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OODA Loop
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Troy was trying to get his head together, even as Jax Spanner, dressed very convincingly as a woman—and, let’s face it, a hot woman—dropped Troy’s head back down onto the tower roof.

Good thing Troy was still wearing his helmet.

A lot had happened. A lot was still happening. Echoes of Troy’s training floated into his consciousness. This included the OODA Loop: Orient, Observe, Decide, Act—repeat.

He blinked his eyes, as if that could miraculously restore him to full consciousness. He pushed himself up into a sitting position. He attempted to take in everything, but he felt stuck in a hazy mix of alert and entranced. All he could really think about was how ridiculous that acronym was.

“OODA, OODA, OODA,” he mouthed to himself. 

To what extent had his instructors ever anticipated trying to orient, observe, decide, and act in the face of what Troy had encountered in the past few hours: zombified tigers, elephants, bats, and flying—gliding—squirrels? Not to mention a classmate from a campus on the other side of the planet appearing at random on a rooftop in a random city with random fires and random riots breaking out. Oh, then there was the mysterious girl—now three mysterious girls—embracing as if long lost siblings.

Siblings.

Troy’s brother was dead.

His sister was dead.

His whole team was dead.

Troy laughed, and before he knew it, he was crying—full-on ugly crying. The wave of emotions cresting over him induced a sense of vertigo. He wondered if the entire building was toppling over. It wasn’t, but nausea still bloomed in his gut. His mouth grew watery. He fought to keep from vomiting. His vision blurred.

This is what losing your mind feels like.

Aimee must have heard him crying. She broke off from the embrace of her sisters and ran to him. “Troy, are you alright?”

The notion that she could suddenly speak perfect English was just another weird incongruity. It just passed as expected, in that moment.

“Yeah, yeah . . . no . . . no, I’m not,” Troy said, beginning to topple over. He croaked out, “My brother is dead.”

Troy continued to weep, letting out the sobs and the tears as if he had been holding them in his whole life—which, in a way, he had done: holding them in for years, and even at this moment, holding back the grief of losing his last sibling, Mike—Piglet—the best of all of them. Now that the blackout G-forces were gone and the blood returned to his head, Troy was left alone with only his grief.

Aimee wrapped her arms around him. He hugged her shoulders, aware and not caring that the girl he had rescued was now comforting him. No one else was going to. No one else knew him except Jax, and by the way they had spoken to Troy, Troy knew better than to expect sympathy from them.

Aimee placed her hand on Troy’s head. The sleeve of her salwar kameez touched his face and grew damp with his tears. 

“There there,” she said.

On the periphery of his consciousness, Troy was aware that the initial celebrations among the people on the rooftop had ceased, replaced by a hushed and respectful silence . . . Perhaps, for him? He could only imagine how pathetic he looked—a dust-streaked twenty-two-year-old white kid sitting in a partially disassembled graphene-plated, methylene-powered flight suit with half a dozen glide chutes fluttering around him . . . crying into the shoulder of a nine- or ten-year-old.

As his tears subsided, Troy looked up over Aimee’s shoulder. He could see that folks were quietly falling in . . . organizing. They looked to be planning to flee—ditching sandals for shoes, pulling straps tight on backpacks, and forming up in groups. Someone had to be in charge here. Troy released Aimee before thanking her and wiping his nose. They weren’t out of danger just yet, and he knew his reprieve was over.

Observe. Orient. Decide . . . 

One woman with a scarred face was giving out instructions. She was consulting with Jax, who, to Troy’s surprise, had knelt down close behind Aimee. Jax was flanked by Aimee’s sisters. Aimee was sharing with them all that had happened. 

“Troy, I’m so sorry,” Jax said, reaching out for his hand, nearly bringing him to tears once more.

“Thanks, I’m sorry, Jax. I didn’t mean to comment on your appearance like that . . . it was objectifying.” Troy wiped the snot from his nose with the back of his glove.

Jax blinked, a bit stunned, and then, to Troy’s surprise, they smiled. “Well, I’ll let it pass. There’s been a lot happening and. . .” They put a hand on his back. “It was a compliment, after all, I guess.”

“Thanks, won’t happen again,” Troy said. “I mean, the comment—”

“It’s okay, I know what you mean.”

Troy really wanted to change the subject. “Wow, zombies, demonic possession, end of world, this stuff seems to follow us around,” he joked, quickly adding, “I swear, I don’t have anything to do with it . . . this time.”

“I believe you.” Jax smiled again.

“Wait,” Troy said, derailed at the sight of the T-shirt an angelic-faced Indian girl was wearing:

I’m not Awesome. I’m Awe Everything

“Is that kid wearing one of those Snog-Tee shirts you and your friends make?”

“Uh yeah,” Jax said, turning for a quick look. “Last year’s spring line.”

Troy shook his head. “Wow, reaching into new markets.”

Their exchange was cut short as a ruby ring of fire flared into existence out of thin air. The space inside spun into a swirl of light that resembled the outflow of a whirlpool. Jax, Troy, and everyone else became rooted in place. Aimee and her two sisters, however, scrambled towards the ring, positioning themselves before it, hand in hand, leaning into the onrush of air from its mouth.

They showed no surprise when the first figure tumbled out. Troy recognized the undersized freckly kid, even if he couldn’t believe what he saw.

“Mitchell!” Jax ran up to their fellow running-start student. Mitchell stopped rolling and sat up, swaying. 

“Whoa, Jax,” Mitchell said, holding his head. “That was trippy.”

A second figure shot out and rolled across the roof—a lean girl with an extravagant crown of honey-toned curls.

Troy realized that he knew her, too.

Jeanie Winskell.

