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March 2292

JOSIE TOWER sat alone in her apartment building’s courtyard, wrangling spreadsheets and wondering why her residents seemed extra quiet today. Although some called her a villainess, the telekinetic just wanted the freedom to take care of her people. Retired villains with nowhere else to stay, they’d helped her during a big fight, so she’d secured the building for them. Now Sinister Oaks needed a new roof but the building’s maintenance fund looked off—way off.

Josie’s alien father had created her in his laboratory, blending human genes with his. She lacked the fangs and claws of a Kelvorain warrior, but her blue hair and telekinesis showed her alien heritage. At nineteen, she looked mostly human, short with a slim build. She’d had the chance to become the Kelvorain Empire’s leader, but had decided she didn’t want to live over seventy light-years from home or rule 20 billion souls. Considering the nonsense in these spreadsheets, maybe she should’ve asked for an imperial financial advisor.

“Boss, we’re getting ripped off,” Mrs. Kaminski, a slight elderly woman with pink hair said. Once celebrated as the best thief in the city-state of New Angeles, she helped Josie manage the residents. If she happened to use her time powers to put out their bonfires and fix their hip bones, the telekinetic couldn’t complain.

“What is it this time?” Each month, the utilities, medical bills and food costs just kept going up. Josie would have to pick up extra work from her friend the mercenary soon—or go raiding against the West Coast pirates again.

Mrs. Kaminski held up her tablet. “I asked that Big OmegaDollars in 223 about your funny spreadsheets. According to her, Chase the investment banker is trying to steal the whole apartment building.”

When the oily Chase had slid up to Josie a few months ago with an elaborate real estate scheme, she’d turned him down. Going through the evidence now, she could see his arrogance in the falsified documents. Wrestling her fury down to a level she could control, she formed her telekinetic skimmer and began to rise.

“I’ll go track him down and fix this. Keep the building standing.”

“You can count on me and my time powers, boss.”

Thanks to her skimmer, Josie could surf above the city streets to hunt her quarry. A quick investigation of Chase’s social feeds led her up onto the Halo Lake Skyway, where she spotted the banker’s sporty floater car. Before it could descend to park, she grabbed it with her telekinetic power and yanked open the door. The slender banker screamed when she hauled him out.

“What, no seat belt?” Josie shook him for taking advantage of her residents.

He looked down. The humans always looked down. “Don’t.”

Nodding, she released her hold on the floater car, and they watched it splash into Halo Lake. “You didn’t spring for the waterproofing? Chase, I hope you’re a good swimmer.”

“I don’t, I can’t—you know I didn’t want to.” The banker flailed his arms and legs.

“Wait, you didn’t want to steal Sinister Oaks?” She shook him. “Who wants my apartment building, then?”

The wail of a siren interrupted them. Moments later a flying wagon from one of the city’s hero services flew up to them.

“You two, get on the ground now,” said a voice familiar to Josie.

“Go away, Sword. This is a private discussion.”

“Now, Meteor Strike.” Sword of Night, from the Graham Hero Service, looked upset despite his mask and armor.

Once Kelvorain in origin, he relied on a human host for a body now. This body, less muscular than his last host and male this time, still looked like it could loom over her. He showed up in her life every so often to remind her that she didn’t have to be a supervillain like her foster father, her tenants and most of her friends.

Grumbling, she landed with the banker on the ground.

A skinny Asian-American boy with a green streak in his brown hair and eyes full of mischief leaned out of the passenger window as Sword landed the wagon nearby. “Hey, it’s Meteor Strike! We’ve got video of you throwing that floater car into the lake. It’s already trending on Solar Dance Party Net.”

Although he sounded familiar to her, she couldn’t place him. Was he in that Korean-Canadian death metal band the residents liked? If not, then he probably ran one of the thirteen billion floors on Solar DPN, this area of the galaxy’s only surviving social media platform.

Another passenger stared at her from the back of the vehicle. He looked like the Kelvorain prince who’d come to Earth under mysterious circumstances. Like her, he had blue hair, indicating that he had the superpowers of the alien empire’s elite. Some researchers claimed that the Kelvorain had once been samurai werewolves in their distant past. This one had great cheekbones and fangs—wait, this one might be her half-sister’s uncle, so paws off for now.

“Arrest this maniac at once,” Chase said, pointing at Josie. “She had no right to harass me like this.”

