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Chapter 1
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Drones surrounded Valor on all sides. The blinking red lights of their eyes stared him down. It was at times like this that he wished one of his powers included a way to blast a whole bunch of these metal tin cans out of orbit. He cracked his knuckles and made a “come on” gesture. Fists were just as good, especially when amplified by his super strength.

Of course, this time he didn’t have to take them all down by himself.

The hair on the back of his neck rose just before a bolt of lightning crackled through a row of the bots, blasting them out of his way and sending bits of charred metal skittering onto the tarmac. An invisible force tore through the sky, knocking down the ones left behind. There were only two people Valor knew capable of that.

“Hey, leave some for me!” Valor twisted in the air, feeling the currents shift like water around his body. He grinned at his new teammates, pleased with the backup.

“Relax, Muscles, the portal is still open. Plenty more where those came from.” Doc Lightning clenched her hands, powering up another blast. Sparks jutted out from between her fingers.

Beside her stood Mace and Jester, all in their matching black and gray costumes. Tiana protected their rear, sweeping away any drones that got close with her giant metal staff.

Dash sped onto the scene, so fast Valor didn’t even see which direction she came from.

“I pulled all the civilians to safety.”

“Good work, Dash!” Valor flashed his trademarked “V” salute at her.

They’d lucked out this time. The portal had opened up on the middle of an empty tarmac, and the only humans around had been the air traffic controllers. Valor always wanted to play with one of those light-up directional wands. Maybe later.

“Are you getting this, Socket?” Valor pressed his fingers against the tiny headset fitted into his ear. He didn’t need to—it automatically transmitted and received—but Valor just felt better when he did it. Unlike Socket, he wasn’t comfortable with technology.

“Loud and clear. Uniform cameras are working like a charm too. I got visuals on everything.” Socket was back at headquarters, directing from his computers. His powers didn’t lend themselves to battle. It was part of the reason he and Valor had decided they needed a team of superheroes to tackle the latest threat to the planet. “Are we ready to try the pulse beacon?”

That was another of Socket’s inventions. If it worked, it would close the interdimensional portal that had spat out these egg-shaped robots. In the six months since the attacks had begun, nothing short of time had been able to shut down the portals. If they actually succeeded in closing one, that would change the entire game.

“As good a time as any,” Valor decided. “Let’s do this. Come on guys, clear the area. We need a straight shot at the portal!”

It hovered in the sky—a red swirling mass of something that distorted the air around it. Drones shot out of it five at a time, spiraling out and attacking anything that moved. All of them were coming straight for Valor and his team.

It was time to put The Division to the test.

* * * *
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“VALOR, YOU’VE GOT THREE drones coming up behind you.” Peter “Socket” Barnes leaned forward, as if the closer he got to his computer display, the closer he could be to the action.

He’d arranged this rig exactly the way he liked it. Four high definition screens hung on the wall and two more on his curved desk. He could swivel and see a different angle of the battle with the drones. Keeping his hands on the touchscreen keyboard, he was able to connect to the server hooked up to all of the monitors. Socket didn’t need buttons to talk to his computers. All he needed was touch.

Socket flipped through several views of the airport where the latest attack had started. For the first time, there was more than just Valor out there. He had a whole team of people responding to the threat. It had taken some adjusting to deal with all the camera input on his screens, but Socket always had been good at multitasking. Having computers constantly humming at the back of his mind made him a fast learner.

“On it, thanks.” Valor’s voice came in nice and clear. Socket’s communication prototypes worked perfectly in the field, just as he’d thought.

The other members of the team were all spread out, each fighting their own set of drones.

Damn it, they should be working together.

Someone should be placing the pulse bomb that would close the damn portal. Valor, at least, was in position, floating just outside the portal itself. His job was to keep the flow to a minimum to give the others enough time to act. They’d talked about this during simulations—why wasn’t anyone doing what they had planned?

“Jester, Dash, come on. Get the pulse unit in place.” Socket flipped through the views available to him, watching as Tiana took out a drone with her silver metal staff, and Mace smashed another one to bits with his telekinesis. He was eager to see if his latest invention would work.

“We’re going as fast as we can,” Jester shot back, which wasn’t really true since Dash’s ability was super speed. Jester, well, Socket wasn’t exactly sure how Jester’s powers worked.