“Jeanie!” Jax cried out, running to embrace her.

The portal disgorged a third figure: this one in loose-fitting purple pants and a pink zip-up hoodie that read: I LOVE PINK. She tucked and rolled, dispersing her momentum like an expert, then popped up to her feet. She had an ebony complexion and was followed by an enormous black and yellow bird. She held a staff en-garde that was engraved with symbols Troy couldn’t read. The bird alighted on her shoulder. 

Troy knew her, as well, partly because she had thoroughly kicked his ass a year or so prior.

“Esmeralda!”

“Jax, is that you I hear?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Jax replied, leaping up, all four of them now united in an embrace. 

That was when Jeanie spotted Troy over Jax’s shoulder. “Troy Thurston?”

“Troy Thurston, where?” Esmeralda asked.

“Over here,” Troy said, announcing himself, remembering that Esmeralda was blind—which hadn’t kept her from thrashing Troy, his frat brothers, and the women’s lacrosse team, now that he thought about it.

“Dressed as Iron Man, no less,” Jeanie said.

The kid named Mitchell, Jeanie Winskell’s cousin, walked over to tap the plate on Troy’s forearm. Mitchell pressed on it with the pads of his fingers, his mouth a flat, thin line. “Not cold to the touch. Not iron, not even a steel carbon composite,” he said before hazarding a guess. “Graphene?”

“Uh, well yeah, I—I. . .” Troy stuttered, unable to get over his surprise. “How did you—”

“More like Graphene Man, than Iron Man,” Mitchell said over his shoulder to the others. “Which totally isn’t a thing in Marvel or the DCU,” he added, as if disapproving. “But with the non-reflective black, I could see him being Black Panther.”

“He most definitely is not Black Panther,” Esmeralda said ominously.

“Well, the King of Wakanda doesn’t have thrusters anyway.” Mitchell stepped around Troy to examine said thrusters. He took a sniff of the exhaust. “Methylene?”

“Uh, hey, this stuff is classified, I’m not authorized to disclose,” Troy tried to protest but stopped himself, remembering these kids were all prodigies or something. 

Two more people came flying out of the ring of ruby fire.

He figured that it would be the one other member of the gifted-and-talented crew yet to arrive: Liam Reilly. It made the weirdness complete. Liam face-planted on the tower roof. A fourth sister, this one dressed in shades of red and pink, made a more graceful entrance, alighting on her tiptoes. 

It wasn’t long before she was smooshed by the other three, followed by squealing, jumping, tears, and furious Hindi.

The four of them were now the center of everyone’s attention. It wasn’t just the squeals; the girls were literally aglow. Each was surrounded in an aura that matched their dress: orange, emerald, amethyst, and now scarlet. Golden scintillas of power floated up from them like sparks above a campfire.

The crowd was transfixed.

The running start students were transfixed.

Troy was transfixed.

“Someone please tell me what is happening,” Esmeralda begged. “That is more squealing than you would hear at a Taylor Swift concert.”

Jeanie leaned close to her friend to explain.

The pause gave Troy a moment to reflect. It was just his luck that the kids he had relentlessly bullied would be on the same rooftop as him, along with the blind exchange student who had handed him his ass. 

He suddenly remembered a rumor about Esmeralda also slaying a demigod in a detention center in order to save some migrant kids . . . 

“Troy?” Liam said, noticing him.

“Uh, hey, Liam,” Troy replied, wishing his suit had a cloaking feature.

The four sisters turned to Liam, his friends, and then Troy. 

“You all know each other?” the scarlet one asked.

“Uh, yeah,” Troy said.

“Unfortunately,” Liam added, only to be elbowed by Jeanie.

The sisters conversed further in Hindi, finally switching to English. 

“And now we know ourselves,” the girl in orange said.

“Thanks to Rose.” Aimee nodded to the girl in red.

“What do you mean?” Jax asked.

“Rose here is our memory,” Aimee clarified.

“With Rose back, we remember. We know who we are,” said the girl in green.

“What of the fifth Annam?” the woman with the scar asked, the same one who had been giving out instructions to the others. She alone among the other Indians had found the temerity to approach the four sisters.

“She is still imprisoned,” Rose said.

“But with Rose, Amber, Jade, and me together, there is hope,” Aimee explained.

Hope was then extinguished by a scream.

The crowd turned to the space north of the roof, where a very giant and grim-looking Aztec warrior god was floating. His oversized torso was wrapped in layers of bone. His arm—holding a loaded atlatl—was cocked back, ready to launch a spear of retina-searing light.

Aztec war god. Because, why not? Troy thought, weary

The intrusion of this god, his head partly hidden by a helm shaped like a bird, sent the people fleeing. A buzzing swarm of hummingbirds attacked, only adding to the confusion. The aggressive little pests flew in close with a whirring noise that made Troy’s ears flutter and his eyes water. But that was nothing compared to the pain of their beaks. They stabbed and slashed any exposed flesh they could find. 

The order that had been forming earlier had dissipated entirely. Everything had turned into chaos. People were screaming. Children were crying. Troy was glad for his armor blocking the vicious little birds, but they still found ways to puncture the joints, punching right through the Kevlar mesh. It was useless to try to retaliate. He would swat, but the tiny tormentors were quick. If he left his face uncovered for a second, they darted in for his eyes. One left a gushing wound on his brow. 

“Ow, damnit, ouch!” he cursed.

The same was happening to everyone else. Only the four sisters shooting roaring flames from their fingertips—colored according to their dress—brought a reprieve. Esmeralda was able to mount a defense as well, quick enough to whack the birds with her staff. Her giant pet bird caught others in its beak.

