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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THE CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      From the snow-slicked street, Aegis saw the lights, heard the sounds of his targets. Voices didn’t carry the sixty-some floors down the sole lit span in the tall, wide building dominating the abandoned business park, but the shots did; rattle-cracks from old model guns, tattled on their owners with their rat-a-tats. The noise proved Aegis had a reason to be out here at a time of night known for villains, and perfect for those hunting them.

      The pod behind him gave a warm beep as it began rolling towards its next request. The sound triggered a quick inventory check: gloves, a plated vest over a thick dark wool sweater to keep Aegis warm, a pair of Paragon-uniform pants belted over with accessories, including everything Aegis would need to disable, kill, or call for help. Nestled over his nose and cupping his eyes sat black-and-blue goggles that kept incoming light optimal for anything.

      No helmet. Aegis wouldn’t go that far. News crews would chase his pod signature, and they would be here. The Paragons ran the world. Their mascot couldn’t hide.

      His boots, with soft pads built into the heels to keep old feet comfortable, did a fine job conquering the concrete walk towards the building’s entry. Snow piled up on the sides, plowed with precision by automated labor so cheap the cities could keep it running for ghosted buildings like this one. Two tall, shock-white columns flanked the entrance, bearing an etched logo not quite strong enough to overcome decades of irrelevance to find a trigger in Aegis’s memories.

      Between rounds of cracking fire from above, Aegis crunched snow to the thrum of New York. Trains pulsed beneath him, the rushing keeping pace with his steps, while a vague decay seeped through the breeze into every breath. Broken business parks surrounded the compacting city now and they all smelled like this. Felt like this while they waited for someone to save them.

      Double-doors provoked a majesty marred by shattered glass, by the bent handle showing reckless force applied to the opening. Aegis used his predecessor’s handiwork and stepped over the shards. He’d send a rep offer out tomorrow, get someone to clean it up. Image mattered, even out here.

      “You’re there?” Celice came through his earpiece. She chewed something, teeth gnashing thick.

      Eggplant. One reason Aegis had taken this call personally. He looked forward to dinners with his daughter, but now she kept insisting on recipes meant for old men and goats. Aegis would eat the leftovers when he came back, though. After he’d had a bit of aggression to work up his appetite, when he could justify some protein to go with the veg-tastic dish.

      “I’m here,” Aegis said. “They broke in. Not subtle about it.”

      “Do you need back-up? I can send the call,” Celice paused, except for her chewing. “A couple drones aren’t too far. Ten minutes.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Dad.”

      The lobby held up better than the door, possibly owing to its barren blandness. A long desk blocked an empty wall the same white as the columns outside. Space for chairs, receptionists, and, where Aegis stood now, customers and employees. Working so hard for dollars, euros, at the cost of family and friends. While the Paragons had much left to do, they had at least ended the mad scramble for cash.

      “Call the drones then,” Aegis said. “But I’m not waiting.”

      The elevators posed a problem. If the criminals up top had any sense, they would have someone watching the only reasonable entry to their floor, and elevators like these displayed their location in white numbers on black bars atop their slate-gray doors. The moment Aegis punched a number, his imminent arrival would be clear to anyone paying attention. Stairs lingered as a possibility, but for sixty flights, not a sane one.

      The drones would beat Aegis to the targets if he took that route.

      “Going in,” Aegis said, both for his daughter and the recording.

      Every mission, every word the Paragons spoke in action sat in their vaults. Ready and waiting to counter the dual threats of hyper-inflated media and the myth-making enterprises involved in making the Paragons seem like arbitrary gods. Recruit anomalies, keep the normals from getting scared. Two birds, one stone, etc. The more the public saw the Paragons as not only the world’s guardians, but its friends, the less trouble would be thrown their way. For that matter, it’d been too long since Aegis sent out his own release, proof that the Champion himself still performed, still chased down evil.

      Inspiration came from the top, and if providing it required a few hits, then Aegis could take them.

      The elevators matched the front entrance, one suffering violence extreme enough to leave its door hanging while the other waited for passengers, though its sharp squeals signified good looks wouldn’t keep the elevator long from forced retirement. Aegis ought to survive if the thing fell apart with him in it, but those people already up top likely would not. Which means they were both brave and stupid, or they’d made the safe, slow call and climbed the stairs. Knowing the sorts of people who would take potshots with weapons in an abandoned tower at night, Aegis bet the former.

      The elevator’s speed preached new definitions of the word slow, which gave Aegis another chance to stretch out. Feel his shoulders crack and stretch his lungs with a few deep breaths. His stun gun had a loaded dart, and he kept the weapon ready in his right hand as the numbers on the panel climbed. He shifted to the left side of the elevator, minimizing his profile. Years ago, Aegis would have stood stock center, hands on hips and ready to win through cocky intimidation alone.

      That time ended when the bruises started following him home, haunting him the day after. When the concern in Celice’s eyes stole away his macho grin.

      The elevator announced its arrival with the sound of a dying balloon instead of a cheery ding, but the lift made it to the sixtieth floor. The doors began their same, slow crawl and the blam blam blam of heavy weapons fire poured through. Not at Aegis, though. The morons continued their party. They’d had every opportunity to prepare, to set an ambush, and instead they’d opted for more champagne.

      The opened door cleared the way to a smaller, nicer lobby, as though its height preserved the glass-lined white furniture from the seeping decay down below. A circular desk sat off to the right side, required chair and anything on it gone, ransacked for what could be carried. The lobby’s sole occupant leaned against the desk now: a man holding an old-model handgun down at his hip and staring at his Tama and the image it projected above the man’s forearm.

      Aegis lowered his own gun and left the elevator, making it halfway across the lobby before the man bothered to look up. Seeing the armed and armored Paragon leader, the world’s most famous Champion, the man’s head cocked to a side, eyebrow raised. Questioning the impossible.

      Aegis decided to prove it.

      A long stride, Aegis’s right quad leading into a solid right hook, took the man’s just-opened mouth before he could make a sound. With his left arm, Aegis caught the fallen guard and set the suited figure onto the pearl-white tile.

      “Trig blink neutral,” Aegis said, following a hunch.

      His goggles took the command and shut off their processing for a solid second, giving Aegis a true look at where he operated. Line lights, with their bright trails, filled the gaps between the ceiling tiles and sprayed such a harsh glow that the lobby seemed like a snow-covered mountain at noon. No wonder the guard had trouble reacting to Aegis—keeping the floor this washed out would make identification impossible without goggles like his.

