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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE CAVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The skittering woke him. Forced Thane’s eyes open to see the cave, silver in the Pacific ocean moonlight. Thane held his breath, that act alone almost too much effort, and waited for the sound to come again. The scratching on the cave stones had an animal’s telltale signs, a creature’s spastic motions; searching. The scratch’s lightness, too, said the animal wouldn’t be a threat, would, quite possibly, be food. And Thane could use food.

      He’d done it again.

      Thane knew why he lay on the cavern’s floor, why his throat burned from thirst and his flimsy muscles ached from disuse. The reason why, back when the Paragons had left him in a cold north prison for decades, the staff kept him on a rigid routine. Kept him stimulated, if only so much. Kept Thane plied with pacifying drugs that fogged his mind and prevented him from going too deep down inside himself.

      That’s where Thane was now, rerunning the choices that had brought him to this moment and pursuing their infinite branching paths for a better present than the one currently killing him.

      The scratches came again. A shadow shifted, then shot across the cave’s floor towards . . . yes. Thane moved his eyes, scraped his limp cheek along the rocks to see the source of the noise heading right at its predecessor’s bones, piled where Thane had left them. Slight meaty bits clung to the little white sticks, morsels Thane’s tongue hadn’t been able to scrape away.

      What might be too small for him could, though, serve as bait for something larger.

      The shadow approached the pile and caught the moon’s full light, revealing a squat little rat nibbling its way through the remnants. The creature served as a lifeline, a focus that Thane could grab, could use to pull himself out from the dark pits where his mind had gone. Something here, now, to focus on.

      Real. Physical.

      The rat’s possibility did Thane some good. He breathed again, easily this time. Feeling came back to his fingers and toes with the sparkling sensation of limbs left fallow for too long. An ordinary person, a normal, might have lost them entirely. As it was, Thane had to clench his own throat to keep him from groaning at the pleasure-pain as his body came back to actual life. It had been decades since he’d gone this far, and his body ached with the challenge.

      Creaks and cracks rattled his bones, sent tremors along refreshed nerves, and all along Thane held his focus. On the rat, and everything the rat had that Thane did not.

      The vermin had freedom, for one. It could go where it liked, at least within the limitations of its abilities. No need to worry about drones, or laws, only predators. The rat, too, could eat what it liked. No cooking here, no standards to cling to in order to be civilized. Its fur could could be dirty, its little teeth coated in plaque, and still the rat would be a rat and accepted as such. Thane, though, had been cast out of his society for . . . reasons that didn’t matter here.

      Stay on the rat. Use it.

      Twist it.

      How happy it looked, tugging on gristle that might have come from its own brother. How foul a creature. The rat perverted life. It deserved to die, more than Thane ever would. But who could deliver this just punishment on the rat? Who was here, in this cave, and capable of doing such a thing?

      He could. And he would.

      Thane burst up. Scrabbled towards the rat, arms and legs strong and kicking him forward. Thane reached out as the rat tried to scamper away, the tiny thing no match for anomaly-powered speed, reflex, muscle. It didn’t manage a single squeak before its end, before Thane devoured it in a single, massive bite, spitting out the bones as he worked through the snack.

      Thane wheeled around the cave, hunting, sniffing. The rat had been alone, yes, but there were other scents on the air. Close.

      Bending his three meter frame, Thane shot towards the cave’s hillside entrance, away from the ocean cliffs. His shoulders brushed and broke rock, the sharp edges leaving the tiniest scratches on vein-bristled skin.

      Thane’s feet crushed loose stones, ground leaves and other debris to dust. Through it all, Thane kept loosing rat bones like tiny rockets, spit flying everywhere. The rat had done little for his hunger, and for the first time in days, Thane demanded food.

      Outside the cave’s entrance, a ridged black-rock portal revealed its origin as a long-cooled lava burst, the ground sloped away under a thick fern forest. Their gray-scale fronds drifted in the nighttime breeze to a cadence beyond Thane’s comprehension or caring as he tore out into the moonlight, following his nose, his eyes, and every other sense sending him towards a back-pedaling human.

      A small, younger man, the human held a sharpened stick with skeletal hands on a gaunt frame, a scraggly beard leading to eyes that, despite his whole wild, ragged look, held some intelligence.

      Not that Thane cared. Food was food, and he would eat this one just as he had the rat. The man shoved a pointed stick towards Thane, who grabbed the weapon, tore it away and snapped it. He discarded the pieces and gave the man a spit-filled roar for good measure.

      The food, his face in terror’s frozen mask, stuck a hand towards Thane, and the monster’s head jerked to the side, pushed by a strong, sudden wind. The man punched at nothing again and Thane’s ankles slid, the arm reaching for his target blew out wide as gusts swept from nowhere to throw the monster aside.

      But the monster was nothing if not adaptable. Snarling all the while, Thane turned back to his prey, dug in his large feet, and when the man’s furious pumping shot wind into Thane’s body, the beast didn’t move.

      Yelping, the man tried to run, flailing gusts behind him as Thane gave chase and, with a lunge through the leaves, snatched the man’s trailing leg. Thane pulled his catch back, lifted him up and dangled the man upside down.

      Where to bite first?

      “I can help you!” the man yelled, eyes wide and rolling. “Don’t kill me!”

      Help? Thane leaned in, sniffed the man. Fear’s sharp scent filled Thane’s nose, frosted with unwashed stench and dirt. The man looked foul and starved. Like prey, nothing more.

      “I saw when she dropped you,” the man continued, voice finding a level footing at a pitch near a squeak. “That you’re still alive means you’re strong! Strong enough to get away, maybe!”

      Away? Away was the ocean, and the murderous drones. The food was right here. Thane held the man closer. Opened his mouth wide.

      “You’re not the only one that wants Mynx dead!”

      That name. Thane stopped, teeth pressing into the man’s arm. Mynx. That name he knew, and knew well. She was his real prey, not this one. Because Mynx had been the first to betray him, the first to call Thane a monster rather than a Paragon. She had built his prison. She had caused him so much pain . . .

      Thane dropped the man without realizing it, his arms too weak to hold him up anymore. Shrinking back to sanity, to the strength of a normal man. Aches returned with the reversion, and Thane traced those pains and understood them, grasped where he was, and turned to the groveling, crying body at his feet.

      “Get up,” Thane said, forming words instead of spitting them. “I’m not going to kill you.”

      The man froze, cutting off another panicked sob. On his knees, hands gripping the thin soil above the black rock, the man looked up at a much shorter, thinner Thane.

      “The beast is back in his closet,” Thane continued. “He’ll stay there until I need him.”

      The man waited for an offered hand that never came. Without his anger’s haze, Thane parsed the anomaly with an analytical eye.