The Aztec god used the distraction to close in on the roof, his rage focused in on the four girls. Troy snapped off the lines to the suit’s parachutes, moving to protect Aimee—although what he would do facing down a god, he wasn’t so sure. As he rushed into place, Troy found himself shoulder to shoulder with . . . Liam. He was surprised to find the kid next to him. Despite being almost a head shorter than Troy, and wearing no armor, Liam had also placed himself between the god and the girls. An uncomfortable beat of understanding passed between them as they realized, this time, that they were on the same side.

The encroaching Aztec war god had not gone unnoticed by Esmeralda. She lined up along with Troy and Liam and began to unzip her pink hoodie.

“Es, wait!” Jeanie cried, ducking a flying V of hummingbirds. “No unzipping.” 

“What? Are you serious?” Esmeralda shouted. “Even here?”

“Global copyrights. We’re in trouble if we violate it in multiple countries.”

Esmeralda mumbled something in what Troy imagined was Swahili, but she did comply, drawing her zipper back up to her throat. The lettering on the hoodie came together to read I LOVE PINK once more.

“She a Vicky Seeks model now?” Troy asked Liam.

“Not willingly,” Esmeralda said through gritted teeth. Troy was surprised she heard him amid the din around them. “Now, stand back. boys.” Esmeralda spun her staff, clearing the space of hummingbirds. She set her feet to square up with the war god. “Over here, bird boy!”

The war god read the challenge and opened his mouth as if to speak. His lips parted, his teeth and tongue lighting up with the crackle of lightning. The sound that came forth was a thunderclap.

“Holy—” Troy said, covering his ears. He couldn’t help but cower. The air around them vibrated with energy, and his hair stood on end. The building below them rocked as if in an earthquake. 

“Yeah, he sort of talks that way,” Liam yelled over the noise.

Esmeralda’s staff radiated a blood-red light, and the god descended at a steep dive. She ran to meet him as his back arched like a bow. The snakes on his forearms writhed and flexed as he cocked back the atlatl, but the spear waiting to be launched did nothing to dissuade Esmeralda. She increased the length of her strides and leaped to confront him, midair. The god twisted his torso, rolled his shoulder, and swung his arm. 

The spear of burning plasma hurled forth—a strike aimed right at Esmeralda. She raised her staff to meet it with a wild cry. Her determined expression was rendered in sharp detail by the blaze. But just before staff met bolt, that bird—the yellow and black one—came screeching into the gap. Its wings were tucked while its talons were extended, and it opened its beak in a scream. Amid the thunder, Esmeralda’s wild war cry, and the shouts of on-lookers, that bird of prey’s screech managed to rise above it all, as if to announce to the world that his companion would not face this threat alone.

The explosion that followed threw everyone off their feet. Troy only stopped sliding when he crashed up against the wall at the edge of the roof. Even the horrendous little hummingbirds were not immune—dozens smacked into the bricks alongside him before flopping down to the rooftop.

From his elbows, Troy looked up, his retinas burning with afterimage. Still, he could make out the war god falling, his body limp, the light of his eyes extinguished as he plummeted to earth.

But Esmeralda and the bird, they were gone.
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Heavy

“Es . . . Es!” Jeanie screamed. Jax, Mitchell, and Liam echoed her cries. The four of them stumbled from the edges of the roof to the desolate, scorched place their friend had stood.

All that remained were two empty ninja sandals. 

“Esmeralda!” Jeanie collapsed to her knees, her hands reaching out to the empty shoes. The others stood in stunned silence. Rose, the sister dressed in red, joined them.

The Indians were recovering. Amber, the sister in orange, rushed to help an older man and woman. Troy sensed they were husband and wife; they had fallen against the eastern wall, and the old man was limping. The green sister, Jade, dashed to the north end of the roof and peered over the ledge.

“He’s still down there,” she cautioned. 

“Is he dead?” Aimee asked, drawing closer to Esmeralda’s friends with Troy. The four students who had taken a running start, along with Rose, had formed a tight circle. They stood shoulder to shoulder, arms wrapped around each other, weeping, overcome with shock, mourning the loss of their friend.

Jade shook her head. 

That meant that monster was still alive.

Troy felt like an intruder amidst the kids’ grieving. So, he hustled to the roof’s edge to see the god for himself. Below them, sprawled on the roof of a lower apartment block, lay the Aztec-war-god. Though his eyes were shut, his limbs twitched sporadically. Small sparks crackled along his wrists and fingertips, like circuits trying to come back online.

Down but not out.

“Huitzilopochtli still lives,” Jade said. 

“Who-it-what?”

“Huitzilopochtli—the god of war, thunder, and bloodshed.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right,” Troy commented. It would certainly take a war god to bring down Esmeralda, the ninja-assassin-exchange student. He looked back to the running start kids. For all their pluck, they were utterly stunned by the loss of their friend. Heads hung low, eyes wide like deer caught in the headlights, tears flowing freely—all of them. They were hopeless and lost.

He could understand. Their own heavy had just been out-heavied.

And now, the winner of that fight was rallying for round two.

A hummingbird zipped past Troy’s head. They had to move. Seeing that the gifted and talented crew was as overwhelmed as Troy had been just five minutes earlier, he knew it was up to him to do something. “Jade, we need to go. We can’t afford another TIC with that guy,” he urged.

“TIC?”

“Sorry, troops in combat, military slang—never mind. We need to get the hell out of here.”

“Agreed.”

Jade followed him back to the center of the roof.

“Aimee, Amber, I need your help,” Troy called out to the other sisters. The new girls’ names were easy enough to remember, thanks to their clothing. Troy decided to leave Rose to grieve with the others. “Help me and Jade gather the parachutes.”