      The lobby played security for a single path, one locked by a walnut-wood door whose key card seal stood out on the wall with a small red speck showing power. A look behind the reception desk revealed any bypass that might have existed had gone the way of the chair and the monitor.

      “Trig P-Lock,” Aegis said to the room, then held his left, Tama-bearing wrist against the card reader.

      Paragon technology worked again and the reader beeped its submission to Aegis’s rank, jutting open the lock and allowing Aegis to open the heavy door via the chrome-metal bar on its front.

      Another ambush opportunity came and went as Aegis, with the door opened just enough to see around, looked into an empty hallway. At the far end, past secondary split-offs, the hallway opened into a broad, overlooking space so favored by the high floors in these buildings. A chance to look down upon all those you’d managed to rise above.

      The weapons-fire stopped and, from the door, Aegis could see why. The morons had shattered several windows, and the intact pair Aegis could see sported bullet’s tell-tale starburst. Bullets that likely came from the big, turreted gun in the room’s center, facing outside.

      “Are you seeing that?” Aegis said.

      “Looks like we’ve found our target,” Celice replied.

      “They could take out the drones with a weapon that size. Tell them to keep off.”

      “I’ll tell them to watch out. Mynx can always make more.”

      Aegis wanted to say that Mynx made enough of the things already, but stopped. These jerks might not have an ambush ready now, but they could change their mind any second. Better to use surprise while you have it, than lose it arguing about things that didn’t matter. Besides, Aegis knew the real reason he didn’t want the drones around: they’d take away the glow. That oh-so-sweet vindication Aegis would get when he stood in the courtyard below, speaking to the media about another successful Paragon operation. Sharing the spotlight with a pair of Mynx’s mechanical monsters would mean . . . sharing.

      Aegis slipped through the door into the hallway, hugging the right wall and watching the far glass for any sign of motion. Every step came with a rolling heel, his hands holding his stun gun forward and ready. He crept closer to the first cross-section, quick-stepped up to the bisecting hallway and leaned to give himself a view without exposing his back.

      Empty. Aegis reversed to the other side of the hallway, stun gun aimed along the opposite direction. Nothing there either. Closed office doors. Clear white walls with brighter, square blotches exposing art’s former home.

      Aegis took a breath. Slow, shallow. Listened.

      Laughter. Towards the windowed room. Liquid splashing into glasses. Not laying a trap, then, but celebrating.

      He’d spent too much time going after hardened criminals. Enemies who knew full well what Aegis and the Paragons could do and prepped to fight them. These, these were the bottom-barrel criminals you fought when all the others were gone. Who filled the void left when you’d eliminated the truly terrifying.

      Aegis shook his head at nothing. He’d be surprised to get a single interview after this one. Who cared if low-level bums shot up some abandoned buildings? He slipped the stun gun back into its holster. The least he could get from this would be some fun.

      Aegis wheeled left, into the side hallway whose end revealed another cross-section. He moved quicker now, padding his feet to the sounds of chatter, talk of weapons moved and weapons made. New deals struck. Despite all efforts, the Paragons could never get rid of every under-the-table transaction, couldn’t quite cleanse the world of its muck, but Aegis felt they’d at least made sure to punish the main offenders. You could swim in the swamp, but you would pay a price.

      At the new hallway’s end, Aegis peeked right and saw the party. A quartet of chuckling nobodies, wearing drifter-style gear confirming their neophyte status in the criminal game. Two cylinders occupied the center space on a pop-up plastic table otherwise covered in a garbage dinner; synth food Aegis wouldn’t touch. One cylinder bore whiskey or bourbon’s telltale brown, the other looked like water. No surprise which held less.

      The real shock, for one of the four, a capped man whose eyes floated past his friends in mid-drink, was Aegis making his way in long strides down the final stretch of hallway. The man paused his swig, his bloodshot stare struggling to understand what came towards him, before his hand lost grip on the glass and the man stumbled back, shouting a warning.

      Aegis connected his first swing, the capped man’s glass hitting the tiled floor and shattering. Not that his target, whose puffy, pale cheeks took Aegis’s blow with a satisfying squelch, appreciated the timing. Nor, Aegis figured, did the man enjoy having his face collide with the dinner and the pop-up table, but a criminal’s life was often disappointment, especially when Paragons were around.

      The next one in line, a gibbering, shorter man whose coats and sweaters belied a tropical ancestry, didn’t get enough distance on his scrambling back-step to escape Aegis’s reach. With both hands gripping the short man’s coat, Aegis whipped him to the right, into and through the thin, decaying wall into what was once a high-profile office. Now, in a far cry from the monetary mountains once moved in its confines, the short criminal laid unconscious and covered in drywall on the office’s floor. One more injustice leveled in the building, and not the last to come.

      Two left. The capped man, who’d made it as far as the glass windows on the level, who’s hands were reaching for a gun somewhere on his person, and a lanky, suit-sporting specialist. Aegis had seen enough fighters in his time to know the leader, to know who posed the greatest threat, and he could dissemble a thousand clues to find that one person in a group of enemies. This time, it didn’t take much: the specialist’s eyes were narrow, his hands weren’t twitching, and he didn’t appear to be praying to some deity for salvation. In other words, the specialist was everything the capped man wasn’t.

      Aegis broke for the specialist with a barreling charge, using his sheer spectacle for intimidation. This tended to result in cowering collapse, with the true cowards fleeing at first look. The specialist, though, reached into his jacket, pulled out a handgun style the Paragons had banned decades ago, like the one the elevator guard had held, and fired.

      For most of his life, Aegis had a cordial relationship with bullets. They would greet him with their usual ferocity, and Aegis would disarm their damage with the very thing that made him the Paragon’s icon: an invulnerable skin. The shots would sink against Aegis, and then fall away to the ground, leaving nothing so much as a mark for their trouble. Missions had gone by where hundreds or thousands of rounds had poured into the Paragon and found themselves rendered useless, whether they struck his arms, legs, eyes, teeth or anywhere else. As though a divine cloak covered Aegis and kept him safe from harm.

      That cloak did its job again now, catching the bullet as it struck Aegis’s left shoulder, outside the reaches of the vest where the shot tore through Aegis’s clothes and rendered its ineffectual verdict against the Paragon’s body. The specialist managed to snap off a second round that went directly into the vacuum hole of Aegis’s vest, causing nothing so much as a microsecond’s pause in the Paragon’s momentum.

      There was no third shot.