      Gaunt, yes, and ridden with dirt and, no doubt, disease, but Thane could see wiry strength there too. Someone who’d been at the bottom for a long time and learned to live with it, survive on what he could scrounge. Who traded dignity like any other resource, and knew when hugging the ground counted for more than standing on it.

      “Sook,” the man said, finally rising on his own. He stood a little taller than Thane now, but that did nothing to erase the lingering fear in those eyes. “That’s my name.”

      “I gathered.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “You don’t know?”

      Thane’s record had been widely established. The sort of legend that makes it everywhere, in every language. The unstoppable beast that, when not on a rampage, turned into the Paragon’s fountain of knowledge. Then again, he’d been in that prison for a long time. Perhaps the world did not care to learn about him anymore.

      “Case you haven’t noticed,” Sook said. “We’re kind of isolated out here. Don’t read the news.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah. All the other anomalies on the island. Most of’em are a bunch of jerks, which is why I’m out here, looking for you. But there’s plenty of us.”

      Thane had seen smoke, but tracing a little plume into the sky to an anomaly horde was a leap he hadn’t thought to make. He’d assumed this island would be home to a scant few anomalies like him, but the Paragons may have gone soft since he’d been imprisoned. What would have once earned a summary execution from Aegis’s fist might now mean a lifetime sentence here instead.

      Gathering anomalies in one place would be dangerous, though. You never knew how their abilities would work together.

      Maybe Mynx thought the anomalies would handle her executions themselves.

      “Are you all right?” Sook said. “You’re, uh, shrinking.”

      Not shrinking, exactly. Shriveling would be the better word. Stop. He was doing it again, chasing ideas and playing them to conclusions.

      Thane faltered, his right leg suddenly unwilling to keep him upright on the slope. Sook reached out, grabbed Thane’s arm and steadied him.

      “It’s a problem,” Thane said, and tried to focus again. If he found the reason he’d been dumped here, a betrayal by the Paragons, their unwillingness to see him for who he was, he could bring back enough strength. “I will fix it.”

      The thought worked, pressing energy into his legs, his body, and Thane grew again, but he kept it in check this time. Leveled the hatred to a simmering bubble while keeping his mind clear.

      “What are you?” Sook asked.

      “Thane is who I am,” the anomaly replied. “As for what I am,” Thane looked around, at the cloudless, star- and moon-lit sky, the waving plants and endless black ocean on the horizon. “I suppose I am this island’s new master.”

      Sook laughed. “New master? Buddy, there’s already too many masters of this island. You’re a little late to get a spot.”

      Thane reached out, put his hand on Sook’s throat. The man stopped his laugh, froze.

      “I spent too many years under the rule of lesser leaders,” Thane said slow, even. “No more. You say there are others on this island? Then you will lead me to them. They will join us, and together we will find our way out of this prison, and give the Paragons the end they deserve.”

      Sook gulped.

      “Do you agree?” Thane said, loosening his grip ever so slightly.

      Sook nodded.

      “Good. Then we start when the sun rises. We will not keep the new world waiting.”
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            KNOCK KNOCK

          

        

      

    

    
      She ran the tests without opening her eyes. Flexed her legs, her arms, turned her neck back and forth, and felt nothing. For the first time in the week since she’d fought Calvin in the scrapyard, Kat wasn’t sore, wasn’t bruised, and wasn’t sick from the thick cold she’d caught while duking it out in a frigid night. Couple a healthy body with a bed she’d spent far too much reps on, and Kat felt like she could lie there all day. She’d feel a little lazy, because Kat had done pretty much nothing all week long, but why not? Hadn’t she earned it?

      Nearly dying deserved some time off.

      A thick, slobbering tongue smacked Kat’s face, left a dripping line along her cheek. Hot breathe lathered her, and paws pressed her shoulders into the mattress as Seeker, Kat’s husky, attacked. She’d made a mistake, given a sign she was awake. A critical error.

      “Seeker, stop it,” Kat said with no enthusiasm and less force. “I’m trying to sleep.”

      She earned another lick for her troubles. Kat squirmed, tried to put forth a minimum effort to get Seeker off without opening her eyes and giving in to the day, but the dog didn’t move.

      “Tap, tell Seeker to leave me alone,” Kat said.

      “Seeker, bad dog. Not cool.” Tap, her apartment’s A.I. said. “Let her sleep. Not chill to wake someone up on the weekend, dog.”

      The surfer bro theme. The laconic attitude reminded her of golden beaches and sweltering sun, everything Chicago did not have on a February weekend. Seeker, though, obeyed Tap as well as he did Kat, and continued slobbering away. At a certain point the dog crossed the licking threshold and, sensing her time in bed had reached its end, Kat rolled herself away from Seeker, sitting up and pushing her chestnut hair out of her eyes.

      Another gray day in the midwestern winter, going by the window to her left. What a shocker.

      “Tap, the usual,” Kat said, holding a finger up towards Seeker, now down on the floor but looking like he might resume his assault at any moment. “If you jump up here, Seeker, I’m not getting you anything.”

      The ‘usual’, a spread from a nearby third-shift diner, came with fried eggs, rye toast, and random fruits the place had available. A delivery drone dropped it in the package slot outside Kat’s window not long after Tap placed the order. Just enough time for Kat to pull on some clothes, splash some water on her face, and start the coffee brewing. With a kitchen not much larger than her closet and a stove-top that preferred shorting out to heating up, Kat took the easy way out and boarded the take-out train.

      It helped that the diner always threw in spare bacon for Seeker, who munched on the charred pork with gleeful, teeth-snapping happiness. Kat envied the dog’s endless joy, as she picked at her own food over the coffee table from her couch. A leathery thing long since banished to doggy doom, the couch cushions remained comforting, and gave prime viewing to the massive monitor serving as Kat’s work and entertainment. Right now, as the creeping clock went past mid-morning, she had Tap scrolling through her messages, reading the interesting ones and deleting the rest.

      Not that there were many these days. The Paragons were still a giant mess. Ever since that video came out, the one that seemed to show Aegis dying—a horror Kat refused to really believe—the Paragons in Chicago seemed leaderless. Nobody posted new anomaly contracts in the region, and the Paragons themselves answered her calls with pre-programmed messages stating things were being dealt with, not to worry. While Kat could afford to wait, given all the anomalies she’d traced already who kept churning out reps for her, other trackers weren’t so fortunate. They responded by littering message boards with increasingly panicked calls for work. It’d only been a week, but apparently people in her profession didn’t keep much saved away.

      Then again, given the likelihood you’d die in this business, maybe it made more sense to spend for the moment than save for the future.

      “Hey Kat,” Tap said after concluding another boring message extolling the tracker to update her beneficiaries in case of an untimely demise. Like she had any. “Just gonna say, you might wanna pay attention to this next one. It’s from someone you might care about.”

