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September 2293

THE TROUBLES of the last few seasons had brought Team Hero together. Josie looked around, nodding at the ones who’d been with her since Camp Lucky. She also acknowledged the teammates who’d come to her despite their aversion to the Graham Hero Service or Josie herself. Some faces remained missing thanks to the enemy’s skill at knocking her combatants out of the fight. She’d get them back, though.

She summoned her maul and pointed at the Daughters of Eris below them. “Today, we fight for our rights and the freedom of the people of North America. Stand up to Larsen’s injustices and know that we are all sisters and brothers united on this day. Let’s smack those jerks back into the mud, Team Hero!”

No matter what Eris and her wretched army tried on this battlefield, they’d end this conflict or North America’s last heroes would fall today.
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Nine Months Earlier

METEOR STRIKE of the Southern Peninsula House, known as Josie Tower here on Earth, used her telekinesis to load her unconscious friends in the back of a rented air truck. Part alien and part human, today she looked like a short, decaffeinated young woman with unruly blue hair and eyes that shifted from gray to gold depending on her mood.

Her alien background as a Kelvorain Empire matriarch meant that she had limited access to healing powers and other mental powers beyond her telekinesis. Once a teen supervillain, she’d chosen to be a hero during the recent events in New Angeles. That didn’t mean she’d stop swiping wayward macarons if they headed her way. Also, she’d kicked the nattering oligarch who’d bumped into her at her preferred buffet line earlier. Yeah, the hero thing would remain a work in progress with her.

Her friends had all voted to come to Cloud Vegas after their graduation from Camp Lucky’s training program for young heroes. First, they’d endured three months of cleaning up New Angeles after their brawl with the Golden Liberation Society and its leader Saturn. Since Josie’s foster father Esteban ran Cloud Vegas, she’d put herself in charge of the trip.

“Disposing of the bodies?” Esteban asked as he approached her.

Also known as the Platinum Jaguar, he had a fondness for giant mecha and annoying the various hero groups that patrolled everywhere but his casino city above the New Rockies. Tall and in his forties, he looked like a distinguished scholar or doctor instead of the supervillain others claimed him to be. He’d raised her when her Kelvorain father had tangled with the law.

Josie grinned at him. “They’re still alive, despite the non-stop excitement here. Did the big man manage to use his powers to get a fortune out of your poker machines?”

Although Branch looked like a regular Eurasian college boy with brown hair and eyes, his technomancer power meant he could talk to any machine. He’d been Josie’s friend for years, thanks to the game they both played.

“Your clever friend snooped around, but he seemed to find the entertainers more of a distraction than the money. Are you going to tell Agent Graham that her precious young Penfield got married three times this weekend?”

“Have you seen Agent Graham’s cyborg arms? I’m not sure I want to go near her hero service’s headquarters today. I’ll send Penfield the link on how to annul the marriages, though.”

Erin Penfield Graham, graced with natural athleticism and invulnerability, had always wanted to be a hero. Someday, she’d take over from her mother, one of the few Black women in the modern era who ran her own hero service. She still gave Josie a hard time about her villainess past but they’d become friends for the most part.

Nodding, Esteban gazed at Spire Guardian. “That one’s quite handy in a bar fight.”

The alien prince, who’d taken on the role of Josie’s warden and protector, slumbered with his arm over his eyes. Blue-haired like her, he had speed powers, enhanced strength and a facility with languages. His claws, fangs and the bone structure of his face indicated his non-human background.

“I hope his brother the emperor doesn’t come punch us out for corrupting him.”

The leader of the Kelvorain Empire had exiled Spire Guardian to Earth almost a year ago, but the alien prince seemed to be adjusting to his new planet. So far, he’d discovered a love for hot sauce, the gym and dating outside of his species. He would’ve continued dating Josie if his vile anti-human father hadn’t interfered two weeks ago.

Josie hadn’t taken the recent breakup well at all, but she hadn’t let Spire or their friends know about it. During the weekend, she’d visited with her foster family and the city’s residents rather than hang out with the alien prince. She shook her head as she looked at him. Other fish in other planetary systems, she told herself.

“If you don’t like the advanced hero training program, you can come back to work for me or even take on odd jobs from Torrence the mercenary again,” Esteban said as she finished loading up their luggage.

She smiled at him. “Thanks. I want to see if the advanced trainers can help me keep increasing my range of powers. You’ve seen how I can throw physical objects pretty well, but I still have trouble making energy projectiles. Penfield says the telekinetics there will definitely shape me up.”

