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    The rest of the Paragons had arrived—scouring the empty park and trying to make sense of the remains of the battle they had missed.

    Their show of force would terrify and delight the frightened tourists peeking out the nearby hotel windows, watching the scene below. Seeing the city's greatest heroes in action would be something wonderful to tell the people back home, but it was meaningless—the real threat had already escaped.

    The hot air blasting out from the vent had kept him warm while he watched the tragedy through a pair of opera glasses he had modified so that they could be strapped to his head. He had seen it all: the Automaton being torn apart under the arm of Liberty, the arrival of Sarah Stanton, her confrontation with her father.

    But he couldn't interfere. There were still too many questions left unanswered for him to betray Eschaton now.

    The only moment that had truly pulled at his conscience was when he had witnessed Lord Eschaton ripping the heart out of the mechanical man. Anubis had failed to stop him achieving the single greatest step in his plan, and it had taken all of his willpower not leap down and confront the madman then and there.

    And even if he could have saved the clockwork man, it would have made no actual difference. The Paragons were still doomed by their own hubris, and whatever the Automaton was, he was not human.

    From his rooftop vantage point he watched the Paragons frantically scurrying around—angry, but without purpose. The Industrialist screamed loudly enough that Anubis could hear his cries as the harpoon was pulled from his arm.

    Where there had once been seven Paragons, now only four remained, one of them confined to a wheelchair…

    Anubis had already made one attempt to involve himself with their affairs. The end result had been the death of the Sleuth. Giving the old man the information he had wanted had ultimately simply been another futile action piled on top of all the others that he had already made. He would need to be more careful in the future.

    Watching the heroes running through the streets helpless and confused only confirmed what Anubis had decided on the day that Sir Darby died; if there was any hope that he would be able to put a stop to Lord Eschaton's plans, he must work alone. He could only betray the villain once, and he would need to be sure he could destroy him.

    But there was also the girl. “She has fire,” he whispered to himself. Her passion was still undiminished by cynicism. It would be worth keeping an eye on her.

    He had noted the direction she took when she ran off into the darkness of the city. She had left her father and the Paragons behind. It would be worth seeing where she would go…

    Slipping his mask back over his head, Anubis hooked the end of his staff onto the edge of the rooftop, and lowered himself down on metal wire toward the streets below.
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    Alexander Stanton had always found the Hall's main courtyard gloomy and a bit useless. He had even disliked the idea of it, and when Darby had presented him his original design for the Hall of Paragons, Stanton had responded by asking if they might be able to use the garden space to increase the size of the gymnasium instead.

    Darby had objected, of course. He had pointed out that there were activities which it would be better for them to hold outside, in the fresh air—not the least of which would be his daily breathing exercises. “That,” he had told the Industrialist on more than one occasion, “might be something you could join me in.” Stanton had never managed to find the time, and now it was too late.

    And there was some sense to the argument that a group of gentlemen adventurers might need some open air space, especially when you had some members who were able to take to the sky, while others wore costumes that produced large volumes of noxious fumes and fire.

    So, after losing yet another argument to Darby's superior intellect, the courtyard had been built as originally planned, and that was where the Paragons sat now—seated on particularly uncomfortable stone chairs behind the center of the thick granite slab that Darby had named the “philosopher's table.” Alexander's nickname for it was “the pain in my arse.”

    The rest of the dreary yard stretched out in front of him: floored mostly by concrete, walled on all sides by granite, and decorated with a number of sad-looking trees and bushes that were regularly replaced by the building staff after they inevitably turned brown and died from lack of direct contact with sunlight.

    Tryouts were always a sedentary activity for the active members, and even though the sun had finally managed to burn wanly through the cloud cover, the north end of the courtyard received none of it. He supposed that spending enough time in the cold shade would turn any man a philosopher.

    And April had been quite chilly. Mrs. Farrows had, with her usual efficiency, already packed away most of his winter woolens for the season. Alexander had been forced to wear a black evening coat over his dress costume.

    Standing in front of them was one of the few men who had managed to seem impressive enough to bother seeing in person: the Hydraulic-man. His real name was Chadwick Prescott, and he was currently doing his best to prove that his claims of superhuman fighting prowess were genuine.

    The costume that he had put together was actually far more impressive than Alexander had imagined it would be, and the design had clearly been significantly upgraded since the one he had described on his initial application to the Paragons.

    The outfit had a snake theme, the motif playing off the fact that the word hydra was contained within hydraulic. Alexander found the wordplay a bit too forced to be clever, although it was far less ridiculous then some names he had encountered.

    By manipulating a series of levers that sat on a metal panel on his arm, Chadwick could raise and lower the different snake heads arrayed on his shoulders. Attached to the bottom of each was a cloth-wrapped hose leading to a metal canister strapped to his back. These containers provided the liquids spat out by the heads, keeping them at pressure so they could travel over a distance.

    With serpents standing on either shoulder, the mask had been fashioned to make him look as if his own head was the largest snake of all. Alexander smiled to himself as he wondered if Prescott could, if necessary, spit at his opponents with his toxic saliva.

    Acid sprayed from one of the Hydraulic-man's snake heads and landed on the concrete with a hiss, burning a long scar across the ground where it fell.

    Stanton felt his nose curl from the smoke. The fumes were acrid and probably most unhealthy. He felt thankful for their quick dissipation into the plentiful outdoor air, and then grimaced as it dawned on him that Darby's foresight had once again proven far better than his.

    Grüsser began clapping loudly at the Hydraulic-man's ridiculous performance. Stanton had guessed correctly that the round Prussian would be thrilled by the idea of having another liquid-themed hero in their ranks, but his enthusiasm alone wouldn't be enough to make the Hydraulic-man a Paragon.

    Grabbing another one of the levers on his sleeve, Chadwick lowered the acid-spitting head and began to shift a new snake up into position.

    Alexander audibly sighed and sat up in his chair. “Thank you Mister Chadwick. I think we've seen quite enough.”

    “Industrialist, if you could just give me a chance, I think you'll find that this last Hydra-head is not only the most effective, but also my most entertaining!”

    “Ya, Stanton, I vant to see it!” Grüsser interjected with dramatic enthusiasm.

    “Thank you, Herr Submersible,” Chadwick replied. As it locked into place, two small points of flame appeared in front of the snake's mouth, giving it a pair of flickering fangs. Turning to face away from the crowd, he pressed another lever, and a jet of liquid fire arced spectacularly across the courtyard, then splashed against the far wall.

