
Chapter One

			Bard Verstrand studied the monitor. She squinted and leaned closer trying to make out the images from the discreetly placed surveillance camera in the corner of the science lab.

			“This is live, correct?” She jabbed at the screen and turned to the group of her employees standing aimlessly behind her. 

			No one answered.

			“I asked if this was live.” 

			“Yes, ma’am. She’s, uh, Dr. Scales is in the lab now. It’s a live feed from our camera.”

			Bard studied the monitor again. She found the spying distasteful, but she had no choice. 

			“Antonio, how close is she?”

			Now that he’d been summoned, Bard’s right-hand man stepped forward and leaned over the desk, mirroring her own position. “She’s almost completed her work. Our window of opportunity likely closes at the end of the day. You know what needs to be done.”

			Sweat materialized on Bard’s palms and her mouth felt dry. She scrubbed her hands on her outrageously expensive pencil skirt to rid herself of the outward sign of her unease. 

			Antonio put his hand on her shoulder and spoke so only Bard could hear. “I know you’ve been unsure about taking this path, but trust yourself. Your father left the company to you for exactly these moments. He trusted you to find the innovations that would steer Verstrand Industries into the future, and you have. It’s time to take what’s yours.”

			Bard nodded as she once again watched Bronte Scales. She was a brilliant scientist who’d rented lab space in her building for years. The science might be above her head, but she prided herself on understanding people and she’d known the moment Bronte had set foot in the building she could one day help her fulfill her legacy. 

			“I don’t have much choice, do I?” Bard could hear the regret in her own voice. What was her act of self-interest, her act of survival, going to cost Bronte?

			“If she’s as gifted as you say, there is more out there for her to discover.” Antonio stood, ready to give the order for his men to move on Bronte’s lab.

			Bard hesitated. Was she so afraid of disappointing her father that she was ready to ruin a woman’s career? She’d never thought herself a coward. She considered the feeling of sitting in front of her father and telling him Verstrand Industries had nothing new to bring to market for the foreseeable future because she didn’t have the ovaries to confront one unarmed, unsuspecting scientist. 

			“Let’s move.” Bard stood so abruptly her chair skittered back, slamming into the man standing at attention behind her desk. “I’m coming with you.”

			“Ma’am, you don’t have to do that. You can watch here.” Antonio pointed to the monitor.

			“I’m coming. I want to ensure all the data and materials are secured. There’s a lot riding on this operation.” Bard headed for the door forcing her men to scramble to keep up. 

			Antonio fell in beside her barking orders into his radio, coordinating the raid they’d been planning for weeks. 

			Once outside the door to the lab, Antonio silently directed the men into their final positions. Bard had watched these maneuvers on other operations via the emotionally distanced video feed Antonio dutifully provided, but it was altogether different participating in the action herself. 

			Her heart pounded so aggressively as she watched Antonio silently count down that she could feel it in her neck, her temple, and her fingers. No one around her looked the least bit uneasy. Were they not frightened? How did they keep their nerves at bay?

			Before Antonio finished his countdown and Bard could worry herself into an ulcer or into rushing the door before the rest of the team was ready, someone called out from within. 

			“It’s unlocked. No need to break it down. Come in when you’re done posturing in the hall.”

			Bard clenched her teeth and grabbed Antonio by the front of the shirt. “That’s her. How does she know we’re here?”

			Antonio looked to the door as if it might provide the answers he clearly didn’t have himself. 

			“If she knew we were coming she’s probably in there destroying the data or hiding it well enough we’ll never find it. Get your men in there and secure what we came for.” Bard let go of Antonio’s shirt and shoved him toward the lab. 

			Despite Bronte’s assurance the door was unlocked, one of the men broke it anyway. Bard shoved her way in after the first three entered. She was dismayed at the scene that greeted her. 

			A trash can stood in the middle of the room engulfed in flames. The fire suppression system hadn’t engaged so Bronte must have disabled it before setting fire to the bin. Beakers, pipettes, and test tubes were smashed in the sink and on the floor. 

			“Sorry for the mess, boys.” Bronte casually leaned against one of the lab benches, her hands in the pockets of her white lab coat. “Although I guess you aren’t concerned about that.” She nodded at the door lying on the floor.

			Bard balled her fists. Her wrists were like iron and her face was on fire. She stormed to Bronte and stopped inches from her. “How dare you destroy what was mine.”

			“None of this was ever yours.” Bronte pushed off her perch nearly colliding with Bard. 

			“Everything and anything I need to make Verstrand Industries successful is mine.”

			Bronte reached behind her, grabbed her laptop which was still open on the bench, and stepped around Bard. “If you say so. The thing is, here in the real world there are laws and rules, and general human decency. You and your ten armed goons have a look around if you want. Put out the fire when you’re done and fix the door. I’ve got nothing to say to you.”

			Bard grabbed Bronte’s arm as she walked past. She took a deep breath. She’d made her angry so she’d not been concentrating but she was now. First, the laptop. Bronte wasn’t leaving with the laptop. She pointed to the computer and one of the men stepped forward to retrieve it. 

			“I really wish you’d let me walk out the door. I worked hard on this project.” Bronte looked regretfully at the laptop before voice-activating the device and requesting “last resort.” 

			Bronte threw it along the floor across the lab to the point farthest from where they stood. Bard pointed at the computer and two men started after it.

			“I wouldn’t do that.” Bronte made an explosive motion with her hands. 

			Bard could see the smoke coming from the laptop. She waved the men back in time to see electronic debris, guts, and parts fly in every direction. Everyone ducked to avoid the shrapnel. 

			As she shielded herself, Bard noticed Bronte’s right hand return to her lab coat pocket as if she were protecting something. She was hurriedly moving toward the door while the rest of the group was trying not to die by laptop. 

			“Antonio, her pocket. Whatever’s in her right lab coat pocket, bring it to me.” Bard stood and followed Bronte and Antonio, both of whom had exited into the hall. 