“Those hero services do provide some useful functions.” He looked pensive for a moment. “Be careful down there. I’ve heard rumors that the Golden Liberation leaders who escaped our battle several months ago have been regrouping. Worse, they’re rebranding.”

The Golden Liberation Society had wrecked New Angeles and other city-states around North America. Although originally created as an anti-alien hate group, the GLS had also despised the hero services for interfering in its operations. However, Josie and her hero trainee friends had prevailed thanks to their skills, teamwork and inability to stay on the sidelines. A comeback tour by the evil golfing group wouldn’t scare her.

“If anyone makes the mistake of going after my friends and me, I’ll use my hero service training to reason with them and negotiate a peaceful settlement.”

His eyes widened. “Really?”

“Nah, I’m going to punch their faces to the Asteroid Belt.” She kissed his cheek and hurried off, determined to continue on with the next phase of her life as a new hero.
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AFTER YEARS of making compromises and doing the bidding of the higher ups in the Golden Liberation Society, Eris had taken advantage of the chaos after Saturn’s defeat. Once the person who fetched the golf balls and coffee, she’d use her mental power of Quiet Manipulation to maneuver her way into a new office. Tall, with a mane of golden hair and an athletic body, she’d won the election by fifteen points and a tad less cheating than she’d budgeted for.

Smiling for the cameras, she nodded at the senators, judges and of course, the former president. The old woman smiled, happy to see a respected colleague take over. Nearby, Eris saw her friend War Dove, a fellow survivor of the Golden Liberation’s decimation. Her best friend would make a fantastic chief of staff. After all, Dovie already oversaw their secret army for her.

“I, Millicent Shay Larsen, do hereby affirm that I will support and defend the North American Federation against all enemies, foreign and domestic...”

As president, Eris could use her power to limit the freedom of the Graham Hero Service and its counterparts across the continent. Those disgusting heroes had defeated her people once; they wouldn’t have a chance to do it again.

By this time next year, she and her army of magnificent daughters would bring order to the disrupted cities like New Angeles and her own birthplace of Toronto North. They would also use everything in their rebuilt arsenal to bring down the nasty little half-alien and half-human girl who’d shattered Saturn and the Golden Liberation Society. Yes, the Daughters of Eris would destroy Meteor Strike soon enough.

First, she needed to attack the hero services in their most vulnerable area: their federal funding.
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JOSIE HURRIED across the sprawling campus of the Graham Hero Service’s headquarters in New Angeles. The crowd of agents and workers ignored her as she skimmed over their heads, determined to reach the stadium for physical training on time.

“Up there,” snapped the voice of Aileen Graham, the hero service’s founder. “Get down here, Meteor Strike.”

Stifling a sigh, Josie descended to meet the formidable agent. A muscular woman with mesmerizing green eyes and cyborg arms, she resembled her athletic daughter Penfield. “Hello, Agent Graham.”

“Is that a peppermint mocha from the new place?”

“Here, have it.” Josie recognized the caffeine-deprived look on the woman’s face. “Um, are you okay?”

The agent looked heavenward. “As if my budget battle with the senate isn’t bad enough, my mother had to come to town.”

“Yeah, Penfield mentioned that. She’s quite a personality.”

According to Penfield, her retired hero grandmother Geneva had once borrowed a young Branch to ‘accidentally’ blow up her sexist boss’s house. She’d also taken out the entire Tennessee branch of the Golden Liberation Society by herself because “the incompetent Knoxville Giants Hero Service couldn’t find their rumps in a roundabout.” Josie considered Geneva a refreshing alternative to her strict, by-the-book daughter and granddaughter.

“My mother’s personality can take itself and her back East any minute now. What are you still doing here? You have three minutes to get to physical training.”

“You’re the one who stopped me. I mean, enjoy the coffee, Agent Graham.”

She made it to the stadium with thirty seconds to spare. Agent Staley, a beefy guy who seemed to love his whistle, motioned for her to fall into formation. She lined up next to her friends Penfield and Branch. Both of them elbowed her and smiled. On Branch’s other side, Spire Guardian nodded at her.

The four of them had gone through a lot together at Camp Lucky. As an unofficial team, they’d fended off a drone invasion, angry mecha pilots and a whole army of Saturn’s Golden Liberation flunkies. Now they needed to focus on finishing this advanced training course so they could either become certified heroes or something else.