“Meteor Strike, what did this man do?” Sword asked.

Josie brought the dripping car back and shoved the banker into it. “He’s helping someone steal my apartment building. Chase, tell me who or my friend the dancer you like so much will run into your wife at the spa this weekend. Worse, your mother-in-law will find out.”

“You wouldn’t.” Chase looked sick. “Are you going to let her blackmail me like this?”

Sword tapped at his phone. “Ah, you’re the banker who shut down my favorite animal sanctuary because the noises kept you awake at night. Meteor Strike, I’ve got to haul these two recruits to Camp Lucky. I’ll visit you again soon.” Unlike other heroes, Sword could see Josie’s side at times.

The banker held out a hand. “Wait, don’t leave me alone with her. It’s those Golden Liberation fanatics who want your dumb building. Now let me leave.”

“You got any proof?” Josie asked.

She didn’t want to go after the Golden Liberation Society on her own. They’d started out fifty years ago, protesting the arrival of the Kelvorain Empire’s fleet from next door. They hadn’t liked all of the help the aliens had brought to make Earth more habitable after the various volcano-related crises of the last few hundred years. Now the GLS seemed to have a grudge against anyone outside of their organization, including heroes.

A shadow fell on them from above. Looking up, Josie spotted a giant robot with the Golden Liberation’s Burning Dawn logo on its chest plate. Bulky and bright yellow, it lacked the elegance of her foster father’s fleet of robotic vehicles.

“In the name of Earth’s purity, we condemn you,” a mechanical voice intoned.

Grabbing the banker again, Josie sped to a distance a split second before a red beam sliced the floater car in two. She caught the vehicle’s fragments and landed them in an empty parking spot. Sword urged the two young men out of the vehicle just before the robot swiped at it.

“You two get the civilians out of here,” Sword said, pointing at his charges. “Meteor Strike, go with them. Escort the banker to safety.”

“No, your guys can evacuate the banker. You’ll need me to take care of that robot.” She formed her telekinetic armor and helmet before pushing Chase towards Sword’s charges.

The Kelvorain prince grabbed the banker and hauled him away at a jaw-dropping speed. His human friend held out his phone. In response, every screen and phone in the area began to blare an emergency alert to evacuate the neighborhood.

Sword took flight, going up to the robot to punch its left ear. The human pilot inside it shrieked curses at them.

“Oh, it’s a mecha,” the human teenager said. “Meteor Strike, can you hold her still for a few minutes so I can try to power it down?”

“Let’s see.” Josie circled the robot and hugged it with her power. It fought against her control.

“That’s it, lift it off the ground while I find the—”

The Kelvorain prince returned, holding a wooden sword. “Honored matriarch, allow me to assist you,” he said in his language.

Josie grunted. “Hurry, guys. This thing is kind of heavy.”

“Can you still summon that magic maul you used when you saved the world that one time?” the human teenager asked. “Just bat that mecha out of here.”

“No.” If she started batting now, she’d bat every person in the city-state and then the Solar System, thanks to the berserker the maul turned her into almost every time she’d used it.

Using his sword, the Kelvorain prince battered the robot’s ankle hard enough to make the giant foot fall off. He sped around to the other side and attacked the other foot as well.

“Branch, how much longer?” Sword asked, still punching the robot’s head.

The human teenager tapped on his phone. “Just a little longer.”

“I don’t have any longer in me, big man,” Josie said, sweating. This robot must’ve weighed as much as her building, though it stood a few floors shorter.

A breath later, the robot’s engine died.

“You will all perish in the streets when the Golden Liberation brings about the Burning Dawn,” the pilot said as he ejected from the robot’s head. “Make Earth Sovereign Again!”

Irritated, Josie dropped the robot onto the empty street and seized the pilot with her telekinesis. “Tell me why you guys want Sinister Oaks.”

“All buildings and all nations shall belong to us,” the pilot said, puffing out his chest. “And your building site will become parking for the senior staff.”

“This is what saving the world that one time gets me.” The telekinetic put conquering the Solar System and the Kelvorain Empire back on her to do list.

Sword landed next to them before flashing his badge at the pilot. “Sir, I’m an agent of the Graham Hero Service. You’re under arrest for the illegal use of a large robot within city limits.”

