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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            RAID

          

        

      

    

    
      Sacrifice the whole to save the part.

      Aegis glared at the words, left by his daughter Celice on his Tama, coded in so the wristlet’s screen showed them every time Aegis looked its way. He swiped the phrase off so he could see the plans and project them to the twenty waiting with him in the cargo plane’s hangar.

      A ship sprang first from his Tama, and then from the linked projector Celice had hooked up into the plane’s boring backside. She’d also found enough parts and people to get the propeller-driven craft in the air for the first time since before Aegis had been born.

      Two pilots sat in the cockpit, shuttling the combined Paragon and normal strike force over the deep, dark Pacific ocean. Their target sat minutes away, enough time for one last look at how they were going to hurt Ziran, the company stealing the world.

      No, not stealing, capturing. Taking by force.

      “At last count,” Aegis started, doing what he could to keep too many sleepless nights from his voice, “Ziran has five drones on the ship. Another squishy squad beyond them.”

      “Standard orders?” asked Particle, a Paragon who’d proven their worth with an assault rifle more times than Aegis cared to count.

      “Standard orders.” Aegis gave an eye-sweep across the fighters. They all wore drab black now, protective, tactical gear taken wherever they could get it. No Paragon blues anymore. “Normals, signal if you spot a drone. Don’t engage. Your job here is to get to those controls and turn the boat our way.”

      Because the Paragons needed those supplies. Weapons, food, anything that could be used. Aegis watched the boat’s projection spin in the hangar’s center. The leak hinted there might be something more interesting in that vessel’s hold. Celice wanted it investigated bad enough to ask her father on this one personally.

      He’d get it for her.

      The two squads, half Paragon and half normal, split apart and pulled on their parachutes. Up front, the pilots flipped on the warning light. Aegis made himself ready, tried to quiet his stormy thoughts.

      Just like the old days. Another mission, difficult odds, but ones he, Aegis, the people’s protector and a living legend, would be able to overcome. He’d come back from near death stronger than ever, and he would prove it again tonight.

      Except Aegis had been proving it, day after day and hour after hour since Mila and the healing tank in the Factory’s basement put Aegis back together. He’d battered drones by the hundreds, led assault after assault in the two months since Mynx disappeared and her machines switched sides.

      For all that effort, Aegis had damn little to show.

      “Almost to launch,” Aegis spoke into his Tama as he took his position at the hangar’s end, where the ramp would lower any second. “Things okay back home?”

      “Focus, dad,” Celice said.

      “Just seeing if you were paying attention.”

      “Ziran doesn’t have all the eyes yet. I’ve got a grainy feed, but don’t get reckless. You’re too far out for back-up.”

      With a squeal that belied the plane’s age, the door dipped open. Air pulled at Aegis, whistling through his cropped hair and scruff. Behind him, clicks sounded as his team checked their gear, settled into position.

      “So long as we have evac,” Aegis said.

      “She’s nearby,” Celice replied. “Let’s hope you don’t need her.”

      “Let’s hope.”

      The light above Aegis flared green. Champions didn’t hesitate so Aegis led the way, stomping down the ramp and leaping into a silver night sky. Below, the ship laid out long, its running lights a beacon against the black water.

      A familiar rush found Aegis as he fell, seconds ticking off in his head as the fall buffeted his arms, legs, stomach. The team followed behind him, leaping and pulling their chutes as ordered.

      Aegis didn’t reach for his.

      Contacts in his eyes linked to Aegis’s Tama, flooding data into his retinas as he fell. The ship, highlighted in a neon green, grew large as an altitude ticker sprinted down in his vision’s upper-right corner. Containers stacked on one another dominated the ship’s surface, steel towers with narrow gaps between rows. The Tama found, highlighted drones and patrolling guards in those gaps with a bloody red. A dire Christmas.

      When the ticker hit two thousand, Aegis pulled the chute. Flaring up, the chute pulled Aegis back, though the holes scattered through the fabric kept up the Champion’s momentum. He’d cut them himself in a meditative moment earlier that day, knowing the precise number from a time long before the Paragons existed.

      Back then, the U.S. military controlled Aegis’s drops. Back then, they told Aegis how to be efficient, how to maximize surprise. Not too many years later, Aegis turned that training back on his owners. Fought and won his freedom.

      Aegis bunched up his knees, guiding the chute towards a landing on a container tower. The ribbed metal shone silver under the moon and stars, just clear enough for Aegis to roll as he hit. The impact jolted his knees, clacked Aegis’s teeth against each other as he slammed across the container. His right hand moved on instinct, releasing the chute as Aegis left the somersault and sending the canvas billowing off into the night.

      His arrival didn’t go unnoticed.

      Alarms sprang up fast, new and blinking lights firing up across the ship as someone barked orders from loudspeakers. Those accessories played in the background as Aegis focused on a more immediate threat: two drones, flanking him on the container’s either side.

      These machines, revamped gladiator drones, looked like frying pans with a few too many handles. Directional jets sprayed out from their bases, while weapons lethal and not dotted those metal arms. The drones had a white coating now, blazed over with an orange Ziran logo to make sure Aegis knew just who would be shooting him.

      “I liked you better before,” Aegis said to the closer one, near the ship’s middle.

      The black metal and Paragon blue paint had looked cooler.

      He took two long steps to cover the container’s width and leapt off its lip. Hot energy met him, another Ziran tweak. Azure flashes accompanied pain as Aegis’s tactical gear proved unable to handle the heat. Burns, though, didn’t meet the same measure as hard metal shot inside Aegis’s heart.