      Tap’s sun-drenched tone hid the under-the-hood calculations pretty well—Kat had no doubt the ‘someone you might care about’ line came from knowing everyone Kat bothered to contact through her computer—but she perked up from her breakfast’s dwindling remnants and watched the screen as Tap pulled up the words.

      “Hey Kat,” Tap read, his surf voice ill-suited to Gordon Holyoak’s midwestern lingo. “I know you might not care, but I’m getting out of the hospital today. Guess they think I won’t die anymore, which is nice. But, uh, I don’t know anyone else in town that would bother to show up and help get me to where I’m staying till I’m ready to get back to it. Do you think you could? I’ll even buy you dinner. Not that it’d be enough to cover what I owe you, but, if you’re around at four, think you could? And thanks, Kat. Thanks for everything.”

      Gordon. Able to pack so much sincerity into a paragraph, and so much callous ignorance into every other part of his life. Kat stared at the words, then told Tap to send a reply.

      “Hey Gordon. Glad to hear you’re not a corpse. Yeah, I’ll get there at four. If you’re up for dinner, you better believe we’re going to the most expensive place that’ll take a man in a hospital gown. See you soon, Kat.”

      Tap zapped the message away.

      Too harsh? Nah. Kat finished her breakfast, drumming up excuses for her curt reply and why it was so very justified. Gordon had shown up in Chicago a little more than a week ago, roping trackers into chasing after a dangerous anomaly without telling them anything about Calvin. That the anomaly could take anything he touched and transmute it through his body into something else. A concrete wall could be shifted into flying stone spears. Air could be shoved into glass, blowing it into shards. Alcohol could be sucked—Kat’s stomach churned at the memory—from a beer and sent right into someone’s blood, instantly toxic.

      Nobody died, but Gordon found himself perforated by ice inside his own body, damage Kat didn’t even notice—the medic that’d picked Gordon up told her after she’d reached out, trying to find out if Gordon was still alive. As for Calvin, he’d been traced, picked up by a Paragon drone and taken to wherever the dangerous anomalies go before they’re released as loyal servants or, failing that, imprisoned somewhere. Those were details Kat didn’t want to know about.

      Why blunt enthusiasm for a career that already suffered from more problems than solutions?

      Anyway, now Kat had a plan for the day. Review her rep accounts. Take Seeker for a long walk. Find something for lunch after. Get downtown by four. Either Gordon would be up for dinner, or she’d drop him off at whatever place he’d be using to recover, and from there who knew. Odds looked good for a night in, with something warm to drink and something happy on the screen while Kat waited for another anomaly that needed capturing to pop up on the board.

      Given the chaos enveloping Atlantis in the wake of Aegis’s death, Kat felt a little strange to have a schedule so clear. As if she ought to be out in the streets fighting for . . . something. But, aside from the drones swarming the skies in huge numbers, the city around her hadn’t changed. In the last week, the streets had the same crowds, the restaurants served the same food, and if she picked up a few nervous whispers, noticed the regulars at Carver’s drinking more than before, that wasn’t too scary.

      The Paragons had the strongest, smartest anomalies on the planet. They’d figure out how to keep on going.

      “How about that walk?” Kat said to Seeker, dropping the breakfast trash down her chute to the building’s waste-to-energy incinerator. In a way, by eating disposable containers, Kat powered the building. How noble. “I need to stretch my legs, and you need to burn off your crazy.”

      Seeker agreed, grabbing his leash from the hanger near the door. Kat slipped on her boots, clipped the leash to the dog, and was in the middle of her did-I-forget-anything look around when someone pounded on the door. The heavy, fist-banging sound had Kat lunging for her desk and the secondary stun gun she kept holstered to the desk’s bottom side in a concession to paranoia.

      “Tap? Who’s there?” Kat asked, keeping the gun leveled at the door.

      “Haven’t seen this dude before,” Tap replied. “I can scan your records and find a match? Have to say though, he looks like he’s having a rough time.”

      “Any weapons?”

      “Nope.”

      “Seeker, stay,” Kat said, then opened the door.

      Standing there, blood dripping from a big, oval stain around his stomach, was the very same anomaly that’d put Gordon in the hospital a week ago, that’d nearly killed Kat at the same time. Sweat shone on his midnight skin, and while Calvin had upgraded his clothes from his old rags, the new ones already bore rips, stains and scars. If the past seven days had been a whole lotta nothin’ for Kat, Calvin had been catching much worse.

      “Please,” Calvin said. “They’re going to kill me.”

      Kat took a step back. Seeker growled.

      “Who?”

      “The Elementals.”

      Oh. Shit.
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            RESTART

          

        

      

    

    
      The loudest clock ticked in his mind.

      Zhan-Yo heard every second as he lifted a finger and parted a sliver in the construction plastic coating the glassless window in the unfinished tower. The plastic fogged the late morning’s light, and if Zhan-Yo had to spend any more of his day in the dark, he might very well lose his mind. Camping out among exposed wires and steel beams was far from the glorious revolution that Zhan-Yo expected, and the new world’s presumed leader spent his hours watching his breath steam as he typed encrypted messages on his Tama.

      The wrist-worn computer chirped with the thought, sending Zhan-Yo’s eyes to a new note’s blinking contents. Another status update from Wexley, no doubt as disappointing as the last several dozen. Promises had been made, had been catalyzed when Zhan-Yo drove his sword into Aegis and ended the Paragon’s invincible leader. Yet, grateful companies and citizens failed to appear.

      In the immediate hours after releasing the assassination’s video, Chicago’s streets remained calm, pods ferrying shoppers and diners and daters to their various ends. Perhaps with more tension, perhaps with a little fear and confusion, but a revolution? The end of days?

      Promises had been made, and they had not been kept. Ziran, Zhan-Yo’s company and the world’s largest communications provider, found itself besieged without allies. When other companies failed to declare their allegiance, when citizen groups who’d called into Zhan-Yo’s meetings and accepted his terms, stayed silent, Zhan-Yo had to change course. In what now felt like a psychotic episode, Zhan-Yo dealt away his responsibilities, fortune, and power to those around him with plausible deniability.

      A Ziran standing alone would be destroyed, and if Ziran died, then any hope would die with it. Thus, Ziran had to be preserved.

      So now, in hiding and at the utter mercy of the people he used to command, Zhan-Yo subsisted on a paltry diet of news and whatever Rhimes, his new bodyguard and handler, happened to bring up the sole working elevator. His bed had gone from goose down, fluffed comfort to a hard sleeping bag spread across the smooth concrete floor. A beautiful apartment where Zhan-Yo could watch the sun rise had been replaced by a new tower growing in Chicago’s downtown, with scaffolding and plaster his companions. Zhan-Yo had often said, had often thought that he could survive without the luxuries his life had given him, and yet, this was damned difficult.