At least the physical training still felt familiar. As Josie did the squats, twists and stretches, she saw some familiar faces from Camp Lucky. Branch’s sibling Andria stood in the row ahead of them with their buddies Alejandra and Tim. Jalen and Lancaster the telepaths stretched on the other side of Tim. Elsewhere, the camp’s unofficial pep squad stretched with their familiar gusto.

So did Jonathan the graduate student, who noticed her double take and winked. She blushed in response. Tall, fit and dark-haired, he served as a body host to her mentor, the Kelvorain spirit Sword of Night. She wondered why he’d come out for physical training with the plebeians when he could work out on his own time.

Agent Staley blew his whistle yet again. “I remember hearing that some of you became marathon runners during your time at Camp Lucky. Miss Josakaylion-merevai, lead your fellow trainees out.” Whoa, the old guy actually pronounced her name the right way. Most people botched it after the first few syllables.

“Yes, Agent Staley.”

“It’s STALE-E, not STALL-E.”

Running helped Josie shake out her anxieties over the state of her apartment building. Thanks to Spire Guardian moving in, the Kelvorain ambassador had insisted on paying for a new roof and guards. Branch, his new roommate, had upgraded everyone’s access to the Internet. He’d even added a few streaming channels from the empire. They only worked when the Kelvorain portal stood open, but the war documentaries and historical dramas kept her retired villain residents entertained.

A sporty-looking yellow and green drone pulled up alongside her even as Spire Guardian lapped everyone for the third time. “Hello, Josie. Would you like to know your current heart rate, temperature and speed?”

“Hey, Lorenzo. I’m good. How have you been?”

He spun around her, displaying a happy face on a purple screen. “Jonathan fixed the upgrades that Dr. Max installed. My battery life has improved 3.14 per cent.”

“That’s pi, right? I remember some stuff from middle school.”

“Yes. Also, I’ve started dating Brian from the motor pool. He’s very considerate.”

She didn’t want to guess what dating a drone entailed. “Um, considerate is a good start. Let me know if he gives you any trouble, though. I’ll recalibrate him with a wrench if he needs it.”

“That’s what Branch said earlier. See you later, Josie.”

“Later, Lorenzo.”

After that, Jonathan dropped back to join her. “I saw you checking me out earlier.”

“Hey, Mr. Physics. I was astonished that a real live grad student wants to train with us lowlifes.”

His grin made his whole face light up. “Don’t worry, I won’t be a grad student for much longer. That’s why Sword’s taking a few months off.”

Josie hadn’t understood how Sword and his various hosts over the years had scheduled who had the body when. “Good luck securing that doctorate. It’s in astrophysics?”

“Right. I like to look at hot interstellar bodies late at night. And drink beer, but Penfield tells me that’s not a personality trait anymore.”

She tried to remember something her father had mentioned. “Oh, my father Tower Mage said the Imperial University on Kelvorain Adesh has a decent telescope if you want to hop over for a field trip after you level up.”

“Thanks, I’d love a guided tour. I speak the language, but I can’t get my lungs to hack up furballs the way you native speakers can.”

An irritated-looking Spire Guardian appeared at their elbows. “Josie, you slow down each time you converse with someone. And I don’t hack up furballs, Jonathan.”

“I’m sure you could if you gave it a big effort, your highness.” Throwing them a thumbs up, Jonathan sped away.

“What did he want?” Spire Guardian demanded. Despite their breakup, he stayed active as her warden: part meat shield, all guard dog.

Josie wiped sweat off of her face. “He wants what every red-blooded human male wants: a fancy degree and quality time with a big telescope.”

“I’m not sure I’ll ever understand humans, my matriarch.”

She patted his arm. “You’d be very old by the time you did, so don’t worry about it. And stop herding me along at a faster pace. Agent Staley’s going to bawl us out no matter how fast I run.”

To her surprise, the agent just motioned them back into formation. “You people all know how this works. Get up, head over here and start with the stretching. Weird things are happening to our federal funding, so if my hours get cut like the last budget waltz, I want you all to drag your buttons out here and do the routine. You get stressed out from the desk work, then get out here and do a few dozen laps. The physical can help with the mental, like Sword always says.”

“I can watch over everyone’s progress if you have a few mornings off, Agent Staley,” Josie found herself saying. “My residents have a similar workout program but with more tai chi and classic metal tunes.”

Nodding, the agent pointed at her. “Penfield and Jonathan here can advise you if the budget crisis extends more than a few weeks. Dismissed.”