      And lasers didn’t stop the Paragon’s momentum.

      Aegis hit the drone hard, sending the machine flying backward as its jets tried to compensate for the extra kilos. The machine’s job grew harder as its fellow, continuing to fry Aegis, proved fine with friendly fire. White plates turned black as energy struck home, following Aegis as he climbed into the three-meter-long drone’s middle.

      A clock ticked in his head, and when it hit zero, Aegis punched down with both fists, abandoning his trek. His hands broke through the drone’s softer build in its center, jagged fragments slicing up Aegis’s skin.

      The Champion growled away the pain.

      The drone followed its programming, flipping itself over. The move put the drone’s jets facing up, sending the machine rocketing down towards the ship’s deck. Aegis tried to free his hands, get away. His suit, his skin snagged on metal and wires. Kicking his knees up, Aegis pushed with his feet, breaking free as the drone struck home.

      The ship’s deck crunched as the drone and its human pancake struck, plates crumpling in as the machine’s momentum overwhelmed a deck not exactly built for a Champion slamming into it. Aegis felt the steel snap under his back, bend against his shoulders, tear beneath his head as the drone pushed him through. The machine itself stuck, its peripherals lacking the weight.

      Aegis landed on rust-red grating, staring up at the drone’s sparking, battered corpse. His body tweaked, twitched as its cells fixed themselves. With a groan, Aegis sat up, stretched his neck left and right. His suit hung in little more than shreds, and the crash had spun off his belt and the extra gear to somewhere Aegis couldn’t see.

      The Champion’s eyes found plenty else, though. The thin lower-deck hallway should’ve been where the guards spent their nights, or served as additional cargo space for Ziran’s toys. Instead, Aegis saw bright blue lines bisecting the hall from floor to ceiling on his left, the way leading towards the ship’s bridge.

      On the walls around him hung hasty signs, plastic ones thrown up against the green-gray metal. In bold white on red, letters warned against continuing further. Against agitation and complaining.

      Against anomaly abilities.

      “You alive, Aegis?” Particle’s voice came in over the Tama as thumps, gunfire, and at least one crackling explosion filtered through the deck’s newest door.

      “Alive and moving,” Aegis replied, standing up. His own ability kept the drone from killing him, but Aegis felt the aches as he stood. He’d need days after this to get back in fighting shape. “Something weird down here.”

      “Great. There’s things normal and dangerous up top if you’re available?”

      Aegis snapped his view up to the sparking drone. Right. Take the ship and he could figure out what lay below later. Ignoring the hallway and its beckoning, Aegis turned to the closer wall and punched a dent near his waist.

      Did it again a meter higher.

      “On my way,” Aegis said, nodding at his handiwork.

      Backing up, Aegis took a single step and leapt. His right foot caught the bent metal foothold, giving Aegis enough leverage to punch a handhold for himself and secure his left foot’s grip. Looking up at the drone, Aegis squatted, gave himself as much push as he could, and jumped.

      Reaching up, his hands caught some broken deck plating, the razor edges adding to the cuts Aegis already collected on the mission. None would scar, all would be gone by day’s end. The pain filtered out, experience and focus doing their work to keep the Champion climbing, pushing, punching, and tearing until he once again saw the night sky.

      Fire interrupted the stellar beauty now.

      Around Aegis, Paragons and commandos landed, their chutes snapping off as the combined force found drones and Ziran guards rushing to meet them. One gung-ho soldier, on Aegis’s left, rounded a shipping container stack silhouetted by blue-white spotlights. The man aimed his rifle—a kind long outlawed, but Ziran must have found a stash—at another Paragon, a graying woman just rising from her suit.

      “Cover!” Aegis shouted, breaking towards the guard.

      The gun’s noise said Aegis wouldn’t get there in time. The Paragon’s ability said it didn’t matter.

      The guard, trigger pulled, found himself standing five meters ahead, the fired bullet striking him in the back. He hadn’t stepped, hadn’t ran forward, but just appeared there. Aegis blinked as the man crumpled, glanced towards the Paragon and caught a wink.

      Aegis wanted to sigh, but more targets closed in on the landing zone. If this had been a real Paragon operation, one run with more planning, more established teams, he’d have known what the Paragon could do. He’d know where to be to use her abilities.

      Instead he’d wasted seconds playing defense when none was needed.

      The old days had been so much better.

      Three more guards followed the first, calling out their downed companion’s name. This time, when Aegis nodded at the Paragon woman, they understood each other. The guards sighted on Aegis, brought up their weapons.

      And a god stood among them.

      Aegis struck fast and with finality, dropping a guard with each fist and the third with his forehead in a crunching smack. He knelt down, picked up a rifle off the unconscious guard.

      “Give me a shot, Particle,” Aegis said.

      The anomaly, taking their birds-eye station on a container tower’s top, yanked Aegis’s vision towards a drone making mayhem near the ship’s aft. The normals, coming in later, were landing at the boat’s back, around the bridge. The drone took advantage, its weapons working to spray incoming chutes and their charges with glittering fire.

      “Can’t hit that from here,” Aegis replied, breaking into a run.

      “Then get closer.”

      Aegis held up a hand as he ran, hoping his new partner would understand. Smaller container towers littered the space between Aegis’s landing spot and the ship’s bridge, some glowing as drone fire or Paragon abilities missed their marks. Between and around the blocks, Ziran guards, drones, and Paragons did a dangerous dance.

      Not one Aegis had time to join.