      A chime came from the elevator, too cheery for this place, letting Zhan-Yo know that Rhimes had come back. With food, hopefully. Zhan-Yo settled back in his chair, the plastic legs scraping against the cement floor, as Rhimes emerged with a big bag smelling like grease and garlic. Rhimes himself had a small frame, packed over with a heavy winter jacket, faux fur poofing from the sleeves and neck. Brown gloves to match the jacket, dark jeans, and beneath it all, Zhan-Yo knew, shoulder holsters with lethal weapons so far from legal that Rhimes would spend his life rotting away in a Paragon prison if they ever caught him.

      “Did you find anything good?” Zhan-Yo said.

      “Same old garbage.” Rhimes grinned, set the bag down and began pulling out the sandwiches, long subs laden with still-steaming toppings.

      His earned decades meant Zhan-Yo probably shouldn’t have been eating stuff like this, packed with fats and other junk, day after day, but being wanted had a way of putting problems into proper contexts. Zhan-Yo had ditched the cigarettes, though, on Rhime’s recommendation. If the Paragons searched Zhan-Yo’s apartment, they would find the ash trays, the burns on the walls, and tell the drones to look for the smell. Smokers were rare enough in the city that an idle puff might pull in the wrong attention. Greasy sandwiches, though, wouldn’t give Zhan-Yo away, so he tore into the meal with gnashing gusto.

      “How is it out there?” Zhan-Yo said, a question that could be about the weather, but Rhimes knew better.

      “Getting better,” Rhimes said. “Nobody’s that nervous anymore. Too many drones for anything to go wrong, even if the Paragons are still confused.” Rhimes caught Zhan-Yo’s sigh and shrugged. “Sorry, man. Your revolution isn’t going to come from the streets.”

      No doubt. Aegis was supposed to be the spark, but apparently his death hadn’t been enough. The old Zhan-Yo would have waited, decided popular sentiment meant curling back up in his office tower and running Ziran like any other business, biding time until something else appeared. The new one, though, the one leaning over a space heater in a chilly construct, didn’t have that time.

      Sylvie, an old friend and the dagger that had pushed this revolution to the brink, would have kept going. Fanned the flames, so to speak. She would be looking for what they could do right now, tonight or over the next few days, to capitalize on the chaos and force a reluctant populace to rise up. She would want Zhan-Yo to make a plan, and act on it.

      And Zhan-Yo had found one.

      The Tama on his wrist, a micro-computer about the size of a gauntlet, connected to the Internet and could give Zhan-Yo all the information he ever wanted. However, opening up that connection beyond the secure messages he gave and received with a few trusted allies put Zhan-Yo at risk too. Every Tama had a signature—a Paragon requirement, for their endless security state—and it’s possible the Paragons could trace anything he did. Yet, to risk nothing would mean no reward.

      “Rhimes, do we have the next place ready?” Zhan-Yo said.

      “Always operating one step ahead,” Rhimes replied. “Wexley had that spelled out in the contract. Why? You want to move?”

      “We’re wasting time. I’m wasting our chance.” Zhan-Yo stood, went back towards the plastic-covered window where reception would be better. “Thanks for the sandwich.”

      “What’re you doing?”

      “Starting something.”

      “Wait, let me do it.” Rhimes stood up, swishing sandwich crumbs from his hands. “You’re compromised.”

      “That’s the point. The world’s going to know this came from me.”

      Zhan-Yo pulled up his Tama, bathed his face in the screen’s blue light. For Ziran to push the revolution, the company needed allies. Those hiding in the shadows had to come forward. To do that, the risk of doing nothing had to be less than the risk of acting. Everything had to be on the line for these institutions to mobilize their resources against the Paragons.

      So Zhan-Yo put them on the line. He sent a short message out to the world, tagged from his personal Tama, and called out every leader Zhan-Yo had met with in the shadows. Those basement conversations where lips spoke service to freedom, to rights, to a life lived without the Paragon’s oppression. Now they were public, and now each of them would have to make a choice, push back and call Zhan-Yo a liar and themselves, inside, cowards. Or make public views private and bring strength to Zhan-Yo’s position. With the world’s oldest, strongest companies working together, even the Paragons would have to notice. Would have to concede the normals had a point, that they deserved their rights.

      Rhimes’s Tama beeped behind him, and the bodyguard spat out a curse. Good. Revolutions should grab emotions.

      “We’ve got to go,” Rhimes said, grabbing Zhan-Yo’s arm and pulling him away from the window. “Should have warned me that you were going to lose it.”

      “I’m sorry, Rhimes,” Zhan-Yo said, taking his momentum and snatching up the backpack already holding his essentials. He picked up the half-meter swords, his tachi, slipped on the shoulder sheathes that let them rest against his back, over his coat. One new after Aegis broke its predecessor. Made it hard to hide, but Zhan-Yo wouldn’t leave them. “This had to happen.”

      “Did it?” Rhimes said, snagging his own pack. “Leave the rest. It’s replaceable.”

      “Of course.”

      Rhimes took the lead, heading towards the elevator. Zhan-Yo stepped over their sandwich wrappers, the space heater and sleeping bag that had served as home for the last three nights. He didn’t look back.

      As the elevator shot down, Zhan-Yo realized his heart had sped up, his nerves tingled and, despite a day spent pacing the empty floor, he felt wide awake. Thrill, excitement, things he hadn’t felt in far too long, crackled. Before, Rhimes had shifted their locations in the deep night, with pre-planned routes and minimal civilian traffic. Now, Chicago approached noon. No hiding things here.

      Did he want to get caught?

      Maybe, Zhan-Yo conceded, he did. Sylvie had given her life for the cause and, thus far, Zhan-Yo’s major play had reduced him to skulking in the shadows. Getting out in front of cameras, getting a chance to stand and probably die for his message would be a fitting end. Or, perhaps, seeing him playing the martyr would inspire all the nervous normals to finally take action themselves and push against the Paragons.

      “Stay behind me,” Rhimes said as the elevator opened. “Don’t meet anyone’s eyes. Don’t say a word.”

      Zhan-Yo followed Rhimes into the barren ground floor, left waiting for better weather to complete its transformation into another glittering office. People here would run on reps instead of the dollar, dependent on an economy controlled not by market forces but by god-like beings. One mood swing and the lives that would be made here could be ruined through no fault of their own.

      Why couldn’t all the normals see this?

      Rhimes didn’t bother with the main entrance, instead going through a side door coated with maintenance and no admittance signs. The subsequent alley played home to snow-covered dumpsters and smoking vents from the neighboring building, an older, white concrete structure. No souls save the two of them made prints on the ground as Rhimes led the way towards the street.