“Come on,” Penfield said, pulling Josie along. “You need to be hosed off if we’re sitting through Busting Perps 101 or whatever it’s called. And you can tell me what not to wear to Officer Patel’s fundraiser tomorrow night.”

“Another fundraiser? You’ve gone to five in the last three weeks.”

Her friend gestured at the skyline. “The city-state has needs, what can I say?”

Branch and Spire Guardian trotted behind them. A waving Jonathan headed towards the concrete nightmare topped with gargoyles known as the Science Building.

“What’s up with volunteering to run PT, babe?” the technomancer asked. Slim and slightly more muscular than he’d been almost a year ago, Branch could talk to most machines but still had trouble getting the people he wanted to date to talk back to him.

“She probably figures she can slack off with the whistle and stopwatch while the rest of us do the training,” Penfield said. “What’s up with Jonathan?”

Josie sent herself a reminder to get a whistle that sounded less annoying than Agent Staley’s. “He’s about to get his doctorate, so he’s on campus with us this season.”

“Find out where he’s stashing his beer bottles,” Branch suggested. “They became an essential part of our Camp Lucky experience.”

Right then a weird roaring noise sounded in the sky. Looking up, Josie saw an enormous disc-shaped object hurling towards them. Out of instinct, she formed her telekinetic skimmer and armor and went up to investigate.
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JOSIE AIMED her skimmer towards the giant flying disc. It looked about four meters wide and seemed to be made of steel or another metal. Although she could see some kind of writing along it, she couldn’t make out the words as it spun closer. Down below, an alarm sounded, urging everyone in the area to evacuate to the nearest shelters.

“Are you going to stop that thing or let it crash into your forehead?” Penfield yelled up.

“You can fly up here too, remember?” Josie knew her friend hated to fly but the situation might call for the strong woman’s aid.

Stretching forth her power, she tried to grab for the giant flying disc. It bucked against her, straining to escape with a screech of metal that hurt her ears.

“Take me up to her,” Spire Guardian said below her. “I can boost her power so she can control that disc’s motion.”

“Ugh, I hate flying.” Nonetheless, Penfield put her arms around him and lifted him off the ground. “God, you’re heavier than six Branches and my grandmother.”

Spire Guardian ignored her insult and stretched towards Josie. “Use my power, my matriarch.”

Part of Josie’s set of matriarchal powers let her drain a warden like a battery if she needed the help. Tapping the bracelet on his wrist, she siphoned off about fifteen percent of his power. This augmentation let her stop the disc and hold it in the air.

“What’s that stupid fancy font say?” Josie asked, turning it around and around.

“Stop disco dancing already.” Penfield snorted. “It’s some foreign language, isn't it?”

“It says, ‘The Daughters of Eris have come for you, Meteor Strike,’ in Greek,” Spire Guardian said. He had a minor power that let him translate a lot of languages on the fly. “And it’s ticking.”

“Branch, turn it off,” Josie said, shooing her warden and Penfield away. “What a weird way to tell me they’re mad at me.”

On the ground, the technomancer typed away on his souped-up phone. “Yeah, I’m in but the wacky thing is fighting me. Whoever slapped this disc together knows about my abilities.”

“What do I do now? And where the hell are the real agents?”

As if summoned, Agent Graham and several others who could fly raced towards her. “Don’t drop that thing, Meteor Strike,” the top agent said.

“It’s giving Branch a hard time. Should I fling it into space or something?”

Agent Graham narrowed her eyes. “You can do that? Don’t, you’ll probably take down a vital satellite or the Kelvorain ambassador’s fancy sky yacht with our luck.”

“She can’t hold onto it forever, Mom, I mean Agent Graham,” Penfield said from where she hovered with Spire Guardian.

“You two get to the shelter. Branch, put on that emergency armor I gave you for your birthday.”

“Oh, is that what it was? Penfield told me it was portable birth control. Wow, that’s snug. Meteor Strike, you’re doing great. Super great, keep on keeping holding on, etc.” He chattered more when his nerves got to him.

The other agents conferred with Agent Graham in hushed tones. She uttered curses in English and French before motioning them off towards the Science Building.

“It’s kind of heavy.” Josie wondered if she could just set it on the ground.

Frowning, Agent Graham flew above and then below her. “I sent for Dr. Max. In the meantime, you can hand the disc to me.”

As soon as the agent came within a meter of Josie, the disc began to turn red.

“So that’s a no go,” Agent Graham said, clenching her sizable fists. “Branch?”