    As it struck the stone, it bloomed into a large fireball, enveloping a half-dead shrubbery nearby. The bush ignited instantly, and then began to burn with such enthusiasm it almost appeared joyful to have been put out of its misery.

    A blush crept up and over the man's face. It wasn't until that moment that Stanton noticed how young he appeared to be, although his application had placed him in his early thirties. “Oh my goodness! I'm so sorry.” He clutched at the levers on his wrist, desperately trying to bring up the next snake head. “I'll put it out!”

    Stanton looked across the table at Nathaniel and gave him a smile and a wink. “A most impressive use of a biblical theme!”

    “Now if he can only make it speak,” Nathaniel chimed in.

    “I apologize.” Prescott blushed and Stanton actually found his nervousness quaint, although it was something the boy was going to need to lose if he was ever going to be ready to go into the field. “I hope my demonstration was satisfactory.”

    Stanton tried to reassure him. “We all make mistakes, sir. It's how you handle them that truly matters.” A calm head would be doubly important for someone with high-pressure canisters of fuel and acid strapped to his back.

    Hughes looked up from where he had been quietly gnawing on his thumbnail. Ever since the incident at the Darby house the man had a disturbed, far-away look in his eyes, and his words came out without emotion, as if he was being woken from an unpleasant dream that he couldn't quite puzzle out. “Interesting technology. Of course, you'd need a significant upgrade to your apparatus before we'd be able to make you a full member.”

    Stanton had hoped they would keep their reviews to themselves until after the demonstration, but it seemed clear that Hughes had no intention of playing along. “And what would you suggest, Hephaestus?” The fire had robbed Hughes of what remained of his ability to walk, his legs having been so badly burned during the battle against the Automaton that the doctor's only option had been to amputate both of them above the knee. All that was left were a pair of wriggling stumps—still wrapped and healing.

    The last vestiges of his red hair had also vanished. What was left was entirely gray, except for a few stray wisps of orange that were the only reminders of the man he had once been.

    Unable to continue as a fighting member of the team, he had turned his hands to invention. Although he had shown only a limited aptitude for it before, it seemed that he had a previously hidden talent that was now flourishing. “Increase the power of the sprayers, find a more rapid way for him to raise and lower the snake heads. Better control and more accurate aim.” He rattled off the phrases like a shopping list.

    Although he was nowhere near the level of genius that Darby was, Hughes had quickly proven himself to be a capable engineer, showing skill with old man's work. Not only had he helped to complete work on Nathaniel's Turbine costume, he'd followed the gas lines in the wall to uncover a previously unknown store of fortified steam.

    Without Darby's amazing gas, their devices would become nothing more than complicated hunks of metal. There was still a question as to how they would come by more once this supply was gone, but the hidden cache had been a godsend when they needed it most.

    Clearly there were more reserves to be had in Darby's main laboratory, but so far they'd been unable to figure out a way to unlock the massive gate in the basement that sealed the way in. For now, they could afford to be patient while Hughes attempted to pick the lock. But when the steam started to run out, they would have to resort to more desperate measures to gain access.

    Hughes began to rise up on the device that had acted as his chair. The frame lifted him up with a hiss, a metal plate rising against his back and pulling him into place as he rose. His harness sank down into the machine's “chest,” essentially a set of padded metal ribs that held him in place. Underneath him were a pair of mechanical legs, and they began to walk.

    Having lost his battle suit in the ruins of the Darby mansion, Hughes had built himself this new machine and rechristened himself as “Hephaestus.” The irony wasn't lost on anyone familiar with Greek mythology—he had named himself after the blacksmith god who had created two mechanical assistants to make up for his crippled legs.

    But even if the design didn't make him appear fully human, it was still a masterpiece. The machine was beautiful, the limbs showing many of the elegant hallmarks of something Darby might have built. The top half, where Hughes was held in place, was far more utilitarian. If you stared at it long enough, it almost appeared as if Hughes was being swallowed up by the decapitated torso of a mechanical man.

    The device crossed the floor with a waddle, Hughes swaying slightly from side to side as it took each clanking step forward. It seemed like a somewhat precarious situation, but even after only a week's practice using his new lower limbs, it was already clear that he was becoming more agile with their use with every passing day.

    Even though he had managed to find a mechanized solution to make up for the loss of his legs, Stanton felt as if the man's personality had also been burned away in the blaze that had destroyed the Darby mansion, and there was no prosthetic that could replace it. Hughes had previously been quick to anger and always looking for confrontation—now he was quiet and grim.

    Alexander didn't miss the challenges and confrontations, but whatever transformation the man he had once called Iron-Clad had gone through in the flames, he was convinced that it wasn't for the better.

    He looked up to see Hughes staring at him. “Will that work for you, Stanton?” The face was an emotionless mask.

    Alexander hesitated for a second, letting his thoughts come together. He had always considered himself to be a man of focus and action, but lately he found himself easily distracted, his thoughts constantly headed in ten different directions at once.

    He wondered how the others regarded him, since. “That's a very good idea.” He stood up from his chair and walked up to the candidate. Chadwick was clearly nervous at having the two Paragons examining him so closely.

    “So, Hephaestus,” said Alexander, drawing out the name as he pretended to examine the equipment with authority, “what else do you think we could do for him if he joined us?”

    Hughes's frame clanked as he walked around him, small wisps of fortified steam released from the hips with each step. “Hydraulic?” he snapped at the man. “Kept under pressure?”

    “V-valves,” the man replied, stammering slightly. His eyes darted back and forth between them. “The central canister powers all the heads separately.”

    “You considered a single snake?” Hughes stopped right behind him. The legs leaned forward and he hung halfway out of the chassis, leaning hard against the ribs. He looked intently at the equipment.

    “I did, but I was concerned at what might happen if the liquids were to combine. The acid and the fuel are both highly volatile.”

    “Yes, you'd want a reliable valve,” Hughes replied in an absentminded tone. He paused for a moment, and then made a rhythmic clicking sound against his teeth.

    Stanton tapped one of the snakes that lay flush against Prescott's shoulder. “And he wouldn't be much of a hydra, would he?”

    “Yes, er…no,” Chadwick responded with a shake of his head.

