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            Chapter One

          

          
            Administrative Leave

          

        

      

    

    
      Tamiko

      Can’t win for losing. Trying to exhale her woes away, Tamiko Miller sighed.

      With the sun almost gone down in Miami, the roar of a souped-up, wide-open throttle wasn’t unusual for humid summer nights. The squealing tires caught Tamiko’s ear. Telepathic, she’d been standing at the outside cocina bar of a Cuban-style cafe enjoying the surface thoughts of the cute young couple a few stools down. The long screech stole her attention.

      A white Chevy van with deeply tinted windows power-slid sideways between crossing traffic, from Douglas Road onto Flagler Street.

      There must be an ultrahuman inside using their powers to make that happen because the physics were way off.

      A high-profile vehicle of that size trying to drift like a street racer should’ve rolled out of control and crashed into the Chevron gas station on the corner. Counter to how it should, the van’s body leaned like a race car over the inner two tires as all four gripped the road to complete the turn.

      The text from Power League dispatch relaying Miami Police Department’s request for aid still showed on Tamiko’s League-issued eyeglasses. It had popped up three minutes ago and Tamiko had mentally prepared herself against going into action.

      One of the cafe’s cooks, with copious black hair in his hairnet, leaned out over the bar to look down Flagler.

      The cute couple took their attention off each other long enough to also check out the sound.

      When the text came in, Tamiko had told herself that she’d stay standing under the fans at the street kitchen’s bar. The skin-mimic of her Power League uniform made it look like she was just another African American in a yellow, flower-print sundress. She’d just keep on enjoying the punchy Latin music that made her body rock, the aromatic grill frying plantains, and her overly sweet virgin strawberry margarita.

      Heck, she was on her forth paid administrative leave for going into action without wearing the Power League’s new black titanium mesh uniform. And if the League Oversight Committee wanted to play that game, they’d have to specifically call her into action.

      But—crap—she’d seen the wonky physics, and the van was zooming down the block in her direction.

      Most of the newer Power Leaguers could see a call to action and do nothing until LOC activated them. As much as Tamiko wanted to do nothing, her conscience would devour her if she could’ve done something and people died because she didn’t.

      Tamiko focused her telepathy and sent a mental pulse at the van.

      Like spotting and touching bobbing apples in cold water, they were mapped. Five mental signatures lit inside the dark-windowed van: one in the driver seat, one in the passenger seat, two in the back and—she frowned at the oddity—one in the engine compartment?

      They have a hostage?

      While old Volkswagen Bugs and some Teslas had their trunk in the front, she hadn’t heard of that design being done with any vans. Then again, with powers, the entire van could just be a shell with the ultrahuman making it operate like a fully functional race car.

      Noting the fifth signature for later, Tamiko locked on to the driver. She sent a command to hit the brakes.

      Cutting to get to the front of traffic and still revving, the van kept gaining speed.

      Either the driver was a strong ultra with mental powers or was being shielded by one because her direct command didn’t stick.

      Trying to be slick, Tamiko sent an indirect command. One that switched the locations of the gas and brake pedals in the driver’s mind.

      The van motored closer with no signs of stopping.

      She switched targets to the passenger. She sent a command to brake.

      Nothing.

      Crap.

      So much for keeping this one off the books. Time to get physical.

      She kicked out of her heels and ran to stand over a manhole cover in the center of the street.

      The van kept coming. Right at her. They planned to run her down.

      Good.

      Tamiko pulled her glasses off and tucked them into her purse where she grabbed her white mask. She pulled it over her head. The text for assistance showed on her lens. The mask sealed to her suit. The seal instantly disengaged the suit’s flesh-mimic of her dark skin, revealing her all white, full-body uniform under the sundress.

      Fifty years ago, new Power League recruits with their multi-colored designs had called the simplicity of her uniform classic and called her Mother. Within the last twenty years, classic had become vintage, and Mother had become a respectful Gramma.

      The seal also sent out a signal to Power League dispatch sending them her geolocation and letting them know that she was on standby.

      They didn’t activate her.

      Figures.

      White smoke kicked up from the squealing tires as the van’s brake engaged. They were going to avoid her by cutting into a bank’s side parking lot.

      Using her plasticity to make her body malleable, Tamiko thinned her feet to slip them into the seams of the manhole to anchor herself to the street. She then elongated her arms to reach out and stretch them the fifty feet under the van. Her hands latched on to the front axle. She snaked her fingers along the shaft to the steering system. Locking the wheels forward, she used her plasticity to make her fingers as durable as steel.

      The wheels tried to turn, but her toughened fingers kept that from happening.

      The engine roared. The driver had jumped back on the gas to mow her down.

      Good.

      Tamiko squished her body flat to the street like thinned bubblegum, covered in her Kevlar uniform and sundress.

      The van rolled over her.

      As it did, she switched her grip to the rear axle. She used her plasticity to turn her body into high tensile rubber to stop the van.

      The van’s momentum almost yanked her from the ground.