      Out here, the sun gave enough gray light to make a cold winter’s day, making it easy to see the drone pair swooping in on the alley’s back and front. The black ovals swerved into view, hovering in place and shining their bright rays towards Zhan-Yo and Rhimes, who, with rapid back-and-forth turns, confirmed the trap. As the drones barked a robotic warning to surrender, Rhimes took Zhan-Yo and pushed him forward.

      “Don’t stop moving till I say so,” Rhimes said over the drone warnings.

      Zhan-Yo complied, managing to keep his feet going without slipping on the asphalt alley ground. The drones escalated their tones, the consequences, as Zhan-Yo and Rhimes refused to comply. Before killing Aegis, hearing these drone demands would have spiked fear throughout Zhan-Yo, no doubt filled his mind with all the criminal consequences. Now it all felt, if not fine, then acceptable. His chosen life’s cost.

      “Here,” Rhimes said, pulling Zhan-Yo to a stop beside a thick door into the concrete building. Given the adjacent dumpster, Zhan-Yo figured they’d found the trash entrance. “Watch it.”

      With Zhan-Yo moving aside, Rhimes pulled back and delivered a sharp kick to the door’s handle. A metal bar linked to what looked like a metal door, painted a dull red, Zhan-Yo wouldn’t have thought a single kick could break it apart, but apparently Rhimes had some strength, because the barrier popped and swung open, the bolt’s shattered pieces sprinkling the inside floor.

      The drones didn’t take the move without action, and even as Zhan-Yo darted forward, a two stunning bolts lanced out and scarred the ground where Zhan-Yo had been. Rhimes grunted behind him, and Zhan-Yo thought he’d been hit, but Rhimes kept on moving, joining him in a surreal dash through a crowded kitchen. Various chefs abandoned their cutlery as Zhan-Yo and Rhimes barged through. A dishwashing drone dropped a pile of plates as Zhan-Yo shoved it aside, clearing a path. The waiters by the exit, stalling in the brief moments before their tables’ entrees appeared, at least recognized the threat and opened the doors for the pair.

      “Keep going” Rhimes breathed behind Zhan-Yo. “I sent the safe-house to your Tama. Follow the directions.”

      They stood in the building’s lobby, with people watching but just as many continuing to sift in and out for late lunches, early afternoon meetings, and more. Weird-looking people on the run weren’t worth noticing, disrupting a tight calendar.

      Rhimes, though, seemed like his day had been plenty disrupted. He leaned against the wall outside the kitchen, his hands on his knees and eyes on the ground. Zhan-Yo had always thought Rhimes a thick man, broad muscle on a body built to hold it, earning the man’s heaping meals. Bending over and breathing hard, though, Rhimes looked less like an intimidating guard and more like someone in need of a hospital.

      “What’s wrong?” Zhan-Yo asked.

      “They hit me,” Rhimes said. “Can’t run. Get going. I’ll be fine.”

      Running a company as large as Ziran meant Zhan-Yo had to rely on employees, had to trust them and act on their words without doubt. So when Rhimes told him to run, Zhan-Yo ran. The main entrance and its foot traffic hordes made for good melding, and Zhan-Yo slowed to a normal walk as he went back outside, slipping his hood over his face. The tachi pair didn’t make for an easy disguise, but Zhan-Yo didn’t claim height as a personal success, so even with the sword hilts, he didn’t stand out too much among city traffic filled with spastic fashions and mammoth winter gear. Even swords weren’t all that out of place in a Paragon world, where anomalies and normals had redefined what could be possible.

      Drones clogged the air above, dark and ominous. Facial recognition would catch Zhan-Yo before long, but the crowds bought him enough time to get half a block away from the building, and its adjacent alley. Zhan-Yo slipped into another big skyscraper, this one with a hefty restaurant on its bottom floor. Zhan-Yo went right for the bathrooms, made it inside and into a stall without attracting much more than a few stares. He shut himself in, brushed back his sleeve and looked at his Tama while his heart kept up its rapid race.

      No doubt the drones were plotting his likely routes and Paragons would come crashing in here soon, looking for him. He’d be caught, he’d fulfill his destiny. A martyr for his cause.

      That was a bold move. Could have warned me.

      The message beeped onto his Tama, from Wexley, Ziran’s new leader trying to keep the company afloat with its former head the most wanted man in the world. Wexley wanted the revolution as much as Zhan-Yo, but Zhan-Yo had kept the man away from the fateful night with Aegis for precisely this reason: Zhan-Yo still needed someone with real power.

      Sudden inspiration. Need help. Rhimes down. Distraction?

      Zhan-Yo heard someone else come into the bathroom, closed his eyes as they used the toilets for their intended purpose.

      Where?

      South loop.

      Done.

      Zhan-Yo wasn’t in the south loop, but there was just enough chance that he could have run there to fool the drones. Ziran still ran Chicago’s, the world’s, communication networks, and with a bit of seeding, a few false pings from people’s Tamas claiming Zhan-Yo sightings, Zhan-Yo could appear anywhere. Not a tool to call on too often, lest the Paragons catch on and strip Ziran’s control away, but this counted as an emergency.

      After ten more minutes in the bathroom, Zhan-Yo emerged and, finding the streets drone-less, meshed back into the crowds, following the map to the next hideout. Above and around, on scattered giant screens playing out the day’s news, he saw his own headlines. His message, its many recipients among the world’s most powerful companies, blasted out to a walking populace already beginning to talk, to look around with frowning faces and wide eyes at a world changing in front of them.

      At a revolution’s true beginning.
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            CALL ME A CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      She looked at her friend’s faces and sighed. Mynx swiped away the Champion portraits hovering over the marble table, one not on her deck overlooking the Pacific ocean but instead a monolith inside a bulky, menacing downtown Los Angeles tower representing the Paragons and their complete control. Control they didn’t have anymore.

      Reeves, her AI and, Mynx wouldn’t hesitate to say, her best friend, had minimal presence here. No drones swooped in to help her stand, none brought her hot tea. Instead, Mynx had to ask the secretary, who continued to be stunned that Pacifica’s leader and one of the eight—now, seven—Champions, really existed. The shock was annoying: Mynx might have spent most of her time working in her Factory’s digital mines, building the bigger drones that now surfed the skies looking for Aegis’s killer, but she wasn’t a myth.

      Confronting her Paragon leadership went about the same. Regional runners so used to autonomy hadn’t taken Mynx’s return over the last seven days with the deference and happiness Mynx expected. The mood hadn’t hit open rebellion yet, but if Mynx thought Pacifica her realm, then Pacifica didn’t agree.

      “Reeves,” Mynx spoke to her Tama, on her wrist and tied through satellites and signal towers to her AI Outside, the noon sun drifted over a clear winter sky, not that you could really tell around here. “Why isn’t it like the old days?”