“My comrades will have me bailed out in an hour.” He let Sword cuff him and guide him to the wagon.

“You three stay put,” Sword said over his shoulder.

Agents from other law enforcement agencies began to arrive. A hero from a rival team got in Sword’s face and tried to take custody of the pilot. Sword, usually noted in the community for his ability to keep his cool, pushed the other hero back five meters.

“Where did you take my banker?” Josie asked the Kelvorain prince, feeling drained after using a lot of power.

“An establishment nearby, honored matriarch.” He bowed his head, not meeting her eyes.

Josie touched his arm. “Hey, I’m not like those rebel matriarchs who’ve been blowing up your empire for the last seven years. I’m Meteor Strike of the Southern Peninsula House. You two can call me Josie. What’s your name?”

“I’m Spire Guardian of the Watchful Moons House.” He met her gaze with warm, golden eyes. “You honored us by allowing us to fight by your side, Conqueror.”

“Only my sisters get to call me that, your highness. You know my sister Joy, right? She lives in the Imperial Palace.”

He nodded. “Your father created her for my brother. I’m sorry I couldn’t meet you when you traveled to my world the last time. I was attending to an emergency halfway across the empire.”

Despite being her half-sister’s uncle, he wasn't related to Josie at all. She smiled at him, wondering why Joy hadn’t hauled him over for a visit before. Come to think of it, his brother the emperor had mentioned something about his dummy brother zooming around the empire on rescue missions. Why had Spire Guardian come to Earth now?

The human teenager cleared his throat and thrust out his hand. “Hi, I’m Branch Martell-Angelini, local technomancer. That means I can talk to all of the machines.”

“How do I know you? You sound familiar but I doubt I’ve seen you before.”

He aimed a finger gun at her. “I know that voice, you’re the Sorceress Rain. We’re in the Tiger Guild together. You know, in the fantasy game with the snooty elves. You finally get to meet your guild leader in the flesh.”

“Oh, right.” She pulled him into a hug. “You’re our spear guy. The best spear guy in the game, actually.”

She’d fought monsters and enjoyed hundreds of electronic feasts with Branch in their online game for several years, except he went by a different name there. Come to think of it, he seemed a lot shorter in real life. Weird to think that an aspiring hero had been her guild master for all of these years. She’d had a debilitating crush on him five years ago.

“Whoa, is it normal for your eyes to change from golden to gray like that?” Branch asked.

She shrugged. “My scientist father and his team did all sorts of things to my genes. I can see better in combat situations when my eyes turn golden. Oh, and Fa says that my liver is efficient, whatever that means.”

“You three kids beat it,” a uniformed woman from a different hero service said, waving them away. “We have an investigation going here.”

Josie sneered at her out of habit. “Is that what you call arguing with Sword? Come on, guys, I want to catch up to that banker.”

“Where’d you leave him, Spire?” Branch asked.

Spire Guardian gestured north. “At that club where Sword of Night found us.”

“Hop on my skimmer,” Josie said, making it larger than usual.

She needed the banker’s evidence of the Golden Liberation’s involvement, or her foster father would never agree to aid her against them. Waving goodbye to the wrecked robot, she steered the boys toward the nightclub.

* * *
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Solar Dance Party Net

Floor 23,347

Host: Around the Twon

“Hey, dancers, it’s Antwon Around the Twon with the latest! Check out this footage of that crazy villainess Meteor Strike striking fear into this idiot banker! I thought she’d drop him for sure. Of course, her most popular video is one I can’t show on this floor.”
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BEHIND SATURN, the operations center’s main screen lit up. Something about an incident downtown. One of the mecha he’d brought to the Golden Liberation Society blazed across the screen. As the newest vice president, he needed to prove himself.

Like everyone else in the society, he disguised his appearance and voice. In his twenties, rich and ambitious, he’d decided to fix the world at an early age. When he put on the helmet, he shoved his regular life into a mental lock box to focus on the enormous work load. Making Earth terrific again for regular humans would take all of his brainpower.

“Who authorized the use of a robot in the city?” he demanded, adjusting his helmet against the glare. 

The entire operations team shrank in their seats. Snapping his fingers, Saturn pointed at the nearest technician.

“The pilot just rolled into action on his own initiative, Mr. Saturn,” the middle-aged man said in a timid voice.