      Almost.

      While her strength was slightly elevated from a human’s, she was nowhere near strong enough to stop a speeding van. However, her powers enabled her to do many amazing tasks that others with the same physical power would never try—until they saw her do it.

      Pulled to a stop, pillows of white clouds bloomed from the rear tires as the stink of the van burning rubber filled the street. Like performing a burnout, the rear swerved in place for the driver to pop the clutch. But Tamiko had a solid hold of it, and it wasn’t going anywhere.

      Because of the smoke, the van was hard to see.

      Doors squeaked open. Three of the mental signatures dashed from the van toward the front steps of the two-story First Nation’s Reserve Bank.

      Clad in black, full-body SWAT-like uniforms that were modified to look like the Power League’s new titanium mesh uniforms, the three signatures—two female, one male—came out of the smoke with assault rifles pointed her direction.

      The women pointed their guns at the bank as they went in. The male kept his pointed at Tamiko as he followed them.

      They moved like a tightly knit military unit on a mission.

      With her power fully engaged, Tamiko held on to the axle with her left hand while she made her right arm malleable to snake it into one of the van doors the three had left open.

      She felt her way to the front seat, up the back, and down to the driver’s back.

      The driver rocked to the left to hop out.

      Tamiko’s fingers wrapped around his chest and held the man in place.

      The tires kept squealing. He hadn’t let off of the gas.

      She ballooned and snaked the back of her hand up the man’s back, around the sides of his head, and covered his mouth and nose.

      His fingers gripped into her Silly Putty-like density before she tightened her hand to steel, trapping them.

      Bound to the driver’s seat and unable to get free, the man bucked. The revving engine stopped and started as the man’s frantic kicks occasionally hit the gas as Tamiko suffocated him.

      Eventually, he went limp as his mental signature weakened to someone who’s unconscious.

      Tamiko released his nose and mouth and loosed her fingers to feel his chest expanding as he took heavy, slumbering breaths.

      Van stopped and driver unconscious, Tamiko released the van and snapped her body back to the shapely figure she’d had in her late twenties. It wasn’t vanity. She had mostly relied on her telepathy until that point and then really started to stretch the limits of her plasticity; and, as such, that was the form her body naturally reverted to.

      Slipping out of the sundress, Tamiko sent a mental pulse at the bank.

      The women were rounding up hostages—fourteen of them—while the man kept his gun trained at the door.

      Hoping the driver was the mentalist, Tamiko sent a mental bolt at the three of them to knock them out.

      They slowed for a moment but kept in action.

      Crap.

      So much for keeping this off of the official records.

      While her mask sealing had flagged her to dispatch, Tamiko rubbed her hands together to switch from standby to active.

      With her microphones and bodycams activated, Tamiko gave a brief recap. “Pearl on scene. Van stopped at my geo. One perp unconscious in driver seat. Three armed perps in First Nation’s gathering hostages.” Recalling the physics and their telepathic resistance, she added, “Multiple indicators of ultrahuman activity.” Gritting her teeth, she asked, “Preferred course of action?”

      She hated handing off the decision-making to the LOC tactical room, but rules were rules.

      Samantha Kaminski, the main pain in Tamiko’s butt—the oversight jerk who championed the SWAT-like uniforms—replied, “If you’re in tac-black, proceed at best discretion.”

      Tamiko asked, “If not?”

      Samantha said, “Change. Then same directions.”

      Cars started honking at her.

      Tamiko spun and sent out a telepathic broadcast to those in the car. This just happened. She then replayed the gunmen running from the van to the bank.

      She broadcasted, Official League business. Detour.

      Unlike other cities, the Miami drivers made visible gestures to show how unhappy they were about it. However, while doing so, they were diverting downside streets and parking lots.

      Tamiko had turned back to the bank.

      A guy yelled, “I’m running late.”

      Why was there almost always one guy who thought his time was more important than other’s lives?

      Tamiko didn’t turn around. She locked on to his mental signature and pushed happy compliance at him.

      The same guy yelled, “And I’m happy to comply.”

      Focusing on containing it to a quarter mile, Tamiko radiated her usual wave of avoidance command. Since she had a sub-wave to those who identified as first responders, allowing them to ignore the command, emergency crews loved when she sent out the wave. It always cut down on looky-loos and innocent bystanders.

      Tamiko pulsed the bank again.

      The two women each had taken a group of six hostages to far ends of the bank. The man was toward the back of the bank with the two remaining hostages.

      Tamiko said, “My tac-blacks are a good two minutes away.”

      With a barely veiled nasty tone, Samantha said, “Then what are you doing in action, Pearl?” She sounded like she spat the words. “You shouldn’t even be on standby.”

      Tamiko did her best to keep her tone civil but building resentment laced her reply with sarcasm. “Shall I disengage for four minutes and give a sitrep when I get back?”

      The radio silence was delicious.

      Focusing again on a quarter mile, Tamiko sent out a pulse. In general, mental signatures were moving away from her location. There were some in nearby buildings who continued on with their lives but were doing so away from the windows that were facing the bank.