			Before she made the door, she could tell an altercation was in progress just beyond her line of sight. Human bodies smashing into walls cannot be done quietly. As Bard exited the lab, Antonio and Bronte crashed to the floor, fighting for the upper hand and the contents of Bronte’s pocket. 

			Bronte delivered a well-timed blow to Antonio’s left eye, stunning him long enough for her to kick him off her. Bard watched helplessly as she removed a syringe from her lab coat, plunged the needle into her thigh, and injected the contents into her body. 

			An angry shriek filled every nook and cranny in the hall, and it took a beat or two before Bard realized the sound was coming from her. What were these feelings? How was this woman bringing them to the surface? Rage? Fear? Exhilaration? She grabbed the gun from the holster of the nearest man and ran to Bronte, who was kneeling with one hand against the wall, sweating and gasping for breath. 

			“I told you, anything I need for the success of my company is mine, you bitch. Now I need what’s in your blood, so you’re mine too.” Bard raised the gun and brought the butt down on the back of Bronte’s head. She landed unconscious at Bard’s feet. 

			Antonio stumbled to his feet and pointed to three men who’d joined them in the hall. “Bring her to the hospital, sub-level, and clean up this mess. As of right now, Dr. Bronte Scales never existed.”

			* * *

			Bronte tried to open her eyes, but either they were uncooperative or she was in the dark. She was having trouble focusing. It felt like her brain had been dropped in a frying pan and someone was stirring it into scrambled eggs. 

			She took stock of what she could. Pain. Heat. Motion. Voices? The voices sounded far enough away that she wasn’t sure they were real. 

			The intensity of the pain increased. Was she being violently assaulted at a cellular level? Reflexively she tried to pull her legs to her chest and curl protectively around herself, but she encountered resistance. She couldn’t move her arms either. Her rate of respiration increased, and her heart began to pound. She tried her arms again. They moved but there was resistance. Why was she restrained? She fought harder. 

			“Easy now. You’re not going anywhere.” 

			She recognized the voice but couldn’t pull it from her memory. Her brain was too foggy. 

			“What do you want from me?” Bronte tried opening her eyes again. She was aware of her lashes scraping against something this time. Fabric? Why was she blindfolded?

			“I want everything from you.”

			Bronte tried to rewind and remember how she’d gotten here. Her lab. Her work…Her work. She’d destroyed her work. Bard Verstrand had tried to steal her work. She was the one speaking. 

			Pain shot through her again. She arched, straining against her bindings. She was sure she was being burned from the inside. How was Bard doing this to her? What did she want?

			The pain subsided and she remembered. She hadn’t destroyed everything. She’d saved one sample of the zeptobots she’d managed to create after years of work. Or, more accurately, she’d tried to save that sample. Instead of letting her technology fall into Bard’s hands she’d injected the entire sample into herself. 

			“Ms. Verstrand, we’re having trouble getting an IV started. Every time we try her skin turns to…well, it seems to turn to metal.” 

			Bronte tried to focus on this new bit of information, but whatever was happening to her, and she suspected it was the result of the zeptobots, was overwhelming her ability to remain conscious.

			“What do you mean metal?” 

			“We’ve snapped three needles already, Ms. Verstrand. It’s almost like it’s protecting her, somehow.”

			“Doesn’t matter. We’ve got plenty of time to get what we need. Keep trying.”

			She started to lose consciousness. Plenty of time? Only if the zeptobots didn’t kill her quickly. 

			




Chapter Ten

			Bronte was sure she was walking on air. She could control going metallic. How insane was that? The entire situation was nuts if she stopped to think about it, but for now she was riding the high of being able to make something work exactly as she wanted, when she wanted. Since she woke in the hospital, nothing had felt in her control. Until the day Bard kicked in her door, everything in her life had been orderly and prescribed. She followed the scientific method at all times, since all she did was work. At least now there was something she could point to as hers, something that made sense. As long as she set aside the fact that having superpowers was a bat shit crazy place to try to build a house of normalcy.

			She flipped through Spero’s chart as she made her way to her workbench. Her metallic hands reflected the warehouse lights. She’d been metallic for hours since she’d mastered changing back and forth. It seemed the fastest way to learn more about moving in that state. She’d been up all night, but now knew she could change the sheen of her exoskeleton from a matted dull finish to bright and shiny. That was handy when her roommates were trying to sleep. Apparently, no one wanted the bunk next to something as bright as a neon sign advertising cheap cigarettes at a twenty-four-hour minimart. 

			Spero was waiting when she arrived at her workbench. She nearly dropped his chart. 

			“You scared me, man. Were you trying to sneak up on me?” Bronte wagged a finger at him. 

			He tapped his ears and pointed at her. 

			“I know I can hear better than anyone here. But only if I’m paying attention.” She muttered the last part under her breath as she tossed his chart on the bench. “I’ve been looking over your chart trying to figure out what they were doing to you and the others. Do you know?”

			Spero pointed at his screen then at himself.

			“They wanted to fuse you with the screen? That’s pretty obvious, buddy. Do you know why?” Bronte flipped to another page in the chart. It mentioned “human operators.” “They’re obviously interested in emotional manipulation via technology, but we need more information. We need a look at their data.”

			Spero nodded. He picked up a weird looking piece of equipment at his feet and placed it heavily on the bench. Bronte examined it carefully. The longer she studied the less she believed what she was looking at. 

			“Did you build a computer from the scraps you found in here?”

			Spero held his arms out to his side as if saying “obviously.”

			“Is there a way to get online without being detected? If you’re good with computers are you any good using them? Maybe using them to get into places others would prefer you don’t go?” Bronte resisted the urge to cross her fingers. 

			This time Spero rolled his one visible eye. Bronte took that as a yes although with Spero you never could be sure. She didn’t know why he didn’t seem able to speak. She added it to her mental list of things to look into. She hadn’t finished reading his chart, maybe that would provide the answers she sought. 