The four of them worked swiftly, aided by the woman with the scarred face and three of the kids in the Snog-Tees. Troy’s suit had deployed four parachutes when it had come in for an automated landing. They would be just enough for what he had in mind. Since she appeared to be in charge, Troy introduced himself to the woman with the scar.

“I’m Sushmita,” she replied. Troy was relieved that she was already sending the remaining people down the stairwells and off the roof. The three kids were still standing by, looking to Jax for guidance. It was clear they must have had some connection to them.

“Sushmita, you’ve got to get these kids out of here,” Troy said.

“Yes, I will take care of them, but what of Jax and . . . his friends?”

His. Troy noted the pronoun and the hesitation that preceded it. Living here, Jax had likely had to choose how to “present” themself. This woman referring to Jax, who was currently presenting as female, as male, was . . . interesting. Even in mourning, even without clarity on Jax’s gender, Troy found something about Jax alluring. Maybe he was just caught up in the moment, maybe he had hit his head harder than he thought, but a part of him promised himself that if he got out of this alive, he’d ask Jax out on a coffee date—damn whatever that meant for himself.

“I’ll get them out, just hurry,” Troy pleaded.

“Ok,” Sushmita said, running up to Jax to embrace them. She checked over her shoulder to see that the other Indians had cleared the roof, then kissed Jax full on the mouth. 

Apparently, Troy was not the only one enamored.

So much for a coffee date.

Troy tried to take in this new information as Sushmita said something along the lines of, “You must hurry, Vin Del will be here soon!”

Vin Del? Someone else to worry about?

Troy could see Jax was coming out of their shock—the three Indian kids embraced them before they fled with Sushmita. 

“Tanay, Naba, Rupeya, be careful and listen to Sushmita,” Jax said through their tears, shaking each child by the shoulders.

“Ham tumase pyaar karate hain, Jax Babu,” the kids said together.

“Main bhee aapase pyaar karata hoon. Now go, don’t worry, I’ll be all right,” Jax gave each a gentle push towards Sushmita and the stairwell. 

They obeyed. Each kid cast a glance back to Jax in succession before disappearing down the steps, with Sushmita being the last to go.

So much had just happened. It was going to take some time for the GORU students to shake off the loss of Esmeralda. While they did, Troy tore at the buckles and belts of his armor. He turned back to the sisters, saying, “Jade, can you hold the parachutes? Amber, Aimee, can you help me with these buckles that I can’t reach?”

The sisters were quick to respond, undoing the buckles on his back. Once free of his armor, Troy gathered the pieces and began to fashion impromptu harnesses. With Jade’s help, he secured them to the parachute line.

Troy was relieved to see Jax beginning to recover and taking some initiative. 

“Hey, everyone, we need to go. Vin Del is coming,” Jax announced, their voice urgent and tender at once. Liam nodded, acknowledging Jax’s warning, even as he tried to comfort a still-weeping Jeanie.

“Who is Vin Del?” Mitchell asked from Jeanie’s other side.

“Bevakooph,” Amber answered.

“A dangerous bevakooph,” Jade added.

“Uh, translation?” Troy begged.

“Human trafficker, gang boss, and all-around bad guy. He was holding Jade and Amber hostage,” Jax said.

“He’s angry that we got away,” Amber said.

“And that Jax blasted him with a cannon,” Jade chimed in with a half-smile.

Troy looked to Jax for confirmation. Jax shrugged. “Just a potato cannon, really, but it did the trick.”

“Knocked his butt right up against the wall,” Jade said, smacking her fist into her hand.

“And nearly out the window!” Amber added.

When Jax nodded again, Troy said, “Nice work. But I can see why he’s going to be mad.”

“Mad as Huitzilopochtli?” Rose asked as she helped Jade and Troy with the parachute lines. “He’s mad that I got away. Then Jeanie hit him with a train.”

“A train? Wait . . . how—” Troy stopped himself. “Never mind. Jade, could you pass me that chute? Thanks.” Troy tested the knots with a tug before handing the first harness over to Jax. He helped them slip it over their arms to their shoulders. 

“Are you serious?” Jax asked, even as they cooperated.

“We got to get gone, fast,” Troy said, reaching for the next parachute.

“These aren’t big enough to hold even one of us,” Jax remarked as Troy drew out his knife from his ankle sheath and sliced through tangled lines. He attached them to another set of straps, discarding the plates of armor attached to them. Losing the plates left him vulnerable, but not any more so than the other GORU kids. It was a violation of his duty—abandoning a top-secret prototype—but Troy had given up on that regulation when the Aztec God of war, blood, and murderous little hummingbirds showed up.

Oh, and there was now some pissed-off gang boss to worry about too.

He’d worry about top-secret clearance protocols later. 

“Not one of us, but two of us per chute, and one will have to take three,” Troy said.

“Troy, maybe you don’t understand the concept of one, let alone two or three . . .” Jax said skeptically.

“Wait, this is your plan?” Liam approached, still holding Jeanie close. Troy was a bit worried that she might be going into shock.

“They’re not just parachutes,” Troy explained, positioning Jade against Jax and strapped them together. “They’re flying wings, they produce lift. We’ll be able to glide.”

“He’s right,” Mitchell said, examining one of the chutes and starting to fashion a harness himself. Troy was impressed by how quickly the kid caught on.

I guess they really are geniuses. 

Mitchell was the smallest amongst the GORU bunch. Troy was running through various combinations, eyeballing the kids’ weight and mentally calculating his own lift and drag. He took a look at Jeanie; her eyes were red, the skin around them puffy, her cheeks still wet with tears. She was in no shape to manage a jump on her own. She was leaning into Liam and visibly trembling. 