      There were a couple of mental signatures in the parking lot behind the bank. They were going back to their cars. There was a light signature—sleeping—in the tall, well-manicured, dark green Japanese privet shrubs that lined the side of the bank. She considered rousing the sleeper to get them moving away.

      Jeff Hank’s voice, a voice Tamiko knew well and admired, said, “Pearl.”

      Respectfully, Tamiko asked, “Yes, sir?”

      “Go get ’em.”

      Smiling, Tamiko nodded, “Yes, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            It’s a Trap

          

        

      

    

    
      Concerned about the people in the apartments across Flagler from First Nation’s Reserve Bank, Tamiko’s feet pounded the concrete as she hustled down the bush-lined sidewalk of the small side street that branched off of Flagler.

      She glanced at the Bank of America across the street from First Nation’s Reserve Bank. Bankers were giving soft directional whistles as patrons were pouring out the emergency exit door next to the drive-thru, getting in their cars, and leaving.

      It was good to see.

      While she could toughen her body to be bulletproof, she still worried about the bullets that would miss her. Good to know BOA was emptying out.

      From the militaristic way the three of them moved, wild missing probably wouldn’t be as much a factor as with other yahoos with full autos.

      But.

      Errant bullets were still likely and it’d be best if they went into the brick walls sectioning off the bank’s parking or abandoned cars.

      A powerful smell—wedding cake—washed into her nose. She stopped cold as deep shame welled up within. Her gaze dropped to the concrete under her feet. She could feel her sister’s piercing gaze lock on to her.

      Sister? Tamiko didn’t have a sister.

      Someone was using a power on her.

      About to break free of the emotional manipulation, she spied a small slice of red velvet cake with white frosting on a superfancy, pink-veined china saucer at the end of the bushes. It was just like the servings of her sister’s wedding cake.

      Tamiko latched on to the fact that she did not…have…a…sister.

      It didn’t help.

      The visual and invasive smell of the scrumptious cake pulled her mind from Miami and plunged her into the cool ocean air of a lush beachside courtyard at a top tier Maui resort. The aromatic, cream-colored rose floral arrangements around the three-layered white frosting cake were off the chain.

      Not…real…

      Tamiko worked to recover her real senses.

      But her sister knew. Yup, her sister knew what she had just done. Her sister knew that she and her soon-to-be brother-in-law had just had a quickie in one of the resort’s bathrooms. Her sister’s expression said it all, and the tenuous bond of sisterhood they had rekindled over the past four years had been broken.

      Angry tears dropped from her sister’s eyes as she rushed over to her. Tamiko felt like running, but shame had frozen her. She had to face the music.

      Her sister pointed at her and screamed.

      A voice synthesizer said, “The bank is a trap, Pearl!”

      What? Tamiko frowned.

      Her sister’s mouth was moving in a muted venomous and wrath-filled rant. Then the words were gone.

      The synthesized voice said, “The bank is a trap. I was about to make a deposit when I sensed danger and ducked into the bushes. A team of black-clad soldiers appeared and rushed into the back a few minutes ago. Most of them have powers, Pearl. The bank is a trap.”

      Her sister shoved her hard, gave her tears an angry swipe, and stormed off.

      The Maui resort wedding faded away.

      The reality of the warm Miami evening came back to Tamiko. She was on a side street off of Flagler. Next to bushes that lined First Nation’s Reserve Bank. The cake smell was gone. Only the weak perfume of the Japanese privet remained. The directional whistles of the BOA employees came to a stop as the bankers hopped into the last cars in the parking lot over there to take off.

      Instantly, Tamiko locked on to the mental signature in the bushes. She sent a mental command that would lock up all of their main muscles like a seizure.

      Furious, the fact that she was being warned about a possible trap helped Tamiko keep the heat out of her voice. “Using powers on a uniformed Power Leaguer is a capital offense.” She sent a command to give control of jaw.

      The synthesized voice had a slight—easily faked—feminine tone. “I’m sorry. Please. I was only trying to help.”

      While Tamiko normally asked for permission, she figured fair was fair and reached into the mental signature’s recent memories.

      As though Tamiko were witnessing the woman’s sensations firsthand, Tamiko watched from under the bushes as ten soldiers—dressed just like the ones from the van—teleported to just outside the back.

      Though in the woman’s memory, Tamiko felt her jaw loosen and mouth gap. Eight of them looked exactly like the death squad that was teleported to Congress a few years back.

      All five of the Congressional Power League guards, mostly retired from active duty Leaguers—very old friends of hers—managed to put down two of the death squad before being murdered along with most of the congressional floor.

      The ten stood where they had appeared for a moment.

      A want for vengeance took ahold of Tamiko. A want that was only tamped by her having watched video of—what the news labeled the Congressional Attack—multiple times. They were powerful and ruthless.

      One of the smaller ones nodded.

      They all rushed into the bank.