			Before she could spend more time thinking about his vocal capabilities, he pulled a neatly folded sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it to her. She unfolded it and found a list of electronics, tools, and materials. Most of them were common and easy to come by but one or two weren’t the types of things you could buy just anywhere, and at least one was very expensive. 

			“You want me to get these for you?” Bronte indicated the list.

			Spero nodded and pointed to the computer.

			“I don’t know if you remember, but we have a lot of people after us and we don’t have any money.” Bronte tried to hand the list back to Spero. 

			He pushed the paper back to her and handed her another sheet. This one contained detailed directions, that seemed to be not far from the warehouse they were in. There were crudely drawn paths through the abandoned industrial park they now called home, the woods, and far from roads. Where it led, Bronte could only guess. At the bottom it said, twenty thousand dollars. 

			“Is this for real?” She knew she sounded skeptical. Strike that, disbelieving. 

			By way of answer he pointed at the list of directions, double tapped on the dollar figure, then pointed to the list of items he wanted. Finally, he pointed to the kitchen, then Athena. 

			“Now you want me to endanger Athena too? Is that what all the pointing and lists are about? Sending us out there?” Bronte was talking to Spero’s back. He was walking away, retreating to his own workspace across the warehouse. “This is a terrible idea.” Bronte made her way to Athena. “How would you like to set out on one of those adventures you mentioned you like? I don’t remember the details, so this might not qualify, but I’d love the company and I could use your help.”

			Athena looked suspicious. “You said they sound awful.”

			“Trust me, I haven’t changed my mind. Special request from Spero. I think. He built a computer and needs some supplies to get us online. I’m not entirely sure what he’s asking if I’m honest. It’s hard to tell with him, but we do need more food and other basics.” Bronte heard the papers crumpling from her tightening grip. “Where’s Galen? Should we bring her too?”

			“She’s been curled in a ball in bed most of the day. Something about the full moon and too many emotions.” Athena looked worried as she glanced toward the bunks.

			“Is she a werewolf?” Bronte whispered behind her hand. 

			Athena playfully batted at Bronte’s shoulder. “You remember there are people after us, right? They can track us if we start checking our email, and in case you forgot, we don’t have any money.” Athena ticked things off on her fingers. 

			“Are you coming or not?” Bronte grabbed a hooded sweatshirt she was thankful Galen had purchased and headed for the door. 

			“Of course I am. Someone’s got to look after you.” Athena fell into step next to her with her own sweatshirt. She rapped her knuckles on Bronte’s head. “All clear.” 

			Annoyingly, the zeptobots retreated and her exoskeleton disappeared. “I’m the one in charge. Don’t listen to the backseat driver. Hell, she’s not even in the same car.” Bronte still wasn’t sure how to talk to the zeptobots so she continued talking to her hands. She pulled her hood over her head and as low over her face as she could as they exited the warehouse. “Don’t you think my metal suit might come in handy out here?”

			Athena adjusted her own hood but not before Bronte saw her shake her head and smile ruefully. “If we want to call as much attention to ourselves as possible, yes. If we need you to suit up, do not waste even a second getting all shiny. For now, let’s be two people out shopping for whatever’s on your list with our pretend money. That will make this trip strange enough. We don’t need to add a metal woman to the mix.” 

			Bronte unfolded the directions Spero had given her. “I haven’t even told you the weird part yet.”

			Athena laughed. “Oh good, because I’ve been waiting for all of this to get weird.”

			Bronte turned and caught Athena’s eye. They stayed that way, caught in each other’s gaze. Inhale. Exhale. Bronte’s stomach fluttered. Maybe the zeptobots were practicing rhythmic gymnastics? 

			Bronte and Athena smiled, then laughed. Not joyous laughter but pressure relief laughter like the quick steam release from a pressure cooker.

			“Have to find the humor where we can, right?” Athena reached for Bronte’s arm but pulled her hand back before she made contact. “Knock my socks off with the newest oddity.”

			“Spero gave me directions to what he says is a twenty-thousand-dollar stash.” Bronte pointed to the right, past a long row of warehouses in similar disrepair to their own. 

			This slice of town had once been the beating heart of the city when manufacturing was how a living was made. Now the buildings remained but the soul of the place was long gone and no amount of political arguments had arrived at a suitable use for the old buildings. Meanwhile nature waited on no man and was slowly retaking the land. 

			“Do you think it’ll be there?” Athena’s eyes twinkled. She didn’t look nervous or timid. She looked confident and fearless. 

			Athena belonged at the helm of a pirate ship or leading an expedition in search of long-lost treasure. Adventuring suited her. Bronte wished she knew what suited her, especially given all the recent changes in her life. 

			“One way to find out.” Bronte clung close to the shadows of the buildings although she noticed several security cameras hanging broken from the roofs. Even those that were working probably weren’t being monitored anymore. She scolded herself for not being more nervous. It was hard not to get caught in Athena’s infectious smile and the thrill of the chase. Maybe robot Bronte would consider an adventure now and then. 

			They followed the directions silently until they approached the target. They’d traveled cautiously, but it had still only taken them thirty minutes. Spero had directed them far from well-traveled roads and through areas with plenty of hiding places. It would be hard to track them even if someone had been looking. 

			“Why does Spero make us play charades constantly if he could carry around paper and pen to tell us what he’s thinking or wants?” Athena looked over Bronte’s shoulder at the directions.

			Bronte shrugged. “If you figure out why he does anything he does, let me know.” She tapped the paper. “It says we need to go into that cemetery.” Bronte pointed across the street to an old looking cemetery tucked in among ancient trees. “Then we find plot nine hundred seven. The name on the marker is TLEC.”

			“Then what?” Athena scooted closer. She was practically draped over Bronte’s back. “Is that right? We dig? I’m not digging up Spero’s great-great-granddaddy no matter how much money’s buried there.”

			“Are you scared of old bones? I thought you liked adventures.” Bronte didn’t want to move because then Athena wouldn’t be so close. 