      The capped man, having seen his partners laid to waste, took the safer road and awaited his arrest with the simpering pleas of the over-matched and guilty. Any thoughts of further escape vanished when Mynx’s drones arrived, shattering the remaining glass and hovering inside the room, stun guns at the ready, lethal options awaiting an algorithm’s calculation.

      “Late, as always,” Aegis said to the machines, standing near the capped man with the specialist’s unconscious body hanging from his right arm.

      Aegis took the specialist down himself, leaving the drones to watch over the other three. At the building’s base, a few pods arrived and disgorged news crews looking to feed popular content’s ravenous beast. And the media found nothing more popular than a Champion conducting a raid. Aegis strode out to meet the flashes, the cameras, the pouring of questions from reporters and fans alike.

      Before answering a single one, though, Aegis directed the other late arrivals, the lower Paragons whose job covered this district, who had asked Aegis to cover for them. Who would have taken the bullets he bore instead. The motley anomalies, wearing their Paragon blues, swept by Aegis towards the tower. They’d take the other three, plus this one, and divine the proper punishment. The cost in reps owed, and the best methods of repayment.

      “Are you all right?” Celice’s voice, coming through the ear piece, cut through the calls from the press.

      “I’ll live,” Aegis gave his classic comeback, then dumped the specialist on the ground in front of the cameras as snow fell between the lights.

      He had a speech for this, a modified version of the stock Paragon set of warnings, lessons, and calls for a better tomorrow. The difference this time, what made Aegis’s words come slower, and forced him to focus to keep standing tall, was the spreading pain in his left shoulder.

      An aching, deep, bone-crunching pain that he’d never felt before.
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            A HUNT

          

        

      

    

    
      Nightfall brought five-minute frostbite weather, perfect for the hunt. Kat gave herself one breath of the outside air when she left the vehicle, and that was enough to nearly freeze her lungs solid, so she snapped shut her face-mask and completed the custom tracker suit’s closed system. The seal caught her, even those long auburn strands that escaped everywhere else, keeping her safe from the elements.

      And what she found among them.

      A beep behind her turned Kat around—she’d forgotten to close the vehicle’s door and shut off its engine. All things you didn’t need to do with a pod, but here, well off the grid, Kat had to use one of these big-wheeled rovers. Kat leaned into the spartan interior—all seats, restraints, and nothing else, and looked for a button or a switch before she remembered.

      “Trig rover, off,” Kat said, her words muffled by her mask.

      The rover, vocal recognition parsing Kat’s blurred, somewhat dehydrated, deadpan voice, followed the instructions and its batteries wound down to silence. When Kat shut the door, a tiny meter appeared in her upper-right view, showing a bright green bar estimating the time until the rover became an expensive icicle. The hunt wouldn’t, shouldn’t take that long.

      “Seeker?” Kat said as she stood up from the rover and took in the snow-cloaked pines.

      The turn off to this little enclave in the woods hours north of Chicago looked like it hadn’t been cleared all winter, and amid the deep snow drifts, which the rover handled with brave competence, Kat’s best friend plumbed the joy only available to those creatures of the husky persuasion. Seeker burst out behind the rover, spraying fluff all over Kat’s crystal-white suit, which rejected the offered flakes with the best in all-weather technology. Few things made a hunt as miserable as getting wet, cold, or covered in husky slobber, and Kat’s suit provided the antidote to all of the above and plenty more besides.

      For the reps it’d cost her, the suit ought to.

      “What’d you find?” Kat said to her dog, who replied by shaking the rest of the snow off himself and staring back at her with his big baby-blue eyes.

      Kat laughed. Seeker had a secret path to her heart, and the big fur ball never failed to spring a smile. Kat’s, though, faded when Seeker gave a low huff, turned, and loped back into the snow, towards the forest’s dark edge. The moon glowed bright tonight, giving clear sight above the carved road, but underneath the thick woods . . .

      Well, she’d planned for that.

      A rapid check confirmed Kat had what she needed, and, with the suit’s equalized temperature keeping her comfortable, Kat set off after Seeker. The frigid air, at least, meant the snow kept itself light. Her boots stamped down, pushed away the drifts one motion at a time.

      “Trig range to target?”

      Her goggles flashed the estimated distance. Almost a kilometer from the nearest road. It’d feel like twenty in these conditions, but Kat wouldn’t mind the effort. She’d had enough rest sitting in that rover for the last few hours. She lived in the city for many reasons, one being she could use her own legs to get where she needed to go. All the same, the tromp through the woods proved meditative. A nice break from the constant urban onslaught. Lights and sounds and people pestering her every moment. Here, Seeker’s boundless energy as the dog rolled and ran his way all around her made the biggest distraction, and Kat could watch that all day.

      By the time she hit the clearing, her legs burned and Kat devoured one of the protein pills she’d packed for the hunt. Slotted inside slim pockets in her face-mask cheeks, the pills held packed energy. That they tasted like chalk and stuck in her throat half the time were minor inconveniences—letting an anomaly escape because Kat didn’t have enough strength to make one more sprint made a major one. And reports suggested her prey could run.

      “Trig dossier,” Kat spoke to her suit, then winked her left eye.

      A picture flashed over her left lens, displaying a scrawny man, bags underneath the eyes and defined facial bones suggesting an austere existence. One fleeing from Mynx and the trackers. Text splashed across next, at first blurred and then focusing into clarity as the lens read Kat’s eye and determined the optimal projection.

      The mask’s next update should fix that; cut down the time-to-clarity. Would be nice if that ever shipped.

      Vedder, the target, belonged to an offshoot anomaly group. The names all ran together for Kat, so she blew past the text’s diversion into Vedder’s exploits. Suffice it to say that Vedder had earned the rep bonus for his tracing. Mynx still preferred the anomaly taken alive, surprising given Vedder’s record. The Paragons tended to take an extreme view of threatening anomalies—a dead one wouldn’t cause any more problems—which meant Mynx thought Vedder still had a shot at redemption.

      She wondered how many trackers Vedder would have to take out for that shot to go away.

      Kat winked her left eye again and the picture-text disappeared, giving back her full view just beyond the forest.

      A cabin waited. Ramshackle, dark wood and so far behind the times that Kat shuddered. A slight chimney, more a lucky brick stack than a deliberate effort, spat polite smoke into the sky, haloed by the moonlight. The front door, facing Kat, stuck in at an angle, adding to the sole window’s orange glow. Somebody was home.

      Seeker, reading Kat’s mood the way a pet could, stepped up next to her and stood, head up above Kat’s waist, his eyes matching her look at the cabin.