      While Tamiko didn’t have the ability to sense danger, this person did. And, through the memory, she could feel danger radiating from the soldiers. Two of them were dangerous because of the assault weapons in their hands. The other eight managed to emanate a greater threat than the guns they held. One of them, the hulking one that was first into the back of the bank, was the most dangerous being the person in the bushes had ever felt.

      There had been times early in Tamiko’s hero career when people tried to warn her and she hadn’t listened. She had both the emotional and physical scars to prove it; not to mention the marks left on history.

      While the unknown woman’s method of relaying the warning was a capital crime, this tip from the unknown person in the bushes was more credible than any tip she had ever received.

      Pearl turned from looking at the bushes to the First Nation’s Reserve parking lot.

      Her suit’s lenses relayed what she was seeing to Power League dispatch and she didn’t want them to see this anonymous helper. While using powers on a Power Leaguer was a capital offense, whoever set this up had superhuman scheming. And, whoever that was, they would not be happy with their well-laid plan falling through because of a good Samaritan.

      Expressing her heartfelt gratitude, Tamiko sent an emotionally laced thank you to the mental signature that had tipped her off. Ending the seizer command, she added, I suggest you stay hidden until you feel it’s safe enough to scram.

      The voice, “Thank you, Pearl. Oh, thank you.”

      Jeff asked, “Something up, Pearl?” He hadn’t heard the woman’s voice?

      There were a handful of ultrahumans who didn’t show up on electronics. Given the woman’s synthesized voice, she might’ve been one of them. An otherwise electric ghost in a system based on the five primary senses.

      The parking lot behind First Nation’s was three faded double lanes on cracked, old asphalt. Each lane could hold about twenty cars each. She glanced at the two patrons who had gotten into the cars and were driving out of the parking lot leaving nine cars in the lot. Unlike Bank of America, First Nation’s Reserve didn’t have a drive thru. The building was obviously originally designed to be a doctor’s office or jewelry shop, with secluded parking away from the main street.

      For now, Tamiko lied, “No. Just making sure the area is clear.” She’d tell Jeff the truth later during the off-the-record portion of the incident recap.

      Jeff said, “I tried pulling up the cameras in the bank, but First Nation’s system is offline. The only three shots I have are from the two Bank of America ATMs and lobby cam.”

      Tamiko asked, “Can you see First Nation’s parking lot?”

      “Yeah.” Jeff said, “With one of the ATM cams.”

      Leaning her head low to the ground, Tamiko tried to make it seem like she was searching the parking lot.

      She said, “Jeff, roll back the camera. See if they came straight through.”

      Jeff said, “On it.”

      Great. Now she just had to stall long enough for him to see the group of soldiers.

      The two cars came out of the parking lot.

      Tamiko dropped into a low push-up position to be able to see under both cars as they drove away. One went up and left on Flagler. The other went down toward the neighborhoods farther down the side street.

      Feeling like she milked that for all the time it was reasonably worth, Tamiko got back to her feet. The rear entrance was framed double doors with that mirrored privacy glass to keep prying eyes from seeing what was going on inside.

      Jaw clenched, Tamiko’s guts tightened as she eased along the building. Knowing what she was moving toward, she felt like she was moving too slowly.

      Having been in the Power League for decades, going toward trouble was a reoccurring theme in her training speech to new recruits. She was doing her job, something she’d done hundreds of times before. She hadn’t been this nervous in a long time.

      While she was glad the good Samaritan had warned her, she sort of wished she hadn’t felt the danger each soldier radiated. Then things would be natural instead of her trying to act natural.

      Samantha spoke into her headset. “Pearl, you keep scanning the parking lot. What’s up?”

      That almost sounded like real care.

      Tamiko nodded. She whispered, “I sensed three mental signatures around the building, but only two cars left and there was only one person in each car.” While misleading, that was technically the truth. She’d explain to Jeff later. “I don’t want to rush through the rear entrance only to be taken from behind.”

      Samantha said, “Okay. Well you—Holy shit!” There were a couple of gasps in Samantha’s background.

      Tamiko crouched, scanned the lot, and asked, “What?”

      Jeff said, “Pearl. Drop back a block and wait for backup.”

      Glad to get the order, Tamiko was about to do exactly that when she held her ground. It’s what she would’ve done if she didn’t know what was inside.

      Tamiko said, “I got this. Just talk to me.”

      Jeff said, “No, Pearl.” There was a small commotion growing in his background. “You drop back a block and you do it right now.”

      While he was talking, Tamiko could hear Samantha in the background. “This is an alpha one, folks. All hands-on deck. Ring the bells. Mike, call—”

      They obviously got to the part of the video where the soldiers teleported into the parking lot. And recognized them as the congressional death squad.

      Tamiko backed away. “Should I post up on BOA to keep eyes on First Nation’s?”

      “Negative.” Jeff’s tone was flat. His pure business demeanor. “We already have drones en route for eyes on. Drop back to Douglas or Le June.”