Below them, the technomancer looked ready to pass out. “This disc, despite its simplistic look, is about as smart as Lorenzo. I need more time to turn it off without blowing up Meteor Strike.”

“How much of the neighborhood goes with me?” Josie asked, looking around. “Maybe I can take it higher without affecting air traffic.”

He tapped on his phone some more. “I sent out an air traffic alert the minute that thing showed up. Let me do a space traffic one real fast.”

“Well, Agent Graham?”

The agent shook herself. “Make a big shield as soon as you release that thing.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Josie heaved the disc back into the sky and then expanded her skimmer into a shield the size of a large swimming pool.

A bolt of green lightning lashed out at the disc, striking it in the center.

“Is that damn thing getting smaller?” Branch asked as they hunkered down behind Josie’s still expanding shield.

“That’s what my last date said.” Jonathan ran up to them, holding some kind of large ray cannon. “Let’s hope this device that Dr. Max pulled out of storage actually works.”

In the sky, the disc now resembled a flying wagon wheel. It popped, sending out a shower of sparks.

“Catch the debris for me, Meteor Strike,” the graduate student said. “Dr. Max will want to analyze it all.”

The scientist caught up to them right after Josie collected the last particle. “Why, it’s young Meteor Strike and Branch. How are you, children?” Despite being in his late forties, the gray-haired Dr. Max Durham seemed to act decades or centuries older thanks to all of his lab accidents over the years.

“Still alive thanks to teamwork,” Josie said. “Thanks for sending that ray cannon with Jonathan. Where do you want this mess?”

He took out a scanner and a small box that expanded into a larger one. “You can dump it in here. Interesting.”

“Yes?” Agent Graham asked, her eyebrows rising with impatience.

“One of my ex-wives saw the disc on the Solar Dance Party Net and says she needs to talk to Meteor Strike about it in the morning.” The scientist looked frightened. “Well, I have some analysis to do. Haul this along, Jonathan.”

The graduate student winked at Josie. “We can have a celebratory beer later.”

“Max, which ex-wife and where is she?” Agent Graham asked.

He paused to check his scanner. “It’s Sigrid and she’s at her workshop on Halo Lake Drive. I’m banned from there or I’d escort you.”

“Sigrid.” Agent Graham made a face. “The woman had a thing for axes when I knew her. Don’t make her angry or she’ll give you a haircut, Josie. Jonathan, do you have time to go with her?”

He shook his head. “I have an appointment with a telescope pointed at that anomaly I mentioned last week. Sword says Sigrid liked Penfield when she was a baby.”

“That’s right. Josie, don’t leave her there. She’ll see those axes again and will stay forever to play. Dismissed.”

Branch tapped on his phone. “You’ll have to say hi to Sigrid for me tomorrow. I’ve got the address from Dr. Max’s scanner, and I messaged Penfield about it. I’ve got to run to my next class, but shout if you need me tomorrow.”

“Thanks, big man. Maybe later you can clue me in on who the Daughters of Eris are and why they hate us.”

Staring up into the sky again, she shook her head. Whoever those Daughters were, she’d find them and beat them up later.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Six


[image: ]


THE NEXT morning, Josie, Penfield and Spire Guardian emerged from the metro drenched in sparkling wine and confetti. Some citizens had seen the Disc of Eris on Solar DPN and wanted to celebrate the city’s survival of yet another disaster, despite the early hour.

“Is the metro always like this?” Spire Guardian asked, spreading the mess everywhere each time he tried to wipe it off.

Penfield snorted. “You got off easy this time, rookie rider. One time Branch and I had to share a car with six marching bands after a competition. Those people know how to party.”

“I bet your mom grounded you for a year,” Josie commented.

“She didn’t even notice.” Penfield shrugged. “Branch’s dad Aspen took us out back of the hero station house and let us have a water fight to clean up.”

Josie looked around. “We should get a water powers teammate one of these days. Where’s this workshop and what’s Sigrid like?”

“Sigrid’s kind of loud and a lot of fun. She and Dr. Max went to the same university overseas and got married over there. When they signed up with the national hero service, they started fighting. Then about two years after Mom started the Graham Hero Service, Sigrid split up with Dr. Max and became the city’s best blacksmith.”

Perking up, Spire Guardian indicated the workshop ahead of them. “Does she make swords?”

“For commissions, I think? Let’s ask.”