“Ok, here’s the deal,” Troy said. “Jax and Jade, you’ll be paired up. Aimee, you’re with me. Mitchell, you’re going to take Amber and Rose, so grab that big chute. Liam, you’ll be with Jeanie.”

“Why is ours the smallest?” Aimee gestured to the parachute Troy had designated for them.

“I might still have some juice left in the thrusters,” Troy said, tapping the lone remaining thruster on his hip. “We’ll make do.”

Jax was helping Mitchell, Amber, and Rose to strap up. Liam had to leave Jeanie to grab the last chute that was tumbling in the breeze. Jeanie sank to the ground, still weeping, her hands in her lap.

Troy caught up with Liam, grabbing him by the shoulders. Panic flared in the kid’s face—which was understandable, given that Troy had picked on him so much in the past. The recognition of that pain, the hurt Troy had caused Liam, was like an angry fist around his heart.

God, I hate myself.

But before Troy could say anything, a stentorian voice boomed out of the satchel hanging at Liam’s side, “Be peaceful, be courteous, obey the law, but if someone puts his hand on you, send him to the cemetery.”

Troy lifted his hands from Liam, looking down at the satchel. “Was that Malcolm X?”

“It’s a long story,” Liam said.

There was no time for reconciling, only escape. Troy put his hands back on Liam’s shoulders, but softly this time. “Liam, is she going to be all right?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never seen her like this.”

“Well, if she is going to make it, it’s going to be up to you.”

Troy was encouraged by the look of steel that filled Liam’s green eyes.

“She your girlfriend?” Troy inquired.

Liam blushed at the question, rubbing the back of his neck. “Oh, well, you know we haven’t had the talk yet. But yeah, I do sort of, well, you know how these things are—”

“You’ve got to hold things together for both of you during the jump. Can you handle that?”

“Yeah, yeah, I can,” Liam replied.

“Good,” Troy affirmed, giving the kid a hearty slap on the shoulder. “Oh, and sorry I was such a douche back at GORU.”

“Uh, yeah,” Liam said, clearly unsure of what to do with the apology given the current situation.

Troy, too, was well-aware of how insufficient his apology was for years of torment. Attempting to end the awkwardness, he gathered the parachute lines and added, “Glad we’re on the same side for once.”  

“Yeah, same here,” Liam replied, his face blank, as if surprised by his own words. “Wait, are you apologizing now in case we die?”

That was exactly why Troy was apologizing. “Better late than never?”

“Facts,” Liam agreed with a shrug.

A trio of hummingbirds darted between them.

“We’re running out of time!” Jax cried urgently.

Birds were swooping down in a dive-bombing frenzy. Troy knew it was just the beginning—there were already more than he could count. With his armor removed, sharp pricks of pain erupted all over his body, making it difficult to concentrate. They couldn’t run the risk of those tiny razor beaks damaging the chutes. Troy knew he was already pressing them to the edge of their specifications.

“Go, go! Jump from the west side, that way, into the wind!” Troy waved at others. “We’re right behind you. Go!”

More birds. This time, they concentrated on stabbing their beaks right into the backs of Troy and Liam’s legs, tripping them up as they tried to flee. It was only Aimee who managed to buy them some time, cupping her hands and releasing a purple fireball. 

Liam was as strapped up as he was ever going to be. Jeanie, still wobbling and shaking, needed help standing, so Troy secured her to Liam.

“There they go!” Liam said.

Jax had just leaped off the ledge. A wave of relief followed when their chute filled with air, and Jax and Jade began to glide down.

This might just work.

When Jeanie proved to be too weak to walk, Liam picked her up, like a groom carrying his bride across the threshold. “I’ve got her,” Liam said with confidence.

After Jax, it was Mitchell, Rose, and Amber. They stepped to the edge of the rooftop, pumped their legs, and jumped. With a snap, their chute bloomed to full size.

“Then go! You got this, Liam.”

Liam secured Jeanie, ran, and followed the others into the sky. Troy could have sworn he heard Malcolm X again.

“Stumbling is not falliiiiinnnnnggggg.”

Troy turned to Aimee. She was holding out the last chute.

It was just a small drogue chute, smaller than all the rest. Its size wasn’t lost on her. But she let Troy wrap the last of the straps around the two of them. They were lashed together, for the third time in less than twenty-four hours. Running alongside Troy to the wall, she took two steps for every one of his, firing a few more streams of purple fire to drive the birds back before they paused.

“You got the power of fire. You sure you can’t fly?” Troy asked.

“Not in the repertoire,” Aimee said. “You sure this will work?” 

“Honestly?” Troy mused, his gaze fixed on the trio of much larger parachutes gliding down into the canyons of city streets below. 

“Yes, honestly!”

“I’d give us a fifty-fifty shot,” Troy admitted, tapping the thruster on his hip and activating it through the controls embedded in his glove. 

“Better than our odds if we stay.” Another hummingbird shot past them. Aimee blasted it and its friends with another gush of flames.

“Well, this makes two BASE jumps for me in one day. We survived the first.”

“Barely,” Aimee said. “Even though I don’t remember half of it.”

“Something tells me this one will be unforgettable,” Troy quipped, checking the wind.

“Especially if it’s the last thing we do.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Troy saw a larger-than-life figure rising against the backdrop of the sky. 

Huitzilopochtli had recovered.

It was time.

“Hold on, Aim.”
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FUBAR

Everything was wrong.

Jax was losing count of all the ways things had gone wrong. From the major to the minor, things were collapsing at an alarming rate.

Troy Thurston falling out of the Kolkata sky.