      “Cover,” Kat said to the dog, and Seeker huffed an agreement, loping away towards the cabin’s back side.

      While the dog made his round, Kat walked towards the door, keeping her right hand on the stun gun clasped to the belt on her waist. The first time she went on an official hunt, the lack of lethality bothered her: rogue anomalies could go hostile, and getting in a fight with a powerful being without a means to cancel it didn’t seem fair. Then she’d caught her first anomaly. Found fear in that face far greater than her own, even though that anomaly could have killed Kat with a finger snap—oxidizing a human body is a scary thing—and Kat knew, if she’d had a deadly weapon, she’d have used it.

      Lacking a killing punch didn’t mean Kat went in hoping for the best. Instead, when she made it within a couple meters of the cabin’s front door, Kat lifted her left arm, made a fist and pointed it towards the wooden entry.

      “Trig cable.”

      From the white-metal gauntlet on her wrist, a small panel raised up and launched a black-steel cord with a tri-hook on the end. The cable whistled the distance to the door and embedded into the wood with a crack that sounded at clear odds with the serene night noises. The surprise had started, and now Kat had to move quick.

      “Trig door buster,” Kat said the words and, with her right hand, she drew the stun gun.

      At the same time, the gauntlet jerked the cable back towards Kat. With its hooks embedded, the cable tore the door off, ripping it down into the snow and giving Kat a clear view inside. The interior matched the cabin’s spartan surroundings; a small, circle table and a single rotting chair. The fire flickered behind the furniture, a hunched figure, wearing a blanket, fronting the flames. Kat had a clear shot, but dragging Vedder the kilometer back to the rover sounded like a terrible idea. Kat could stun and trace Vedder, leave him out here, but without the cabin’s front door and in cold like this . . .  Kat wouldn’t get much reward for a frozen anomaly. Which meant the diplomatic option.

      “Vedder?” Kat called, not moving from her spot in front of the cabin. “It’s over. Time to come in.”

      The hunched figure didn’t move. Didn’t reply. Kat tried the name again, in case Vedder’s ears were frozen already. When that didn’t get a response, Kat shifted her stance. Loosened her legs, snapped her left wrist to change the gauntlet’s prepped gadget, and took a deep breath.

      This was why they called them hunts.

      Kat clenched her left hand and the gauntlet launched three small, silver orbs. All connected by a tiny fiber strand too small to see unless you were on top of it. The three spheres spread as they flew until they landed about a meter apart inside the shack. Each one flared a blinding white in turn, Kat shading her eyes with her right hand, and then settled into a dull green glow.

      The green meant nobody hiding. Yet, Vedder still hunched over right there in front of the fire.

      If the obvious seemed incorrect, then Kat had to move fast.

      She kicked up snow with a sudden sprint, again snapping her left wrist to send the gauntlet back to the steel hook. Kat kept the stun gun as level as she could while plowing through the deep drifts. Stepping onto the wood floors came with blessed stability, and quick glances to the left and right as Kat advanced into the shack confirmed her sphere’s assessments; the place was empty.

      As for Vedder, when Kat reached the hunched form and put her left hand out to grab the fabric, with the stun gun aimed where the neck should be—better there for complete paralysis—her hand went right through. Vedder vanished, and not a slow fade like in old movies, but a one-second-there-next-second-gone flash. Which, of course, fit Vedder’s profile.

      An illusion anomaly. Truly, the worst.

      Kat picked up the orbs and slid them into the gauntlet’s slot, and as they clicked into place a new sound joined in with the wind and driving snow: Seeker.

      The dog had a thousand different barks, from happy chirps to intruder-defying snarls, but this was long, loud, and targeted. The sound told Kat to come and fast, because Seeker had found what she hadn’t. Vedder was out there, and depending on how the anomaly felt about dogs, Seeker could be in trouble.

      Seeker’s calls came from behind the cabin, so it took Kat more time than she’d like to admit running out and around to the back through the deep snow. Her legs made it known that all the hiking would make for an unpleasant tomorrow, and Kat told the suit to relax its temp setting so she wouldn’t drown herself in her own sweat. Not that the sudden rush of frigid air made things much better. Two seconds of death-wish cold and Kat turned things back to the warmth.

      Behind the cabin the woods scattered over a looming hillside, giving the moon ample opportunity to glow through the snow-dropping clouds. It would’ve been picturesque if Kat had been looking up. Instead, her eyes focused on Seeker’s tracks and how they paralleled the depressions made by a man fleeing in the same direction. Her mask took the hint from Kat’s focus and outlined the prints, keeping her clued in even as the shadows and swirling flakes made naked vision a laughable idea.

      Then again, hunting an anomaly at night, in a deep forest, during a blizzard was also a laughable idea.

      What Kat did for reps.

      Seeker’s barks kept coming, but not moving, which meant the dog had pinned his quarry and that Vedder either lacked a weapon or the dark heart required to attack the animal. Still, when Seeker’s form finally revealed itself near a solitary pine at the hill’s top, Kat couldn’t fight off a relieved grin. The dog, which she’d originally adopted on the advice from another tracker, had been a tool with a purpose. Now . . . well, now wasn’t the time to get emotional.

      The pine had branches extending out and down like a cloak, covering anything lurking up in it with plenty of black-green needles. Despite the snowstorm’s growing intensity—Vedder’s powers weren’t supposed to include weather manipulation, but Kat didn’t rule anything out—the tree’s base was a shed blanket. Something had been climbing this thing, knocking the needles off as they went.

      “Good boy,” Kat told Seeker as she caught up to the dog, who spared her a single glance then went back to barking up the tree. “Let’s see who you’ve found.”

      Even up close, she couldn’t see Vedder, which made the probability of a surprise attack too high for comfort. But it was so cold, and Kat was so tired from marching all the way up here, that Vedder taking her out with a dropped log or something didn’t seem so bad. Either way, without a target to shoot at, Kat only had one weapon.

      “Vedder!” Kat yelled up through the storm. “You’re cornered. It’s cold as hell. Get down here and let’s go before we both freeze!”

      No response. Seeker kept barking.

      “Vedder!” Kat tried again. “If I have to cut this innocent tree down, it’s not going to be good for either of us.”

      “Behind you!” Vedder’s voice came from up the tree, and as he cried in the shrill, dry tones of someone for whom hydration was a luxury, Kat’s mask beeped a warning.