Sigrid, a blonde woman of medium height in overalls, glared at them as they entered. “We aren’t a bar, go away.” Her loudness just about blew out Josie’s eardrums. The blacksmith held up an impressive-looking axe for emphasis.

“Sigrid, it’s Erin Graham, I go by Penfield now. Branch says hi. You wanted to see my friend Josie. And this is our other friend, Spire Guardian.”

“Oh, the alien girl and boy. Why do you three smell like a bad wine festival? The metro?”

She made them wash up before she’d speak to them. By the time Josie returned to the workshop, Sigrid had cleared off a workbench to give Penfield a platter of open-faced sandwiches and other delicious-smelling treats. Spire Guardian held up a jam jar and smiled when Sigrid opened it for him.

“Try this soup,” the blacksmith said to Josie. “It might help with those bumps on your arms.”

“Um, thanks.” Josie tried the thick soup and found it a nice pick-me-up after the metro ride. “You have a lovely workshop.”

The blacksmith looked at the arsenal on the walls around them. “It keeps me out of trouble. If I hadn’t divorced Max, I would’ve split his head open. The man loved his stupid lab work more than he ever loved me and the children.”

Penfield finished off a fourth sandwich. “He loved you all. I caught him yelling for the boys the other day. Sometimes I think he doesn’t remember that you didn’t come with us to Graham HQ.”

“At least he still has a graduate student in the lab and a bunch of robots at home. So, you children met the Daughters of Eris yesterday.”

Josie nodded. “Who are they and what did I do to offend them?”

“Eris was one of those flunkies in the old Golden Liberation Society.” The blacksmith folded her arms. “She would fetch the coffee, sort the mail and post hate speeches about the Kelvorain every few days. No offense.”

Josie and Spire Guardian regarded each other before shrugging.

“How did you know her, Sigrid?” Penfield asked, moving on to the bowl of butter cookies.

Sneering, the blacksmith picked up her axe again. “The arrogant woman tried to recruit me. My supervisor at the old hero service encouraged me to enroll because he wanted to find out how to get an invitation to the exclusive golf course their vice presidents used. I went to little coffee shops all over this city to meet Eris for over a month.”

“He put your life in danger over a golf game?” Josie asked in disbelief. “I’m starting to see why Agent Graham started her own hero service.”

Sigrid glared at the mention of Agent Graham. “Don’t fool yourself into thinking she won’t spend your lives in the same manner. Perhaps not yours, Penfield. But maybe she isn’t as bad as my former supervisor.”

“What did you learn from this Eris person?” Spire Guardian asked, moving to stand between her and Josie.

“She told me that if the vice presidents who treated the GLS like a country club ever got out of her way, she’d campaign to get rid of the hero services throughout the continent. She thought them a waste of time since normal police and fire services can do eighty percent of the same work for less money.”

Stacking the empty dishes, Penfield loosed her belt a notch and sighed. “I don’t recall anyone saying that when we took down Saturn and his gang. Heroes like us are a vital part of this city.”

Sigrid patted her arm. “I know, young lady. I still remember how when you were seven you saved my kitten from that tree even though you were petrified of flying.”

“Do you happen to know where we can find Eris now?” Josie asked.

Even though the axe already looked pristine, Sigrid took out a cloth and began polishing it. “See, Eris always wore her helmet during the recruiting sessions. All of her videos and posts showed it covering her face too.”

“Those helmets that Saturn and the rest of them wore had voice changers,” Josie recalled. “But our friend Branch can analyze those old videos of hers. Who do you think her daughters are? Actual offspring or people she’s recruited?”

The blacksmith escorted them to the door, still holding the axe. “Who knows? Once I failed to secure an invitation to golf with the vice presidents, my supervisor pulled me off of the case.”

“Thanks for cluing us in,” Penfield said, kissing her cheek. “Let me, Branch and Andria take you and the boys out for dinner later in the week.”

“We’d like that.” Sigrid looked down at Spire Guardian’s wooden sword. “When you get tired of that toothpick, message me and I’ll craft a solid weapon for you at a decent price.”

“Thank you, Lady Sigrid. I’ll return to buy my brother a Year’s End gift.”

Josie thanked her too as they headed out. Outside, she formed her skimmer and motioned for Spire Guardian to hop aboard.

A grumbling Penfield followed them up into the air. “What did you think of Sigrid?”

“She was lying,” Spire Guardian said in a flat tone.

Josie glanced back at him. “Why do you think that?”

“Her body language went stiff when she spoke about meeting with Eris. I suspect she knows the woman’s identity.”