      “That is a nebulous question.”

      “We used to trust each other,” Mynx said, fully aware she complained to a computer program, albeit a very savvy one. “The Champions all worked together. We saved the world so many times. Now it feels like everyone works for themselves. Did you listen to them on the call? All about their own regions, their own goals. Not a word about our collective future.”

      “Perhaps they expect you to take care of that.”

      Mynx looked out the window, itching in the Paragon-blue uniform she’d worn. Reeves suggested it, supported by studies showing people, both normals and anomalies, respected the uniform more than standard business fare. In other words, if she looked like a Champion, she would be treated like one.

      But looking like a Champion might not be enough anymore.

      “How many Champions responded?” Mynx asked.

      “All made public declarations of support and mourning for Aegis,” Reeves replied. “None acknowledged your call for a summit.”

      Mynx nodded. Not surprising. She probably would have done the same had one of the others called for a meeting. The Champions hadn’t exactly parted on the best terms. Or any terms at all, once they’d carved up the world so nicely that they’d never need to talk to one another.

      If, though, there was one thing she could do that the other Pacifica Paragons, scattered among North America’s western half in population-mapped districts, couldn’t, it would be bringing the world to bear on the crisis nobody wanted to talk about: the Champions would likely die or, like Mynx wanted, disappear into their true passions within a decade or two. Others would need to step up, or everything would fall apart.

      The world had barely survived a fight between the Paragons and the normal nations that refused to give in. The world would not survive anomalies fighting over Aegis’s scraps.

      “Aegis always used to be the one to do these things.” Mynx tapped a finger on the glass, her nail’s click rattling around the room. A steady sound, ongoing. She would have to be the same. “Reeves, if I have to do what I hate, I may as well get it over with.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s start with Naija. We were always kind to one another, and it shouldn’t be too late there.”

      “You want me to call a Champion?”

      “Do it.”

      “And you’re aware you have no scheduled time with her?”

      “Reeves.”

      “Calling.”

      Mynx didn’t hear a ring. She watched her Tama’s reflection in the glass, but otherwise kept her focus on the cityscape. Millions went about their days here, and above them drones flitted about by the dozens. She tended to forget just how many humans, normals and anomalies, existed under her watch. Easier to act, really, when she didn’t feel a Champion’s weight pressing on every moment. Mynx couldn’t get back to the Factory soon enough.

      Naija answered with a click, her face haloed in the Tama, lit by what looked like firelight. Ever the stately warrior, Naija’s glinted stare held level in the Tama’s view. Gold—paint or real, Mynx didn’t know—rimmed her eyes, while the rest looked unvarnished. Possibly covered by a mask now removed. A dress’s barest hint climbed Naija with a straight silver line at her throat. If Mynx both felt her age and, if she was being honest, looked like it, Naija had captured time and bent it to her will.

      “Ten years,” Mynx said first to those emerald eyes. “Too long.”

      “Too long for you to call without a warning,” Naija said. “There is a reason for those years. I sent my condolences, Mynx. What more do you want?”

      Hostility, suspicion. Traits the Champions all acquired as their war on the normal’s world swung their way and the inevitable aftermath became apparent. How do you divide a planet, a populace with a million differences between eight people? With catastrophic compromises. Endless bickering, deals and diversions corroding bonds that had lasted throughout the Paragons’ founding, throughout society’s transformation. None had left truly happy, but they hadn’t killed each other either.

      “You, Naija. You and the others,” Mynx replied, summoning up her own steel will. “I asked for a summit, and you didn’t answer.”

      “Did anyone else?”

      Mynx didn’t reply. Naija would know from the look, and Africa’s Champion gave a single, sharp nod.

      “We split the world, Mynx. We broke it because we couldn’t stand to be together anymore. And even after, we kept trying. For years we gathered, and every time we splintered into our little factions. Played our little games in the name of Paragon unity, and we always left someone behind. You, me, Aegis, Apinya. One of the others made to sacrifice for Aegis’s almighty Paragons.”

      “It worked, though. Earth’s still spinning.”

      “Then let it keep working. Atlantis will figure itself out.” Naija tilted her head. “Or you can take it for yourself. I don’t think anyone will care.”

      “I don’t want it.” Mynx hadn’t wanted Pacifica either, but she’d agreed to the region to keep things roughly equal between the Champions. Played a game she wanted to be left out of, one she now ran. “What I do want is to find who killed Aegis and stop them before they do it again.”

      “You think they’re going to try to kill all of us?” Naija said. “Bold.”

      “Maybe. Did you see the message they released today? It’s causing havoc here. We’re taking over companies, pushing more drones to the streets to discourage anything open.”

      “A weak hand needs strong tools.”

      Mynx frowned, looked away from the screen. Always blunt, like herself. She couldn’t take Naija’s cut personally. Not now, not when there were more important things than pride.

      “Then you’re my strongest tools,” Mynx said. “You and the other Champions. We need a summit. Need to put out a clear plan for everyone that explains what’s going to happen when we’re done. Who’s going to take over, how things will keep on going. It’s time, and we have to do this together.”

      Naija softened, shook her head. “Mynx, you tell me that someone is planning to kill us all, then you ask us to all come together? Why not just arrange this over the Tamas?”

      Mynx would have loved nothing more.

      “The Paragons need to see us united again. In person,” Mynx replied. “A press release won’t pack the same power as all of us together. We bring the Champions in for a summit, and nobody will talk about anything else. We’ll have time to find a future for Atlantis, and when we make our play for how the world will work, everyone will be listening because we’ll stand together and say it. Aegis taught me that much.”

      Naija shook her head slow, closed her eyes and rested a hand around her throat. When she opened her emeralds, Naija softened with them.

      “Aegis had too much bravado in him,” Naija said. “I agree, though, that he may be right about this.” She looked away from the camera for a second, and Mynx wondered if the hard-hearted Champion had found herself a family over there. “Fine. Mynx. If you can get your summit together, then I will show.”

      “I will,” Mynx replied. “And Naija? It was nice talking to you.”

      A slender smile. “It was, wasn’t it? Take care of yourself, Mynx. There’s only seven of us now.”

      The screen blinked off and Mynx let her wrist fall to her side. One down, six to go. She would drag all the Champions here, to Los Angeles. In her home, Mynx would have the slightest advantage in the negotiations, and when you pulled the Champions together, you needed every advantage you could have.

      “Mynx, I want to tell you,” Reeves said. “We still haven’t found Celice. Atlantis is struggling to keep itself organized, and Pixie is asking for your help.”

      “Help how?”

      “You’re a Champion. They have none. Pixie wants you to choose an interim leader. She thinks the rest will respect your choice.”

      “So I’m going to New York?”

      “That’s what Atlantis wants.”