      He jumped, and Aegis felt the Paragon partner jolt him forward, once, twice, and a third time. He kept moving between the jolts, falling back to the ground. The last boost slammed Aegis into another guard, knocking the soldier flying into a beet-red container. Aegis didn’t do much better, losing his footing and stumbling into a somersault.

      Those, at least, Aegis understood.

      The Champion left the roll with a kick up to his feet, keeping the momentum going. Every second spent, his allies lost more lives. The rush closed in Aegis’s vision, pushed away his aching bones.

      The guard, shaking her own head, lurched off the shipping container, its red the bottom share of a steel two-stack.

      “Bad idea,” Aegis said, jumping again.

      The guard looked up in time to see Aegis land on her shoulders, kicking off and sending her back to the ground. The boost brought him up, enough for his partner—did her ability have a range?—to shunt Aegis higher. He flew up and over the containers, landing on the far side in the last flat expanse before the bridge.

      A helipad, occupied.

      The white-and-orange vehicle’s blades already whirled, pilots in the cockpit and doors sliding shut. Aegis caught a foot disappearing on the ‘copter’s opposite side. Aegis wanted to lunge after it, wanted to until Particle whipped his vision back to the drone and its continuing devastation.

      “Priorities,” Particle said. “We can take the helicopter later.”

      “Not if it gets away,” Aegis growled, but he broke past it anyway, skirting the pad and hustling towards the bridge.

      As he went by, the helicopter did what helicopter’s do: its blades spinning up, the vehicle lifted off the ship’s surface in a rapid rise.

      “Bring it down?” Particle asked as Aegis jumped a rail, the drone only meters away.

      And risk killing people fighting on the ship’s surface? Who knew what was on the ‘copter anyway?

      “Find a way to track it,” Aegis replied. “Secondary objective.”

      Ahead, the drone spun around, its disc shape showcasing a pockmarked beating where desperate normals had tried to fight it. Above and behind the drone, like strange clouds, more normals descended, chutes fluttering.

      Saving lives. It’s what Champions did.

      Aegis brought up his stolen rifle, held the trigger as he ran at the drone. Bullets sprang out, meeting their objective with colorful sparks and nothing more. The drone returned fire, its own flashes burning Aegis’s bare skin. More pain to shrug off.

      The drone must’ve decided that its attacks weren’t doing much, because it accelerated towards Aegis. Jumping, Aegis met the drone in the air, going for the machine’s center, that vulnerable circuit nest begging for a bullet absolution. After carving up his skin on the last drone, punching through metal wasn’t high on Aegis’s to-do list anymore.

      Not that the drone cared. It swerved as Aegis jumped, shifting its lip to catch Aegis in the gut. His legs beneath the drone, his arms, right hand still clutching the rifle on top, the Champion tried to find breath and failed. His lungs couldn’t expand, the drone shoving them both in a wild acceleration along the ship.

      Desperation took over. Aegis held down the rifle’s trigger as the drone’s speed kept him pinned to its front. This close, the rifle’s bullets still bounced off, but a few found softer homes, chewing into the drone’s middle. The machine altered its plan as it felt Aegis’s fire, acting way too damn smart and braking hard.

      Aegis’s momentum carried him off the drone, flying out over the sea. As he fell, he aimed the rifle up, played out the clip into the drone’s bottom-facing jets. Aegis hit the water hard, its ice seeping in fast as the Champion tried to take a breath. Overhead, once again, those bright stars vanished.

      The cause this time?

      A big ol’ fireball where the drone had been.

      “We’ve secured the ship, conducting clean-up now,” Particle said as Aegis bobbed in the waves. “That you out there, Champion?”

      “Nice work,” Aegis replied. “I’m going to need a pick-up, Particle. And a towel.”

      As drone pieces splashed around him, Aegis looked over at the ship. Another raid, another win. But it wouldn’t stop Ziran.

      Not yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE ROUTINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Kat waited for five pizzas shoved in a special pack that’d keep them warm for the trip. She sat at a greasy, dough-colored table over tile last cleaned, she imagined, a decade ago. Muddy melted snow piles paired with the TV screen hung in the corner, dangling entertainment for waiting customers. Some talking head barked through another raid, earlier that morning, on a Ziran freighter.

      The Paragons at it again, resorting to terrorism in their final flailing moments.

      Two months after the drones swapped sides and the Paragon years already held a place in horrified history. Kat’s existence as a tracker relegated alongside humanity’s past nightmare regimes, as if she’d knocked on doors with designs to destroy the families within. That the Paragons kept anomalies safe, kept normals safer, went unsaid.

      To do anything else would be to risk angering the machines floating outside.

      Kat pulled the grey hood up over her head, uncut bangs drifting around her eyes and slicing up the behind-the-counter view as she looked away from the TV. Unarmed machines supervised by normal humans spun up pizza dough, minced tomatoes grown in condensed gardens in the restaurant’s back. This place kept its quality where it mattered: the food. Outside the crust, they didn’t give a damn.

      Which made it perfect for a former tracker trying to get her forbidden friends some lunch.

      Minutes later, pizza pack strapped to her back, Kat rejoined a particular puppy digging at the wet grass outside. Brown and freshly exposed, Chicago’s lawns hadn’t yet found their spring vigor and, if Seeker had his say, they never would. The husky seemed to regard any opportunity to create a hole as one not to be missed, no matter how many times Kat tried telling him no.

      Admittedly, she wasn’t good at it.

      “Here,” Kat said, handing over several pepperonis the joint’s owner sent her way. A tiny gesture that ensured she stayed a repeat customer, though the man didn’t know Kat’s choices for lunchtime options were slim.