“The longer you take, the more drones will come through.” If they just stopped for a second and let Valor take on the drones escaping from the portal, this would be over so much faster.

“It’s a little bit different when you’re actually in the field,” Jester snapped. He dived into the air and ducked out of the way of an oncoming attack. “Stop distracting us, and let us do our job!”

“Dash, take the pulse beacon.” Socket bit back his annoyance at Jester. This was the worst thing about not being out there with them. He could see everything so clearly, but couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

“Got it!” Her voice came brightly down the line. Socket found he had to slow her feed down, since sometimes she forgot and spoke with her super speed engaged.

He adjusted the video so he could watch as she slipped past the hovering drones and deposited the device under the portal. She let it drop as she sped away, and he engaged it remotely before the beacon could touch the floor. A flash of blue light filled his screen, overtaking the glowing red of the portal. For a moment it glowed too bright, and then the force of the beacon won out. The portal fizzled into tiny dots of nothingness.

“Yes!” It worked. Of course it had. Socket couldn’t help grinning. The rest of the team all cheered. “Easy, guys, there’s still work to do. We have to clean up this mess before the drones do any more damage.”

His fingers twitched over the keyboard, but he refrained from any more directing. It was so obvious—if Dash routed the drones and got them rounded up in a single location, then Doc Lightning could zap them all with her electricity. Valor and Mace could sweep in and round up the stragglers. But he’d pushed his luck already. If he kept it up, Jester wouldn't be the only one challenging him.

“All right, guys.” Valor took over. “Let’s finish this.”

“You got it, Valor!”

“Right on!”

None of the team members gave Valor attitude when he ordered them around. Socket couldn’t blame them. There was something about that smile that charmed even the grumpiest of souls. It wasn’t just Valor’s good looks, but the earnest way he went about his job—saving lives and kicking ass. If he didn’t know Valor, Socket wouldn’t believe anyone could be that genuine.

But Valor had been like that ever since they were teenagers. He had to smile, remembering the first time he had met Valor.

* * * *
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PETE PULLED THE HOOD of his sweatshirt down low over his forehead. It didn’t cover his face completely, but all he needed was to hide his blond hair and make sure no one passing by saw his face. He’d take care of the cameras.

The bank was deserted this late at night. No one lingered in the parking lot. He strolled up to the ATM, acting as if he was just there to make a withdrawal. Slipping one of those fake plastic credit cards into the slot, he put his hand over the number key and pushed with his mind. It took a moment, and sweat poured down his forehead before he felt that snap that sent him over and into communion with the computer controlling the machine.

It usually wouldn’t take this long. But he had to go slowly and gently override the system to convince the computer to release the money to him. Persuading it was easy after the initial contact—the machine was just so happy to have someone talking to it like this. He still needed to find the central processing brain that also controlled the camera. It was hooked up to the bank’s security system, and that was a little bit trickier to access.

The ATM beeped and several twenties spat out into the tray. “Bingo!” He stuffed the cash into his pockets. Now for the security system. He pressed his palm to the wall, searching for wires that would give him access.

“Step away from the bank, foul criminal!”

Pete blinked at the deep voice. He hadn’t heard any footsteps. Turning around he could see why—there was a kid behind him hovering a few feet off the ground. He was dressed in the most ridiculously bright blue and red costume with a giant “V” embossed on his chest.

“Who the hell are you?”

The guy beamed. “Kid Valor, defender of this town!”

He knew that smile. The little mask that wrapped around the eyes didn’t hide Kid Valor’s square jaw or his pouty pink lips—lips Pete had spent hours daydreaming about instead of doing his homework.

“Seriously, dude? That’s the best you could come up with?”

“What’s wrong with it?” The smile faded from Kid Valor’s mouth.

Oh great, now he felt like a heel for upsetting the superhero. Pete rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to be a kid forever. What happens when you turn 30 and people are still calling you ‘Kid Valor’?”

“You have a point.”

“Might want to do something about that mask too. I mean I’m probably not the only one who’s in Algebra with you, Mitch.” Pete noted Mitch’s shocked face with satisfaction, just as he set the cameras to explode and the alarms to ring. Leaving the “Kid” behind to deal with the mess, Pete took off running into the night, away from the bank and through the narrow streets that ran along the creek. Mr. Superhero couldn’t fly so well in here, right? He’d probably want to stay and talk to the cops, too.