“That kind of initiative could take down the entire GLS. Rewrite the authorization codes so no hotheaded pilots can rampage through my—our plans.”

The technician looked at his immediate supervisor, who nodded her head. The older members of the team looked at each other and shook their heads.

“What’s the problem?” Saturn asked in a quiet voice. He’d spent two weeks at a meditation retreat learning how to modulate his tone when irked by subordinates.

The head of the operations team rose from his seat. An older GLS member, Saturn recalled he’d helped start the society almost fifty years ago. “Vice President Neptune won’t like it if we change the authorization codes, sir. We’ll have to get permission first.”

Saturn pulled out a screen. “Neptune, get in here.”

Vice President of Operations Neptune, another founding member of the GLS, hastened into the operations center. “What do you need, my boy? I’m about to head out for a few rounds of golf with the other vice presidents.”

“Forget about the golf. I didn’t supply the GLS with advanced robotics just so your pilots could go for stunt rides.”

“Looks like he’s holding his own against those morons with powers,” Neptune said, pointing at the screen. “This will be over soon enough.”

Saturn leaned forward, pleased by how fast the mecha could maneuver against the flying hero and the girl with blue hair tumbling beneath her helmet. “Who are they?”

“That’s Sword of Night from the Graham Hero Service,” Neptune said with disapproval. “Originally from one of those smaller Kelvorain worlds but now he’s some kind of spirit who borrows a human body. He’s almost as disgusting as the alien hybrid girl.”

“You mean that’s Meteor Strike? The little girl who beat up all of those invading women from the empire five years ago?”

Everyone in the world had helped her repel the invasion, even members of the Golden Liberation Society. Although the society had expected Meteor Strike to conquer the Solar System and the empire both, she’d given up her magic maul and had gone back to her regular life. Now she ran a retirement home for old people or something.

Neptune shrugged. “She’s still three-fifths alien herself. I’ve been trying to recruit her wealthy foster father for years, though. Let’s not kill her today.”

“That isn’t going to be a problem, Vice President Neptune,” the older technician said, pointing at the screen.

They watched in varying degrees of anger as Meteor Strike, Sword of Night and a Kelvorain youth with a wooden sword battered the mecha.

“Why is it losing power?” Saturn asked, making a fist.

The screen zoomed in on a teenage boy with a red phone.

“That kid’s some kind of technomancer who can turn off robots,” the older technician said. “The pilot’s ejecting.”

Saturn watched in growing frustration as more hero teams and other law enforcement arrived, arguing over who would take custody of the pilot and the mecha.

“Don’t worry, Saturn. I’ll have my assistant bail out the pilot.”

“They can keep that idiot. It’s my—our mecha that we need to recover. I don’t want any of those wretched hero groups stealing the designs. I’ll send one of my teams after it.”

Neptune patted his shoulder. “You should come out with us to the golf club, my boy. You’ll want to wind down after all of this excitement.”

“Wind down?” Saturn grabbed a screen. “I’ve got a telekinetic jerk and her buddies to thrash.”

Ignoring Neptune’s worried look, he started hunting through the operation center’s surveillance equipment. One way or another, he’d get rid of those heroes—and eventually, he’d achieve his goal of wiping out all those who dared delay his ascent to the head of the society.
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JOSIE’S NEW friends soon led her to Club Dread. A smaller establishment located in the rundown section of New Angeles, it provided a spot for the city’s young adults to hang out. Unlike other nightclubs, this one didn’t mind if the visitors had powers as long as they paid for their drinks. The bouncer recognized her and waved them inside.

“Torrence is looking for you,” one of the servers said as they searched for the banker.

“Thanks, Cherry. Did he seem upset?”

“Honey, he’s always upset during hockey season.”

Torrence, the mercenary who ran the club, also ran a job agency for people who didn’t fancy the various hero groups. His clients included corporations who didn’t want the law involved in their dealings and ordinary citizens who needed jobs done without a lot of questions.

“Do you know Torrence really well?” Branch asked as they crossed the busy dance floor.

“He started giving me work when my foster father told me to get a part-time job a few years ago.” She shrugged. “Usually, I just deliver packages or track down missing people for him. Have you worked for him?”

The technomancer sighed. “Yeah, I’ve made a lot of money working for him. It’s funny what people can do with spreadsheets and imaginary currency.”