      Tamiko nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Samantha said, “We estimate team readiness in five minutes.”

      Tamiko said, “Copy.” She began to back away.

      Jeff said, “You’ll be taking lead, Pearl. Do your best to get them talking.”

      Tamiko nodded. Jeff had finally gotten the green light for enabling the voice recognition on the uniforms. If she could get them talking, the computer at Oversight could start comparing the voice against known voices cataloged in the system; and Jeff—with his big-picture thinking—had entered all the voices from all Power League archives. If any of voices were known villains from the past, her visor would give an aqua indicator with names, nicknames, and past offenses.

      Only a few key employees knew about the new VR tech, and the mini microphones on her suit were the first field iterations. If the warning didn’t only flag on Jeff’s computer, Tamiko would’ve loved to be a fly on the wall in dispatch to see folks’ reactions when the system lit on a familiar voice.

      Samantha said, “Might as well get your tac-blacks.”

      Jeff said, “Agreed. Do it, Pearl.”

      Tamiko sighed. “Yes, sir.”

      Her legs thinned as she elongated them to be three stories tall. This would make it so she could step up onto buildings like going up a stair step and stride through residential neighborhoods without trespassing into backyards.

      The hotel she was staying at was a few blocks up on Le June. Instead of going down Flagler to the intersection, Tamiko crossed Flagler in one long stride and then the apartments across from the bank in the next.

      When she had been placed on her second administrative leave for refusing to wear the new tac-black uniform, Tamiko had thought about retiring so that she wouldn’t have to ever wear the uniform. While the uniqueness of each Leaguer’s old uniform gave a sense of character and hope, these new ones felt more like the-gestapo-get-you-while-you-sleep.

      Plus, her current uniform expanded with her. The new one had Velcro break points that would expose her skin if she stretched more than a foot. And while girls nowadays might go to the grocery store in their two-piece bikinis, Tamiko was more modest than Annette Funicello.

      Used to running through suburbs, Tamiko was surprised by how many trees and pools there were in Miami. And a lot of screened-in patios.

      When Tamiko got to the hotel’s two-story parking structure, she sent out a two-block pulse to see if she was on anyone’s surface thoughts.

      Eight people.

      She sent out a command pulse for them to check the news to see if she was on any of the news stations. Of course, she wouldn’t be. Not yet, at least.

      The Las Vegas Times Act guaranteed no media coverage would be allowed until approved by the League Oversight Committee. Nearly thirty hostages had been killed because of how the Las Vegas streaming news service handled their exclusive coverage. Among the dead were several prominent Chinese dignitaries.

      Tamiko used her plasticity to modify her facial features. She didn’t want to change in the parking lot, but if she wanted to get back to taking out the death squad—which she did, desperately—every second mattered.

      No more being distracted by administrative leave.

      No more Oversight and tac-black woes.

      Full focus on here and now.

      She slipped out of her bottoms. “Ouch!”

      Jeff asked, “What?”

      Sharp, stabbing pain jabbed into her left inner thigh.

      A thick silver shaft—some sort of dart—was flush against Tamiko’s skin. In an instant, her vision began to blur. She pulled the blood-slicked tranquilizing needle out.

      Growing black dots swam in her blurred vision. This wasn’t like anything she’d ever heard of.

      Tamiko slurred, “I’m shhot. Shedative.” Reflexively, she toughened her body as much as she could. The parking lot spun and wavered as she turned the direction she thought the shot came from. “Need to—”

      She went unconscious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            Captured

          

        

      

    

    
      Hands cuffed behind her back by chilly, inch-wide bands, Tamiko lay on her side semi-fetal. The ground felt like a threadbare flannel blanket on metal and was surprisingly warm.

      Groggy, she peeked.

      Under the faded green-gray flannel blanket was black metal floor. Inch-thick steel bars in a four-inch grid came up from the metal, and a grimy, yellowed-white plaster wall was a few feet away.

      She closed her eyes again.

      For some reason, this didn’t feel linked to the incident at First Nation’s Reserve Bank. The death squad didn’t take prisoners. This had to be something else. She tried to turn her hands to stumps so she could pull them free of the cuffs, but her body didn’t comply.

      Nullifiers.

      Tamiko reminded herself that she’d been in tighter spots.

      Back in the day, her hero squad had been captured during a covert extraction mission in what used to be Baja California. Of course, the US government and the Power League had denied involvement, stating Tamiko’s ultrahuman team had gone rogue.

      But, even though Supreme—himself—had led their capture, her team had all kept their wits about them and had gotten out. In reality, instead of killing all of them, Supreme had confided in Pearl—leader of the squad—that he was going to orchestrate them escaping with the ten children they’d been sent in to save so long as she reported that the kids were rescued, not released. He had a reputation to maintain and Tamiko had kept that secret.

      A bitter, alcoholicy pineapple taste clung to Tamiko’s mouth. Her light-headedness coupled with the taste reminded her of when she’d gotten beyond snookered during her brother’s Las Vegas wedding. The hangover the next day felt like, tasted like, this. Nasty.