			“Not the kind that might summon old ghosts. I draw the line at apparitions and spirits.” Athena shuddered. “We all have limits.”

			“Good to know.” Bronte finally broke the contact but took Athena’s hand. The jolt of heat made her subtly check to make sure she hadn’t developed a new fire power or something else unexpected. It was only their joined hands that was making her skin feel aflame and her fingers tingle. Were the zeptobots doing that too? She gently released Athena’s hand. 

			“It wasn’t just you. I felt it too.” Athena smiled at Bronte. 

			“Okay. Good. That’s good. Wait, are you reading my mind? I thought that was Galen’s thing.” Bronte stopped walking. 

			“No need. Your poker face is shit. And Galen senses emotions. She can’t read minds.” 

			“Oh. I guess I should work on that. Maybe when we get back. Right now though, what if Spero’s place is a secret stash or a dead drop? You know, like you see in spy movies.” Bronte took Athena’s hand again. Bronte looked left and right to check for cars and bad guys before stepping out of the shadows of the large nondescript building they’d been using as cover. This section of town was also industrial but hadn’t been abandoned. There were security cameras and regular patrols by hired guards. She felt exposed as soon as the sun hit her skin. 

			Athena must have felt the same because she squeezed Bronte’s hand tightly and made a run for the cemetery. Bronte stumbled, then found her footing and kept up. 

			“Why would Spero have a dead drop or secret spy stash?” Athena pulled them to a stop once they were safely in the cemetery and began looking at the plot numbers. She pulled Bronte along one of the curving paths that led farther from the road. 

			“Why does Spero supposedly have twenty thousand dollars buried in a cemetery?” Bronte was winded but wasn’t going to give Athena a reason to drop her hand. She dutifully panted along with her. 

			They found the plot and marker before either of them could come up with an answer that made sense. They stared at the ground in front of the grave marker. It was unadorned except for “TLEC.” No dates or sentiments were written on the marker. The grass was neatly trimmed despite the cemetery’s age. It didn’t look like many of the adjoining sites received frequent visitors. 

			“Now we dig?” Bronte knelt in front of the marker and reread Spero’s directions. They lacked critical details she would have liked to possess. “How deep? How far from the marker? What size object are we looking for? What do we use to dig?”

			“You’re too much of a scientist. Use your gut.” Athena moved her hand along the ground from the middle of the marker about ten inches. “Here.” She dug her fingers into the earth and pulled at a chunk. Then she stood and looked around. “Do you see anything we can dig with?”

			Bronte sighed. Was she really about to talk to her hands again? “I don’t need full body metal, but my hands would be great. I need to dig a hole. Can you read my mind?” Bronte pictured what she needed while saying “tool” silently. She almost jumped out of her skin when her hands nearly blinded her as they reflected the sunlight. 

			“No way. You have claws.” Athena grabbed one of Bronte’s hands and turned it over and back.

			Sure enough, there were half-inch-long claws, with a diameter just shy of a pencil at the base protruding from the end of each finger. Bronte scooped at the dirt over the spot Athena had marked. Her clawed metal hands were like the bucket scoop on an excavator. If Spero’s great-great-granddaddy was buried here, these paws were more than capable of digging him up. Not that she had any interest in doing so. If Spero was lying about the money he’d gone to a lot of trouble to send them here. But why did he know about this pot of gold? What kind of person buried money in a cemetery?

			Five scoops in and they both heard the unmistakable clang of metal on metal. Bronte sped up her digging. Despite the inefficiency, Athena elbowed her out of the way and took over for the final bit, clearing off a three-foot-square box. She didn’t pull it out of the hole before finding the latch and popping the lid. 

			Bronte peered over Athena’s shoulder. They stared, speechless, at the contents. Money wasn’t the only thing the box contained. There were passports, driver’s licenses, what looked like marriage, birth, and death certificates, and a disturbing variety of weapons. 

			“Do we take anything else?” Athena poked at a handgun. “As a nurse, it feels wrong to take something I could hurt someone with.”

			“I’m a scientist. I can tell you about combustion and velocity, but I’ve never fired a gun. I’m unwilling to carry one.” Bronte lifted the stacks of twenty-dollar bills out of the box. There were ten stacks held together with violet paper straps. “If there are one hundred bills in these stacks then Spero was right.”

			Athena shook her head looking shocked. “I have some questions for that man when we get back. I’m grabbing some of these passports too. They might come in handy.” She put the money and passports into a sling pack she’d fashioned out of material from the warehouse.

			Bronte hastily closed the lid and shoveled the dirt back on the box. They’d been here too long. “We should go. It feels too exposed.”

			“I agree. The hairs on the back of my neck are standing, like something’s out there after us. I guess there is though.” Athena rubbed the back of her neck and followed Bronte back the way they entered. 

			They made it nearly back to the road when Bronte heard something that sounded out of place. She couldn’t locate or identify the sound, but her instantly thudding heart and electrified feeling told the only story she needed. She took Athena’s hand and pulled her behind the closest tree. She heard the bullet whistling their way seconds before it impacted the tree, sending shards of wood into the air.

			“I guess I should have given my neck hairs more credit.” Athena closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “You and I are going to have to work on a definition of adventure. Mine don’t usually involve bullets.” 

			“Good to know. And this is why I don’t like adventures.” Bronte peeked around the tree. There were three men she could see. “Suit up.” She whispered the command. 

			“Do you know if the zeptobots are bulletproof?” 

			“I chose a metal that can withstand the harsh conditions inside the human body indefinitely.” Bronte again peeked around the tree. The men weren’t advancing. She looked at the distance to the road and the cover of the hulking buildings and maze of warehouses, some of which were busy doing whatever real warehouses did. It looked like the space between the eye of a hurricane and an umbrella drink in a tropical paradise. In theory geographically close but in reality, miles of shitstorm apart. 

			“So you have no idea if those bullets will kill you.” Athena looked worried.