    “I'm sure that we could make improvements,” Hughes said, “but your basic design seems sound enough, if overly simplistic to be useful in battle. If damaged…”

    “I can fight with my fists if that's a problem.” He had directed the answer at Hughes, but it was Stanton who responded.

    “It's not a problem, Chadwick. And yes, a man needs more than fancy gadgets to win a fight. But it isn't his fists that turn the tide—it takes bravery and nerves of steel.”

    He could see the man's brows knitting underneath his mask. “Are you accusing me of something, sir?” His nervousness has been replaced by an air of indignation.

    “No need to get angry.” Alexander gave him a quick smile. “And it's good to see that you're capable of defending yourself when challenged. I think you have great potential.” He paused for a moment before continuing. He actually liked the man on some level, but the Paragons were supposed to be the best of the best. They couldn't take just anyone, and this man seemed only half baked…

    “I think we've seen enough for today, Mister Prescott. You've given us a great deal to think about.” Alexander nodded at the door. “Thank you very much for showing us what you can do. We'll let you know our decision as soon as possible.”

    The Hydraulic-man nodded his head. “Thank you all very much,” he said as he left, but the tone in his voice wasn't a happy one.

    As soon as the door had closed, Nathaniel spoke. “I'm not sure, but I'm getting the sense that William didn't like him.”

    Alexander grimaced. “Is that what it was, Bill?”

    Hughes clanked his way back over to the table, then lifted his head. “I think we're learning that the game is changing.” The look in his eyes was terrifying, as if he was holding back an avalanche with sheer force of will. “Since the death of Darby, this has become a war. You've fought in a war, Stanton, you know what that means.” Again he started to suck on his teeth, and then let out a click. It was an annoying habit that seemed to have come with his new persona.

    “I do, Bill. But our goal has always been to prevent destruction. Even if we are at war, it's still our duty to protect the innocent.”

    “First you have to protect your own.” He turned to face Nathaniel. “Isn't that right, Turbine?”

    The young Paragon reached up to touch the back of his head where the battle with the Automaton had left a permanent scar, but said nothing.

    Instead, Grüsser broke the silence in his usual clumsy way. “Vell, if anyone cares to know vat I zink, I liked him.”

    “I like him as well, Grüsser, but this isn't a popularity contest.” Alexander turned to the other men at the table. “The man clearly needs more time to come into his own. We can put it to a vote once we've seen all the candidates…Let's take a moment to gather our thoughts and then we'll see King Jupiter.”

    He turned and pointed to the still-burning shrubbery. “And can we get someone to please put that out?”
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    When she had first undertaken to run away from her life as a young lady of society, Sarah had steeled herself to the fact that however challenging she imagined the world outside of the Stanton mansion might be, the reality would be worse. And yet no amount of preparation had managed to stop Sarah from still finding herself regularly driven to the verge of tears by the random cruelties that the world seemed determined to inflict on her.

    It wasn't that anything in particular was more difficult than she had expected. In the case of work, for instance, Sarah had never been one to shy away from hard labor. It was that simply everything seemed to be more complicated than she could have ever imagined: cooking, cleaning, shopping, working, and even simply getting around town, were an endless cycle of effort and time—made all the more difficult by the fact that every penny needed to be counted before it was spent.

    But this morning she had made a vow to stop the tears, and today it seemed something had changed; from the glorious sunrise to the golden hue of the early evening, this fine spring day had conspired to show her that life could occasionally offer possibilities beyond toil and failure. Perhaps the world wasn't always as full of doom, gloom, and strife as she had begun to fear.

    Her father had often scolded Sarah that she was clueless when it came to money, but as she walked up the street toward her house with her salary in her purse and a smile on her face, she was sure that she had gained a much deeper understanding of finance now that she was forced to earn every penny, rather than simply having had them placed into her hands by a servant.

    Her entire week's wages were now less than she would have once spent on a single piece of fine French ribbon, but considering how perilously close she had come to being destitute in the first few weeks of life on her own, the paper in Sarah's pocket now seemed like a fortune. And it would be good to finally be spending money without draining away the last few dollars that remained in her bank account.

    Her time at the department store had been no less demanding today than it had been on any other day. Sarah was still constantly at the beck and call of women who seemed to think that she was there to be abused at their pleasure, but she had given a smile to the shy boy who cleaned up in the restaurant on the ground floor, and later he had handed her a good-sized slice of roast chicken wrapped in wax paper. And when she had gone to buy a sugar cookie, the friendly old man at the pastry counter had demanded that she take an éclair as a present for simply “blessing an old man with the pleasure of her company.”

    It all made Sarah blush to think about it, but at least she wasn't an old maid yet…

    As Sarah climbed her front stoop, the sun peeked out from the clouds, bathing her in a sudden feeling of warmth. She stopped to bask in it, and felt a wave of joy wash over her. For an instant she felt so good it made her want to burst into song, but she decided it might be better to simply hum instead. There were still so many tasks to do, but things were finally looking up!

    Reaching the landing, Sarah slipped her key into the lock of the front door. Her building wasn't anything special, but it was clean and relatively bright. Compared to the dark, dingy holes that some of the other girls had told her they lived in, Sarah had begun to think of her little tenement as positively palatial.

    As the door swung open she was greeted by the strong scent of whitewash. A fresh coat had been painted onto the hall just a few days ago, and despite the strong odor the whole place seemed more bright and cheerful for it.

    It seemed that the owners had recently been seized with a fit of pride in the place, and they had been adding a number of improvements, including cleaning up the halls and putting in window boxes under the front-facing eaves. Sarah was already imagining that perhaps she could use hers to grow a few fresh herbs once the weather warmed up a bit, although beyond sticking the seeds into some dirt and pouring water on top of them she had little idea how that would be accomplished.

    Normally after a long day on her feet she felt like the only thing she had the energy left for was collapsing onto her bed, but Sarah seemed to float up the stairs today. When she reached the third floor, she ran down the hallway towards her door as fast as she could, eager to get a chance to eat her dinner before the remaining sunlight vanished behind the rooftops.

    She had already reached a hand into her purse, and had begun to pull out her key when she saw that someone had placed a large iron padlock on the door. The tune she was humming died on her lips as she looked up to make sure that this was indeed her apartment. The painted number nine on the door left no doubt about it; someone had locked her out of her home.

    Trying not to let an obvious mistake ruin her day, Sarah put her shopping bag down in front of her door, took a deep breath to clear her head, and headed back down the stairs to the superintendent's room. Her feet felt decidedly heavier than they had on the way up.