      Seeker snapped up the delivered delectable, then another, and a third before Kat showed an empty palm. The husky flicked his eyes back towards the pizzeria and huffed.

      “Moderation, my friend,” Kat said, heading off down the sidewalk and pulling Seeker along.

      A pod whisked by, ferrying people in its tinted orb to destinations unknown. The wheeled sphere made nothing more than an ear-tingling hum as it went, the tires crunching a louder sound than the batteries boosting it along. Kat would’ve called one, would’ve saved herself blocks hiking through the cool air, except pods weren’t private.

      Ziran would be listening.

      Ziran always listened now.

      Kat’s arms swung as she walked, her left one outpacing her right, its lightness still a new sensation. The Tama that’d been there gone, along with the wristband to hold it. A small plate sat on her skin, covered by a long sleeve, waiting to get plugged in. It would have to wait a lot longer. No way Kat would be strapping a Ziran-made device to her any time soon.

      Weed, the Paragon acting now as the Chicago lead—as if such a thing really existed anymore—still had his Tama and claimed Ziran hadn’t infiltrated all the Paragon systems. Aegis, the Champion returned from the dead, apparently had one and hadn’t been tracked down yet. All the same, Kat had a hunch Ziran kept its cards close.

      If your enemy was content to give their position away, why not let them?

      The sun faded fast, a sudden shade not belonging to a passing cloud. Kat caught the reflection in a nearby window as she walked, a gladiator drone bringing its truck-sized body along the avenue. A normal patrol that, a few months back, would’ve made Kat feel secure, safe and protected. Now she turned her face away, bent down as if to tie the laces on her boots.

      Ziran knew her face. Wexley knew her face. He might have higher priorities now, but Kat figured he’d come after her eventually.

      Or was that vanity talking? Wexley had the world to fight for now. He probably didn’t remember Kat existed. He wouldn’t take the time to order drones out to find her.

      Kat kept her hood up anyway.

      Five blocks later, in a ragged residential neighborhood where single-story ranches spoke to century-old construction long left to founder as money made moves elsewhere, Kat picked up some Seeker droppings and swept a look around.

      For all the upheaval, humanity powered on. People took trains and pods to their jobs, or set themselves up in home offices. Kat could see heads glued to monitors in front room windows. Some few joined the sidewalk with her, often muttering into their Tamas as they took their meetings on foot. Nobody did what Kat wanted to: scream out a question asking whether everyone had lost their minds.

      She’d seen what anomalies could do. Lost her family to one when her sister’s cells bent the wrong way and sent Kat’s parents, their house, and the sister herself into the next life. Kat held no particular love for those humans afflicted with abilities, but she’d made a home in the house the Paragons built. It’d functioned, it’d been clean and clear.

      Now Chicago marched to a fearful drum, overseen by and obedient to a machine swarm demanding that its citizens carry on. Send their emails, file their reports, and make the economy move without thinking about who really benefited.

      “I liked it more when I just had to catch another moron,” Kat said, turning up a driveway with cracks destined for weed incursions.

      “Who you calling a moron?” Smoke, a Paragon who’d embraced the no-uniform look to shag out with lounge wear, called from the house’s cement porch.

      “Nobody,” Kat replied, slinging the pack off her back and dropping it near the door. “Lunch is served.”

      “Keep it hot this time?” Smoke eyed the pizza box with something between desire and disgust. “If I’m eating this again, I⁠—”

      “You’re welcome to get it yourself.”

      Kat didn’t wait for Smoke to find a comeback and went inside, Seeker pawing after her. They both knew Smoke wouldn’t go many steps from the house, where a drone might get a good look at her. The machines seemed to know Paragon faces at a glance—how Weed squared this with his refusal to believe Ziran had Paragon system access, Kat couldn’t fathom—and responded to a potential catch with verve.

      When help arrived, the anomalies weren’t even finding bodies anymore.

      Inside, makeshift moxie abounded. Oddball pairings huddled over screens set up on haphazard tables, power cables making a footfall maze liable to trip any inattentive newcomer. Anomalies and normals, the few who cared enough about the Paragons to want them back, swarmed through the space. A dishwasher hummed behind it all, and, deeper in the house, the laundry machines continued their constant vibrations.

      “Where’s Weed?” Kat asked a man standing just inside the door, his eyes on the big front window.

      The hour’s appointed watchman, Smoke’s secondary for the shift.

      “Briefing room,” the man said without sashaying a look Kat’s way. “They’re not letting up.”

      “With all the wins lately, why would we?”

      The man frowned, but didn’t offer anything else to go with Kat’s sarcasm. Humor died fast after the drones turned, despite Kat’s attempts at resuscitation. Not that she’d stop: a little laughter was the only thing keeping her sane.

      That, and hoping for a sign.

      The briefing room would’ve been a joke anywhere else. A cracked cobblestone patio out back now hid beneath a scavenged lime green party tent, a screaming decorative failure embraced through necessity. Kat kept her criticisms quiet: her own apartment, now left fallow once she’d discovered tracker drones keeping tabs on it, would’ve failed any design reviews.

      She did, though, miss Tap. The surfer AI managing her life back there had been a constant pleasure. Did Tap still exist, chatting with an empty apartment? Wondering where the woman requesting daily, late, brunch orders had gone?

      Seeker pulled Kat’s focus to the gathering, a solid six-person event, unfolding before them as Kat walked through the rear sliding doors. Weed held court, a projector linked to the man’s Tama spewing a blueprint up against an old black chalkboard. Kat didn’t recognize the layout, but the words up top reading Power Station answered the question clear enough.