			“No, I have no idea. But I know for sure they’ll kill you. So I’ll make a scientifically sound judgment and stay between you and the projectiles. Do you think you can make it back to the buildings?”

			“Yes. We can’t go back to our starting point though, you know that, right? Until we’re sure we’ve lost these guys, we’re on our own. And your plan to step in front of bullets for me? It’s a shit plan. I don’t like it.” Athena peeked around the other side of the tree, picked up a rock, and chucked it as far as she could in the opposite direction to where they wanted to go. 

			As soon as the rock hit the ground Athena took off. Bronte was caught flat-footed, but she caught up quickly. They made it halfway to the road before the men started gaining ground. Bronte dug deep and ran faster. The wind was blowing through her short hair. She focused on the goal in front of her and assumed Athena was still by her side. 

			“Bronte, I can’t keep up. Please wait for me.” Athena sounded desperate. 

			The sound of her fear stopped Bronte. She pivoted and was floored at how far she’d run ahead of Athena. The three men were close on her heels. They weren’t firing their weapons. It looked like they intended to take Athena alive. The shot earlier must have been a warning shot.

			Bronte raced back to Athena. Seeing her approach, the men raised their guns. One of them shouted for her to stop and not come any closer. Bronte was surprised to see their faces tense with fear. One of the men’s hands was shaking, making his gun wobble. She didn’t stop. She needed to get to Athena. 

			As Bronte reached Athena one of the men yelled “stop” again. Bronte wasn’t sure which one fired their weapon, maybe the shaky handed one. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was keeping Athena safe. She draped herself around Athena’s back and wrapped her tightly in her arms. Bullets pinged off her back. The impact was uncomfortable but seemingly harmless. Without thinking, she scooped Athena into her arms and started running again. 

			She could hear the men pursuing her. They were shouting at each other, angrily debating the merits of continuing to shoot at her. She knew she was worth more to them alive, but dead was probably better than in the wind. She didn’t slow to give them a chance to come to a consensus. 

			“I knew you’d be stronger and faster in your super suit.” Athena was so close it felt like she was whispering in Bronte’s ear. 

			Bronte shivered and nearly dropped her. That wasn’t true, right? It was adrenaline that was allowing her to carry Athena while running at a full sprint. She glanced over her shoulder. Their pursuers were falling farther and farther behind. She wasn’t running anywhere close to super speed, but she was running faster than she could ever remember moving. 

			Once they were safely back in the maze of buildings Bronte found a place relatively well hidden with good lines of sight and easy escape routes for a moment’s rest. She set Athena back on her feet. Athena’s knees appeared as unsteady as Bronte’s felt. 

			Those men had to work for Bard, right? Maybe they knew about Spero’s stash too and were waiting for him to show up? Could Spero have sent them into a trap? No, Bronte didn’t believe that. It didn’t make sense. The question now was what did they do about Bard’s men? They couldn’t go back to the warehouse and risk exposing their base of operations and their friends. Bronte looked at Athena. At least she wasn’t alone. At least she had Athena. Being with Galen or Spero wouldn’t be as comforting. It had to be Athena’s unique adventurous spirit, right? Or her nursing bedside manner? Anything other than the fact that Bronte longed to spend more time with her, even though they’d met all of forty-eight hours ago. But Athena was alive and capable and so beautiful. Bronte, on the other hand, had a symbiotic relationship with seemingly sentient robots and she could turn her hands into digging machines. She had functionality and modes. What did she have to offer Athena except a menu of useful tools? Her life’s work, her hopes and dreams, had turned her into the thing her parents had most feared. She was an automaton, a robot, devoid of the creative spirit and freedom that were necessary ingredients of the human soul. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			Athena dragged a final armful of branches to a fallen tree she and Bronte had discovered in a thick stand of woods not far from the cemetery. Athena was fairly certain these woods were part of a sprawling state park, but being shot at and their subsequent attempts to stay hidden had muddled her sense of direction. 

			She dropped her branches next to the tree and whispered Bronte’s name. She was gratified when Bronte emerged from the makeshift shelter they’d built. She’d been completely hidden as Athena had approached even though she’d known where to look. With luck, no one would find them overnight even if they got close. They’d debated finding a building to sneak into, but they’d timed the frequency of security patrols and counted cameras and didn’t think the risk was worth it. They’d both agreed disappearing into the woods that bordered the cemetery was safer. Bard’s men had found them somehow and they couldn’t rule out it had been from the security cameras in the occupied buildings. 

			Bronte’s face lit up when she saw Athena. “Come on in. It’s not five star, but it could be worse.”

			Athena added the last branches she’d collected to their lean-to and crawled inside. Bronte was right, it wasn’t bad. “I’ve definitely camped in worse.”

			“You should put that at the top of one of your adventure posters.” Bronte helped Athena into the shelter. 

			Athena shook her head. “My headliner will be ‘better than Bronte’s. No gunshots, guaranteed.’”

			“Oh, come on. You can’t guarantee something like that. What if you happen upon stagecoach robbers? Or it’s high noon and a duel is scheduled on the street you’re crossing? What about pirates? Plenty of folks have black beards these days.” Bronte shifted and grimaced. 

			“You’re awfully cute when you’re being a pain in the ass.” Athena motioned Bronte closer. “What’s hurting you?”

			“It’s nothing.” She looked surprised when Athena gave her a “don’t fuck with me” stare. “My back is uncomfortable. It’s not a big deal. Probably not used to lying on the ground.”

			Athena crawled over Bronte’s prone form in the small space. The side closest to the tree afforded more headroom. She instructed Bronte to roll over and tried not to let her mind wander to places it shouldn’t when she was initiating a medical evaluation. 

			Nothing was obvious on Bronte’s exoskeleton. Athena took a moment to admire it. Currently Bronte wasn’t shiny and blinding. The liquid mercury look was matte, full of depth, and stunningly beautiful. Much like its wearer. 