    Arriving back at the ground floor, she rapped lightly on the door to the superintendent's apartment. There was no reply.

    She gave a harder knock, this time using enough force to make the door rattle in its frame. “Mr. Grieves?” she said loudly, “It's Susan from 309!”

    She could hear the sounds of someone stirring in the apartment. She rapped again, still harder, and this time was rewarded with a mumbled shout, “Just a minute!” After a few seconds there was the clank of a bolt being pulled back, and a small crack opened between the door and the frame.

    The man who peered out at her was quite disheveled and was wrapped in a tattered silk robe of red and black. The long whiskers on his face were not only uneven but contained numerous unidentifiable crumbs trapped in the patches of hair. He looked up at her through red-rimmed eyes. “Whatcha want?”

    “I hope you could help me,” she said, trying to retain a bright and positive tone. “I think there's been a mistake.”

    He licked his lips, and then opened his mouth with a terrible, wet smacking sound that made Sarah think of someone kissing a frog. Not content to do it once, he made the noise a few more times before he started to speak. “And what kind of mistake would that be, Miss Standish?”

    “It's my apartment. I'm afraid that someone has put a padlock on the door and I'm locked out.” She gave him the best winsome smile she could muster under the circumstances. “I don't suppose you could get the key and open it up for me?”

    “No mistake there, Miss,” he said and then slipped his left hand down into the pocket on the front of his robe. The pouch lay right over the top of his potbelly, and when he lifted up his fingers, the sound of jingling keys rose up from it as if they were laughing at her. “Mrs. Brooks is planning to sell the building to the church, and she don't want the priests seeing fallen women hanging around, so she's throwing you out.”

    Sarah understood what the words meant, but it took a moment for her to fully comprehend everything that had been implied in Mr. Grieves's sentence. She felt a flush of anger as she realized that her perfect day now had a large crack running straight down the middle of it. “Fallen Woman?” she said, the tone of her voice rising in both volume and pitch as she spoke. “That's my apartment Mr. Grieves, paid for through the middle of this month!”

    “Ain't none of my business, I'm afraid,” he said, shaking his head sadly, as if he was somehow sympathetic to her situation but helpless to take any action to actually improve it. “Me, I just do what I'm told.” He started to shut the door. “You want to argue about it, take it up with Mrs. Brooks.”

    Sarah could see that her window of opportunity was also about to close with the door, and inserted her boot into its path. Wood hit leather with a thump. “Now see here,” she said, her voice taking on the commanding tones that she could remember her mother using when she ordered the servants around, “all the things in the world of any value to me are in that room—in my room—and I won't let you steal them because some old biddy has decided to try and impress the clergy!”

    Grieves gave the door an exploratory pull, determining that he had indeed been effectively stopped from closing it, before responding. “I don't care about your things one way or the other. I was told to lock it up and I did.” He pulled on the door again, harder this time, still looking surprised that it wouldn't simply smash her foot. “If you could please move, Miss.”

    “I won't!” Sarah replied sternly, managing to somehow wedge the boot even a little further in.

    Realizing that the door was going to remain open, he took the opportunity to take a long look at Sarah from top to bottom. “You seem like a nice young lady…pretty, too. And things being what they are, perhaps we could work something out between us.”

    Sarah knitted her brows together, wondering if what he seemed to be implying was what the man was actually trying to say. “Now see here…” she began softly, fully intending to unleash her outrage by the time she reached the end of the sentence.

    Instead, Mr. Grieves cut her off. “Don't matter anyway. Mrs. Brooks was very clear about all of it, and there's nothing I can do no matter what. She said she'd get you your rubbish in due time, so why don't you toddle off and talk to her?”

    Sarah could feel the heat rising up into her cheeks. A little anger might be useful, but she didn't want to unleash the full Stanton temper on the man unless she was given no other choice, as it left little opportunity for retreat. “Clearly sir, you don't know me very well. It may be that you can lock me out, but I know that I have some rights, and if you don't get up there and open the door for me this very minute I shall be forced to call the police!”

    “The police?” The grizzled man chuckled and nodded condescendingly. “You go ahead and give those greedy bastards a call, and then we'll find who has the deeper purse. I'm guessing it isn't a delicate little harlot like yourself!”

    Fantasizing for a moment, Sarah let herself imagine the look on the old lecher's face if she called on her father to throw this giggling simpleton out onto the street. The Industrialist would follow that by breaking down the door to her apartment with a single swift kick. Then, all sins forgiven, they would take her things and go back to the mansion. Sarah would return to a soft, clean bed and a comfortable life…

    She pushed the thoughts out of her head. It was a delicious dream, but still a fantasy. The life she had known was gone for good, and her powerful father with it.

    Her next option was to call Grieves's bluff and actually contact the police, but the truth was, from what little contact she'd had with the constabulary in the last few months, the man was most probably right—in New York, justice was something that seemed inevitably to go the way of the highest bidder.

    Grieves scowled, allowing some of the looser crumbs to escape from his beard. “Are we done here? I'd like to get back to my dinner.”

    Sarah felt her frustration rising. Maybe she couldn't call her father, but she could at least summon the Stanton spirit. Leaning backwards, she raised her hand up to her brow, as if she were feeling faint. It was hardly uncommon for a woman under stress to become woozy, and as she expected, the superintendent relaxed the pressure to allow her foot escape, and to perhaps prepare to assist a damsel in distress.

    Taking advantage of the moment, she leaned forward and rushed the door, bursting it open and throwing the man off his feet.

    As he tumbled backwards, his hand came up from his pocket in an attempt to steady himself. Looped around the index finger of his left hand were the keys that he had been mocking her with a minute before.

    Sarah grabbed his wrist, managing to steady him just before he tipped so far over that he would have crashed to the ground, then plucked the key ring off of him. It made a jingle as she slipped the metal circle over her wrist.

    The superintendent's red eyes were wide open now, clearly in shock that this tiny, unassuming girl not only had managed to steal away his keys, but had also become the only thing keeping him suspended above the ground. “Leave me alone!” he howled.

    “You mean, let you go?” she responded with a satisfied smile. Her perfect day had been ruined by this man, and Sarah was fighting off an urge to punish him not only for his own sins, but for all the other slights she had been forced to endure over the last few weeks. But she recognized that would not only be unladylike, it would be un-Paragon-like. With a grimace, she hauled him back to his feet.