“Your power.” Josie snapped her fingers. “Can you turn off Solar Dance Party Net? Or just a certain video I despise?”

“My power isn’t at the level where I could shut down all of Solar. And when I was about six, Sword warned me not to go editing any videos out of existence because it might have unintended consequences. Who’s that at the door to our room?”

“I paid the other bouncer to keep our banker inside,” Spire Guardian said, pulling out a thick stack of gold coins.

“Put those away,” Branch said, gesturing in a way that made everyone else nearby look at him. “You’re going to get us mugged.”

Josie lifted up one of the coins with her power. “I haven’t seen any of these since I visited the empire. Most people use money apps on Earth.” She returned the coin.

“Yes, that’s what Branch keeps shouting at me. Here, honorable bouncer. Thank you for safeguarding our guest.”

The bouncer grinned and made the coins disappear.

Inside, they found the banker with his face stuck to a hissing inhaler. “You kids survived the GLS attack? I needed something to bring my heart rate down after that damn robot sliced up my new floater car.”

“Here, give me that,” Josie said, snagging the inhaler and sticking it to the ceiling. “I need you to focus. Why does the Golden Liberation Society want to steal my building for a parking lot?”

Chase tried licking his own elbow, then hers until she shoved him aside. “Your building, it’s not pretty. However, you have it sitting on some prime real estate.”

“True.” Her deadbeat alien dad and her foster father had taken advantage of all of the sale prices after the invading matriarchs had wrecked a lot of neighborhoods. Once she’d renovated the place to accommodate her elderly residents, she’d bullied the city council into providing a local park and a medical center nearby.

“The GLS wants to build fancy new headquarters on that block. You ignored their generous offer to buy you out last winter, so they moved on to Phase 2 of their plan—stealing it from you. Since you noticed my work, I expect them to start trying to murder you after today’s robot encounter.”

She stared at him. “I’ll pay them a visit later. Maybe they’ll end up moving out of their old office early. Thanks for answering my questions.”

Flattening the inhaler with her power, she dropped it on the table in front of him.

The boys followed her out of the room.

“Do you need backup?” Branch asked, holding up his phone. “The GLS isn’t too subtle about hiding their HQ. It’s about a dozen blocks from here. Oh god, we’re dead.”

Two upset faces stood above the crowd. Sword and her foster father spotted them at the same time, parting the dancers as they approached the trio. From the synchronized way they scowled at her, you’d think the old-timers hadn’t been enemies for decades.

“Meteor Strike!”

“Josie!”

She waved at them. “Hey, Sword, I kept your guys out of trouble. Boys, do you know Platinum Jaguar? Esteban, this one is Branch Mortal Angel, and the other one is Spire Guardian of the Watchful Moons House.”

“How do you do?” Platinum Jaguar shook their hands. Still active despite losing several vital organs a decade ago, the gray-haired villain smiled down at his foster daughter. “Josie, I saw the fight with the mecha. Since you work so well with these young people, you should go to the Graham training camp with them.”

Sword nodded. “That’s right. I was telling your foster father all about it when he arrived at the scene to check up on you. You’d benefit from the physical exercises, plus we have coaches who can expand your telekinetic skills.”

“No thanks. I have a Golden Liberation lair to obliterate. Those troglodytes want to demolish my building so they can build their new headquarters.”

Platinum Jaguar folded his arms and raised the eyebrow that had killed many of her childhood adventures. Like he hadn’t ever stolen candy or thrown bullies into trash cans in his youth. 

“Might be fun to train with us,” Branch said, poking her arm. “Like in the game, only this time we get to use our real powers.”

“I’d like to train with you as well, honored matriarch,” Spire Guardian said in his own language. “Branch and I could assist you with your foes.”

She considered her options along with the growing irritation on her foster father’s face. “How about I go to camp tomorrow? I have to check up on my residents and put them on alert in case the Golden Liberation losers show up while I’m gone.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Sword said, looking at Platinum Jaguar.

Her foster father narrowed his eyes. “She’s more dangerous when she sounds reasonable. Josie, when you go to that training camp, I expect you to finish the program.”

So much for her notion of ditching the camp later in the week. “How long are we talking about, Sword? A few weeks like a summer camp for kids?”