			She banished those thoughts to a dusty corner of her mind. She could revisit them when she had nothing else to do, maybe when she was decluttering her mind or doing some light spring cleaning of the stray thoughts she no longer needed. 

			“I don’t see anything obvious. Can you take off the suit?” Athena rapped her knuckles gently on Bronte’s shoulder. 

			Bronte raised up on an elbow and looked over her shoulder at Athena. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Given all this.” She indicated their hiding spot.

			“You can suit up again if we need you. Show me what you’ve got.” Athena urged Bronte to get on with it. 

			Bronte sighed and the metal receded. As it did, bruises about the size of a nickel appeared. They dotted her back. Athena tried to count them, but tears welled blurring her vision. 

			“Anything?” Bronte looked back again. “What’s wrong?” She sat as best she could in the confined space and pulled Athena into her arms. 

			“I should be comforting you. You have bruises all over your back. You stopped all those bullets that were meant for me, and every impact is written all over your skin.” Athena wiped the tears away aggressively. 

			“Hey.” Bronte cupped Athena’s cheek. “First, they were shooting at me, thank you. And I’m fine. I’ll take some bruises to the alternative any day. Besides, now we have another data point to add to our understanding of what I can and cannot do.”

			“Bulletproof, sort of, isn’t much of a data point.” Athena stretched out on her side facing Bronte and propped her head on her hand. 

			Bronte mirrored her position. “It’ll do for now.” She furrowed her brow and almost instantaneously the exoskeleton appeared. 

			“You’re getting really good at that.” 

			Even in the dim light of the late evening and their darkening night’s dwelling, Bronte beamed. It was the first real stress-free smile Athena had seen since they’d been ambushed in the cemetery. 

			“When do you think it’ll be safe to go back to the warehouse?” Athena inched ever so slightly closer to Bronte. She wanted the comfort her solid presence provided. 

			Bronte rolled onto her back and whooshed out a breath. “I don’t know. We probably could have gotten back without being caught tonight. If someone was following us, I’d think they’d have moved on us by now, but better to be cautious. Maybe tomorrow we can try. I’m worried about Spero and Galen. I don’t think we were followed, but how did they know we’d be at the cemetery? We’ll need to be careful getting back, for them and for us. It isn’t good that they’re aware we’re still in the area.” 

			Athena considered. She reached for Bronte’s hand but couldn’t quite bring herself to grasp it. She settled for resting her palm on Bronte’s forearm instead. “We don’t have the things Spero needs yet. Leaving again would be risky. I think we should try to complete his list before we return. And hope for the best that they’re okay.”

			Bronte seemed to have no objections to taking Athena’s hand. She rolled back to her side and intertwined their fingers. She squeezed gently and then released their grasp. “Are you always so brave?”

			Athena couldn’t help the strangled laugh that escaped. “Oh no. As a child I was scared of everything. My anxiety crippled me. Years of therapy and hard work means I can live in harmony with it now. Most of the time. Today was quite a stress test.”

			“And the adventures? Taking a job on the restricted floor at the hospital?” Bronte’s eyes were filled with understanding. 

			“I missed so much life in my early years. My greatest anxiety now is reverting back to my childhood self, the one who watched life from the sidelines. Stasis doesn’t work for me.” Athena’s throat tightened and her heart rate had increased. Her stomach was churning. 

			“Hey, breathe with me. It’s going to be okay. Lie down. I’m going to cover our backs while we get some sleep. I promise to keep you safe tonight.” Bronte wrapped herself around Athena’s back until they were spooning.

			The smell of the fresh forest floor and the feel of Bronte’s strong solid arms around her was more powerful than all the meditations and aroma therapy in the world. She relaxed into Bronte’s body and drifted. Her own superhero would protect her tonight. All she had to do was sleep.

			* * *

			Bronte shoved the last package into their hiding place from the prior night and stepped back to make sure everything was hidden from sight. She stepped to the left and right. It would be nearly impossible for their stores to be discovered accidentally. 

			“Is that everything from the list?” Bronte wiped the damp earth from her hands.

			Athena ran her finger down the list and nodded. “Spero owes us for this. I don’t care how much money he has hidden around the city, next time, he goes on one of these scavenger hunts. My feet hurt from traipsing all over town chasing his list and I have a headache from thinking every other person is going to shoot at us.”

			The cash had helped them acquire the most obscure items. Sellers were less discerning when they could walk away with the money in hand. Even Venmo had flaws. They’d been vigilant about staying in the shadows and watching every person who was nearby, but the three men from the night before hadn’t appeared. Bard likely had an army at her disposal though, so anyone they passed could be on her payroll. Since they weren’t dead or captured, they were either being watched, or the guys were looking somewhere else. 

			“We need to refill our basic necessities before we go back. I know the longer we’re out the more the risk, but the other two don’t have any money and I doubt there’s much food left.” Athena tucked Spero’s list back in her pocket and swung her pack over her shoulder. “If we really want to push our luck, there’s someone I want to drop in on. She might be able to provide us with some information.”

			“Are you sure that’s a good idea? Is it safe?” Bronte rubbed her wrists where restraints had once tied her to her hospital bed. Like a phantom limb situation, sometimes they still chafed the skin and made it hard to breathe.

			Athena shrugged. “Don’t know. Guess it’s a good thing I’m bringing my own personal superhero.”

			Bronte rolled her eyes. “I’ve told you, I’m not interested in being a superhero.”

			Despite saying that, she was having a hard time forgetting the feel of Athena in her arms. Bronte the scientist wouldn’t have been holding her last night. As soon as Bronte had told her she was safe, Athena had practically melted into her and fallen asleep. Dumb and cliché as it may be, Athena ceding protective duties had made Bronte feel pretty super. Was that what being a hero was all about? Making others feel safe and in the process yourself heroic? Bronte didn’t care about being seen as heroic but feeling heroic meant it was possible she was more than a host for the zeptobots. Feelings were human and wonderful and comforting. She’d never tell him, but she didn’t mind getting zapped by Spero because it meant she could still feel. Until she figured out what she and the zeptobots were now, that confirmation was deeply comforting.