    His balance restored, Mr. Grieves hunched over and stared at her out of the corner of his eye. “You've gone mad!” He looked like a whipped dog, trying to play for sympathy now that the tables had turned. “Don't kill me!”

    “What a pathetic bully you are, Mr. Grieves. I won't hurt you.”

    “Mrs. Brooks was right! You're a whore and a monster!”

    The name-calling made the anger rise up in her, and for a moment Sarah's vision seemed to disappear behind a curtain of red. When it cleared an instant later, her hand was already up in the air, only a moment away from slapping the rudeness out of him. Grieves responded by cowering, letting out a rabbitlike shriek as he wrinkled up his nose with fear.

    For a moment Sarah stood there frozen, her mind split in two. One half of her was angry and out of control, the other half stood watching in terror and disbelief at what she was about to do. For an instant the darker forces won, and she raised her hand up higher. Grieves dropped down to his knees, placing his arms over his head to protect himself from the rain of blows that was sure to come.

    “No,” she said out loud, and lowered her hand. Sarah had stopped herself, but only barely.

    But if she couldn't beat this little tyrant who had stolen away her perfect day, at least she'd put the fear of God into him. “You said it yourself, Mr. Grieves—the police only care about money. And while I'm sure you'd be happy to pay them to haul away the brute who beat you, once they saw it was a tiny little thing like me that had terrified you so, they'd be far too busy laughing to take your money.”

    Realizing that the expected blows weren't going to come, Grieves put down his arms and peered up at Sarah. His eyes narrowed and he opened his mouth wide, screaming at her through rotting yellow teeth. “Harpy! Demon! Trollop!” He balled his hands up into fists. “Get your things and get out!”

    Sarah lifted her arm again and the old man flinched, but it was clearly less of a threat than it had been a moment ago. She backed through his door. “I won't be long.”

    As she walked up the first flight of stairs, the keys jangling in her hand, Sarah wondered how many other lone women there were in the building who might come to face the same unfair circumstance, but without the spine to stand up to the troll downstairs.

    As she reached the first-floor landing, she walked down the corridor, using the stolen keys to unlock two padlocks she found there. On the second floor there were another two, and three on the fourth. Finally she undid the lock on her own door.

    Picking up the sagging bag of groceries, she opened the door and looked inside her apartment. The space was the same as she had left it this morning —small, simple, tidy, and clean. The two rooms were sparsely furnished, with a large stove taking up most of the main room. The only furnishings she owned were a battered wardrobe that she had found on the street, a wobbly wooden table with a single chair, and a decent (if lumpy) straw-filled mattress that she had purchased the same day she had gotten the apartment, and so far seemed to have remained free of insects.

    Sarah placed her bag down on the table and removed the parcel with the roast chicken. She cut the twine with a knife, and then pulled out one of her two plates, a cloth napkin, and her single fork, placing them all on the table to make a setting for herself.

    Lastly she poured herself a glass of water into a chipped mug. She put it beside the plate and sat down at the table.

    Sarah took a bite. The food was delicious, although she found it incredibly difficult to swallow. It seemed that there was a large lump in her throat. She took a sip of water and then spoke to the air. “Absolutely delicious,” she remarked loudly and with exaggerated conviction.

    Once the chicken was all gone, she sat quietly for a minute, breathing deeply until the urge to cry had passed. Giving her nose a blow into a piece of lace, she decided to save the éclair for later, then stood and brought the dirty dishes over to the tiny sink.

    Looking up, she caught her reflection in the window, backed by the view of the grime-covered light well that had been built between the buildings. “Come on young lady, there will be no tears,” she said, trying to summon up the ghost of her mother. “You're better than this. Now let's have an upright chin and a smile!”

    “No tears,” she repeated, more forcefully this time. Sarah wiped away the last tear with a damp hand, took a good long sniffle, and then nodded to herself before she turned around and walked to her tiny bedroom.

    The space wasn't much bigger than the bed. And at the far end, beyond the small mattress, was a small, doorless closet. Pulling apart her meager collection of clothing that hung from the rod, she reached to the back wall and pulled out a section of the lath that she had sawed away. She had seen hidey-holes like this one in Nathaniel's adventure books when they were children. Although it had always been the villains who had them in his books, Sarah also found it amusing to think of this as her own version of the secret chamber at the back of her father's office, where he kept the Industrialist's guns and costumes. But this space was only big enough to fit an old suitcase and a small rosewood box, and contained no secret passage to the outside.

    The luggage rattled and thumped as she pulled it free and dragged it over to the battered kitchen table. She had purchased the leather case from the secondhand store. She had chosen the shop because it was so scandalous that she was absolutely sure she would never run into anyone she knew there, and so she frequented it often. There were often good bargains to be had if one had the patience.

    Sarah unbuckled the luggage straps, and the brass hinges on the back squeaked as she flipped open the lid.

    Inside was a large, hexagonal object wrapped up in paper and twine, surrounded by the different bits and pieces of her Adventuress costume along with a battered leather notebook. The garments were slightly wrinkled, unworn since she had taken off into the night after confronting her father. They were a reminder of the world she had left behind—probably forever.

    Sarah put her hands around the paper bundle in the middle of the luggage and lifted it out. It was made of metal, and she winced slightly as she felt something inside of it shift around. For some reason the heart felt heavier now than when she had lifted it out from Tom's shattered body.

    Sarah had tried using the key she wore around her neck to replace the one that Lord Eschaton had stolen, but Tom's metal heart had been badly damaged when he had fallen under Lord Eschaton's attack, and it had no effect.

    And she had been a little relived by that: if, by some miracle, inserting the Alpha Element had brought Tom back to life, he would have awakened to find himself reduced to a shattered ruin. It would, she imagined, be a most painful and unpleasant existence to return to.

    That was not to say that she had given up. Sarah had—discreetly, she hoped—brought the broken heart to a number of jewelers, hoping to find someone who might be able to help her repair it. But the few whom she had judged safe enough to show the object to had always asked the same question once they saw it: “What does it do?”

    When she had explained to them that it would be impossible for her to tell them its function, most of them had replied that without such information there was nothing they could do. One had colorfully suggested that she use it as a paperweight.

    But in the shop she had visited yesterday, she had finally been given a glimmer of hope. Rather than simply handing it back to her, the old man behind the counter had put his loupe up to his eye and taken a closer look. He had marveled at the precision work it contained, and then turned it around in his hand, giving puzzled looks at its shape. He told her it was like something out of a Jules Verne story—an object from the future.