The hero took hold of Branch’s arm. “It’s only a three-month program. Branch, send her the brochure about Camp Lucky. Come along, Spire Guardian. Esteban, good to see you outside of combat for once.”

“You know I can sign you up if you ever want to leave Graham Hero Service. The pay system is generous and we offer better benefits than you have now.”

“Thanks, but we both know that Aileen would knock me out of the sky if I ever quit. Josie, I’ll pick you up in the morning.”

After the trio left, Platinum Jaguar turned back to Josie. “I’ll speak to the GLS fools who have been trying to recruit me. They should change their name to the Golf Liberation Society, because that’s all they ever do.”

“Until today. Who gave them the giant robot, do you know?”

He collected a drink from one of the servers. “No one I know. My own machines are better designed. Even Torrence has a better mecha.”

“I thought I heard my pals over here,” Torrence himself said from the bar. A wiry man in his thirties, he always looked ready to hustle for work.

“Torrence, my friend,” Platinum Jaguar offered the other man a cigar. “Do you have a moment to discuss some business?”

The mercenary grinned. “My time is yours. Josinator, check your mail later.” He hastened away with her foster father before she could ask him to explain.

She’d check the mail in the morning. Torrence always wanted odd jobs done but she didn’t have time for any right now. Before she could reach the exit, a man in his late twenties tripped in front of her, splashing his drink all over her outfit.

“Wow, I’m so clumsy,” the man said, staring into her eyes. Taller than her, with a pasty complexion and muscles that had to come from a designer lab, he seemed more concerned about his suit than her. His bow tie, a yellow eyesore, mesmerized her for several seconds. At least he had pretty gray eyes.

“You did that on purpose.” Josie grabbed a napkin from across the room with her power. “Let me guess, you’re a critic of that horrible video Jesse Topeka uploaded last year.”

Thanks to the hero creep she’d dated, millions of other creeps felt free to approach her and tell her exactly what she should do to their anatomy. That’s why she’d never date a so-called hero ever again.

“No, it’s worse than Jesse Topeka’s nonsense,” he said with a rueful smile. “Hi, I’m August Harpe Sterling.”

* * *
[image: ]


Solar Dance Party Net

Floor 15,633

Host: Just Smite

“What’s going, you pretty frog faces? It’s Just Smite hanging with my circus at Club Dread. Cherry’s slinging half-price steaks, but don’t ask what they’re made of. Oh my Betty, did August Sterling himself just throw a drink at the villainess Meteor Strike? How many seconds before she tosses him across the bar?”
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JOSIE TOOK off her jacket to wring it out. “August Sterling? I haven’t seen you here before.” He’d said his name like she should know it, but no bells rang for her. Wait, was he in that other death metal band that Mrs. Kaminski kept hiring for their barbecues?

He moved before she could get soda on his expensive-looking sneakers. “I tend to come here late at night, after work.”

Half a dozen people who looked like bodyguards surrounded them.

“Must be a big tab, what with all of the help you’re toting around.” Using her power, she moved the puddle over to a recycling unit. “Did you have a good reason for throwing your drink at me or should I just start punching?”

Backing away from her, he straightened his bow tie. “It was a silly attempt to get your attention because I thought you’d walk right past me. Can we start over? Hi, I’m August.”

“Hi, August. I’m out of here.”

The wall of bodyguards blocked her way until she picked them up with her telekinesis.

“Er, Miss Tower, let me zap my card to you.” August pulled out his phone. “I heard from Torrence that you take on jobs for him. I want to hire you.”

She looked at her phone. “Oh, you own Solar Dance Party Net. I heard that you’re famous for your social anxiety and for only dating supermodels.”

“That’s not accurate,” he said, stuffing his phone in his pocket. “I dated a doctor three years ago. She’s the one who told the world I have social anxiety. And I own the best game service in the galaxy. Well, the only one after I bought all of my rivals out.”

She pointed at him. “I’ll tell my game guild you pissed me off today. Good day, sir.”

“Wait, I saw you fight that mecha on the news. I need your help—someone has been stealing my robots. They must be supplying them to the Golden Liberation Society, and I need to know who.”

Pausing, she considered the situation. She could use an ally with a grudge against the GLS, especially if her foster father wouldn’t help her. Even though the guy looked like a refugee from one of those old music videos her Kelvorain father played non-stop, he seemed smart enough to ask for help. Though she had to wonder about his judgment if he wanted her help. A guy that rich could hire a dozen Corporal Topekas or an entire hero service like Sword’s small outfit.