Pete skidded to a stop at the end of the road, breathing heavily. There was a park on the corner, and the buildings opened up a bit, which would make him a little more visible. Maybe he could hide out in the Wilkensons’s backyard. They had a shed that he could slip into and spend the night. It wouldn’t be the first time. He took a left and made for their house, only to come face to face with Kid Valor—Mitch Michaels from Algebra—the guy he’d been having wet dreams about since school started last month.

“Nice trick.” Mitch didn’t look pissed, only curious. “Your powers are pretty sweet. You just socketed into that ATM machine with your mind.”

He backed up. “You gonna turn me in?” Just what he needed—a stint at Juvie—or wait, wasn’t robbing a bank a federal offense? He probably should have thought this over before trying it. Sweat started to gather under his hood, and he felt unbearably hot.

“Not if you return the money.”

Pete stuck his hands in his pockets, making sure the cash was still there. “You don’t understand. I need this to pay the rent. The bank’s insured. They won’t miss it. I give this back to you and Mom and I are out on the street. How’s that the right thing to do, Mr. Superhero?”

Mitch opened his mouth, and then closed it again. “Will you trust me?”

“I don’t even know you!” Pete shouted, taking a step back. What other powers did this guy have besides flying? He could also shoot lasers out of his eyes for all Pete knew. “If you let me keep the cash, I won’t tell everyone at school what you do at night.”

“That’s...that’s blackmail!”

“Your own stupid fault for not getting a better mask!”

To Pete’s surprise Mitch started to laugh. He bent his head and pulled off the scrap of black fabric that didn’t do a thing to hide the natural beauty of his face. Fuck, it should be criminal for a guy to look that good. Pete swallowed and looked away, not wanting to get a hard-on—that would be bad timing.

“You could do better things with your powers. We could call you...Socket!”

“Are you seriously giving me the ‘we could fight crime together’ speech?” Pete couldn’t stop himself from grinning.

“Is it working?”

“Maybe.” Pete pulled the bills out of his pocket and thrust them at Mitch’s chest. He could feel hard muscle beneath his fingers and blushed at copping a feel. “Take it. Go ahead and save the day.” It wouldn’t have sat right with him anyway, keeping that money. Damn it.

Mitch took the cash. “I’ll find some way to help you, I promise.” He jumped into the air and flew away, like a jet plane with no engine.

Pete shook his head and started back for home.

* * * *
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SOCKET NEVER FIGURED out how Valor had gotten their landlord to give them an extension on the rent. But Valor hadn’t let it go at that. He’d helped Socket find a job that paid more than flipping burgers, and stuck around, even when Socket tried pushing him away. Somehow they’d become friends, despite being so different, and high school hadn’t ever been the same.

Socket adjusted his mic so it only transmitted to Valor. “Private channel. Do me a favor, and wrap this up.”

Valor laughed. “What, you got someplace to be?”

“You know where we gotta be. Figures an actual crisis would make us late. At least the team won’t be a complete surprise to the media.” Socket had caught sight of reporters already on the scene, taking pictures and videoing the battle. The Internet would be lit up with speculation about why these six heroes were now working together, and where the pulse beacon had come from. He set a mental thread out to his machines to start collating the data when it came through. “You sure they’re ready for this?”

“Come on, Socket, you should know. You’re the one who picked the team.”

“I picked based on abilities. You’re the people person.” Socket had chosen each member based on skills and various levels of experience. He was still kicking himself for inviting Jester before meeting the hero, but Socket had been curious about the concept of density-altering powers.

Valor laughed. “And I think we’ll do just fine.”

Valor always thought the best of people. It was one of the many qualities Socket loved about him. That was just about the only thing he couldn’t tell Valor. After over ten years of friendship, it was the one line Socket wouldn’t cross.

“Almost done here. Is the chopper set to take us to the building?”

Their transportation was completely AI driven, programmed by Socket. It was also faster than anything on the market and completely invisible to radar. Socket figured BarTec would go public with a modified version of it soon to sell to the military. He could use the extra cash. Running a superhero team wasn’t cheap. “Yup. See you at the gala.” Socket watched long enough to make sure Valor dispatched the last of the drones. Then he pushed away from the control deck. He had to swap his uniform jumpsuit for a tux.