      Kat whirled, stun gun raised, as Vedder charged through the snow at her. She fired. And watched as the numbing bolt flashed right through Vedder’s illusion and off into the night.

      A weight landed on her back and drove Kat into the snow, her face pushing into the flakes. Something tried to get through her suit, pressing against her lower back, but the suit turned the strike and gave Kat the time she needed to drive an elbow into her attacker’s chest. Vedder—because who else could it be?—grunted, then yelled as Seeker dove into him, the dog more than heavy enough to drive the thin man off of Kat’s back.

      “Dammit, Vedder,” Kat said as she pushed herself up from the snow, turned towards the man struggling with her dog. Vedder lunged at Seeker with a crude knife, but Seeker kept his distance, barking and hopping away from every swing. “Did you have to be such an ass?”

      Kat raised the stun gun again, and Vedder turned to her, then split into three versions of himself, all turning to run in different directions. Seeker, though, wasn’t fooled, and the husky took the one fleeing right, grappling Vedder’s leg and driving the man to the ground, where an easy shot from Kat put the anomaly down.

      She stood over Vedder’s body, put away the stun gun, and caught Seeker’s panting tongue and happy grin. Shook her head.

      “You going to help me drag this guy back to the rover?” Kat asked the husky, who gave a single bark in response, then scampered away into the snow. “Thought so.”
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      Used to be, when the sun rose over Lake Michigan, Zhan-Yo would get a look at the beautiful orange start to the day. Now, with the sight line from his balcony to the water leading through a spider’s web of looping, interconnected architecture, Zhan-Yo saw refracted light’s rainbow burst instead. Like a child’s toy grown large.

      The older skyline still stood, steel towers reaching back to a time when Zhan-Yo’s parents mattered, when he mattered, when the people milling through the street below counted. Unlike the new buildings, coated in translucent solar-sucking material that gave them their prismatic glow, the elders were dark in the fresh dawn. Obelisks that some, including the columnist whose weekly rant Zhan-Yo had just finished reading, considered out-dated. Not worth saving.

      Zhan-Yo waved away the article and it shrank back into the table’s round surface where the rest of the city’s, the world’s, breaking news sat plastered beneath the breakfast remnants. One daily ritual ready to give way to another. Zhan-Yo stood from the metal chair, designed to last through all the weather Chicago could throw at it, and let the chill run through his light jacket, the flannel pajamas that fell over his slippers and dusted the frosted balcony floor. He fumbled in his pocket for a lighter and a musty cigarette pack, lit one with a flick and went to the chest-high railing. A habit passed on from father to son, taken in moderation and with murderous delight; Zhan-Yo ruled his body and could do what he liked with it.

      All the people out this early were getting ready for a market, selling fruits and vegetables that didn’t belong in this climate this time of year, but that were now grown in hothouses on roofs, or inside micro-gardens that ran on drip-feed technology. No soil required, minimal space. Miracles upon miracles leading to a northern city with a verdant bounty. Yet for all these wonders, stands arose in the streets and voices hawked wares to one another. Passing people chose to spend reps and collect these local delights by hand, even as they used their Tamas to order up countless plenty from bigger warehouses with drone deliveries on Chicago’s outskirts. As if a little bit of community compensated for all the stale distance of modern life.

      Ziran, his father’s company now his son’s, had worked to create this world, and Zhan-Yo collected the benefits. In between puffs, a smile made a halting advance on his face, stretching past the few wrinkles that had managed to take hold on his tight skin over the decades. Yes, he’d done well. They’d done well. Everything Ziran set its corporate eye towards, it completed. Everyone wore their Tamas, everyone stayed connected through Ziran’s massive network, and when the Paragons decided to throw their invincible weight behind the company, the takeover had been complete.

      The smile ended when shade interrupted the sun’s rainbow display. Zhan-Yo tracked the disappearance, knowing what he’d find and wanting to see it all the same: a galaxy-blue oval, twice the balcony’s size, drifted overhead. Get close enough and Zhan-Yo would see the sectioned pieces for every one of the drone’s functions, the escalating options as encounters went from passive to deadly. The only open spot gave view to the drone’s camera, a glass eye staring and scanning.

      A reminder that some takeovers are more complete than others, and their costs more dire. For all Ziran’s accomplishments, for all Zhan-Yo’s efforts, one decree from Aegis or the local Paragon leader, Innis, and everything his family had worked for would be cast aside. No vote, no say. While the people believed Ziran had tremendous power, Zhan-Yo knew they had no power at all.

      The table dinged and Zhan-Yo turned away from the drone, hoping for something to salvage the morning’s mood. Though messages swamped Zhan-Yo’s accounts, many handled by assistants and automated algorithms, a select few found his person no matter where Zhan-Yo happened to be. Sylvie’s name, spread across the table’s surface and wrapping around his boiled eggs and steamed carrots, was one. Flipping his right hand, the burning cigarette in his left, Zhan-Yo brought the message up, projected it over the table’s surface.

      Watch this. Then call me.

      Beneath the message sat a video, what looked like a media broadcast from the previous night based on the amount of labels hovering over the video’s edges—square boxes hailing Zhan-Yo to earn reps or spend them on various things he neither needed nor wanted. What mattered, though, stood in the center: Aegis.

      Zhan-Yo tapped the projection and the video began to play, sound piping from speakers embedded into the table. The combination device and surface had been an expensive purchase, yet necessary if one wanted to maximize their moment-to-moment productivity.

      The video began and reporters asked Aegis inane questions about who the Paragon had apprehended this time, whether anyone had died, and so on. These weren’t interesting, and Zhan-Yo wondered if Sylvie had decided to waste his time today. But no, that wasn’t her style. Sylvie did not joke, she plotted. If she had sent this video, there must be a reason.

      So Zhan-Yo sat back in his chair, smoked, and watched. Studied the Paragon and his uniform, front and center in the camera. Until he found it.

      “So it’s true,” Zhan-Yo spoke the words softly, like one does when they’re speaking nonsense and want no others to hear.

      Because this video showed nonsense. He couldn’t believe it, but the smudge showed plain on the screen. Aegis kept his left shoulder still, favored it, and where the bullet had torn the fabric, beneath there seemed to be the slightest wet. Blood, maybe. With that clue, Zhan-Yo found more evidence: Aegis pressed his eyes every so often, his mouth closed tight when he wasn’t talking. Sweat hovered on his forehead.

      The invincible man felt pain. Aegis had been hurt.

      Sylvie never joked, never wasted his time, and this might be her greatest find.