      The memory. The sensation. Her stomach heaved.

      She managed to keep her constitution.

      “Oh.” A man’s voice. High-pitched. Nasally. “Sounds like Granny Panties is awake.”

      As she wondered how he knew what kind of underwear she wore, a soft electric feeling—like static ready to pop—vibrated on her skin. All her skin. All over her body. They’d completely stripped her suit off her. She only had her bra and panties.

      How embarrassing.

      Having blown her chance at pretending to be unconscious, Tamiko focused her mind to not mention anything about the gunmen. If they wanted information from her, they’d have to prompt her. And in their prompting, she’d learn more from them than they would from her.

      She opened her eyes again.

      The black metal floor had small divots and scratches. Grouped by five, there were thirty tic marks on the wall. She sat up and thunked her head on the grid above her. They had her in a three-foot cube that resembled a dog crate.

      Scrunching down slightly, she scanned the room.

      There were four other cages like hers spaced three feet away from one another. The furthest two were empty, the one in the center had a young Asian woman, and the one on the other side of her had an older black man.

      The woman was full fetal and in a black thong and a bra that probably did nothing for support. The man was sitting cross-legged in tan boxers with winking red happy faces.

      Not ogling, the man was sizing her up. His gaze noted her muscled arms, shoulders, and legs. Then, a calculating gleam took ahold of his eyes when his focus went to the series of crossbars above her. It’d probably blow his mind to find out that she was really close to his age. Her svelte, ever-fit and youthful body was a perk of her ultrahuman powers.

      The room was thirty by thirty with gray cement floors. All the walls were the grimy plaster. Stairs in the northeast corner lead up to a handleless riveted steel door.

      Next to the stairs, two guards dressed in black fatigues with black pantyhose over their heads sat fully reclined in cushy knockoff La-Z-Boys. A black mini fridge was between them with a gaming console on top. Both held controllers, but the one on the right, closer to the stairs, was using his and looking above the cages along the south wall.

      The entire room had the cramped, moist—probably mildew—feel of being in a poorly maintained man cave.

      Tamiko’s light-headedness started to fade; so did the pineapple taste. A funk like Cheetos and musty socks took over.

      Both guards were thin, but the one on the left was skinny. He was the nasally man. “Ya know, Sugar-tits, you could be a model if you wore somethin’ more like Aly Raisman instead of them big-ass, Betty White, Golden Girls bloomers.”

      “Bloomers?” The other guard, the one playing, laughed a dim-witted raucous sound and fist-bumped the jokester, who snickered. “Oh, snap!”

      Tamiko wasn’t going to dignify that with a response. She thought they were men, but they were seeming more like man-children. In case one of them was also a mentalist, Tamiko went to slyly reach in their minds with her telepathy, but the nullifiers made her main power untappable. She could feel its presence, but it was just beyond her grasp.

      To prompt conversation without giving anything away, Tamiko asked, “Where am I?”

      The nasally guard said, “Here. Waiting.”

      The dimwit guard squeezed his controller angrily and dropped it in his lap. “You’re up.”

      “Died there again?” Nasally picked up his controller. “Watch and learn.”

      Tamiko looked at the dull one. “Where are we?”

      His gaze was fixed above the cages. “You heard the man, Bloomers.” They both laughed. “Just wait and see.”

      Hell with that. Tamiko leaned toward the caged man. She whispered, “Know where we are?”

      The man shook his head and looked at the guards.

      Dimwit said, “Go ahead, ODB. Give her the scoop. I won’t shock you for it.”

      The man’s gaze went to Nasally.

      Nasally glanced down and then back up. “ODB learns fast.” He then twisted his game controller and tapped the buttons. “I won’t shock you either.”

      The man turned his gaze to Tamiko’s eyes and his focus didn’t waver. The man began, “Well.”

      Tamiko knew that smooth, bell-tone tenor voice from her past somewhere. She made sure not to let her face show the spark of recognition. As he spoke, Tamiko worked to place it.

      The man continued, “We are in the basement of Purgers.”

      She’d never heard of the group, but even the cadence of his speech was familiar. She wanted to say that he was a DJ from the 60s or one of the old commercial voice-over guys when advertising used to be full of perfect voices. However, a deep-seated loathing within her was triggered by his voice.

      Could he be the old villain Hologram? In addition to using his illusions, the villain had always had his head and body fully covered. Still, she had always pegged him for a brother and this guy was old enough. But Hologram was supposedly dead.

      Tamiko felt her eyes narrowing. Her intuition told her that he was, indeed, Hologram.

      He continued, “And soon, they are going to take our powers.”

      Tamiko thought back to all the times Hologram had escaped her and the rest of the Power League.

      When Hologram did his first heist, he had fooled everyone into thinking he was a superstrong powerhouse because—when confronted exiting the jewelry store—he threw a city bus.