On a wingsuit.

With a third mysterious girl.

The rest of the GORU crowd portal-ing in from the other side of the planet.

With a fourth girl in tow.

A gang boss and human trafficker hot on their trail with a vendetta. 

An angry Aztec war god added to the mix.

And Esmeralda, gone.

If those major events weren’t evidence of how FUBAR things had become, leaping off one of the highest tower blocks in the city into thin air with a jerry-rigged parachute . . . was actually, relatively, minor.

Jax struggled with the lines, their emotions swinging from terror to exhilaration with every swoop and turn of the glide wing.

By contrast, Jade was decidedly in the exhilaration camp.

“Whoooooweeeeee!” she screamed.

Jax was still struck by the wrongness factor.

It was wrong for the roofs of buildings to pass beneath their feet . . . in quick succession, resembling a mosaic of mismatched floor tiles. It was wrong to feel these wind gusts, updrafts from the unnatural urban landscape, on a rigging so small. It was wrong to improvise parachutes! It was wrong to have city streets so far below your feet. It was wrong to have the outsides of buildings zipping past as Jax and Jade descended into canyons lit by burning vehicles and emergency lights. 

And yet, the sheer fact that Jax and Jade were still aloft and alive—Jade continuing to announce the latter with her joyous screams—was evidence that Troy Thurston’s plan was actually going . . . right.

“This . . . is . . . cray—” Mitchell’s words were cut off by a gunshot from the streets below. His wing chute was also still working, despite carrying the load of three people. 

Troy Thurston knew what he was doing. The fact that the frat-boy turned ROTC recruit was actually competent at something beyond being an entitled, elitist jerk came as a welcome surprise.

Rose and Amber waved like tweens cresting the hill of a roller coaster ride. Mitchell’s expression wasn’t too different. His thrills were interrupted only by the occasional grimace of strain as he worked the lines to control their descent. 

“Mitchell, this is not a game!” Jax tried to say before deciding it was best to concentrate on not dying.

Jax and Mitchell’s trajectories had converged on the same wide boulevard. Against all odds, they had safely descended from an un-survivable altitude to one that offered the possibility of survival, albeit with life-altering injuries. Jax and Jade were now level with the top floors of the highest buildings on the street—about seven or eight stories above ground. Mitchell, Amber, and Rose, being heavier, had just overtaken them.

“This is awesome! “Amber shouted.

Jax couldn’t manage to turn around to check for the others. They simply prayed that everyone was ok.

Jax and Jade were now committed to this particular street. The buildings flanked them on both sides, rising imposingly. Mitchell’s chute billowed ahead of them, just off to their right. Jax steered them left, scanning the ground for a clear landing spot.

Jade was quiet now, absorbed by the mayhem of the street below. They both could feel the heat of the fires from overturned lorries, smoldering kiosks, and barricades of burning tires. With zombified animals chasing them, none of the pedestrians on the street even noticed the sight of five kids sweeping down from the sky on homemade parachutes.

“Get ready to run!” Jax said as they dropped. Four stories, three stories, two . . .

“Ready!” Jade answered, turning to watch a zombie elephant overturn a yellow cab and charge toward a family—a mother, father, and their four children.  

Jax couldn’t afford to divide their attention, especially with the pavement rushing closer. They could only hope they had situated themselves enough from the zombie elephant to stand a fighting chance of escape.

The ground surged up, and their feet touched, scraped, then dragged along the pavement before all their weight was earth-borne again. Jax pulled in the chute as best they could, catching their stride at the same time. Jade was, thankfully, ready. The two of them synced themselves into a run that turned into a jog, then a walk.

“We did it!” Jax panted.

“Get me free, quick!” Jade said, struggling against the harness.

Jax worked the knots, but their progress was too slow, so Jade burned through them with a flash of green flame. Harness, lines, and chute disintegrated into ash. The goddess sidestepped Jax, composing herself with an air of meditation. As she did, the ends of her robes began to flutter as if caught up in a rising current of air. Jade’s hands met at her waist in a dhyana position before moving in a whirl. She flexed her fingers from prana to apana mudra positions as if pinching the very strands of existence and reweaving them to match her will.  

“You might want to duck, Jax.”

Jax heeded the advice, ducking instinctively. A column of green fire erupted from Jade and barreled down the street. The elephant was engulfed. The inferno cast the street in an emerald glow, and the monster collapsed into a swirl of ash a few paces short of the family.

“Whoa,” Jax managed to stammer.

The parents and their children finally noticed Jade for the first time. They seemed only slightly less terrified of a pre-teen girl with celestial fire powers than the reanimated elephant corpse that had been chasing them. Mom and dad gathered themselves and fled into the nearest alleyway. The mother put her hands together, in thanks, before they disappeared.

Jade didn’t have time to notice. She was whipsawing a troop of zombie monkeys with gouts of flame as they advanced from a shattered shop.

Overhead, Mitchell, Amber, and Rose were swinging from a streetlamp. More residents of Kolkata were fleeing beneath them. Once Mitchell had a hold of the light pole and was shimmying down, the girls incinerated their harnesses as well.  

They hit the street and blasted a flock of flying squirrels. 

A group of people were running from a pair of tiger zombies. The monster felines zeroed in on a woman carrying two children, who had fallen behind the others. Rose charged the tigers, sending streamers of fire down their open maws.

They were incinerated from the inside out.

Mitchell came alongside Jax. “Those girls don’t play.” 

Jax hugged him. “Let’s never do that again.”

“You sure?”

“I’m certain. Where are the others?”

“There.” Mitchell pointed over another geyser of ruby flame to a third parachute. This one was Liam and Jeanie. They were able to stick a running landing in the street, just as Jax and Jade had.