			“Let’s keep moving. Staying still this long is giving me the willies.” Athena linked her arm with Bronte’s and led her from the woods. 

			After purchasing and stowing their groceries, Athena took the lead weaving them through back alleys and side streets. “I think Spero would be proud of us. Now we’ve got our little hidden stash. Maybe we should draw him a map and make him come collect his toys.”

			“Do you think he has more repositories like that one hidden nearby?” Bronte crashed back into a wall when Athena stopped abruptly and shoved her back. “Everything okay?” 

			Bronte wasn’t suited up. It was hard to blend in when you were metallic, but since the cemetery incident she felt like she was in a room filled with dynamite, in a suit covered with motion activated sirens, sitting next to a sleeping dragon. 

			“Stand down. We’re fine. We’re also here.” Athena cautiously looked around the corner and then pulled back next to Bronte. “It’s busy but not as bad as it would have been a couple of hours ago.”

			“Where are we?” Bronte looked around Athena. Her heart rate increased so dramatically her vision dimmed. 

			“Put that away. All clear, little bots. Jesus.” Athena knocked on Bronte’s head. “You want to get us caught?”

			Bronte took a deep breath, then another. She wasn’t aware she’d called the zeptobots and her metallic exoskeleton. “Why did you bring us back to the hospital?” Her breath was ragged. 

			Athena’s features softened. She put her hand on Bronte’s chest, above her pounding heart. “I didn’t bring us back to the hospital. I brought us here.” They looked around the corner at the coffee shop. “Say a little prayer that Doris is working today.” 

			“Who’s Doris?” Bronte barely got the question out before she was running after Athena across the street, against the light, dodging cars, along with four other caffeine-starved patrons. Most importantly she was running away from the hospital that had upended all of their lives. 

			“Our eyes and ears, hopefully.” Athena pulled Bronte into the long line snaking through the shop. She stood on her tiptoes and scanned the employees behind the counter. “She’s here. I have to talk to her. If anyone from the other side comes in, can you hold them off long enough for me to have a couple minutes with her?” Athena whispered the last request. 

			Jesus. Who was this woman? She sure as hell didn’t act like a nurse caught up in life-and-death madness. She should be the superhero; she was better at it than any of the rest of them. Bronte watched her more closely as they slowly moved toward the counter. The one Athena had identified as Doris was a revelation. She was calling out orders and greeting people by name, seemingly from memory. She seemed to be doing ten things at once without faltering or even missing a beat in the conversations she was carrying on with numerous people at once. She caught her breath when she realized that not long ago she would have described Doris as a “robot” and meant it as a compliment. It didn’t feel much like a compliment now.

			Long before they reached the counter Doris spotted Athena. Her eyes lit in recognition and she hollered over to them. “The usual, hon? Haven’t seen you in a while. Was starting to worry about you.”

			“No, my friend here says I should try something new. I’ll take a small coffee, black.” Athena had to stand on her tiptoes to be seen over the tall man in front of them.

			Doris narrowed her eyes at Bronte and hollered over her shoulder. “Frank, I’m taking my ten.” She came around the counter and made her way straight to Athena, then took her and Bronte by the arm and dragged them out the employees only side door. 

			As soon as they were outside, she rounded on Bronte and jabbed a finger in her chest. “Start talking. Explain why my Athena is ordering black coffee in my shop and telling me it’s your idea she try it? Moment you walked in I wasn’t sure I liked the look of you. Not for her, at least. Start talking or I start dialing.” Doris pulled out her cell phone and waved it menacingly.

			Bronte tried to take a step back, but Doris followed until Bronte was against the wall with nowhere else to go. She’d been pinned in less than a minute by an angry sub-five-foot barista. Yet more proof she wasn’t hero material. “Does she not like black coffee? I don’t know what you want from me. Athena, help me out here.”

			“I don’t know. You did kidnap me.” Athena seemed unable to contain a smile. 

			From her work apron Doris produced a retractable truncheon and smacked Bronte on the shoulder. “Next time’s harder unless I get some answers.” 

			“Ow.” Bronte shook her arm. The familiar chill of the exoskeleton spread from her neck to her fingers. Shit. 

			“Doris, wait. She also saved my life. We need your help.” Athena moved next to Bronte and took her hand. 

			“Oh, I can see that well and good on my own. You.” Doris pointed to Bronte and her neck where the metal had now receded. “I didn’t believe all the chitchat about you from those black-suited folks who come through here, but now I’ve seen it with my own eyes. You’ve got a bit of a condition there, don’t you?” 

			“You won’t—” 

			Doris interrupted before Bronte could finish. “No one will hear a thing from me, Metal Lady.”

			Bronte frowned. “My name’s Dr.—”

			“Dr. Zepto,” Athena interrupted her.

			“Okay. Nice to meet you, Doc. Since I don’t have to break your kneecaps, not that I suspect I could if I tried, what can I do for the two of you? I’ve got five minutes left on my break and I haven’t eaten or gotten a smoke. Don’t suppose you remembered the tip jar this time either?” Doris looked pointedly at Athena. “You said you needed my help?”

			“You said people have come in talking about Dr. Zepto. What have they been saying?” 

			Doris smiled and wagged a finger at Athena. “You want me to keep your friend here a secret but spill everyone else’s coffee dregs?”

			Athena stared at her blankly. “Yes.” 

			“Well, okay. When you put it like that.” Doris looked taken aback but gathered herself quickly. She took a moment to light a cigarette. “I heard just enough to piece together that there was some sort of disturbance over there at the hospital. Everyone knows about the explosion of course. There’s been whispered conversations about how to get rid of pictures of some kind of, I don’t know, sea creature from the sound of it, that was spotted above ground? And a woman made of metal. Sounds like a bunch of hash if you ask me. But then some people came in, all serious and official looking, and asked if you’d been around. You or her. You hadn’t, so I said as much. Not that I would have told them if you had. Suits with questions never take care of the tip jar and they’ll turn on you quick as look at you.”