      The horror of that massive bus hurtling through the air, filled with passengers. The terrible sound it made when it crashed into Woolworth’s on 7th and Vine. The stench of gasoline and burning rubber. The trapped, screaming passengers pleading for help. Back then, public safety was top priority so the team went to save lives, only for the entire scene to dissipate minutes later. The warm blood she had felt on her hands, seeping through her suit, had been nothing more than Hologram’s very real illusions.

      That was back in the early 1960s and the fake horrors of the League’s first encounter with Hologram still occasionally popped up in Tamiko’s nightmares.

      Just thinking about it made the burnt rubber smell linger with her for a moment before the invasive room funk stamped it. Between that, the clicking controllers, and the creaking recliners, Tamiko was pulled from her memory. She had to take in the nasty plaster walls and focus on her cage bars for a moment to anchor herself.

      The decades showed on the man with the white hair and deep creases at the corners of his eyes. His illegally enriched life must have been filled with laughter because his resting face looked casually happy. She wanted to belt him one right across his wicked kisser.

      Hologram said, “Amos and Andy there seem to think that robbing us of our powers is what fuels their tech.”

      Nasally wrenched his controller sideways and leaned as he said, “’Cause it does.”

      Hologram said, “My hypothesis is that we are down in the Primazone and these two unwittingly work for Supreme.”

      Tamiko frowned. These guys couldn’t work for Supreme because—thanks to Supreme’s great-grandson—the Power League secretly had Supreme in custody in one of the black-site prisons that Oversight collectively referred to as Nowhere.

      But, she figured, it was possible that Supreme’s followers were still keeping up their ruse of their country running just fine without their all-powerful ultrahuman dictator.

      Hologram said, “Can you imagine anyone, human or ultrahuman, who’d destroy the power wisps instead of absorbing them?”

      The combination of his voice, calm face, and cool demeanor was rather disarming. Tamiko found that her reflexive frown had eased, but she frowned again. “Power wisps?”

      Hologram said, “The lights that come up from a dead ultra.”

      Since it was widely speculated by the greatest minds on earth that the powers that manifested on earth came from a fifth dimensional being, the League’s term for the wisps were fifths. Usually the fifths, especially if there were more than one, would rocket away, sometimes in the same direction, sometimes not. Figuring that the fifths were going home, Tamiko hadn’t known anyone to try and stop them, much less absorb or destroy them.

      The question sounded rhetorical. Tamiko relaxed her face and didn’t say anything.

      Hologram said, “These guys—”

      The riveted steel door at the top of the stairs creaked open.

      The two guards tossed their controllers down and got to their feet. Standing, foot-long stun batons dangled from their hips. The black batons appeared to be standard law enforcement style, but had a thin brass netting from the knobby hilt to the tip.

      A tall man with a thick, soldier build came down the stairs. He was dressed in the same black fatigues as the guards, but he had a proper ski mask on and an AK-47 resting in his hands. There was a cocky swagger in his movement.

      “Harvesting time.” The gunman’s voice was bland and rather pedestrian. Given enough time, she’d be able to identify it later, but would have to hear more of his cadence to be sure.

      Nasally clapped his hands and rubbed them together in a greedy fashion. “This one goes into my baton, right, boss?”

      Gunman answered, “Indeed.”

      Dimwit said, “When are we going to harvest ODB? My baton’s running low.”

      Gunman stopped at the bottom of the stairs to regard Hologram. “While we’ve been holding off to hear from the big boss, we’ve received a second diffuser. So, I think we’ll have a twofer today.”

      The two guards snuck a fist bump.

      Angling the AK down, Gunman motioned his head at Tamiko and turned to the guards. “I wasn’t on property when the new one was brought in. What’s her deal?”

      Surprised, the two guards glanced at each other. Nasally said, “You haven’t heard?

      Gunman shrugged. “Just said that I was away.”

      Dimwit said, “Go ahead, tell him about Ranch and her Golden Girl bloomers.”

      Gunman asked, “You mean Blanche?”

      Tamiko eyed Gunman. He seemed to be about the same age as the man-children, and Betty White—much less her Golden Girls’ character name—was the only name that people his age may know. Then again, the show might be back in syndication. It would’ve been better if they had called her Wheezie; there was dignity in that.

      Dimwit said, “Whatever.” He pointed at her panties. “Take a look at the massive things.”

      Gunman didn’t. He turned to Nasally and asked, “You were saying?”

      “Yeah.” Nasally gave Dimwit a dirty look. He pointed at her face, not her underwear. “That’s Pearl.”

      “Pearl?” Hologram and the gunman had said her hero handle in shocked unison.

      Both looked at her, stunned.

      Nasally said, “I know. I thought she’d be old as fuck, too. But she was wearing Pearl’s PL suit and doing PL stuff with the same power array as Pearl.”

      Dimwit said, “She must’ve gotten the granny panties when she got the powers.”

      Behind Gunman, Nasally gave Dimwit a neck-chopping knock-it-off sign.

      Dimwit silently lipped, “Oh,” and nodded.