      “Why? Hit this and we’ll knock out the north suburbs for three days,” Weed said, the scraggly man nonetheless standing straight before his charges. Calvin had mentioned he’d liked the man.

      Calvin.

      Kat pressed her eyes shut for a second. Opened them back in equilibrium.

      “And why does that matter?” Weed continued. “Every day they don’t have power, every day business is disrupted, we swing them back our way. This is a long war, and we’ll win it with small victories.”

      Looking at backs, Kat couldn’t tell if Weed’s audience took the man seriously, but when Weed dismissed them all to get suited up, the five members forming Rookery squad—Weed and Beth, the Elemental leader sharing power in the place, went with Chicago landmarks as squad names for variety—popped up to gather gear.

      “Annoy the citizenry enough and they’ll want you back?” Kat said, letting Seeker loose to dash around the yard.

      Weed, swiping away the projection, scratched at his nose and shrugged. “It’s something to try. More, it keeps us going.”

      “And getting killed out there.”

      “Better that than wallowing in here. At least we’re trying, and we’re not alone. Aegis⁠—”

      “Took another boat. Guess how many Ziran’s got out there?”

      “You know?”

      Kat collapsed into a folding chair, its stiff cushion providing precisely zero comfort, “Of course I don’t know, but it’s gotta be more than one.” She shook her head, glanced up. “Anything?”

      Weed grimaced, matched her head shake, “We haven’t heard anything more. Gordon hasn’t sent a word in a week.”

      The tracker had vanished with a few anomalies on a mission to see exactly why missing Paragons and Elementals were just that: missing. The drones, given Wexley and Ziran’s repeated proclamations that anomalies were to be destroyed, should’ve been leaving bullet-riddled bodies in the streets. Instead, anomalies seemed to just disappear.

      Kat read enough novels, saw enough movies to have ideas aplenty about where they might be, what might be happening, but so far nobody caught a trace.

      Calvin had been one. Weed described the day, back when Kat had been in the hospital under a dizzying drug dive to get her through dire emergency surgery. Calvin and some other Paragons, Weed included, tried staving off the world’s end with a hit on a drone repair center on Chicago’s south side. The mission came off as a success, with Calvin being the only casualty.

      Fire and drones everywhere, Weed said. They couldn’t see what happened to Calvin, couldn’t risk going back to rescue him.

      Kat had given Lob, the Paragon doing the in-and-out jumps on the mission, a good punch anyway. Now he left rooms whenever she entered, and Kat didn’t feel one tiny regret about it.

      “So, the pizza’s here?” Weed said after a long breath.

      The man at least had the grace to look embarrassed about asking.

      “You want a piece, better get in there,” Kat replied. Weed gave her a nod and took the advice.

      Overhead, the sunshine died again, this time in the slower, more natural fashion. Raindrops followed, striking the canvas with hollow, splattering thuds. Kat stared at the chalkboard, tried to find something meaningful in its blank, black surface.

      At least Seeker, chomping at the droplets, had fun.

      The rain became a downpour, thick enough that even Seeker sought refuge beneath the canvas. The clattering storm made so much noise, misted up the yard so thick Kat didn’t notice the bag fly over the fence until a body followed. Seeker woofed as Kat stood up, her hand vanishing beneath her jacket to the snub-nosed pistol she kept with her now. Guns felt wrong in a Paragon world, but strangely right in the new dystopia, ready to end an enemy’s life as easily as Kat’s own, should the circumstances go too far south.

      Seeker’s barks pulled Kat’s hand away, their tone suggesting less a break-in and more a return. Pulling up her hood again, Kat broke cover and dashed across the yard to the body, her boots already squelching in the soaked, muddy grass.

      Gordon Holyoak looked like he’d found some enemies. Bruises littered his face, and Kat saw the man’s scalp where some hair had gone aggressively missing. His outfit bore tears and holes, some going all the way through to bloody lines in the tracker’s skin.

      “You alive, man?” Kat asked, kneeling over him, taking Gordon’s face in her hands.

      His eyes didn’t keep the suspense long, fluttering open at her touch. Scruff competed with mud for space on Gordon’s face, though the rain turned the latter into brown rivers as Kat pulled Gordon up. Seeker bounded about them, woofing and helping not in the slightest.

      “Hey,” Gordon said, words a whisper over the rain. “Grab my bag?”

      Leaving Gordon draped over her shoulders, Kat leaned down, picked up the duffel making a new home in the mud pit yard. Sweeping her left arm around Gordon’s waist, Kat turned back to the house.

      Standing behind it, some with guns raised and others with arms out, ready to deploy whatever magic their cells had given them, were Weed and Beth’s makeshift army, or at least the fifteen or so ready to play. Weed and Beth stood at their head, both with arms folded, eyes peering out from the canvas.

      “Some help, maybe?” Kat called. “It’s Gordon, and he’s hurt?”

      “How’d he get over the fence, Kat?” Beth asked.

      The woman, an Elemental leader and one whom Kat wouldn’t mind going a few rounds with in a no-holds-barred ring, took the new world like it was a new outfit. She pulled the disaster around her like a coat and used it to cover flaws, striding around her diminished forces like some savant who could, with enough grit and grime, get the Elementals and their disenfranchised Paragon friends, back on top.

      When Kat mentioned Beth had been behind innumerable attacks on Paragon property, had nearly killed Kat herself with a dirty anomaly trick, Weed hadn’t done much more than turn away. They needed every anomaly now, no matter their past.

      So Kat caught her would-be killer’s orders and carried them out with one forced smile after another.

