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Prologue
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Friday, May 25th, 2012—9:03 PM

Joe sipped his beer and looked up at the Object, loving how it glittered in the night sky. He had entertained the idea of taking up astronomy because of the Object in the first place, and, for that hobby and others, he would have time very soon.

A whole yawning gulf of time.

“There you are,” Sienna said as she emerged from the roof access. “I had a feeling that you would be up here.”

Smiling at her over his beer, he said, “That predictable, am I?”

Sienna smiled her small smile that she didn’t show to most people. “More like I just know you.”

She shut the door behind her and joined him at the edge of the roof.

“Do you really have to retire?” she asked, not looking at him.

“No,” Joe said, sighing. “But . . . I dunno. The charm’s gone. You know?”

She made one of her signature faces, the tiniest of frowns that wouldn’t have even been detectable if someone didn’t know her expressions as well as he did.

“Is it really just because the kids have been calling you Agent Simian?” Sienna asked.

Joe laughed. The name had stung.

“More like it was just the last thing,” Joe said, looking back up at the sky and taking a long pull from his beer. “I’ve been at this for 30 years, Sienna. My powers still work just as well as they ever did, and I’m not stiff or anything like that, it’s just . . . I dunno.”

Silence resumed for a moment.

“. . . are you tired of us?” Sienna asked softly.

Punching Sienna lightly on the arm, he said, “Don’t do that, Sienna. You know that’s not what it is.”

She didn’t respond.

“It’s more like I feel like I’ve done all I can. I don’t know what I’m going to do next. It might be Crosswinds. It might be something else. Hell, maybe I’ll just take up fishing.”

“Or astronomy?” she offered.

“Or astronomy,” he agreed.

She really does know me.

He reasoned that he could always come back by for visits; there wouldn’t be anything stopping him. But he also knew that when the dynamics of relationships like these changed, everything changed. 

It was the nature of the beast.

“I’ll miss you,” she said, so quietly that he could barely hear.

“I know,” he said. He reached out and squeezed her around the shoulders with one arm; she squeezed him around his middle. They stood like that for a while, looking at the night sky.
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WHEN THEY DESCENDED the three floors of the security office and returned to the party, it had already wound down. Carson had already left, and Antonio was busy cleaning up. Cade was hunched over in the corner, looking for all the world like he was standing watch, but Joe knew that he was quite thoroughly passed out.

“Hey, Boss,” Antonio said, flashing Joe a grin. Joe grinned back. He would miss having Antonio around.

“We were just getting started on the clean-up.” 

Though he hadn’t said, Joe knew that by “we,” Antonio meant “I.”

“Let me pitch in,” Joe said.

Sienna surprised everyone by adding, “Me, too.”

Rather than give any indication that he was surprised, he continued on as though it weren’t anything worth mentioning. After a few minutes of working in relative silence, Sienna spoke up first.

“Any word on your replacement?” she asked.

Joe shook his head. “No, not yet. Well. There is some information that a little bird told me.”

Antonio turned to look at Joe at that comment, but Sienna was too cool for school: she acted like she was making inconsequential small talk and not getting a pivotal piece of information and, thus, kept her eyes on her cleaning.

“They’re looking outside the local Athena Office for candidates.”

Sienna turned to him, her expression sour.  “Are you kidding?”

Joe smiled sympathetically and shook his head. “‘Fraid not.”

Antonio rocked on his heels. “I can’t say I’m super surprised. I mean, come on, Sienna, do you really think that you’re leadership material?”

. . . c’mon, Antonio, Joe thought, laughing inwardly. Do you really have to do that right now?

Even he seemed to realize that he had gone too far, though, and he wilted when she fixed him with a glare.

“Sorry,” he murmured.

After a few long moments, though, Sienna’s posture softened, and she sighed.

“I guess not, no,” she said. “But I wish they would have asked.”

“That’s fair,” Joe said, nodding as he resumed with the cleaning activities, starting into the sweeping and using his powers to get a full range of motion with the broom with one hand that most people wouldn’t have even been able to manage even with two hands. He got another broom to cover twice the ground with twice the motion, getting a clear sense for what he was doing with both.

“But as much as I respect you all,” Joe said, including jerking a chin at Cade, who snuffled, “I get why they would be looking outside of us to find somebody.”

Antonio and Sienna took Joe’s lead, and they resumed cleaning up, Antonio gathering up the last of the cups and cans and Sienna getting into the scrubbing. It wasn’t necessary, but Joe had learned a long time ago not to try to dissuade her from something once she had decided that it was a good idea.

Even with the unnecessary work and with neither Antonio and Sienna using their powers to speed it along if they could have, they fell into an easy rhythm: Joe would start into a new domain of cleaning, Sienna would get into the bulk of it, Antonio would take care of little details, and they would go in that rondo-like way with each task. In an hour’s time, they were done.

“Well, gang,” Joe said, “that’s about it.”

Walking up to Cade, Joe  bumped his foot with his own. That was enough to rouse Cade from slumber, eyes wide and alert.

“Oh,” Cade said, looking up at Joe. “Sir.”

“Cade,” Joe said, smiling down at him. “You missed the clean-up. We’re all done.”

Cade looked around, blinking owlishly.

“Ah,” he said, coughing. “Sorry about that.”

“Nothing to apologize for,” Joe said, offering Cade a hand. Cade took it and got to his feet.

“Let’s lock up.” 

Regret settled on Joe’s shoulders like a too-heavy cloak, and, from the expressions on the rest of the team’s faces, he wasn’t alone in feeling it.

Still. Best to get out while there’s still a spark left.

As they stepped outside the entrance to the Athena Office, Joe closed the doors behind him and slid the key into the lock. He took his time with it, and his powers let him feel each individual tumbler inside the lock  as it clicked into place.

Then he closed his eyes and let his powers describe to him—through touch alone—of the turning mechanisms within the lock, of the bolt sliding home into its latch. Then, holding himself there for a long moment, he breathed a grateful sigh.

Though he would miss coming into work here, he found himself increasingly glad to have the chance to do other things.

Rotating the lock back into place and sliding the key out, he turned to find Sienna, Cade, and Antonio all looking glum, something that was especially out of place for Antonio.

“Cheer up, guys,” Joe said, laughing. “It’s not the end of the world. I’m sure that my replacement  is going to do great. Carson wouldn’t let just any old bozo in here.”

Antonio’s lips drew into a line for a moment before he said, “Sure, but they’re not going to be you.”

Aw, Kid, I’ll miss you, too.

“While that may be true,” Joe said, nodding, “you’re not going to let that get in your way keeping the school safe, are you?”

“No, sir,” Cade said, and the other two shook their heads.

“Okay, good. Then the rest is details.”

He turned and looked at the lettering above the entrance one more time. Then he turned back to Sienna and handed her the keys.

Blinking, she took them and smiled a small, grateful smile at him.

“Not the same as getting the position,” Joe said, “but it’s what I can do.”

“I know.” She folded her hands around them. “Thank you. Really.”

Looking at them, Joe felt his eyes start to water. Before it got too far away from him, though, he withdrew what he often thought of as his “tactical hankey” from his shirt pocket and blew his nose. He was sure that they knew what that was actually for, but they had been good enough sports to never say so.
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