      “How—” Gunman was stunned. “But she’s—” Gunman faced the guards. “How’d you catch a telepath?”

      Tamiko closed her eyes. How embarrassing.
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      Bert Gresham couldn’t help but gawk at the youthful Pearl.

      If this young sister had the real Pearl’s powers and uniform, then the original Pearl—the one he’d quip with during their occasional battles—was dead.

      The realization was crushing and pained his heart.

      Bert had often fantasized about accidently running into the original Pearl—Mother Pearl—outside of her uniform somewhere, like a grocery store. Or maybe a chance encounter when he’d open a door for her and they’d hit it off. They’d have a meal, get serious through the course of a year or two, and she’d confide in him her superhero identity.

      While that part of the fantasy was crystal clear, the rest—the part where he’d admit his past crimes as Hologram—was always shaky. He’d want her to know why he’d done those few robberies. If he just came out and said it, she’d probably beat him down and turn him in. Still, he’d like to think she’d be understanding. And maybe she’d prompt him into joining the Power League. Typically, felons couldn’t join, but maybe there could’ve been a way for her—as a leader of the central arm of the Power League—to vouch for him.

      The news of Mother Pearl’s death made the musty basement feel colder. Dimmer. Bert imagined the whole world must’ve felt that way, too.

      Alfred ended his nasal yammering with, “She’d just dropped her pants in a parking garage and no one was around. So, we flicked on the scope and shot her with a tranq.”

      Jim nodded his slow-witted nod. “No one was even around to ask why we were loading her up into the van.”

      To express his own surprise, Bert had his hologram of the boss guard hold the AK-47 with one hand. He made sure to give the rattling ammo sound. “Huh…Just like that? No fight? No invisible mental waves or telepathic-induced nightmares? No city-block-away punches or kicks?”

      While Bert didn’t have nightmares all that often anymore, when he did, the visions were usually ones implanted by Mother Pearl to make him freeze up in horror, like being chased by a lynch-hungry mob.

      Bert had his holo glance back at the two before focusing on the youthful Pearl. “She’s able to do that stuff, ya know.”

      Alfred said, “Yeah, I know. We saw her do some of that stretchy stuff at the bank, but, nope. With the max tranq, she went out like a total jabroni.”

      Jim said, “Well, I have nightmares.”

      Alfred slapped Jim’s shoulder. “We just got her, man. That’s not what he means.”

      Jim said, “Oh. I know.” He gave Alfred the neck-chopping sign. “Was just being funny.”

      Once Bert had recovered from the shock, the reality of having someone with Mother Pearl’s powers here with him registered. His plan to escape this nasty basement and crap island became a lock. While she looked like she could fight—boy, could the original Mother Pearl really fight—her telepathy would make this almost too easy. The trick would be to get her inhibitors turned off.

      Speaking for himself, Bert said, “Guys. Let me do it.”

      Bert had his holo ask, “Do what, old man?”

      Bert said, “Her grandmother was my mortal enemy. I didn’t get a chance to end our beef in the past, but I can hope the old biddy is watching as I strangle the shit out of her descendant.”

      Pearl sat up and gawked at him. “You rotten—”

      Bert gave her a goading grin.

      The original Mother Pearl often called him a rotten scoundrel in person and in press conferences. None of the others who had eluded the Power League was a rotten scoundrel; just him. His own special designation. The universe would be perfect if he could’ve heard the original Mother Pearl call him that just one more time.

      He waited to see if this Pearl would finish and lecture him like Mother Pearl would, but no. This Pearl just glowered.

      Alfred said, “That’s some twisted shit. I knew you were dirty, old bastard, but key-rist, that’s some next level shit.”

      Jim said, “I wanna do it.” His jaw clenched in that pre-murder way that Jim had. “I don’t like the way she looks at me.”

      Bert had his holo give an opinion about being allowed to choke Pearl. “Nah. Last time we let you out of that cage, old man, you came at us and almost got away.”

      Bert said, “Look, I’m sorry for that. You know, desperation’s a real MF’er. Just let me kill her. Please. I won’t try anything.” He snapped his fingers like he had just thought of something. “I’m a criminal from the past. I’m not going to tell you who I was, but I’ve got offshore accounts with millions. You let me do it, I’ll give you the money.”

      Still glaring at him, Pearl said, “You. Butt.”

      It wasn’t scoundrel, but it had the trappings of a Mother Pearl clean-curse. Best of all, it had all of the flavor. This next generation Pearl—he had a hard time attributing any real experience to this young lady—must have known Mother Pearl real well. Either that or made serious study of the old films, interviews, and biographical graphic novels.

      Like old times, Bert winked at her and blew a kiss.

      Seething rage darkened her face.

      Though caged feet away, Bert leaned back. He’d been on the receiving end of hate before, but that was back before civil rights. That hate was more general because he was black. The hate in Pearl’s eyes was pointed. Specific. She wanted to kill him and only him. No one else would do, and from the looks of it, no one could get in her way
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