* * * *
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“WELCOME, VALOR. WE’RE so glad you could make it.” The chairman beamed and held out his hand.

Valor shook it carefully, focusing on turning down his strength so he wouldn’t crush the other man’s fingers. He felt the telltale buzz in his arm as he powered down. It had been a long time since he’d learned to do that, coming a long way from the boy who’d been afraid to touch anyone. That had been before he’d learned to control his powers.

“Wouldn’t miss it.” Even if tonight wasn’t about introducing The Division to the world, Valor would still be here. This charity gala would raise money to build a new wing in the children’s hospital. Valor liked using his celebrity to make a difference. It felt almost as satisfying as punching the bad guys.

The chairman pulled his hand back and gave Valor a considering look. “Would you mind doing the...you know?”

Valor laughed and made his “V” salute. “Vigilance. Victory. Valor!”

It still felt weird to be the center of attention with the flashing cameras and reporters clamoring to talk to him, while children mimicked his “V” salute. Back when he was just a kid and his powers first manifested, Valor rushed out there trying to do his best to fight crime. He wasn’t very successful until he’d been taken in by Silver Slugger, who helped him master his abilities. Slugger had been full of advice, and he loved to warn Valor about the all-seeing eyes of the press.

Sometimes he felt that Slugger missed the point. Having his exploits show up on TV gave people hope—that they were protected by heroes. Of course, it was easy to bask in the attention when he wore a mask that covered most of his face. With it, he was Valor, not Mitch Michaels from South Jersey.

He grinned, feeling the weight of the leather on his cheeks. Socket had suggested it, back when they were teens, after Socket had recognized him even with the flimsy little mask he’d worn then. If Slugger had been the one to show him how to be a hero, it was Socket who made the life fun.

“This way, please.” The chairman led him up the stairs to the short stage that had been set up at the front of the room. This was too fancy of a ballroom to have anything as common as a DJ, but Valor felt a little like he was standing in front of a high school prom. The audience was all decked out in tuxes and sparkling evening wear, in shades of dark reds, sapphire blues, deep purples, and forest greens. The twinkling chandeliers gave off a soft glow as the people moved along the polished marble floor.

Valor stepped up to the microphone and struck his best hero pose, just like Slugger had taught him. He planted his fists on his hips and thrust his shoulders back. The rest of the team filed in behind him. They weren’t at that place yet where Valor could anticipate their movements like his own, but he was confident that they would reach that point together.

The Earth depended on it.

He flashed his “V” salute at the cameras. Man, Valor wished Socket could be up there with them. It was a damn shame nobody knew about the things Socket did behind the scenes. “How’s everyone doing tonight?” He grinned and nodded at the people who attempted to respond. “Good, good! Everyone, I’m here to introduce you all to The Division.”

The name of the group—like so many other things—had been Socket’s idea.

“The Division. I don’t know, isn’t that little generic?” Valor grasped Socket's shoulder, his eyes on the computer screen as they worked on registering the webpage for their new superhero team.

Socket took his hand off the keyboard. Watching him type without moving a finger still made Valor smile. “You have a better idea?”

This was their one chance to name their own superhero team. Valor had hundreds of ideas. “I was thinking something like ‘Heroes of Justice’ or something like that.”

“That’s fine if you want us to come off like a bunch of pricks.”

That was Socket—why would he sugarcoat something when he could just tell you the truth? He hadn’t changed a bit since high school. Even back then, Valor had envied Socket’s ability to just say what he was thinking and damn the consequences. Of course, Socket didn’t have to be careful like Valor. The press wasn’t aware of Socket’s existence, and thus his skeletons were still in the closet. Valor still feared that someone would dig up his secret, the one thing about him that even Socket didn’t know.

Valor gestured to his teammates with one hand, conscious of his role as the leader. He needed to be front and center—the voice of The Division as they addressed the media for the first time.

“I’m sure most of you know who I am, but just in case, they call me Valor.” He went through the “V” salute again and winked. The audience chuckled. “Let me introduce you to my team.”