      Zhan-Yo wiped away the video, sent the wounded Paragon back into the void. Stood up and took one more look at the drone, which had settled in to watch the market below. For now, Zhan-Yo could do nothing to the machine.

      On his way inside,  Zhan-Yo stubbed out the cigarette on the wall, adding another black ash mark on the red brick, next to so many more. The blotches rose above his height to the limit of his reach and were now nearing his feet. Soon he would have to wash it and begin again.

      But perhaps only one more time.
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      Mynx woke with the sunrise glowing in her western windows. Beyond Mynx’s overlay and down a steep, sandy cliff, the Pacific ocean lapped a rocky beach spotted with runners. A playful sea, frothing amid dark and deep water. A contrast to the smooth surfaces around Mynx’s bedroom, coated and ready to transition to whatever her mood required. Right now, a soothing light blue that mirrored the sunrise did the trick.

      “I’m awake, but keep it going a little longer,” Mynx said, brushing black curls from her eyes.

      Her hair considered sleep a chance to march about her head like explorers, branching out in all directions and getting into trouble. The tangles and knots could wait a moment, though, because this sunrise looked good. Deep oranges bleeding into purples, with a few clouds fighting for wispy relevance. All this coming through a mounted camera catching the eastern sky from atop her home, her lab, her everything.

      She savored the seconds, all ten, before the drum of tasks to be done grew too loud to be ignored and Mynx slid herself out of the covers. Things went well until she swung her long legs off of the mattress and her hip popped. Her breath caught.

      “No damage, all signs are normal,” Reeves said, his voice a pleasant British monotone. “At your age, your muscles take a little longer to find their places.”

      “Good morning to you too, Reeves,” Mynx replied, closing her eyes to summon the extra energy to shove off the bed.

      Her feet settled on the hard floor, a rippled false wood Mynx herself had made in a bid to design a more natural armor for her drones. That bid had failed, but as with most failures, she managed to extract something useful; in this case, a beautiful chocolate surface that kept firm without wearing down. Hardly a revolution, but before the Paragons changed the world to value better things, selling that flooring and the recipe for its production had brought in much-needed cash.

      “I’m ready,” Mynx said, standing straight. “Show me the day.”

      The sunrise faded, and the ocean-facing glass wall shifted to show three columns, one holding the day’s calendar, another the day’s tasks, and one more highlighting the weather, news, and so on. While Mynx read, activity burst around her: the closet door behind Mynx opened and a four-propeller drone glided into the room carrying a sky-blue Paragon uniform while two other, humanoid, drones came in through her main bedroom door, a beach-white piece that blended with the teal walls to give the room an ocean vibe.

      “Jones. Who is she?” Mynx asked, raising her arms as the drones combined to remove her nightgown and begin the Paragon spectacle. “I’m assuming that’s the reason for the uniform?”

      “You approved the visit last month. Doctor Denise Jones is a geneticist, who is looking into⁠—”

      “The aging. It’s coming back now.” Mynx sighed. Things always came back, they just took a while. “Think I still have time to do a run through?”

      “How are you feeling about breakfast?”

      “Keep it light, and I’ll eat it while she’s here.” Mynx made it past the tasks, to the headlines and caught one about Aegis performing heroics again. How many times did she have to tell him to leave little things like this to the drones? “The next model has to be ready soon.”

      “Of course.”

      With the uniform on, the drones returned to where they came from, and Mynx tore herself away from the view . . . and nearly trampled a new delivery. Wheeled, with only a single large tray on top, this drone held a set of pills and two water glasses. One, Mynx knew, in case she spilled the other.

      “Feels like these are multiplying,” Mynx said, reaching for them.

      “Each one as recommended by the database,” Reeves replied. “You can ignore them if you like.”

      “What would you do?” Mynx asked, then began swallowing the pills with rote habit.

      “As an inanimate construct, I have no opinion. However, I do run a number of extra operations to keep my own capabilities at optimum efficiency.”

      “Point taken.”

      The long walk through her living area, to the thick, stainless steel doors marking the Factory’s start covered three stories in height, a hundred meters of reinforced corridor bored through thick rock and coated in security measures designed to stop anyone save Mynx herself lasted long enough to get the dry chalk taste of the pills out of her mouth. The entry doors had no opening mechanism. They stood tall and silent, perfect smooth slates with not a notch on them. As if they had emerged, seemingly, from the false-natural rock design that made up the walls and that proved convenient for hiding cameras, weapons, and worse.

      “Going to let me in?” Mynx asked Reeves.

      “Your own protocols forbid me.”

      “Good answer.”

      Always worth testing an AI. When they started to develop their own ideas, that’s when things got dangerous. In lieu of a switch, a command, or the massive knob that would have been required to open these doors, Mynx set her hand on their smooth exterior instead.

      And fell in.

      She’d designed these to be simple: a daily task couldn’t take too much time. So when Mynx placed her hand on the doors and slipped her mental self inside of them, the space she occupied looked as plain as an empty, new apartment. Tiled floor, clean white walls, a big yellow light in the ceiling, and a single silver dais in the middle with a big red button on it. A little homage to the cartoons she’d watched as a kid. Mynx pressed the button, closed her eyes, and slipped back out.

      The doors opened with the silent sliding of exact dimensions and precise cuts, swinging inward and revealing a gigantic, open space. The Factory. Her lab, her playground. The place where Mynx made the world for so many in Pacifica, Atlantis, and, slowly, the rest of the world. Beyond the doors, the corridor ended in a single, two-meter wide disk whose coated, silver floor ended with yellow-rimmed edges.

      Safety first.

      “D block.” Mynx stood on the disk and spoke, which sent the platform moving. A sole strut beneath the disk slid along a groove several stories beneath Mynx, dipping down into that groove to bring the lab’s owner and Pacifica’s Champion down to D block’s level. A constant chill breeze slithered through her midnight hair, and Mynx tasted the coppery texture of hot electronics. “Get the gladiator ready, Reeves. We don’t have a lot of time this morning.”

      “Of course.”

      Now Reeve’s voice came from the disk, and with it sounded  a thousand purring, whirring, and stirring parts as Mynx’s lab awoke. Multi-colored lights lit up the various blocks as experiments in progress commenced. Gunfire, spoken commands and crunching metal played out as projects whittled down to-dos to production. Automated, yes, but guided. Following Mynx’s grand design.

      D block held the gladiator drone’s newest model, her trickiest creation. While most drones spent their time patrolling the skies or skimming the globe’s vast information networks in search of threats or crimes, the gladiator drone should replace . . . her. Aegis. The other Paragons risking their lives getting face-first into fights with anomalies or normals.