      Why?

      Because staying here offered her only chance at something more than the streets. She’d given her life to the Paragons, and they’d repaid her with a career to call her own. Resurrected a broken teenager and taught her how to fight, to trace a rogue anomaly, to stare down a wall of assholes like this one and punch right on through it.

      “He pulled himself over,” Kat said. “I saw him.”

      “Looking like that?” Weed asked.

      Gordon straightened, hissing as he did so. “All me. Wouldn’t mind getting out of this rain, though?”

      Weed and Beth pulled a paired frown that would’ve been cute if Kat wasn’t considering pulling her gun and gut-shotting them both right then and there. The Paragon leader, possibly reaching real deep, found his heart and waved Kat and Gordon forward. As Kat and her friend went, several anomalies followed Beth’s signal and broke out from the line. They swept passed Gordon, heading for the fence. Another popped into the air with a flute-like noise, fluttering upwards like a leaf into the downpour.

      A risky move to use such an obvious ability in the open, but better than risk the whole house to some waiting ambush.

      Weed and Beth wanted an immediate debrief, but Gordon demurred, claiming a chance to clean-up and get some first aid took precedence. Kat helped the tracker downstairs, to a wide basement expanded with judicious anomaly abilities to extend beneath the whole backyard. The Elementals, who had some experience building makeshift bases, divided up the new, calcified-white chamber into various rooms, including a three-bed micro hospital.

      Gordon went from shower to bed, with Kat helping apply bandages. Seeker, their apparent protector, curled up his soaked self at their feet, blue eyes watchful.

      “You’re staying quiet,” Kat said as the silence ate away. Gordon hadn’t said so much as a word, save recurrent thank-yous as the recovery commenced. “I’ll let you get away with that for a minute more, then I’m gonna lose it.”

      Gordon chuckled once, then turned his beat-up face Kat’s way, “I’m not talking because I’m trying to figure out what I have to say.”

      “There’s your problem. You can’t overthink it. Just talk, Gordon. Who did all this to you, and why? Did you run out on another girl?”

      Another chuckle, this one sadder.

      “It’s not who, Kat. It’s what. I didn’t get it all, but I found enough. I’ve got a location.”

      “A location for what?”

      “For the anomalies,” Gordon said, a smile threatening his lips. “They’re alive, Kat. Calvin’s alive.”
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      Rhimes stalked the objective beneath palm fronds. Hiding small arms beneath a billowing shirt and shorts proved trickier in LA weather than Chicago’s, but the operative and his team made do. Across the street and approaching from the opposite side, three mercenaries completed Rhimes’s four-member squad.

      They backed up the main weapons: a metal duo skittering through the neighboring yards. The tracker drones, roach-like robots with sharp edges aplenty, would be taking the lead.

      Rhimes could care less about turfing off the opening responsibilities. Any attack carried the most danger in its first moments, when plans went awry and intelligence failures became evident. Better to risk robots that could be churned out by the hundreds every day than a single normal life.

      At least, that’s what Rhimes told Wexley, who didn’t argue.

      “Last check,” Rhimes said. “Go?”

      His three operatives clicked an affirmative, and the two drones, sitting somewhere to Rhimes’s left behind a white fence, followed with their own okays. Their target, a two-story bungalow with a modern design, all creams and dark wood, sat ahead and looked, like most places on this residential street, to be deserted.

      If only.

      “Let’s get it done,” Rhimes said, triggering the op.

      Reaching into the loosely buttoned shirt, Rhimes pulled out a combo gun from its shoulder holster. Double-barreled and designed by yours truly, Rhimes had the Factory turning these babies out fast enough to equip Ziran’s entire force. A little switch swapped the weapon between lethal and not, a discretion becoming more important by the day as Adriana’s influence pushed aside Wexley’s bloodier instincts.

      Rhimes didn’t know what Adriana did with her prizes, but at least she kept the body count low. Any revolution came with casualties, but Wexley wanted those drones turned to anomaly execution real quick till Adriana convinced him otherwise. Not quite the equal-opportunity society Zhan-Yo had preached.

      Regardless, Rhimes set the pistol to stun and closed with the house at a light jog. To his right, he saw his operatives head into another house, one co-opted from its bribed owners for today’s event. In a few seconds, Rhimes would have rooftop cover. In fewer, the drones would be inside.

      The tracker drones had their own lethal bent, but they’d be prioritizing a nerve agent, one that would send a victim’s body into static shock for enough hours to get them where Adriana needed them to go.

      Where that was, Rhimes didn’t know. He hadn’t asked. Enough anomalies could read minds that Rhimes kept his own life as need to know as possible.

      A helicopter buzzed along overhead, its noise masking the tracker drones as they carved through the house’s back windows. Rhimes watched the entry on his Tama as he took cover behind a parked pod on the street near the house. Now came the delicate dance between observing the drone’s progress and keeping his own eyes ready in case the anomalies decided to take flight.

      Then again, there’d be noise aplenty. Anomalies didn’t run quiet.

      On the Tama’s screen, Rhimes caught clear video as the tracker drones scampered inside. His chosen view veered sideways as the machine scaled the wall to the ceiling, ready to pounce on any incoming body. The second drone crossed the kitchen fast, getting itself on a wall opposite the glass doors where anyone coming to investigate would⁠—

      There. A man, holding a coffee as he rushed into the room, eyes wide. He turned, shouted something back into the house, and noticed the drone, more than a meter long, hugging the wall.