    “It doesn't look like it does much. Are you positive it isn't just meant to be a piece of art?” he asked her.

    When Sarah had assured him that it was indeed an object with a purpose, he had hemmed and hawed a bit, but finally told her there was a man out in Brooklyn who might be able to help her. “He's a Frenchman, and a bit…well…mad, really,” he had said. “I'm not sure that he could actually do anything. But if you're willing to take the trip out there to see him, his store is open Saturday afternoon…”

    Sarah had assured him that she was, and that the jeweler, who also lived in Brooklyn, should let the Frenchman know that she would be taking the ferry out to see him in the late afternoon.

    She had actually been given hope that someone could help her. The fact that he was available on her day off was one of the many things that had made today seem so miraculous—right up until she had found the padlock on her door.

    Sarah hadn't visited Brooklyn since the disastrous events at the bridge, but part of her was quite excited to return. She had never ridden the ferry across the East River before, and even that journey was something she was quite looking forward to.

    After giving it a final squeeze, Sarah placed the metal heart back into the suitcase and pulled out the leather-bound notebook. She ran her fingers over the image of a magnifying glass that had been embossed into the cover.

    The journal had belonged to the Sleuth, and for the most part the notes in the book were as cryptic as Wickham himself had been. But it was the final scribble that she had spent hours poring over since she had lifted the book from the Automaton's shattered body: “Section 106—Darby had made Sarah's dream come true. Alexander lied.”

    Sarah had found a note in her father's closet with the same reference, and the Sleuth had clearly taken that clue and uncovered something more about it. Sarah frowned as she once again realized that she would never see Wickham or Darby ever again…The shocking feelings of loss that came with the remembrance of their passing came less frequently now than they had, but the feelings had yet to diminish. In fact, their infrequency made them all the more intense.

    She supposed that soon enough they would fade, and her memories of the old men would be like those of her mother—faded faces and a longing ache for a world that she could never return to.

    Written in the pages above the note were a number of other cryptic scribbles including addresses and references to the Automaton's “ascendency.” She knew that Darby had intended for the mechanical man to take over as leader of the Paragons after his death, and it was her father's own ambitions that had led to Tom's downfall and eventual destruction.

    And somewhere out in the world there was still the unsolved mystery of what had become of the Automaton's other body. It had been the theft of that device from Darby's lab that triggered the events that had shattered Sarah's life.

    A commotion in the corridor broke her concentration. She put the book back into the case and closed it before she stood up and walked to the apartment door. When she flung it open she found, as she had suspected, Mr. Grieves standing in the hallway. He had changed out of his robes and was wearing something almost respectable enough to be called clothing.

    He was still stooped over, and obviously worse for wear from having dragged himself up three flights of stairs. He had collected the open padlocks on his way up, and they sat on the floor nearby.

    Sarah tried to make herself look threatening. “What do you want?”

    “I want you out of this building, trollop,” he replied, shaking a fist at her.

    “Well, I'm not leaving. I've paid up through the middle of the month. That's this next Thursday, and it's mine until then, no matter what either you or Mrs. Brooks have to say about it.”

    “And you'll have to take it up with the old lady. She's tougher than me, I can tell you that. But in the meantime I'll have my key ring back.”

    Sarah slammed the door shut without a word and went to the kitchen counter. The key ring was sitting there, and Sarah unscrewed the bolt and began to pull off the padlock keys, letting them clatter onto the table one by one.

    When she had cleared them off the ring, Sarah closed it up again and opened the door. Grieves was standing right outside, and she was startled slightly to find him staring directly at her. “Here you go, Mr. Grieves.”

    He closed one eye so that he could get a better look at what it was that she had just handed to him. “You've stolen my…”

    Sarah gave him a glare, and he scowled in return. “God will damn you for your wicked ways, Susan Standish.”

    Sarah tried not to smile when he said the false name she now lived under. She was fairly sure that pretending to be someone else was a damnable offense all by itself. But she had been to church often enough to know that no matter how grave her offenses, redemption still remained open to her.

    “Give them back,” Grieves said, holding up the ring and dangling it at her.

    “I know that there are other girls in this building who would be equally upset to discover that Mrs. Brooks had an attack of extreme piety in the name of profit. I'm keeping them safe so she won't have to embarrass herself with an explanation.” The shocked look on Mr. Grieves's face was, she had to admit, rather gratifying.

    He stared at her, and then turned around. “Hellion, sinner,” he muttered to himself. “Whore!” he spat out loud enough for her to hear. “We'll see what's what!”

    “That's as may be,” she yelled after him, “but I'd better not find another lock on my door when I return, or I'll be coming after you for those keys as well.”

    Sarah shut the door and slid the bolt closed. Her heart was beating hard in her chest, almost as forcefully as it had been after she'd faced Lord Eschaton and her father in the park.

    She reached into her bag and pulled out the battered copy of the Louisa May Alcott book she had purchased from a street vendor on her way home. It was one she had read previously, and not one of her favorite stories, but at least it was something familiar, with a simple, bright view of the world that she could most definitely use at that moment.

    “And the sun is still out,” she said to herself as she opened the book and sat down in her kitchen chair. She might as well relax when she could. After all, tomorrow had every chance in the world of being worse than today.
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    Although Nathaniel had already been somewhat impressed by the drawings and photographs that had accompanied his application, seeing King Jupiter in the flesh was still something to behold. The man was not only staggeringly tall, standing a few inches over six feet, he was also massive. His body seemed to have been constructed from something even more dense than flesh.

    The costume that he wore was primarily purple, sewn from finely spun silk that had been woven with a golden thread that seemed to shimmer even in the cloudy light. The main portion of it had been constructed to form a single piece that buttoned down the back and sides in a close-fitting manner, along with a series of straps and panels that gave the whole thing a slight Oriental feeling as well.

    The front was low cut, clearly intended to show off the muscles of his physique. They were insanely large, built up to almost comical proportions. At the neck, a collar sprouted up and back, circling his head in a manner that mimicked the hopelessly old-fashioned Regency style. But beyond that, it was covered with some kind of rich animal fur, and it gave him a sort of lion's mane, making him appear almost ludicrously regal.