“I can look into it later,” she said, checking his card on her phone. “Message me with what you know, and I’ll get my team onto it as soon as possible.”

“You have a team?” August’s surprised face looked a little stiff.

She parted the sea of bodyguards again. “Today I do. We’ll have to see about tomorrow. Pardon me, I have an appointment.”

After a moment, he waved off his bodyguards. She left the club and rode her skimmer across town to reach her building. From the outside, Sinister Oaks looked sturdy enough. A five-story brick building, it featured an interior courtyard with fruit trees, flowers and a vegetable garden. The retired villain in charge of maintenance had warned her they’d need a new water filtration unit in a few months, though. That would cost almost as much as a roof. Also, some of the friskier residents wanted a cabana guy, despite their lack of a pool. Maybe that Kelvorain prince could make a special guest appearance...

“You look like you met someone interesting,” Mrs. Kaminski said, giving the building’s ancient cleaning robot a thunk to get it moving again.

“I found that investment banker who was trying to steal the building. Would you believe the Golden Liberation Society wants this place demolished so they can build a parking lot for their new set of headquarters?”

“Back in the day I never met a sillier bunch of boys.” Mrs. Kaminski pulled out her hand fan. “Sure, they hated your father and his people, but they really just wanted an excuse to putt their little balls around. Was that you on the news?”

Josie winced. “Yeah, it was me, backed up by Sword of Night and his new trainees.”

“Ooh, Sword. I remember back when he had that Italian fellow as a host. And that guy’s partner was a hot lasagna too. Tell me about those trainees.”

“I know one of them through that game I showed you. Guy named Branch, he can talk to phones and turn off robots. His buddy is that Kelvorain prince who came to Earth this week. Funny thing, he’s actually my sister Joy’s uncle.”

Mrs. Kaminski tapped her arm with the fan. “I’ve seen him on the Solar Dance Party Net. He’s the emperor’s brother and he’s got powers. Isn’t that rare for Kelvorain men?”

“Right, those scary matriarchs used to kill male babies with powers until the prince’s grandmother stopped them. Aside from him and my father, I don’t know of many Kelvorain men with powers.”

“You sound like you wouldn’t want to break into his palace or steal his riches.”

“Maybe in the future. Oh, speaking of the Solar DPN, the guy who owns it wants me to find out who’s been stealing his robots. It wasn’t any of our residents, was it?”

The elderly woman snorted. “I haven’t seen any giant robots in the parking lot, boss. Are you coming over to help me with dinner?”

“You like having me around because I can get the good china from the top cabinet.”

“I like you because you can finish off the casseroles I make. You know I don’t want leftovers cluttering up my fridge.”

While they ate, Mrs. Kaminski looked up August Sterling on her tablet. “How do I know that arrogant little face? I met him years ago, when he was a kid but where?”

Josie shoveled more spinach and noodles onto her plate. Even though she loved her telekinesis, it cost her a lot in terms of energy. “Look up his family, maybe you know his parents.”

“Ugh, I know his grandmother. Looks like she still sees the hair stylist she stole from me. Want to help me make a mean old handbag bald?”

“Can we schedule that for when I get back from Camp Lucky? I never anticipated that Esteban and Sword would team up against me to send me to hero training camp.”

The elderly woman smiled. “Sure, boss. I’m kind of jealous of you, spending time with my old enemy. I should check in on his buddy Aspen, he was partners with the Italian version of Sword.”

“Sword looks like a harassed graduate student now. Not that I’ve seen him without the armor and helmet, but I’ve seen pictures of his host Jonathan at parties.”

“A college boy, that’s exactly my type. Send me a picture from camp. Encourage him to go skinny dipping while you’re there.”

Josie shuddered. “Not while I’m eating. Sword’s like an uncle to me. A weird uncle who insists I’d be a great superhero when all I want to do is take care of you girls and guys.”

A bright light began to shine in the windows. Looking outside, Josie spotted another giant robot.

“Meteor Strike, come out and fight me for the glory of the Golden Liberation Society!” This time the pilot sounded like the aggravated music teacher from her old middle school.

Pulling out her phone, she messaged August. “Found another robot. Hurry to my place.” She formed her telekinetic armor and helmet.