      “Then that’s what Atlantis will get,” Mynx replied. “You keep calling me a Champion, Reeves, and I might just act like one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            ISLAND TOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Thirty years had passed since Thane last woke up in the same space as another human being. Trusting Sook not to kill him during the night’s remainder was an easy leap— Sook would die a horrible death if he botched the murder, and everything the wiry anomaly said indicated a desperate desire to change his dismal life. While Thane couldn’t promise much from his cave on the island’s edge, he could promise change.

      By coming to Thane’s cave, Sook pried open a door already cracked, and now that the sun had risen and the paths were clear, Thane would not wait any longer.

      They found breakfast in the fruits and berries dangling from nearly bushes and trees; Sook climbed the frilled wooden palms with alacrity, batting coconuts to the ground with a branch or blasting them with his wind gusts. Thane first bashed the fruits on the cave’s walls, using frustration at their seeming invincibility to grow strong enough until he could split them with his hands alone. Sook kept his distance during that rage, watching from behind dew-coated ferns. Thane could smell the anomaly’s fear and, as he slobbered down each coconut’s contents, fought the desire to tear Sook apart. Still, he relished the natural taste. Real food, rather than vitamin intakes and caloric injections.

      Back in the Paragon prison, the feedings came at regular intervals. Precise times, precise doses meant to keep Thane alive but weak. Laced with sedatives that would only be relaxed if the Champions needed to ask a question from the world’s greatest, most unstable mind. Left to pace in an isolated chamber, fed books and print-outs of scientific journals and newspapers, Thane had been blessed by knowledge and time, and cursed by the inability to do anything with what he learned. Like an ox raised to plow a field, Thane would be called upon when needed, and, when not, left in his cage to rot.

      “That might be the scariest thing I’ve ever seen,” Sook said when Thane calmed himself to an older man’s size and stature.

      The two sat down to scrape white, meaty coconut insides with rocks.

      “Then you have lived a charmed life.”

      Sook laughed. “Charmed? Me?”

      “You are alive. You have no immediate demands. You are on a beautiful island with plenty of food.” Thane munched. “Matched with all of human history, your circumstances are quite wonderful.”

      Sook stopped. Looked at the coconut in his hands. “I don’t know about all that, but you stay on this island for a while and see how you like it.”

      “Compared to where I was,” Thane said, “this is a paradise. When you found me, I was so relaxed that I nearly died.”

      “So relaxed? You almost killed me!”

      “Before that.”

      “Uh, sure.” Sook tossed away the shells into the ferns. “So, you know I came up here to look for you, right?”

      “You mentioned this island has masters. I assume one sent you?”

      “Let’s go with that.” Sook looked up and away, towards a seagull pair winging through the sky. “Thing is, they’re not really masters. Just anomalies who grabbed a bunch of friends and decided part of the island was their’s. Now they fight each other all the time.”

      “Of course they do. Because they lack a true leader.”

      “And that’s you, right?”

      “It is.” Thane could never understand how so many people so awful at leading others found their way into powerful positions. Greed and strength could get you to the top, perhaps, but they could not keep you there for long. Wisdom, patience, ruthlessness had to play a part in order for a reign to stand. “We will wrap these others into our fold, Sook, and together break away from this prison.”

      “Didn’t you say a minute ago that this prison was better than most of human history?”

      “Sook, a good servant knows when to hold his tongue.”

      “Right.”

      Sook lead as they left, taking a slow walk through the brush. A gusting breeze gave cool breaks from the sun’s tropical heat, though it provided little relief from the island’s native flies and other flitting insects. Sweat proved tastier than the white and purple flowers dotting frond ends, and soon Thane and Sook found themselves besieged by pests. They sought protection by snapping off leafy ferns and using them like giant fans as they marched down the hill, through jungle that grew progressively denser as they moved. The ferns thickened, the trees grew deeper trunks, and they found numerous streams trickling beside them on their march towards the coastline.

      Black smoke curled up from several fires, markers pointing their way.

      “You mentioned several masters,” Thane said. “Which one are we heading towards now?”

      “She calls herself the Void,” Sook replied, stepping around a mossy log. “Think that title’s a little grand, but nobody’s going to call her on it. Least if they do, they tend to die.”

      “So she rules by fear.”

      “They all do,” Sook replied. “What else are they going to use? Money?”

      A promise of safety. Communal society. Thane could find many reasons for people to work together, but perhaps an island of Paragon rejects and criminals wasn’t the ideal place to expect such things.

      “Are you afraid of her, Sook?”

      The anomaly looked back at Thane, tripping over a stick as he did so and stumbling forward, catching himself against a palm. Sook set his thin face in that false confident pose so favored among the weak-willed. Mock bravery to let you live with the rest of your cowardly decisions. If Thane didn’t know how so many incompetents found themselves leading others, he knew well how the sniveling found themselves stuck following in their ruts.

      “I’m not afraid,” Sook said, keeping his back to the palm trunk. “But I can’t beat’em by myself. That’s why I went to find you. Way I see it, everyone on this island needs to team up or they’re going to die.”

      “Aren’t we going to die here anyway?” Thane pointed out towards the drone wall. “Mynx will never let us leave.”

      “Yeah, I’d prefer dying my way rather than by a stab to the back, or getting my insides blown out.”

      “Does that happen here?”

      “I’ve seen anomalies die in more ways than I thought possible.” Sook shuddered. “You need friends to survive here. Otherwise, someone you don’t know’s gonna walk right up to you and blow you to pieces with his eyes or something.”

      An interesting image, and, here, very possible.

      So many weapons being turned against each other right now. If Thane could point them in the right direction, unite them under a specific goal—say, getting off this island—then they might very well get through the drone wall. Get back to the world. Then, with all the firepower at their disposal, Thane could aim them at the Paragons and let loose. Propose a different way to rule the world, one backed with strength. Not the artificial autocracy brought about by the Paragons, but a free-flowing, enterprise-driven society with Thane and his anomalies serving as the boundaries.

      People could go as far as their abilities could take them. Wasn’t that the ideal Thane had grown up under, back in the old days? A return, but this time with anomaly-powered guard rails.

      “You all right?” Sook asked as they ducked beneath and through a waterfall pouring off an overhang. Thane didn’t mind the cool soaking, reducing his already-filthy, stretched clothes to rags. “Being quiet back there.”

      “Pondering,” Thane replied, but he tried to shut off the mental exercise. Already his bones felt weaker, his muscles thinner, and he was breathing harder than before while taking smaller steps. “When we reach this Void, what will she do?”

      “Depends on her mood, I imagine,” Sook said. “If she’s happy, maybe she’ll add us in to her crew now that I’ve brought you. If she’s not, then we’re dead.”

      “You, maybe.”