“Penfield, you know her better than we do. What do you think Sigrid isn’t telling us?”

Their teammate sighed. “I remember her despising Sword for being Kelvorain. She wanted him to be deported every time something went wrong on a mission.”

“Maybe she kept going to those coffee shops with Eris after her supervisor yanked her off the case,” Josie said. “We should ask Dr. Max and your mom about it.”

Evading an angry seagull, Penfield made a face. “Drop Mom a message. She’s already a step away from blowing up because my grandmother is in town and Sigrid just reminds her of the bad old days when she was short-staffed and low on funds.”

“I’ll stop by the Science Building to interrogate Dr. Max later.”

Spire Guardian pointed west. “Let’s go by the apartment building so we can change. I’ll go mad if I have to smell this inferior wine on my uniform for the rest of the day.”

“Do you have anything I can borrow?” Penfield asked. “And I need something to wear to Officer Patel’s book club later in the week. Whoa, what’s up with that mud fountain in the distance?”

“Sorry, Spire, you’re going to smell like a party for a bit longer.”

Heading north, the trio went to investigate the expanding mud disaster.
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Chapter Seven
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AT THE burgeoning mud catastrophe in Midtown, a masked woman from another hero service waved them away. “This is our neighborhood to patrol. You kids beat it.”

“Are you sure?” Josie didn’t like the way the five rival heroes circled around instead of evacuating the civilians and containing the problem.

Another masked woman zipped over to them on a scooter with too many handlebars. “Mind your own business. Say, aren’t you that Kelvorain prince?”

“Yes.” Spire Guardian gestured. “That small male child is about to hop into the mud. May I?”

Agent Scooter sneered. “Keep your alien paws off the kid.”

Instead, the alien prince dashed off to retrieve the child from the mud’s outer edge and returned him to his oblivious father, who kept filming the sky with his phone instead of minding the boy.

More bystanders ran closer, aiming their own phones at the mud’s powerful eruption. Some of them yelled something about their live streams failing, though.

“If you folks aren’t going to take action, we’ll call in our own people,” Penfield said, facing down the scooter woman. “Which hero service are you from? I don’t recognize you and I know every hero group in the city.”

“You’re from Graham Hero Service? You losers cause more disasters than you fix.”

Turning away from Penfield and the rival heroes, Josie took Spire Guardian back up into the air.

“I can’t see what’s causing the mud to come out of the ground,” the alien prince reported. “Are you going to form a shield around it?”

Josie glanced down at the civilians trying to dodge their free mud baths. “I’m afraid the amount of pressure that thing’s exerting will blow my shield apart but it’s better than nothing.”

Extending a thin shield out from the skimmer, she enclosed the mud vortex. For several seconds the shield held strong but an added burst from the vortex soon shredded it.

“How about you let us experienced heroes handle this, alien jerks?” Agent Scooter suggested.

Instead, Josie formed another shield, a shorter one that kept the bystanders from wandering too close to the mud vortex.

“Meteor Strike, look at that writing on the woman’s scooter,” Spire Guardian said in her ear.

Staring hard, Josie recognized a few Greek letters. “Another Daughters of Eris project? Get Agent Graham or whichever real hero agency is closest down here. PENFIELD! They’re from Eris!”

“I knew it!” Penfield held up her fist. “Since I’m not a full agent yet, here’s a citizen’s arrest warning.”

Agent Scooter hopped off of her vehicle and slammed it at the strong woman’s midsection. “Just drop already. The rest of you take out the Kelvorain dogs.”

“Something’s wrong with the phone system—I can’t get through to Branch,” Spire Guardian said, holding out his wooden sword. “Keep the shield going, I’ll take out those four.”

“Don’t get overconfident, my warden.”

Grinning, he dropped down to swing at the largest Daughter of Eris, a muscular woman almost a head taller than him. She caught the sword and lifted him up off of the ground. Laughing, she poked at his chest.

Meanwhile, Penfield crumbled the scooter into a heap, to its owner’s shock. “You’re next.”

Two of the opponents approached her from behind. Their weapons looked like more powerful versions of the non-lethal guns the Graham Hero Service favored.

“Penfield, watch out,” Josie called down.

Taking out a handful of ball bearings, she aimed one at Agent Scooter. Throwing it with her power, she hit the woman in the knee, sending her tumbling to the sidewalk. When she aimed again, the other two hid behind Penfield.