      Mynx would stop those funerals. And, if this Denise Jones knew her stuff, maybe Mynx could stop the other, more natural ones too.

      The Paragons’ salvation sat in D block’s center, a squat container not much larger than Mynx’s bedroom and bereft of anything interesting other than the jumbled parts in the middle. Mynx walked off the disk, across a granite-tile floor made of the smooth mountain rock she’d hollowed out to craft this place. The moment she stepped onto the ground, the parts began to snap themselves together. What had been junk formed itself into a four meter tall, menacing, modular, metal machine.

      “I like the new disguise,” Mynx said. “The production model will need to look worse, though. I could tell it wasn’t junk.”

      “I have three new coatings in development. Rust, of course, but also forest floor and dust-covered.”

      “Good.” Like with the doors, Mynx went right up to the massive construct and placed her hands on its legs, which stood as tall as she did, and went inside.

      The steel doors had nothing on the gladiator drone’s space. Here was a mansion. Towering, vast, and with rooms for each and every function. Mynx started in the lobby, looking around at the various wings, each one labeled with its primary feature. The core components lived here. The wing she wanted sat towards the back—out the back, actually.

      She’d used a tribal motif with this design, seeing as the gladiator drones were meant to join in with the Paragons. African highlights decorated the walls: masks, ornaments, and the mansion’s own material seeming to come from the jungle’s heart. When Mynx built with her mind, adding flair came easier, more pleasant and focused at the same time.

      As she went by algorithms fashioned as standing totems, clinging to the walls outside the section dealing with evidence collection and prosecution, Mynx glimpsed herself in a floor-to-ceiling mirror spacing the wide central hallway. A concession to vanity, a marker of her inventions, Mynx always threw these in, because they showed her what she was.

      What she used to be.

      The Mynx staring at her had lost decades from the Mynx that woke up in her bed on the cliff-side that morning. The Mynx looking back in the same Paragon blue uniform had lived in a different, scarier world. She hadn’t proven herself yet, didn’t have the lab or a whole region of the world under her thumb.

      “You would probably think I’m evil,” Mynx whispered to her younger self. The mirror image matched the movement of her lips, but said nothing. “But you were naive. Beautiful, but naive.”

      Past the mirror and out the mansion’s back sat rolling sand dunes. As if the mansion had emerged from some desert. Above, a cold sun glared down from an even-blue sky. On the nearest dune stood the gladiator drone, standing over a small boy. Arms, legs coated in plated armor to protect the wires and weapons beneath. Unlike the actual drone, this one stood no taller than Mynx’s knee. The boy not even reaching her ankle. Easier to judge these sorts of things when she could see every angle.

      Mynx couldn’t feel the sand when she stepped on it. She breathed no hot air—no air at all, really—and when she spoke the words to start the test, they didn’t come from her lungs, her voice, or anywhere except the electrons that burst around the gladiator drone’s circuits. In here, inside the drone’s very core, Mynx was God, and God wanted to see how her drone performed.

      The test began without a sign, a switch, or a saying. Two drifting, faceless thugs rose up from the dune as if they’d been lurking in the sands all along. They reached into their identical brown trench coat pockets and drew knives, then advanced on the small boy. The drone picked up the newcomers, shifting its relative bulk to put the boy behind it.

      Protect first. Good.

      But the drone decided to take the protection command too seriously. It waited for the thugs to close, for the two enemies to split apart, like a widening V, which neutralized the drone’s crowd-control options. Mynx would have to dial up the initiative—the idea of waiting for an attack before reacting had died away a long time ago, now strategy was all about the threshold: at what point was an attack a certainty?

      The drone reached that point when the thug pacing to its right came within arms length and still had its knife out. The drone issued a verbal warning, which the thug ignored. The drone, then, committed to a lightning-fast, incapacitating assault on that thug. A trio of stunning darts flashed out from openings in the drone’s left hand and struck the thug, digging deep while, with its right hand, the drone grabbed the thug and slammed the adversary to the floor.

      And failed.

      Mynx shook her head and wiped away the simulation, with the second thug holding its knife to the child’s throat. The drones kept over-committing, but if Mynx lowered the aggression, then they sat and waited until they were trapped, it was⁠—

      A tug on her mind. Attention. Mynx slid, the dunes, the mansion, everything disappearing until she opened her eyes back in her lab. Behind her, one of Reeve’s floating micro-drones retracted its steel claw from her shoulder.

      “She’s here,” Reeves said. “Dr. Jones.”

      “I’m coming,” Mynx replied. “And Reeves? I’ll have that tea now.”
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      Smooth, creamy, and loaded with sugar. Aegis sipped the latte from the top floor of his—no, the Paragon’s—tower. Beyond the penthouses’ blast-proof glass walls, beneath him, Manhattan’s chaos spread into late-morning life. Industry churned down in those streets, in those buildings blending old and new architecture, and beyond sat the water, bustling with ships.

      Anomalies, normals, living and working together. No longer at each other’s throats, no longer scared of what might come. The Paragons had built this, a new world standing tall on its forebear’s ashes.

      “Would you sit down?” Celice said, walking barefoot on the wood floor and carrying bandages and ointments in her arms like she was going to perform an amputation.

      Aegis followed his daughter’s orders anyway, relaxing back into the wide chair that sat near the window. His command station kept a perfect view, with monitors available to rise from floor slots at his request. Right now, right now he just wanted to drink his coffee, but he shrugged the thick robe off of his left shoulder, ignoring the ache when he did so.

      “Is this really necessary?” Aegis said as Celice set about unraveling the bandages from the night before.

      Blood spotted the gauze, faded and far from the drenched wounds Aegis had seen on other gunshot victims. Yes, he might not be as invincible as he’d been decades ago, but Aegis could still take a hit better than anyone else.

      “If you can get hurt, you can get infected,” Celice said, tending to his shoulder with caring exactness. “What would the world think if their greatest Champion fell to disease?”

      Aegis slugged the latte. The ointment chilled his shoulder. Aegis counted two deployment drones making a slow crossing route through the sky, their deep blue bodies looking so much like floating pills.

      “I expect you to lie if that ever happens,” Aegis said. “Claim it was a hidden attack by Outbreak, or Patient Zero.”

      “Can’t do that, Dad.” Celice put the new wrap on, tight and soft. “Both died years ago.”