    As if that wasn't enough, sitting on the top of his head was a golden circlet, clearly intended to be a crown. Hanging down in front of it was a mask, also formed from gold, that completely covered his face. And at the bottom of it, carved into the metal, were rows of stylized ringlets. Nathaniel recognized them from ceremonial beards that had been used to denote royalty in ancient Mesopotamia. He had seen them when Mr. Stanton had taken him and Sarah to the American Museum of Natural History, years ago.

    He smiled at the realization that the long, dull hours spent gaining an education were occasionally useful, just as his teachers had always told him they would be.

    But there was, thought Nathaniel, something very wrong with the color of the man's skin. “Are you a negro, sir?” he blurted out, earning a harsh stare of rebuke from the Industrialist.

    “We've barely even given him a chance to introduce himself, and already you're questioning the man's racial heritage?” Alexander shook his head and sighed. “I must apologize for the boy's rudeness, sir.”

    King Jupiter laughed. “No no, it's quite all right. The color of my flesh is something I've had to live with for a long time now.” He lifted off his crown, revealing a bald head underneath. “I'm not embarrassed by it anymore.” Like the rest of him, the skin was the color of black smoke, his eyes pure white. The features of his face were broad and heavy like someone of Saxon descent.

    He walked up to the table and placed the golden crown in front of Nathaniel. “And the answer to your question young man, is no.” His wide smile revealed a row of teeth that shone out so brightly against the darkness of his skin they seemed to glow, “I am not a negroid. My family was French aristocracy. The Revolution forced them to relocate to the United States or face the end of their bloodline by guillotine.”

    So much for his theories of Germanic heritage…Nathaniel looked at the headpiece. It was enormous. He reached out a hand to touch it, and then stopped. “Do you mind?”

    Jupiter shook his head. “Not at all. Feel free.”

    When Nathaniel wrapped his hand around the metal circlet, it was warm to the touch. He lifted it up to feel the weight of it. “That's real gold, isn't it? It's heavy.” And it was clearly too big to fit on his head.

    “Shakespeare said, ‘Heavy is the head that wears the crown.' But to be honest, you quickly get used to it.”

    Nathaniel looked up into his eyes, and the man held his gaze easily. He had to admit that even if Jupiter might not be a real king, he had the natural charisma of royalty—and the bloodline! “So then the color of your skin has something to do with the origin of your miraculous powers.”

    “If I may say so, you're as clever as I've been told, Mr. Winthorp.” King Jupiter stepped back a few feet and pulled off one of his thick purple gloves. Revealing the dark hand underneath, he held it out for Nathaniel to examine—the fingernails were moon white. “As you can see, my skin is normally gray in color, except for my eyes, teeth, and nails.” He took his index finger and pressed it into the exposed skin on his chest. As he did so, white lines began to radiate outward from around his fingertip, creating an aura of crackling light. “But I can actually gather the energy under my skin, which turns it white.” He pressed harder, and the field began to grow in size. “Until recently, I have to admit, it all came with unpredictable and rather painful results.”

    He slowly lifted up his finger, and as he drew it away, the energy jumped out from his flesh, crackling back and forth between his fingertip and the surface of his skin. But at the same time the circle was growing smaller, clearly being consumed by the sparks. “Over time I've begun to learn how to draw out and manipulate the energy.” He moved his entire hand in a waving motion, and more white energy leapt out from his chest, turning his fingers entirely white and leaving behind a black spot on his torso.

    He held out his hand for Nathaniel to view once again. Now it had turned white from the tips of his fingers down to the middle of his palm. “Having discovered these new abilities, my natural instinct was to explore how to channel them.” He clenched his hand into a fist and squeezed it so tightly that it began to shake. White lines climbed up his arm until the entire limb had changed to a bright white, as if it were being lit from within.

    “And seeing their power I wanted to know if I could do more than simply move the energy around within myself.” As he pulled his fingers apart, lines of light danced between them, riding up and down like a Jacob's ladder. “Perhaps I could find a way to move it outside of my body, and use it in more interesting ways.”

    When he clenched his fingers, the energy crackled around the outside of his fist. He turned to face the blackened bush that the Hydraulic-man had ignited earlier. “With practice I began to discover that it is not only desire, but intent that allows me to control the lightning within my body.”

    King Jupiter knit his brow into a look of intense concentration, then he flung out his arm, releasing a blinding arc of lightning that leapt from his fingers to the bush. Nathaniel's eyes shut reflexively from the bright spark. When he opened them again, the shrubbery was once again on fire.

    “No one likes that plant,” Hughes said dryly.

    The Industrialist was leaning back in his chair, and Nathaniel knew the next two words that his step-father was going to say before he even opened his mouth. He had heard them many times, growing up in the Stanton household. “Impressive,” and then the caveat that always followed. “But,” he said drawing out the word, “does it always take that long for you to be able to do that?”

    “At first it did, but not anymore.” He held up his hand in the air. The light was climbing up his arm into his hand, and the white lines rapidly snaking upwards filled the entire limb in a matter of seconds. “Since those early days of discovery I've begun to perfect my control.”

    King Jupiter whipped his arm forward to let loose another blinding bolt. This time a loud cracking sound followed the white light, and even with his eyes closed, Nathaniel could see the outlines of the flashing bolts of power.

    When he opened them again, he saw that the bush had disappeared entirely. Only the stump remained, burning like a sad candle.

    King Jupiter put his hand back down at his side. “I hope that proves there is at least one way that I might be an asset to the mighty Paragons.”

    Grüsser clapped his hands together. “A lightning man! I have never seen der like.”

    “Nor I,” said Hughes. There was some enthusiasm in his voice, but it was hard to discern it from sarcasm in his tone. “You are a genuine marvel of the modern age.”

    Jupiter took a small bow. “Thank you very much.”

    Alexander looked down at the papers on his desk. “You've told us that the origin of your powers is related to your abilities, but your application doesn't mention where these miraculous powers have come from.”

    “No sir, it does not.”

    Nathaniel leaned forward now. “Would you care to enlighten us?”

    There was a grim smile on his face. “It's an interesting story, I'll admit, but not one I'm planning on revealing to anyone today.”

    Stanton stood before he spoke. “You do understand that, if you are allowed to join us, we will be trusting you with our very lives. Certainly you can see how important it will be for us to know everything possible about the abilities of our allies? We must determine how they can provide us with both strengths and weaknesses.”

