something meant to take away their powers. In fact, some were downright proactive about it – especially those who were part of the criminal element. The result was that people found to be, or thought to be, working on inhibitor projects had a nasty habit of disappearing. Forever.




  BT’s inhibitors worked maybe twenty-five percent of the time. In an ideal world, once I knew where a criminal was, I should have only had to (a) wait for an opportunity to teleport next to him as Mohawk, and then (b) put the inhibitor around his neck before he knew what was happening, thereby taking away any special abilities he had. In actuality, what usually happened was that the criminal retained his full powers, then came at Mohawk with murder in his eyes.




  That’s when we’d usually go to Plan B, which typically involved me teleporting the fugitive to a nullifier cage. A nullifier is different than an inhibitor. It’s a field generated through the use of quantum mechanics. It’s not really something I fully understand, but it causes some kind of temporal shift, so that someone with super abilities is unable to access their powers. But nullifiers were expensive and not really practical, although they had their uses (primarily in special jail cells and prisons).




  Our nullifier cage was essentially a cell in an abandoned warehouse. After teleporting someone into it, the room would fill with knockout gas, and then Mohawk would haul them, unconscious, into the nearest police station for the reward. That was essentially what had happened with Drillbit.




  BT groaned at my comments, as I gave him a ten-second spiel of the capture and returned his inhibitor to him. It was basically a circular metal band about three inches in length and half an inch thick, with a number of colored diodes that flashed when it was in operation. To be frank, it bore something of a resemblance to an ancient Egyptian necklace.




  Braintrust and I were partners to a certain extent. He located wanted super criminals, and I would bring them in and collect the reward. However, we never split the money. Knowledge was the coin of the realm where BT was concerned. Although the inhibitor hadn’t taken away Drillbit’s powers, it had scanned him and taken biometric readings, which BT would use to further refine the device. That was his payment.




  BT walked through a swinging door and into the kitchen. Without breaking stride, I phased – becoming insubstantial – and literally passed through the door like a ghost, then re-solidified on the other side. A huge granite-top island stood in the center of the kitchen, covered with grilled steaks, hot dogs, hamburgers, donuts, cheesecake, and a number of other delectable treats. This spread was meant for me, so I pulled up a nearby stool and started eating, beginning with a juicy steak.




  Running at super speed switches my metabolism into high gear. The result was that I needed to replace the calories I’d burned, and – per our usual routine – BT always had a buffet laid out for me. Nearby, a cook stood working over a six-burner gas stove, with all of the burners covered. The cook was another BT clone; this one had four arms.




  BT’s clones tended to be specialized. In other words, they were designed to perform a distinct function, and therefore tended to have the necessary characteristics to do their jobs. Thus, the cook had twice the usual number of arms. For the millionth time I wondered how BT formed these clones – whether there was some unique biological process that let him grow them off his own physical body (whatever that was), or if he created them through some artificial means in a lab.




  BT took a seat while I ate. “I really thought the inhibitor would work this time.”




  “Not a big deal,” I shrugged, talking around a mouth full of food. “No harm, no foul.”




  “Well, I’ll need some time to find the next target, as well as tweak the inhibitor and reset the nullifier.”




  I simply nodded, shoving a piece of cheesecake into my mouth. Because of the nullifier, I usually had about a two-month break in-between going after fugitives. Standard nullifiers give off a particular energy signature when in use. Because that signature can be traced, BT designed a nullifier that operates on a slightly different principal. I didn’t really understand it, but the end result was that - although it doesn’t give off an energy signature - our nullifier had to be “reset” after each use, which usually took about sixty days.




  There were actually a lot of non-powered criminals out there I could have gotten the reward for whenever the nullifier was out of commission, but there were normal bounty hunters who could take them down. There was no need for me to take food out of the mouth of another working stiff. (Not to mention the fact that I was still in high school and – at least during the school year – had class during the day.)




  “So,” BT continued, “other than the occasional capture of wanted felons, how’s the rest of your summer been?”




  I held out my hand and wobbled it side-to-side. “So-so.”




  Speaking frankly, summer vacation wasn’t anything that got me particularly excited the way it did most kids. I didn’t have a lot of friends. My summers were normally spent hanging out with my grandfather, which usually meant training. Not that I was complaining.

OEBPS/Images/se.jpg





OEBPS/Images/0logo_xinxii.png
X1n X11