If only Slugger could see Valor now, leading his own super group. It was just like Slugger and The Infamous back in the fifties. Valor was making his own history, striking out on his own path using the tools Slugger had given him years ago.

May the old man rest in peace.

“I’m sure you all know Doc Lightning.” How could they not? She had single handedly powered the entire city of Atlanta when a hurricane took out the control grid long enough for the power company to reroute everything. Valor might be a little in awe of the sheer amount of raw energy she possessed.

“Lord knows I’ve been around a while.” She laughed as she stepped up next to him. Doc had been around so long, she didn’t have a secret identity anymore. That was why there was no mask to go with her Division costume, which was a black jumpsuit with a glowing blue lightning bolt stretched across her chest.

“Mace, who’s active out of Chicago.” Valor slipped to the side and beamed as the next member of the team stepped up.

Mace looked the most at home in the matching version of his own costume. A bandana covered his bald head and a half mask hid his eyes, leaving his full beard visible.

“Tiana of the Ellorian people.”

The woman was an honest to goodness alien, which was obvious by her purple skin and the fact that she stood nearly seven feet tall. Tiana crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at the reporters with her glowing golden eyes. She didn’t like the press—but then again, Valor wasn’t sure if she liked anyone. He’d never seen her smile, but maybe being trapped light years from home would do that.

“And some newcomers. Dash and Jester.”

The kids, as Socket called them, had only emerged on the hero scene in the past year. Dash had long blond hair that fell to her waist, which was a shock against the darkness of her uniform. Jester’s entire head was covered by a full face mask, which was quartered and divided in white and black.

Socket had the idea for the team to wear black variations of their own costumes. He said it gave them a unified look and then grumbled something about not being a gay stereotype since he usually lacked any fashion sense. At least Valor got to keep the red and blue accents of his original outfit. He couldn’t be Valor without the giant “V” on his chest. It was his signature. He did like seeing Socket in his own black jumpsuit, since for once Socket had a uniform.

“Valor, will you answer some questions?” One of the reporters in the crowd called out.

“I’d be happy to. But we’re all here tonight to have some fun and raise money for charity. You can always check out our web site—thedivisionheroes.com—that covers everything.” He repeated the address one more time for those who hadn’t caught it. Socket had told him to push the web site and avoid saying anything stupid. Valor had told him he couldn’t promise the latter.

This would be so much more fun if he had Socket up here on stage with them. Socket would insult the reporters, and then Valor would swoop in and have them eating out of his palm. Then again, they could let the entire conversation dissolve into quips and inside jokes—exactly how they lost the election for student body president and vice president back in junior year of high school. Valor couldn’t help but grin at the memory.

“You can’t just introduce the team without any explanation,” one of the reporters complained. Valor didn’t know her by sight—she wasn’t someone who’d interviewed him before. “Is this sanctioned by the Governor? The President? Who are you affiliated with?”

“You know, nobody asked me questions like that when I ran with Team Blue back in the eighties.” Doc winked for the assembly. Most people laughed, though the reporter who’d asked the question didn’t look happy.

“Yes, but everyone knew Team Blue was formed as a result of The Cold War. You still haven’t explained the motive behind The Division.”

Valor took back the mic from Doc. “Do we need to?” He meant it as a serious question. The mysterious portals and the killer robots that continued to emerge were certainly no secret.

“So you’re not going to talk about the incursions from unknown alien forces?”

“Yes, the team was formed to fight the portals. But I can’t answer anything more than that, because we don’t know who’s behind them or what they want.” Valor held his hands out toward the crowd. “We’re just one group doing the best we can to protect innocent people. You can read all about it on our web site.”

There—that would make Socket happy, one last plug.

The chairman stepped forward and reached for the microphone. “I’m sorry folks, but I’m going to request you save further questions for another time. Please let our guests mingle.”

Valor flashed his “V” salute again as he descended the steps at the front of the stage. He stopped and posed for photos with the rest of the team, and then for some alone before the chairman gently guided them back into the crowd. This was a high-end event for people who paid a lot of money to hobnob with superheroes, so no one was so gauche as to ask him for an autograph. Instead, they all stood around chatting and drinking champagne. Valor dearly wanted something to drink, but the last thing he needed was to end up on the front page of The New York Times with something alcoholic in hand. People expected their heroes to be sober.