“That leaves Troy and Aimee,” Jax said, running over and helping Jeanie out of her harness. Jax was worried for her. Jeanie’s face remained expressionless; her eyes were unfocused in the thousand-yard stare of someone who had lost everything.

“Where are Troy and Aimee?” Mitchell asked.

“They were right behind us,” Liam said, slipping out of his harness. “I saw them jump, but they were falling, fast.”

A rumble of thunder echoed down the street. While Jax hoped it was the explosion of a gas canister, or a lorry overturning, they knew . . . they all knew what—or rather, who—it really was.

Huitzilopochtli.

“There they are!” Mitchell cried as a blue flame flared against the night sky, illuminating the all-but-insufficient chute attached to Troy and Aimee. 

“They’ve got way too much speed,” Liam said.

“Troy’s still got some fuel, though.” As Mitchell spoke, Troy’s thruster cut out. Troy yanked the chute’s lines and swung them into the face of a building.

Jax gasped. “What’s he doing?”

“Crash landing,” Mitchell replied, not without a tone of admiration. With the drogue chute as an airbrake, Troy cornered them hard to the left, swinging their center of gravity like a pendulum. He and Aimee smashed right through the nearest window. They were still five stories up from street level.

“That . . . was . . . sort of brilliant,” Liam said, but his attention was then diverted to Jeanie, who had collapsed once more in the middle of the street.

“She’s gone . . . and it’s my fault,” Jeanie wept into her hands.

Jax paused as a speaker of some sort in Liam’s satchel spit out an Audre Lorde quote, “Caring for myself is not self-indulgence, it is self-preservation.”

“What was that?”

Liam didn’t answer Jax, but he did lift the satchel’s strap off his head, placing it over Jeanie’s shoulder. He knelt and pulled her to his chest. “It’s not your fault, Jeanie.”

Jax knew it was true, but they also knew that Jeanie was their leader. She was bound to take it the hardest if something happened to any of them.

That hadn’t changed in the months Jax had been gone.

But Liam being more sensitive and supportive—well, that was new. And it was an improvement Jax could get used to.

Jax only had a second to note the development before Troy and Aimee emerged from the entrance of the building they’d crashed into.

“Nice flying,” Mitchell said. Troy met Mitchell’s high-five with a sheepish look of relief and surprise.

“Everyone made it?” Troy asked.

“Yep, all accounted for,” Jax said. “What’s our next move?”

“We drive.” Aimee pointed at an abandoned yellow cab. 

The yellow cabs were ubiquitous throughout Kolkata, playing the role of public transport that tuk-tuks did in most other Indian cities. This one had crashed up over the curb and into a storefront. All four of the taxi’s doors remained open after the occupants had fled.

The boys began to push it out of the wreckage of the building. Jax knelt down with an arm around Jeanie, repeating a stream of consolations, “It’s ok, it’s gonna be ok.”

A hummingbird zoomed overhead, followed by another.

“Hurry up, guys!” Jax yelled.

The four sisters had cleared the street of threats. They formed a protective ring around Jax and Jeanie. Between claps of thunder, they could hear the sound of running feet and terrified people, and then more buzzing hummingbirds, followed by car horns.

“I hear horns. What’s going on?” Jax asked no one in particular.

No one knew. But an answer came. Cars began to round the corner on two wheels. Many were taxis like the one the boys were rolling off the sidewalk and back into the street.

The traffic spilled onto the main boulevard from a side street. The drivers disregarded all lane markings. Behind the cars rumbled lorries and busses bumping into one another, jostling everyone packed inside and on the roofs. Finally, after that, came a wall of people fleeing on foot. 

The flashes of lightning told Jax and the others all they needed to know about what the people were fleeing from.

Huitzilopochtli came soaring around the corner. Trails of electricity arced from his body to streetlamps and traffic lights, exploding them in showers of sparks.

“Uh, guys, you got that get-away car ready to get away?” 

“Working on it, Jax,” Mitchell said, his legs protruding from the engine compartment.

“We may not have as much time as we thought,” Jax cautioned.

The satchel slung over Jeanie’s shoulder blurted out some fortune cookie quote about time in an Irish brogue, “Men talk of killing time, when it’s quietly killing them—Dion Boucicault.”

“Jeanie, what the heck is that thing in your bag?”

“New educational line of products,” she replied with indifference. 

“We got to get her out of here,” Jax reiterated, addressing everyone and no one in particular. 

“We all have got to get out of here,” Amber added.

“Mitchell!?”

The taxi’s engine sputtered to life. “We have ignition,” Mitchell flashed a thumbs up, slammed the hood, and leaped into the driver’s seat. He began to work the clutch and the gear shift.

“Not a second too late. Come on, Jeanie,” Jax said, helping Jeanie up. Rose assisted while Jade and Aimee ran to the far side of the cab. Huitzilopochtli had spotted them and was swooping down the median.

The girls weren’t going to make it easy for him. They unleashed streamers of green and purple fire, supplemented by streaks of orange flames courtesy of Amber. Huitzilopochtli countered by launching bolts of lightning from his atlatl. In response, Rose broke from Jax’s side to weave a net of protective flames that intercepted the lightning and deflected it into a building. The building’s façade folded in on itself, collapsing with a blast of masonry, glass shards, and plumbing fragments.

“Come on, get in!” Troy signaled from the open cab door.

All nine of them packed into the taxi like clowns in a clown car. Troy was in the front seat with Rose and Aimee, while the other sisters settled in the back with Jax, Jeanie, and Liam. 

Mitchell was at the wheel.

“Do you even know how to drive?” Troy asked.