      “Don’t think you could take her either,” Sook shot back. “Get as big as you want, that won’t stop her from putting a hole through your head.”

      That threat would suffice. Thane could nurse the angry spark to keep himself strong, keep him going as the day spun through and they came closer and closer to sea level. Already he could hear waves lapping the beach, and the flitting birds further up the island had been replaced by ones more apt to scurry across the ground. Scattered streams had formed into more formidable creeks, rustling towards their salty mother. A beautiful place to begin the end of the world.
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      A bullet. That’s what caused Calvin’s wound, an ugly blast that’d managed to miss perforating any organs as it clipped the anomaly’s side. Kat maxed out her first-aid kit, spreading ointments over the bloody gash and pondering whether she could stitch it together before remembering they were going to a hospital. She’d promised Gordon she’d be there to pick him up, and while Calvin’s immediate needs seemed to trump being a good friend to an otherwise capable tracker, why not deal with two problems at once?

      “I’m not going to a hospital,” Calvin said, doing an admirable job keeping the pain out of his voice.

      “Don’t be dumb,” Kat said. “You’re traced. You’re on Paragon rolls now. They’ll pay for it.”

      Calvin sat silent at that, while Kat slipped some gauze over the wound and taped the stuff in place. Not exactly the preferred medical treatment, but the fix ought to keep the seeping blood in check until they could get downtown. She’d already had Tap call a pod using her emergency tracker designation, a handy tool when she needed to get somewhere fast. Abuse it and lose it, but thus far, Kat had managed to keep on Mynx’s good side. So many rules and regulations trackers had to follow, but Kat had been at this long enough that most felt like habit.

      Calvin, meanwhile, didn’t speak. Just sat on the bed staring at nothing. Lost in thought maybe?

      “You all right?” Kat asked, standing up away from him, starting to put her coats back on.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” Calvin said, snapping his eyes back to her. “It’s just . . . you’re right. I can see a doctor. I, uh, never really have before.”

      Kat quirked her mouth. “Far as I can tell, you’ve still got your teeth, and you don’t look like you’re dying of some disease?”

      “Foster families got me through at first. Wasn’t too hard to keep myself clean.”

      “You definitely weren’t clean,” Kat said, then buckled as Seeker buffed his head against her knees. The dog wanted to go out for another spin around the block, a walk that wasn’t going to happen now. “C’mon, let’s go. Gordon hates you enough already, and it’s not going to be better if we’re late.”

      “Gordon? That the other tracker you were with?”

      “The one you nearly killed? Yeah. He’s going to be so thrilled to see you again.”

      
      Gordon did not, in fact, look thrilled to see Calvin again. Kat and the wounded anomaly—Seeker, disappointed, had been left behind—took a pod to the sprawling medical complex that had grown up around the University of Chicago Medical Center. Driven by Paragon rep infusions and anomalies with various regenerative powers, new buildings emerged like weeds, each one promising patients a full cure to specific ills, all guaranteed by Paragon funds. Anomaly abilities to erase cancers with a touch or restructure skin and bone like molding clay, made healthcare’s difficulties fall away. Now the hype focused on life expectancy, and whether true immortality was just one anomaly away.

      None of that meant you couldn’t get yourself destroyed if you picked the wrong battle.

      Gordon didn’t look quite so devastated as Kat remembered him, but the tracker had lost weight over his wounded week, and had traded a subtle tan for the pallor of those whose bodies had priorities other than skin care. Gordon had shaped his hair, though, and had managed to put on a Paragon-branded shirt and jeans, giving him a passable appearance as someone who belonged in society instead of a bedchamber.

      Gordon sat in a chair in the main lobby, beneath a soaring sculpture depicting Hippocrates—not the ancient Greek, but an anomaly by the same name who could, like Jesus turning water to wine, convert one blood type to another with a touch—the statue had his arms spread, smile wide, all benevolent.

      Kat never had to capture these anomalies, the ones with kind and gentle abilities. All her missions sent her out after the killers, the rogues and the vagrants who declined participation in a system that could produce places like this. Still, given Kat’s likely, eventual, alcohol-induced liver failure, she couldn’t begrudge medical miracles all too much. Hard to complain when you could get half frozen from the inside out and still live.

      “Isn’t that right?” Kat said, walking up behind Gordon, engrossed in something on his Tama.

      “What?” Gordon said, turning to look at her, breaking into that flashpoint smile that used to give her heart the ol’ jolt.

      “You owe me,” Kat said.

      “That’s the hello I get?”

      “Stand up and maybe you’ll get a hug.” Kat crossed her arms, her jacket sleeves crinkling against each other.

      Gordon managed to move without too much creaking, though he used the chair for support. He stepped towards Kat, spreading his arms, and Kat backed up accordingly.

      “I said maybe.” Kat waggled a finger, then laughed at Gordon’s hurt face and darted in to wrap the guy up.

      “Thanks Kat,” Gordon said, his chin brushing against her temple. “Mean that.”

      They broke apart, Gordon’s arms drifting down as if he didn’t know what to do with them anymore. Kat re-crossed hers, tilted her head to the side, and prepped to call in a favor.

      Without letting Gordon get a word in, Kat spilled Calvin’s story—the anomaly had skipped into the emergency room to get himself properly stitched up, ditching away from this reunion—and finished with a loaded question, “So Calvin thinks the Elementals are after him. Do you have any contacts here, in town, that could help?”

      Gordon stared at her, then chuckled and shook his head. “Man, Kat, I thought you’d be coming here because you were nice. You think I’m going to help Calvin? The guy who put me in here?”

      “To be fair, we were chasing after him.”

      “Because he broke the law!”

      “Because we’d get reps if we caught him,” Kat said. “Don’t get all noble on me, Gordon. We’re not saints.”

      “Not devils like that one either.”

      Kat turned up a glare, but Gordon shrugged it off. Reached for his pack, another Paragon-issued hospital gift full of, Kat guessed, the tracker gear Gordon had been wearing during his Calvin confrontation. He slipped the pack across his shoulders, gave Kat an icy look, and started a slow walk towards the exit. Without a coat, without anything close to what the weather required.

      “Gordon, stop it,” Kat said to his back. “You’re being stupid.”

      “At least I’m not stabbing you in the back.”

      “And now you’re being dramatic.”

      Gordon didn’t turn around, kept going until he hit the giant revolving door meant to feed patients in and out at alarming rates. The security guard, pulling double duty as patient protector and guide, gave Gordon an are-you-insane look, but didn’t manage to intercept the tracker until Gordon had stepped into the door’s unstoppable swirl. While the door adjusted to Gordon’s glacial walking pace, Gordon did not adjust to February’s sudden slap, which sent him back into the door and around until he exited inside, right into Kat’s smirk.

      “Have fun?” Kat said.

      “No.” Gordon tried to go
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