He should make a list. Heroes had to be sober, cheerful, inspiring, and of course, straight. The slightest deviation would cause a scandal, and the media loved a good scandal. Valor had decided when he first put on a mask that he wouldn’t ever be on the cover of a tabloid. He’d be the hero everyone expected him to be.

* * * *
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SOCKET MELTED TO THE back of the crowd as it dispersed when the press conference ended. Slipping his hand into his pocket he touched his smartphone, his fingers tingling as he made contact. The whisper started at the back of his brain as Socket interfaced with the device, riding its connection to the Internet. He monitored all the superhero message boards and online hangouts, and grinned with satisfaction when he saw that @SuperheroSightings had already started a #division hashtag on Twitter. Excellent.

When he wasn’t at his monitors, Socket saw the information behind his eyelids, like the images were transposed there. He didn’t do it often, and as he stumbled into a waiter carrying a tray of champagne, it was obvious why. To cover, Socket took a crystal flute and nodded curtly at the disheveled server. He’d meant to do that.

Disengaging from the net, he lifted the glass to his lips, but didn’t drink. He hadn’t touched alcohol since getting drunk at his mother’s grave. There might be some beer cooling upstairs in his fridge, but that was reserved for Valor. Maybe he could persuade Valor to come over afterward and order some real food. These little appetizers wouldn’t fill either of them up. Just to be sure, he sampled some shrimp from another server before ducking behind a pillar to continue to observe the crowd.

“Excuse me. You’re Peter Barnes, aren’t you?” A voice came from behind him. Socket whirled to see a young woman with a shock of red hair, wearing a simple black dress with a press badge clipped to her sleeve. She had a slim notebook in one hand and gestured with a mechanical pencil. “The mind behind BarTec industries?”

Nobody recognized him. That was one of the advantages of not going around in a colorful spandex costume. Socket was just a businessman as far as anyone else knew. What did a reporter want with him? “That’s what they tell me.”

“Holly Hutton, with the Hutton News.”

He slid his free hand into his pocket and accessed the net quickly. Holly Hutton. Daughter of Bill Hutton, owner of one of the news services that seemed to cover superheroes 24/7. She wrote for the site apparently, since Socket was given the option to link to her articles. With a little shake he disconnected and brought his attention back to the young woman in front of him. “That’s nice. If you’ll excuse me.” Socket gestured with his champagne and tried to move into the crowd to mingle.

“A few questions, Mr. Barnes.” She followed him.

“Yes, I’m gay. It’s the world’s worst kept secret.” Especially after he showed up in the special on gay businessmen in Coming Out magazine.

She let out a little snort. “Thanks for the memo. No, I’m more curious as to why you’ve chosen this charity event to make a personal appearance. Does it have something to do with The Division?”

Socket couldn’t help stiffening. Her words caught him off guard. “No, it has more to do with my assistant putting it on my schedule. Witnessing the announcement of a new superhero team was just a bonus.”

“So you think it’s a good idea?”

He forced himself to laugh. “Are you polling all the millionaires in the room? I don’t see why my opinion matters.” Socket wished he had Valor next to him. Valor knew how to deflect beautiful women. He’d have Miss Hutton charmed and on her merry way in no time.

She made a face, narrowing those wide green eyes. “Maybe because your company hosts their webpage?”

“BarTec’s ISP branch hosts a lot of web sites. I don’t understand what you’re getting at here, Ms. Hutton.” Socket had to play this smart. He could feel sweat gathering at the back of his neck, and he tugged at the collar of his tux. His clothes felt too tight, and he wished he was back upstairs sitting in front of his monitors.

She shrugged and tapped that damn pencil against her lips. “Running a superhero team costs a lot of money, don’t you think? Someone has to pay for their matching uniforms. You seem to have plenty to burn.”

“Are you going to try that line on everyone here and see if it sticks?”

“Well, no, because you’re the one who owns this building and who just happened to host tonight’s event. Combined with the web site? Let’s just say I don’t believe in coincidences.”

Crap. What would Valor say? Socket tried smiling at her, although he was damn well sure his lips didn’t have the same effect as Valor’s handsome face. “I’m sorry to hear that, because really, this is just one big coincidence. BarTec is a technology company—we host web sites. This building has this big empty reception space—so it gets rented out. If you’ll excuse me.”