Mrs. Kaminski opened a different window for her. “Remember to steer that robot away from the building. We don’t have enough in the budget for super-sized repairs.”

* * *
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Solar Dance Party Net

Floor 38,968

Host: Big OmegaDollars

“There’s a big flapping robot outside my damn window! Big OmegaDollars does NOT have time or rental insurance for this! I’m telling my building manager—oh, she’s going out the window already. Get ‘em, Meteor Strike!”
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​Chapter Five
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SPRINGING FROM the window, Josie scrambled to form her skimmer before she hurled energy projectiles at the incoming robot. This one appeared smaller than the one she’d fought earlier in the day, but it had more laser guns attached to its arms. Mindful of Mrs. Kaminski’s advice, she dashed away from the building.

“Over here,” she said, heading for the empty park across the street. “I bet your little robot legs are too stubby to reach me.”

“Don’t taunt me, alien scum,” the pilot said, sounding out of breath as she maneuvered the arms to swipe at Josie. “After the way you defeated my nephew this afternoon, there’s no way I’ll allow you to continue polluting our city.”

As the telekinetic evaded a succession of punches, she studied the robot’s design, looking for vulnerabilities. The exterior seemed different than the style Esteban preferred for his machines. She recalled how Spire Guardian had disabled the last robot’s feet, which were as large as floater cars. Selecting a fallen log, she battered the robot’s left foot several times in succession. The log began to crack in several places. So did the metallic foot.

“Stop that.” Now the pilot sounded angry as she swatted at Josie.

“Why are you junior-level villains always surprised that no one stands still for your attacks?”

Moving behind the robot, she smacked at its ankles. As she suspected, the pilot couldn’t reach her when she crouched up close like this. When the log broke apart, she jammed several pieces into a gear that looked important. The wailing noises it made hurt her ears, but the sudden gust of smoke seemed worth it.

“You can’t do this to me,” the pilot declared. “The Golden Liberation hits hard.”

Josie flew up behind the robot’s head. “My name’s Meteor Strike, not Punching Bag.” 

She grabbed an antenna and pulled it. At least one thing on the robot seemed well-built.

“You let that go,” the pilot said, firing off a missile.

When Josie snapped off the antenna at last, she used it like a baton to direct her telekinesis. Her power wrapped around the missile, allowing her to direct it skyward. It soared into the sky far above her building.

Inspiration hit her. “Where is your headquarters?” Branch had said the Golden Liberation Society’s headquarters stood in plain sight or something like that.

“You can’t,” the pilot said in horror.

She grinned. “I’m human-flavored alien scum, remember? Phone, give me a map to the GLS HQ.”

“Josie, wait a minute,” a voice called up.

Below her, August Sterling waved at her. “I can remotely detonate that missile if you want to release it.”

His bodyguards moved to protect him as he tapped on a tablet.

“Fine,” Josie said, letting go of the missile.

Several seconds later the missile zoomed above them to a point free of air traffic. When it detonated, the pilot attempted to escape. Josie snagged the robot with a telekinetic hug. Just when the weight began to overwhelm her, she felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Let me help, honored matriarch,” Spire Guardian said.

Bits of fencing seemed stuck to his black and gold imperial uniform. He strained for a moment before lifting the robot’s leg.

“How did you know I needed help?” Josie asked.

He grunted. “Branch was watching something on that Solar Dance Party Net when you showed up on the screen. He would be here too, but one of the other camp goers detained him by force.”

“I can power it down finally,” August announced. “Oh, who’s this?”

“I am Spire Guardian of the Watchful Moons House.” The alien prince began to sweat. “This craft is somewhat heavy, sir.”

With a nod, August shut down the engine. “You can set it down now. I’ve locked the pilot out of the controls.”

“Good,” Josie said, going up to the hatch and popping it open.

The pilot aimed a pistol at her. “Die, alien—”

“Nope.” Josie squashed the weapon’s barrel. “You want your head to look like that?”

Sighing, the pilot dropped her weapon. “Just don’t tell my nephew how I disgraced the GLS.”

Sirens erupted in the night. Another squad from the Graham Hero Service approached in a flying wagon and aimed a spotlight on the scene.

“You there, step away from the robot. Oh, Mr. Sterling, is that you?”

Josie tossed the pilot down to one
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