“Oh yeah,” Mitchell replied, grinding the gears before the taxi lurched forward. “And this is great. I can reach the pedals this time.”

“What do you mean, ‘this time?’” Troy braced himself against the dashboard.

“Last time we did this, it was a recycling truck. Much harder to reach the pedals.”

“We need this thing in third gear, like, yesterday!” Liam yelled from the back. The wave of vehicles slammed into them on all sides. The normal rules of the road did not apply; it was every car, lorry, and taxi for themselves.

“It’s like bumper cars, but with actual cars,” Mitchell commented.

“Thanks for the astute observation.” Jax slammed into the back of Troy’s seat.

Mitchell yanked on the wheel. “Oops, sorry. Hold on, people.”

Their taxi was losing ground as the wave of vehicles overtook them. Mitchell could barely get the speed for third gear before they were cut off, sideswiped, then rammed from behind. 

Streetlights were toppling. A bus sideswiped them.

“Mitchell, we need some evasive maneuvers now!” Liam said as the back window blew out from a hummingbird strike.

“I have an idea!” Aimee chirped before switching to Hindi. Whatever it was that she said, Rose picked up on it. The two sisters wove a new spell. At first, Jax didn’t notice anything different. That was until they saw Liam’s face in a cab identical to their own, just outside the window.

“What!?” Jax said, checking back to see that Liam was indeed still in their cab on the seat beside them. Beyond Liam’s shoulder, Jax saw their own face in another identical cab.

The others noticed the illusion, too. There were now dozens of identical cabs stuffed with their doppelgangers weaving amid the melee of traffic and people. Huitzilopochtli couldn’t help but slow, even stop. There were too many targets, and it was impossible to tell real from fake. He let out a thunderclap of displeasure. Mitchell, apparently rendered with the ability to see through the illusions, spotted an opening and gunned it.   

“Hold on to your seats, everyone!” Mitchell warned, a bit late to save Jax from smacking their head on the doorframe.

Storefronts, traffic circles, and street signs went by in a blur. Mitchell was driving as if in a demolition derby. 

Aimee provided directions.

“Turn here, turn here!”

“Which way?”

“Right, right!”

“Watch out, that guy is going to cut you off,” Rose cautioned. Another taxi driver swerved in front of them. Mitchell downshifted and rammed his rear end.

“I never thought I’d say this, Mitchell, but less demolition derby and more NASCAR, please!” Liam shouted. 

“Sorry. This street is clearer,” Mitchell’s reassurance was undercut as the car crashed over a pothole, slamming the shocks of the car. Jax bit their tongue hard enough to taste blood.

“Left here, left here!” Aimee pounded the dash.

“You got a destination in mind?” Troy asked, reaching for the armrest as Mitchell executed a fishtail worthy of a stunt driver. “Wow, nice driving.”

Mitchell thanked him, cut off by more directions from Aimee.

“Take the second right.”

“So, is there a plan, Aimee?” Jade asked, her voice rising while she clutched the back of the passenger’s seat.

“Baori,” Aimee said, not taking her eyes off the road.

Baori. Jax was sure they had heard that word before, but they couldn’t remember what it was. Whatever it meant, the other sisters looked satisfied. Jade and Amber turned to the back window and cleared out the shards of glass. Huitzilopochtli had turned the last corner into a traffic circle. The sisters conjured more duplicates that turned down every adjacent spoke of road, forcing Huitzilopochtli to stop and spread the ranks of his hummingbirds to follow.

But the birds had help now. Grotesque, flying squirrels soared along in the airborne army. They were of all different varieties and species—all zombified. Some of the ghoulish little beasts landed on the trunk and charged like GIs taking a beachhead. They wielded the hummingbirds like rifles, their beaks bayonets.

“Oh my god, if that isn’t a pair made in hell,” Liam said, batting away a hummingbird that had flung into his headrest.

“Jade, Amber, remind me what a Baori is?”

Jeanie surprised Jax by answering in a soft voice, “Stepwell.”

“That’s right,” Amber said, slinging off more fireballs at the charging squirrels.

“Step-what?”

But Jeanie was lost to them again.

“Stop, stop, stop!” Aimee cried from up front. Mitchell slammed on the brakes, flinging them forward before they all settled back. 

The car was still, the engine sputtering to a stop. Aimee kicked her door open.

“We’re here.”
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Chapter 4
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Stepwell

“Everybody out!” Aimee commanded. She was already headed to the door of a weathered-looking building.

They were on a narrow street. Contemporary concrete buildings pressed up against older brick ones. They could have been official buildings left from the time of the Raj, or perhaps even temples at some point. Liam’s understanding of Indian architecture was too deficient to guess more than that. What he could determine, though, was that the walls of the ancient building Aimee was headed for were leaning with the weight of time and reinforced with steel braces and iron struts from a modern retrofit.

The entrance was barred by a gate. Just next to it was a ticket booth with a series of railings set up to channel queues of visitors. Signage was written in Hindi, Bengali, Mandarin, and English. 

“What is this place?” Mitchell asked as Aimee flung the gates apart with a wave of her hand.

“A stepwell?” Troy read one of the signs aloud, struggling with the words, “Niz-a-muddin Au-li-ya?”

The buzz of murderbirds and the squeals of those terrible squirrels signaled that Huitzilopochtli was closing in on them.

“Come on, come on!” Rose said, pushing them through the gate. “We don’t have much time!”

Liam was relieved to see that Jeanie was moving a bit faster now. Unsure of the best place to be, he followed Aimee at the front. Troy yielded the rearguard to Amber and Jade.

“Damn it!” Liam cried as one of the buzzing murderbirds
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