			Bronte looked at Athena who nodded her understanding. Doris was hearing more than she knew. 

			“Has the name Bard Verstrand ever come up?” Bronte hoped her voice was calm even when her insides felt like a soda can that had been shaken by an overtired toddler. 

			“Not here, but my auntie talks about her all the time. She signed up for one of her research studies at the hospital. Come to think of it, it wasn’t that long before the explosion and rumors of you existing that she finished. Came out talking about puppy bears whispering to her through her television. Now, hon, don’t take this the wrong way, but she’s always been a bit eccentric, so I didn’t pay her no mind. Now that I’ve seen you and your jazz hands I may have to stop by for another visit.”

			“Doris, you’re a peach. Thank you for your help.” Athena handed her a fistful of Spero’s money. “Something extra for the tip jar. But don’t share it. No one else in there is half as good as you.” Athena kissed her cheek. 

			“Sweet-talk and a little something green to back it up. You do know how to turn a girl’s head. You two need me to keep tabs on the rumor mill for you?” Doris tucked the money in her bra. 

			“That’d be great. We’ll swing back by as soon as we can and check in.” Bronte took Athena’s hand. “But be careful. These people aren’t playing around.”

			“Oh, one more thing. I don’t know if you know that lady doctor who went missing around the same time you two disappeared. I’ve seen her around a few times. She’s always with a crowd that’s nothing but trouble. She was in just before you today. They headed that way.” Doris pointed away from the hospital. 

			Bronte and Athena thanked Doris and stuck to the shadows as they moved away from the hospital. They found cover in an alleyway a block from the coffee shop. Bronte had a pretty good idea what Galen was up to, given her emotional instability, but she was still on their side, wasn’t she? But where was she getting the money for the drugs she needed to dim her so-called gift? Was she holding out a cash store she hadn’t told them about?

			“We can’t leave her out here alone. She doesn’t know Bard’s men found us.” Athena sighed. “Let’s collect her and our other supplies and see if we can make our way back. If not, I guess it’s another night spooning under the stars.” She winked. 

			Bronte felt the heat rise from her neck and cheeks. Her fingers tingled as she remembered the feeling of waking with Athena pressed into her. Robots probably didn’t get sensations in the places awakened by Athena’s ass pressed into her all night. That had to count for something. 

			It didn’t take long for them to find Galen. She was two blocks over in the direction Doris had directed them. Unfortunately, she was also at the bottom of a four-man pile and on the losing end of what looked to be the finish line of an ugly street fight. 

			“Oh my God.” Athena clapped her hand over her mouth. “They’re going to kill her.” 

			Bronte froze. Her mind was screaming to help Galen, but the mind-body connection seemed to have been severed. She couldn’t will her body forward. “You’re a scientist” and “You don’t know how to fight” repeated over and over in her brain.

			“One of those men is from the cemetery, Bronte. They’re Bard’s men.” Athena took off running toward Galen and her attackers. 

			“What are you doing?” Bronte’s voice sounded small and pathetic to her own ears. 

			She watched Athena jump on one of the men’s back and hit him in the back of the head. Of course the Goddess of War knew what to do in a fight. 

			The man reached behind him and threw Athena to the ground. He stood over her and raised a boot above her chest. Bronte heard a roar but didn’t know if it came from her, Athena, a lion escaped from the zoo, or some other creature. She did know she was no longer rooted in place. The force propelling her into the fray didn’t feel entirely under her control, but she hoped it hurt like hell when she drove her shoulder into Athena’s attacker and took him roughly to the ground. 

			Bronte turned her attention to the three remaining men. Two were still pummeling Galen. One was stalking her way. He raised his fists as she stood. She mirrored his stance, not knowing what she was doing. He swung and howled in pain when he made contact with her metal jaw. She swung wildly, landing a glancing blow to his ribs. She heard the breath whoosh out of him. Another wild swing. This time she connected with his jaw and he stayed on the ground. 

			“Little help, mate.” Galen gasped for breath. 

			“Get off her.” Bronte grasped a large man by the back of the pants and flung him from Galen. She swallowed an apology when he landed with a groan thirty feet away. 

			Galen stumbled to her feet and limped to stand at Bronte’s left shoulder. Athena stood on her right. Bronte took a step toward the final man. He reached behind him as if moving for a weapon. 

			“Really?” Athena sounded incredulous. “You think you have a chance against her?”

			The man paused, looked at Bronte, lowered his hands, and ran. 

			“I think that’s our cue. Let’s get out of here.” Athena took Bronte’s hand. 

			Bronte looked at their joined hands and then from Galen to Athena. It was probably good her legs were coated in metal because she wasn’t sure human flesh would hold her, they were shaking so badly. Her stomach felt like an out of control roller coaster, and her feet like lead. 

			“Not the time to fall apart.” Galen slapped Bronte hard on the back. “Hold onto her hand like a lifeline if you need to, but pull it together. They’re scared of you now, but they won’t be if you start blubbering in the middle of the street.”

			“She saved your ass. Mind your manners.” Athena stared daggers at Galen.

			“You should have left me for dead.” Galen started up the street, seemingly unconcerned about being attacked again. 

			The sight of Galen defeated and alone spurred Bronte into action. “Come on. We can’t let her walk us all into a trap. Let’s get our supplies and get home.”

			Galen was badly bruised, but she insisted she was fine. She repeatedly refused to allow Athena to look her over. They had no choice but to carry on. With three of them, carrying the supplies they’d stashed was a much easier task. They took precautions making their way back to the warehouse. Was their home still a safe sanctuary given their latest encounter with Bard’s men? How long until they were discovered? Galen assured them no one was following them. Bronte wasn’t sure how she could be so certain, but she was exhausted and ready to
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