    “Yes, I can see how you might think that I wish to keep secrets from you, but it's not that.” He coughed deeply to clear his throat. “It's simply that I have made promises to other men that I would not reveal their secrets. It is not myself that I'm protecting, but others who might be harmed.”

    “Hmmmph,” Hughes interjected. “That seems highly convenient to me.”

    “Oh, leave him alone,” Nathaniel said. “I'm sure that when it comes down to it, King Jupiter will tell us everything. You have all kept enough secrets from me.”

    “All right then,” the Industrialist said, flipping over a page. “Your skin is supposedly ‘impervious to most ordinary objects' and ‘much like stone.' That all sounds very good, but just how impervious are you?”

    “Am I impervious to bullets? Is that what you're asking?”

    Alexander looked up at him. “There's no need to keep trying to second-guess my meanings, King Jupiter. Just answering the questions as I ask them will be fine.”

    “I'm sorry, Industrialist, but it's a question I've pondered myself. Perhaps a practical demonstration would be in order. I would be honored if you would participate…” He held out his hand palm-up and then flipped it over to point at the open space nearby. “If you don't mind.”

    “Not at all,” Stanton replied, standing up.

    Nathaniel got a sudden queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. He didn't like where this was going. As far as he was concerned, King Jupiter had been behaving as a perfect gentleman, and Alexander Stanton seemed intent on proving himself to be a perfect ass. “Is this necessary?”

    “Yes, I think it is.”

    “We'll need your weapons,” Jupiter informed him.

    The Industrialist's gun was slung over the back of his chair. Stanton picked it up and slid the harness on over his shoulders in a single, smooth motion.

    He walked out from behind the philosopher's table and faced off against King Jupiter. “I assume that this was what you had in mind?” he said, holding up his gun.

    Jupiter nodded as he began to open the buttons on the side of his costume, revealing more of the gray skin of his chest underneath.

    “These aren't normal bullets.”

    “I would hope not,” the gray man replied.

    “And I can select the strength of my shots, within reason.”

    “Then I ask you pick something rational.” The smile vanished from Jupiter's lips as he stared straight at Alexander. “As long as your goal is to test me, not to try to kill me.”

    “Quite right, sir.” Alexander lifted up a leather flap on his belt. Revealing a dial underneath of it, he twisted it to the left. When he was done, he raised up his gun and pointed it directly at the gray man. “Are you ready?”

    Nathaniel wanted to believe that King Jupiter had superhuman powers, but the idea that he could actually stop bullets with his flesh was utterly preposterous. But the man had suggested Stanton shoot at him…

    “Are you ready?” Alexander asked again. As much as he wanted to stop what was clearly about to be an execution, Nathaniel found himself so excited by the prospect that the other man could actually survive a close-range attack from the Industrialist's weapon that he couldn't bring himself to move or speak.

    For better or worse, the Paragons had, up until now, been primarily composed of men who used technology to augment their natural gifts. There had been a few villains with unexplainable abilities, and even heroes who claimed powers beyond mortal men, but if King Jupiter could do what he claimed, their world was about to change irrevocably.

    King Jupiter's head was bowed in concentration, and on his chest there was a circle of white that began to grow bright and larger.

    The Industrialist flexed his fingers and brought the gun to bear with a steady hand. “I asked if you're ready.”

    “Just another moment,” Jupiter said with the sound of strain in his voice.

    “You're either bulletproof or you aren't.”

    “Maybe…I just want…to give you a better…target,” he grunted through gritted teeth.

    “Alexander,” Hughes interjected, “I think that we've taken this quite far enough.”

    Stanton didn't turn his head as he spoke, his eyes remaining fixed on his target. “I'm grateful for your opinion, William, but while I'm still the leader of the Society of Paragons, I believe that the final decision rests in my hands.” A bead of sweat trickled out from underneath the Industrialist's mask and ran down his face.

    “Are you ready now?” the Industrialist asked again, louder this time.

    Nathaniel found himself swallowing hard as Jupiter looked up at them and lifted his right arm straight up into the air. His chest was pure white now, pulsing around the edges where it frayed off into lines of light. “Yes!”

    The gun fired with a crack and a puff of steam. An instant later there was an explosion of light that filled the courtyard as a bolt of lightning shot up toward the sky from King Jupiter's outstretched hand.

    This time Nathaniel hadn't closed his eyes quickly enough, and for a moment there was no color in the world, just a blinding contrast of pure white and the darkest black.

    As the echo died off, it left behind a stunned silence as everyone blinked away the images that had been painted onto their eyes.

    The quiet was broken by a rumbling sound that came up from King Jupiter's massive body. When it stopped, he dropped down to his knees as if someone had cut invisible strings holding his shoulders up. Slowly he brought his arms up over his head, and tipped forward onto the ground.

    Nathaniel half rose from his chair, but the Industrialist had covered the distance before he could finish getting up. The rumbling started again, and, clearly concerned, Stanton knelt down in front of him as the sound grew louder. “Are you all right, sir?”

    Jupiter lifted up his head to reveal a smile and the fact that the sound had been the beginnings of laughter. “Yes. Quite all right!”

    Alexander rose up and took a step back, as if King Jupiter's good humor was some kind of infectious disease. “Good God, man, I thought I'd killed you!”

    The gray man rose to his knees. “No,” he tried but failed to stifle his whoops. “I feel totally alive!” He exhaled heavily and wiped his brow.

    Finally getting his humor under control, King Jupiter continued, “I had a theory that I might be able to channel the energy of a bullet from movement into electricity.”

    “Wunderbar!” said Grüsser with a clap.

    “What are you talking about?” Alexander snapped.

    “Amazing!” Nathaniel said. “You hit him at point-blank range with a bullet, and he didn't move an inch! All its power was transformed into lightning!”

    King Jupiter held his hand out toward Alexander. “The boy seems convinced, but what do you say? Will you let me join?”

    “I say,” Alexander sounded angry, and then he paused. Nathaniel knew just how stubborn he could be…

    Stanton took a moment to look at his fellow Paragons. “I can see that I'd be outvoted, no matter what I thought.” He reached out and lifted the man's hand up into the air, “So I say, welcome King Jupiter, the newest member of the Society of Paragons!”
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    Emilio slouched down into the hard wooden seat, his thumbnail jammed between his front teeth. He was surrounded by dozens of people, but his gaze was fixed on a single spot on the linoleum floor in front of him where a piece of it had worn away. “Perchè qui?” he mumbled to himself.
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