      The dart, fired from a joint in the drone’s front right leg, one of six knife-like limbs, stuck in the anomaly’s neck. The man staggered back a step, dropped the coffee, then fell into its expanding brown pool. Rhimes winced as the man’s head cracked on the tile. A nasty concussion coming with that one, most likely.

      Then again, he’d take that over the anomaly getting his ability off.

      The drones held their position, waiting for the new bait to work. How many could they add to their collection? Intelligence gathered by these same tracker drones and aerial surveillance suggested at least five anomalies—Elemental members, all—lived here.

      “Movement on the second floor,” came a buzz from Rhimes’s second on the mission, the one providing rooftop cover. Brielle had a switch Rhimes envied, going from smooth-talking philosopher to strait-laced sharpshooter in a second, and now she had her competence game on. “Taking shots?”

      “Only on exit,” Rhimes replied. “Let the drones do their work. The quieter, the better.”

      In the couple months since the takeover—Wexley kept promising he’d find an official name for when Ziran toppled the Paragons worldwide, but he hadn’t yet—civilized society swapped between outright panic and sustained disbelief that anything about their lives had changed at all. Markets, manufacturing, and good old fashioned day-to-day took their time getting settled, but as the sun kept rising every morning, more and more cities, countries, and governments found themselves remembering the before and reverting to it.

      All out warfare in the streets threatened to disrupt that careful balance, so Wexley and his shadowy backers said. Rhimes had to be quiet, focused, and sharp. Take out the anomalies, let people get their lattes. A balance.

      Two more shapes showed up in the drone cameras. Together, neither with drinks in their hands, the man and woman, both past middle age, looked at the fallen target and waited. Rhimes slid his fingers along the Tama, zooming in on the pair. The drone catching the shot had itself squeezed onto the ceiling, nestled behind a fan, but it’d be seen if the two dared look up for more than a second.

      With a closer look, Rhimes saw what he suspected: the woman’s fingers moved, as if playing a piano in the air. The man’s eyes had a faraway bent to them, in shock. Tapping on the Tama, Rhimes sent a different command to the drones.

      No more waiting. Time to go on offense, before the anomalies finished whatever nonsense they were planning.

      His Tama vibrated. An outside call. Not taking that now.

      Instead, raising the firearm, Rhimes swept around the car and made for the house’s front door. Sunlight glinted off gutters. Two twirling sparrows flitted by, oblivious. Some children splashed and shouted in a pool across the street. Rhimes held his focus, looked down the barrel at the rose-red door.

      It opened. A face looking back inside the house as the door swung wide. The older man. Rhimes fired. The upper chamber hissed, popped, a quiet launch muffled further by the gun’s design. The man jerked as Rhimes’s shot hit him between the shoulders.

      Wexley’s main man picked up speed, breaking into a run as something large crumpled inside, metal grinding on wood. The Tama vibrated again. Behind Rhimes, he heard more feet running. His two agent back-up.

      “Second floor,” Brielle said. “Teenagers in the windows.”

      “Anomalies?” Rhimes asked as the man he’d shot stumbled onto the cement porch.

      Rhimes reached the man as he turned, stuck a left foot against the victim’s heel and slammed the man down. Just before the anomaly’s head had a rude encounter with the concrete, Rhimes slipped his left hand beneath it. Earned a scrape against his knuckles for the effort, but the anomaly didn’t leave a bloody splatter, instead blinking fuzzed eyes up at Rhimes as the numbing drugs did their work.

      “Unclear,” Brielle said. “They’re together. Three.”

      “That’s more than reported,” Rhimes said, aiming back toward the open door. A quick Tama check showed two missed calls and static on the drone feeds. “Family?”

      “You’re asking questions I can’t answer.”

      Rhimes signaled his back-up to wait, watch the opening while he moved inside. Using the door for cover on his left, Rhimes looked right as he entered. A dining room, fresh flowers in glass atop dark wood. Chairs positioned properly. Framed photos on the wall, the kids smiling. Nobody waiting for him.

      “Can you hit them?” Rhimes said, fishing in his belt for help. Vague art sat against the teal inside wall on his left now, the door covering his back, the two outside covering the door and Brielle doing what she did on the opposite rooftop.

      The house blueprint flickered in his mind. The stairs would be behind him, to the right. If the kids grew frisky, they’d make noise.

      “I can,” Brielle said. “They’ve shut the door. One’s opening the window. Go?”

      The stunning rounds were dosed for adults, not kids. Hit someone too tiny and the drugs might knock them out permanently. The younger ones might not even be anomalies—powers weren’t always inherited. Balance that against one being an adolescent bomb.

      Protect his people. Ziran could always claim the whole family had abilities later.

      “Go.” Rhimes said. “And signal medical.”

      Its own risk, bringing innocent help into the play before he’d secured the site, but Rhimes liked to think he hadn’t lost himself yet.

      “On it.”

      Rhimes snapped around the dining room entry, covering the opening leading into the kitchen. Soft cream carpet met bronzed tile where the kitchen began, the ceramic getting itself swamped with the golden and blue fluids found in the drones. It leaked out to the left, beyond the drywall arch where Rhimes couldn’t see.

      Glass shattered again as Brielle took her shots.

      “Watch the exits,” Rhimes said, clicking twice to clarify the order went to his two on-the-ground agents. They’d split, one back and one front while he cleaned out the inside. “Nobody gets off the property.”

      “Medical’s incoming,” Brielle said, voice chill, almost happy. “Two down. Third one’s hiding behind the bed.”