“Meteor Strike, I hope you pitch better than you did at the camp softball tournament.”

After concentrating for a moment, Josie lobbed two ball bearings in succession, curving their trajectories with her power. The first one struck an opponent’s arm, causing her to wail and stagger. The second missile smashed into the other Daughter’s prominent chin. Screaming, this opponent fell down, clutching her injury.

“Spire, stop flailing and kick that woman,” Penfield called out. “Meteor Strike, can you spot the fifth one from up there?”

As the alien prince complied, Josie searched the area. Soon she spotted the fifth Daughter of Eris tinkering with a metal object in the trunk of a tan air wagon. It looked more like a kid’s playhouse than a bomb, so she risked targeting the opponent with another ball bearing.

Noticing her, the woman dodged behind her vehicle and returned fire with her super-sized wind gun.

“Not good,” Josie said, diverting part of the mud vortex shield to protect herself.

She still staggered back, close enough to the mud vortex to get spattered but not shredded.

“My matriarch!” Roaring, Spire Guardian yanked his wooden sword away from his opponent and smacked her with it across her broad midriff.

“That hurt,” the large opponent said in surprise.

Snarling, the alien prince shoved her into the building across the street before racing over to where the fifth Daughter of Eris stood. She fired off another shot at the telekinetic before he lowered his weapon like a lance and pinned her against the vehicle.

“Get her away from that playhouse thing,” Josie said. “And then go as far as you have to so you can get Branch and the hero service on the line.”

“Yes, my matriarch.” He secured the opponent to a flagpole with a set of cuffs he found inside of the wagon before rushing away.

Penfield, after tying up the other four with cords from the nearby hardware store, hurried over to the Daughters’ vehicle. “What the hell is this thing? There’s a gold button and a silver button.”

“Don’t touch either of them,” Josie said, struggling to make herself heard over the mud vortex.

A few minutes later, a Graham Hero Services air truck dropped down next to her.

“Spire Guardian filled us in,” Branch said from the driver’s side while Dr. Max and Lorenzo looked out the windshield. “That playhouse deal is probably what’s blocking the phone system. Let me park and see if we can get that mud tornado turned off.”

“Hurry.” Josie wouldn’t be able to maintain the shield protecting the civilians for much longer.

In short order the technomancer landed the air truck near the other vehicle. Dr. Max scanned the strange playhouse while Lorenzo set up a blockade around them. Looking at the device, Branch made a face and then began searching around the perimeter.

“What are you hunting for?” Josie asked.

Branch pointed at the odd scooter Penfield had crumpled earlier. “That’s the thing actually causing the mud tornado, not the playhouse. Hang on.” He took his toolkit off of his belt and began jabbing at a corner of the scooter.

An eternity later the mud vortex collapsed. Josie almost did as well but Penfield noticed and helped her land on the ground. Around them, Lorenzo extended his blockade to surround the vortex site.

Dr. Max looked up from his scanner. “None of our suspects have powers.”

“What does that playhouse do?” Josie asked, sitting on the curb and wiping mud off of her face.

“It’s what the Daughters of Eris used to shut down communications in the area. Here we go.”

The crowd sighed in relief as every phone in the area began to ring, buzz or hoot. Screens lit up on the buildings, showing a bunch of newscasters and celebrities jabbering away about nothing in particular. Neither the Disc of Eris nor the mud vortex featured on any of the screens.

“I summoned a cleanup brigade,” Lorenzo announced in a cheerful voice. “They’ll hose you off too, Meteor Strike.”

“Thanks, Lorenzo. I’m nominating you for Graham Worker of the Week.”

“Ooh, I’ve never even been considered before. My dronies and the robots at Inhuman Services are going to throw me a big party.”

She blinked as he spun around her. Some of the civilians took pictures and videos of her as she rested. At least Lorenzo’s barricade kept them at a distance.

Solar DPN’s chirpy theme rang out and the large screens began to show live footage of the scene. Josie groaned as she appeared in all her mud-covered misery. The news analysts went over the footage the civilians had uploaded and shook their heads.

“MUDDY MENACE IN MIDTOWN!” the screens displayed.

A pack of media reporters shouted. “Meteor Strike, what do you have to say about your Mud Mess?”

“I didn’t make this mess, the Daughters of Eris did,” she snapped. “As if throwing a giant disc at the city wasn’t enough of a hassle.”

Penfield hurried over to the reporters, her smile armed and ready. “Hey, good to see you all again. Graham Hero Service was glad to help out
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