“What will I find if I keep digging, Mr. Barnes? Do you have any skeletons in your closet? How about your company’s connection to FlexiTech—the corporation that provides Blackjack’s equipment?”

He knew he should have buried that subsidiary better. Socket couldn’t show her that she was rattling him. “I’m not really that interesting, Ms. Hutton. You don’t want to bore your readers, do you? Enjoy the event.”

This was not the kind of thing he needed. Socket hired people to deal with reporters. He always fucked it up, which was why he never made public appearances. Even his product demonstrations were all pre-recorded. If Valor hadn’t pleaded for him to come in person, he would have been back in the base, conducting the press conference from his computer. Like always, Socket had caved for his best friend, and he didn’t even get to see Valor in a tux for his trouble.

Socket kept smiling as he moved quickly into the crowd. His fingers tightened around the champagne flute he still held. Taking a sip, he made a face at the taste. When he got upstairs he’d plug in and hack into Hutton’s computer. She was smart—too smart—and he didn’t like the connections she made.

“Nice work with plucky girl reporter.” Before Socket heard Doc Lightning he knew she was nearby by the way the hairs stood up on the back of his neck. Being around her was like constantly rubbing his feet on shag carpet.

She’d been Socket’s first pick for the team. In terms of sheer power, there were few who could match her. Combined with her killer sense of humor, she was rapidly becoming one of Socket’s favorite people.

“I’d like to know where she gets her information.”

Doc gave him one of her crooked grins. She didn’t wear a mask—she’d been in this business for too long—longer than she'd been an actual doctor. “Reporters. They always know too much.”

“Yeah, but when it comes to information, I’ve usually got a lock on it.” It had been a busy three weeks trying to get the base ready and the team together before the next drone attack. Socket admitted he might have let a few things slip through. All this and running BarTec—it was a wonder he had time to sleep.

His gaze found Valor in the crowd, much like it often did. Valor never knew how much time Socket spent watching him. Of course, all eyes usually drifted to Valor, especially when the tall man laughed, throwing his head back and inviting all others in on the joke. He had a strong jaw, with full lips and dark curls that fell over his mask. Sometimes Socket wondered how anyone could not know Mitch was Valor, just from those boyish good looks that no mask could really hide.

Socket frowned. “Who the hell invited her?”

Mistress Liberty had approached Valor, standing out in the crowd in her red, white, and blue costume—short skirt, knee-high boots, and golden mask. The sea of people in eveningwear parted as she walked by.

Even though Socket and Valor had intended tonight to be the introduction of The Division, other superheroes had also been invited to the charity event. Socket had been honest about that—he hadn’t organized it, merely taken advantage of an opportunity. Now he wished he’d perused the guest list a little more closely.

“Liberty?” Doc followed his gaze. “Maybe she’s his date.”

The press loved to link Valor and Liberty. It seemed nobody was happy without a super-powered couple in the news, and after Blackjack and Priestess broke up, there was little left to fill the gossip rags. “Not funny.”

“I always wondered why you didn’t ask her to join The Division,” Doc said, “But from the green-eyed look you’re giving her I think I know why.”

He snapped back to face Doc. “What?”

“Sweetheart, remember I’ve been around for a long time. You’re a little obvious.” Doc shook her head. “Does he know?”

“Oh...hell no.” Like Socket would ruin his friendship with the only person who’d been there for him his entire life. He’d survived all of Valor’s girlfriends, and he would survive this rumor of one as well. None of them ever lasted very long.

“You only get one life, kid. When you get to be my age you realize that speaking up is the only way to get what you want. Otherwise, you end up old and alone.”

Socket gave her a look. “You’re too young to be acting like a wise, old sage.”

“Don’t you sass me, boy. I fought Nazis.”

He laughed. “Doc, I know you’re only 43.”

“You’ve never heard of time travel?”

Socket was really glad he’d invited her to join the team.

* * * *
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“ARE YOU SURE YOU DON’T want any champagne?” Liberty hefted her own glass.

“Not when I’m on duty.” Valor tugged at the collar of his suit. He was still breaking in his Division uniform. It lacked the comfort of his everyday costume and was stiff around the neck and armpits. If it wasn’t made from the specially modified fabric Socket’s company had come up
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