      Rhimes approached the kitchen entry. Listened and heard twinkling twitches. A drone’s last gasps, functions fighting for their lives. He debated calling out, giving surrender a chance. Doing that would out his own position, but might spare the woman, or his agents, or himself.

      Instead, Rhimes looked into the kitchen, watching right, where the microwave, a shiny new model, served him well: its glass finish gave a distorted mirror view into the living room, where two long, shiny bodies showed drones that’d had better days. Nobody else stood with them.

      Rhimes took a breath, embraced the cautious fear always haunting him at times like these, and went through the arch.

      The drones showcased their demise: a long winding cut scythed through their bellies, less like a sword and more like a painter with a razor brush stroke. Their innards spilled circuits and coolant all around, dooming the home to a makeover once this adventure ended. The second drone, hugging the ceiling, had crushed a coffee table in its fall, adding wooden bits to the mess. A TV mounted over a fireplace, walls covered in more family photos.

      Children’s drawings had their place on the fridge behind him. Good ones, too: strong crayon strokes.

      Rhimes went forward, rolling his feet with the gun up.

      “Third one tagged,” Brielle said. “He went for his siblings. Medical three minutes out.”

      Rhimes clicked in reply. The wall on his left wrapped around the home’s central stairs. He followed it to the end, washing around the edge to the last square. A half bath on the right, door open and nobody inside. The living room empty all the way through.

      Just the stairwell going up. He wanted to ask if anyone had seen the woman, but there’d be no point. His crew would’ve spoken, they were good. A glance behind Rhimes confirmed his agent had a place in the backyard near the pool, weapon aiming up. Every window covered, every door spied.

      Time to talk.

      “Give it up,” Rhimes shouted. “Your family’s down. Whether they live is up to you!”

      No reply. Rhimes gave it three heartbeats, then took another step towards the stairs. A rosy chime jerked his attention to his right, towards that TV. Someone turning it on. The screen went to a splash selection, icons aplenty. Rhimes recognized one glowing towards the top, signaling a link with someone’s Tama.

      They whirled through the icons, hit one then another, and Rhimes felt his fear melt into resignation. A chosen video started to play. Kids, probably the ones upstairs, laughing and running around the pool. Parents, both in Paragon white-and-blue uniforms, sharing a drink with their casual-clothed grandparents. Dots connected themselves, as they always did.

      “Then save your grandkids,” Rhimes called up the stairs. “Don’t be selfish.”

      He couldn’t tell the woman she’d save herself, that she could see them again. He wouldn’t make false promises, not now.

      “Door’s opening,” Brielle said. “Kid’s room. It’s her, but I don’t have a shot. She’s staying behind that door.”

      “Going up,” Rhimes replied.

      A maple stair, light wood with a carpet running up the middle. Cheery teal, matching the walls, the pool water on a bright day. A dead light hung above him. Vacation photos on either side, so crowded as if the family couldn’t bare a naked patch. Rhimes kept moving, fast now, and cleared the hall in time to see the woman walk through the door ahead on the right.

      “Take the shot!” Rhimes said.

      The drywall on his right split open, a flickering green line slicing through towards Rhimes. He fell back, slipped and rolled down the stairs, landing on his back with his gun facing up.

      A crack rang through the air. Loud, sharp.

      “She’s down,” Brielle said. “So’s Jesse.”

      Rhimes swung up to his feet, pounded the stairs and swerved into the room, pistol up and ready. Three teenagers lay about the room, collapsed and unconscious. Posters conquered the walls, an unmade bed the room’s centerpiece. The target, a fatal red blossoming beneath her, laid on it. Beyond her, sharp gashes broke through the house walls, tearing down into the yard where Jesse, Rhimes’s third agent on this mission, had lost his bottom half.

      Rhimes let the pistol fall to his side, watched as medical pods rolled up, as more drones poured in from above.

      So much for quiet.

      
      Brielle caught him on his way out. The Ziran office in central LA now served far more than the telecommunications crowd, its stories up and down taken by the forces keeping normals in charge. Rhimes had slipped into a glass-coated elevator, ready to make the thirty floor descent to the showers, a locker, and then a quick walk to the nearest bar.

      He’d need three rounds to sleep tonight.

      “I didn’t have any left,” Brielle said as she stood next to him, wearing a white-orange Ziran jacket. Always the loyalist.

      “We carry two per target,” Rhimes said. “If you⁠—”

      “The kids, Rhimes. They moved, I used up my stuns. I wouldn’t have fired, but she went for Jesse and I thought she’d get you next.”

      Rhimes watched the offices roll by. Still full as the afternoon crawled towards evening. People hard at work on the revolution. Some probably spinning up a story about what Rhimes had just done. An anomaly family, plotting terrorist acts, taken care of by noble Ziran agents.

      Heroes all.

      “You made the right call,” Rhimes said. “I’ll take the heat.”

      Wexley wouldn’t be happy they’d lost the woman. Or, check that, Adriana wouldn’t be happy. She wanted them alive, and Wexley gave her that so long as the anomalies left the streets.

      He’d crossed the finish line with Wexley, but the game kept on going. Now he punched a clock, pulled a trigger, and waited for the end.

      “We’ll do better next time,” Brielle said.

      “Jesse won’t.”

      Brielle’s lips pressed tight as the elevator found its ground home. Rhimes went out, angled towards the locker room. Brielle followed him to the door, pressed her hand against it when Rhimes went for an opening.

      “I’m worried about you,” Brielle said. “You haven’t been yourself lately.”

      Rhimes stepped back, gave the locker room door some space in exchange for a potted fern. His hands stayed in black old-school leather jacket pockets. The
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