      “Did they? How?” Aegis should know this, but there had been so many anomalies, so many normals the Paragons had sent away.

      Celice stood back, cocked her head. “The same way all your villains die, dad. Rotting in the ocean.”

      Ah, yes. That place. Mynx handled that grim business, so Aegis tended to ignore it. Once the fight finished, he was happy to turn over the aftermath to those more interested in it.

      “I noticed my calendar is empty today.” Aegis swapped topics.

      “I cleared it.” Celice pointed at the wound. “You need to rest.”

      “I do not.”

      “You do, and you will.” Celice looked so defiant, all set up in the Paragon’s professional uniform, though she’d left the blue blazer behind for her dad’s medical dirty work. “I’m telling you, dad, you have to stop this. You’re worth too much to the Paragons to risk yourself.”

      “Just to the Paragons?” Aegis cracked a smile.

      Celice rolled her eyes. “To me, too. But I’m serious. Have you thought about what would happen if you didn’t come back from one of these? What happens when you retire?” His daughter ended the question with a flourish to the city below. “All this rests on what you made.”

      She wasn’t wrong. The world had been run by fear; anomalies and normals facing off with their abilities and their guns. How easy it would be to go back to that without the mantel of the original Champions and their Paragons covering the world. Time after time, Aegis, Mynx, and the other six had saved civilization from itself, and then they’d taken the reins to run it. What would happen when they let go?

      “You’re right.” Aegis delivered the admission with the straight-eyed slate speech he’d been doing almost since birth, a determined look that guaranteed honesty and follow-through. “I’ll call a summit. We’ll talk transitions. Get a plan together.”

      Celice stood up, stepped back and leaned against the glass, putting her body one structural failure away from a short, fatal trip into the city. With the sun giving back-light, and her dark, shoulder-cropped hair staying in perfect balance through some magic Aegis couldn’t fathom, his daughter looked the image of a business executive headlining an article on corporate power. The sort of thing Aegis had grown up reading about, had matured into working for, and then disposed of when it stopped being useful.

      “Not good enough,” Celice said. “You want to transition, you have to live to see it.”

      “What?”

      “Stay on the sidelines, dad.” Celice didn’t plead, she ordered. “You’ve done enough. Find someone to take over, and, for once, enjoy yourself.”

      “Talking with my daughter, overlooking the greatest city in the world with a delicious breakfast isn’t enjoying myself?”

      Celice shook her head, stared at the ground like she did whenever she wanted to hide an emotion. Aegis guessed laughter, this time, based on her hand coming up to shade her eyes. When Celice looked up, though, gravity had retaken its hold on her face.

      “Promise, dad. You’re not going out again. Not for these little things.”

      Another sip. Truth was, the small runs were tiring, even if he enjoyed them. Stopping crooks was a hobby, a way to keep his skills sharp, but small fry weren’t worth dying for.

      “I promise, Celice. I won’t go saving the world anymore, just for you.”

      “Good.” Celice glanced at her wrist, where a wrap-around bracelet turned from stylized silver-black to blue at her look and displayed a calendar too small for Aegis to read. Celice always had the fashionable Tamas. “Have to get going, dad. Northeast wants to discuss their new headquarters project.”

      “Hold on,” Aegis said as his daughter started going past him. “We spent all this time talking about me. What’re you doing? I haven’t had to chase away any new boyfriends lately.”

      Celice stopped, quipped a laugh. “Boyfriend? After taking care of you and all your Paragons, none of whom know what they’re doing outside of a fight, by the way, I don’t have much time for dating. Besides, once someone hears who I am, who my dad is, they stop acting normal.”

      “Ah, I’m not so bad.”

      “Sure.” Celice tapped the glass-metal side table where Aegis’s remaining breakfast sat, bordered by a circular, plastic case smaller than Aegis’s hand. Inside it, split into sections, were little colored ovals. “Remember to take them all. The new ones are for the pain.”

      Before Aegis finished his latte, Celice vanished into the elevator. He looked at the pills. The water in a new glass waiting. Conditions to treat, and Aegis rattled them off in his head. Each one its own surprise when it came, another marker of Time, that invincible foe the Paragons hadn’t been able to defeat.

      Yet.

      But they’d been able to win against everyone else. No military, no police. All the governments dissolved into parts beneath the Paragon’s protection. Peace covered the planet, and anyone who disturbed it was dealt with in swift, final fashion. At first, complaints. Then, the people learned. The normals accepted and the anomalies understood their role, the part their gifts needed to play in helping the world.

      Aegis took the pills. One in, one sip, one down. Stood as he started, took the long step right up to the glass and watched the mass beneath him churn.

      All of this depended on him, and Celice was right. When—if—Aegis couldn’t protect them all anymore, when he couldn’t deliver on the promises the Paragons made to the world, someone else must. Better for him to choose that someone than rely on the Paragons themselves to sort it out. Better for all of the Champions to choose.

      “Polly,” Aegis spoke loud so the system’s receivers could catch it. “Send a message to the Champions.”

      “Ready.”

      Polly’s voice was always so cheerful. Aegis had found it annoying, but then the AI’s relentless optimism had grown on him, peppy light on a gloomy day. There were enough difficulties in life, having a computer that spoke with bubbly joy wasn’t one of them.

      “We need to meet. It’s time to decide what happens next.”
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      Kat operated in monosyllables. She didn’t have energy for more, not after hauling Vedder back to the rover, tracing him, and then dropping the anomaly at a hospital on her way back. Barring some bad luck, Kat would never need to see Vedder again. With some good luck, the anomaly would earn Kat plenty of reps through his new, forced career as a Paragon.

      Her apartment’s stench, a potent mixture of old laundry and dog hair that grew into a toxic cloud whenever the windows were shut, wrapped Kat in its strangling embrace and the tracker stumbled into a space best described as stricken. It wasn’t clear what had happened, or was happening, in the apartment but something terrible had occurred. Clothes, food and things that may have once been food but were now entire ecosystems, jumbled boxes from prior moves never opened, and treasures Kat once knew yet now regarded as stuff lumped throughout the one-bedroom space. Without the lights on, with the curtains drawn, the junk shadows loomed.

      Seeker burst by Kat and tackled the horrors with tongue-wagging delight, barking up a storm that would annoy the neighbors excepting it was noon and nobody was left in this working stiff complex. With the apartments too small for comfortable at-home offices, Kat watched the every-morning escapade as the building emptied out into the streets of Chicago, people struggling to find their way to support the Paragons, earn their reps, and come home
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