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      A dense white fog buried the street, an ocean of thick mist that made it practically impossible to see what you were doing. Or, in this case, who you were chasing.

      For elementalist Jack Williams, it was a duel of skill. The lithe figure ahead of him in the mist was doing everything within her power to lose him. The fog was an advantage for her, as she was a type of water elementalist. Jack had an advantage of his own, though. Versatility. Unlike any other elementalist, Jack could call on the powers of more than one element. He was highly skilled with air and fire and learning to draw on earth as well.

      Who would prove stronger, at least under current circumstances? At the moment, it was looking like she would get away. The cold, heavy air burned Jack’s lungs as he ran, trying to catch up with the amazingly agile woman sprinting down the foggy street.

      She didn’t know Jack had not yet shown her the full extent of his abilities. If he wanted to, he could simply call on the power of air to fly over her head and land in front of her. For now, he contented himself with keeping her in sight. At some point, he would have to call on his advanced powers to end this chase.

      There, up ahead of them. A tall chain link fence. She might be able to flow through it, but the transformation would delay her. Then…

      No. She lunged at the fence, and her long, feminine form stretched like she was about to dive through it. Jack winced, expecting her belated attempt at transformation to end painfully, but her body rippled and shimmered before she hit, and she seemed to plunge through the chain links as if they weren’t even there.

      The woman’s body twisted into a roll on the other side of the fence. The motion was so relaxed, so boneless, that she looked like a rolling wave for several feet before the shape sprang up and became a tall, lithe woman in a full run. From beginning to end of this double transformation, she never slowed down.

      Jack had seen some crazy things over the last several months. Ever since he escaped with his friends from the underground base where the SPP and the FPM had tried to imprison him, he’d been traveling the country looking for other elementalists who hadn’t been claimed or killed by either agency.

      SPP was short for “Special Paranormal Projects,” a top-secret government initiative related to paranormal research. The SPP looked into everything from psychic abilities to telekinesis to elemental powers like those Jack possessed. Although the initiative explored the mysteries of the supernatural, they still had areas of research they considered too sensitive or dangerous for public consumption.

      When this occurred, the SPP called in its sister agency, “Forbidden Paranormal Materials.” The FPM was essentially a goon squad assigned to deal with anyone experimenting with these taboo skills. Sometimes this meant capturing and recruiting them. Sometimes it meant killing them.

      The FPM had already tried to kill Jack more than once. He was convinced they were also responsible for his parents’ deaths.

      That was the reason he sought other elementalists, people the FPM hadn’t managed to shut up yet. During this quest, Jack had seen all kinds of strange abilities he hadn’t known existed, but he had never met anyone who could do what this woman had done.

      Transforming her body into liquid form and back at a run, performing a full transformation seamlessly without losing any momentum, then immediately turning back into a woman. It was amazing. Jack had never seen anything like it, and he couldn’t do the same thing himself. He was so impressed that he almost ran out of time to make an air-assisted jump over the same fence.

      He made it but had to tuck his feet so the fence mesh wouldn’t snag him. He staggered as he came down. He didn’t quite fall, though it was not the graceful effort he knew he was capable of. Luckily for him, the elementalist he was chasing looked over her shoulder and slowed down as he made the jump.

      He wasn’t sure, but he thought her jaw dropped as he cleared the fence. It was impossible for the average person. Now she knew who she was dealing with, which unfortunately made violence a more likely scenario.

      Many elementalists used their powers irresponsibly, and some were murderously violent individuals. Others tried to avoid violence against innocent civilians, using their powers to lethal effect only when threatened by another elementalist. That was now the situation as far as this woman was concerned.

      The only thing Jack had going for himself was her temporary loss of speed. He decided to capitalize on this by increasing his running speed with some help from his air abilities, so he was essentially jumping from place to place, pushed along by the wind.

      “Stop,” he called. “I only want to talk!”

      The shout had the opposite effect of what Jack intended. The woman bolted away at twice the speed, thickening the air between them to a dense wall of mist.

      It was time for Jack to make use of his versatility. He countered the blockade by lashing out with a fiery punch, scattering the mist in a cloud of steam.

      A voice came through an earbud tucked into his left ear.

      “This one is fast.”

      “Yeah, no kidding, Bart.”

      “Faster than you, buddy.”

      Bart, also known as Black Bart, was an AI Jack had programmed when he was twelve and perfected over the years. Jack had given the AI a sarcastic sense of humor, which didn’t always make him the easiest to work with. Bart was stored in Jack’s smart phone, protected by a fireproof case.

      “She’s trending right, Jack. Adjust.” This second voice was Rachel, the friend who had met Jack on the same day he’d discovered his powers when two FPM Coursers had tried to burn him alive by setting fire to his laboratory.

      Jack and Rachel had been attracted to each other since the moment they’d met, but they had deliberately decided to let their relationship develop slowly. Sometimes that pace felt glacial to Jack, but Rachel’s computer skills made her a tremendous asset, whatever the state of things between them.

      “Adjusting,” he replied. As soon as he turned right, he saw the woman he was chasing ahead of him in the mist.

      “If this fog gets much thicker, I’m going to lose her,” he commented.

      “Shouldn’t you be flying, then?” asked Bart. “You’d catch her in a second.”

      “I don’t love the idea of flying when I can’t see a foot in front of me,” he replied.

      “Good point,” Bart conceded. “You could end up flying right into a house. All too easily.”

      That wasn’t Jack’s only concern. He also needed to maintain his energy in case he ended up in a protracted battle. Flying was one of the more exhausting skills in his repertoire, and if he did it too much, he might not have the juice to win an extended fight.

      “Hold on,” Jack told the others. “I’m going to try to gain a little ground on her.”

      He used his air power to blow some of the fog away, giving him a clear line of sight to the woman he was pursuing. She noticed him doing it at the last minute. However, she couldn’t use an attack from this distance to stop him or even slow him down.

      On his next step, Jack boosted himself with his air power and shot toward her with tremendous speed, making up most of the distance by the time his foot touched the ground.

      Then she proved him wrong. She couldn’t attack him effectively with water at a distance, but she could make the ground into slippery mud as he touched down. Jack’s foot slipped from under him so fast he had no time to catch himself and landed on his back so hard it rattled his teeth.

      She regained most of the distance by the time he got to his feet and moved again.

      “Oh, God. That hurt,” he muttered under his breath.

      “You’re telling me,” Bart replied. As an AI, Bart could not actually feel any pain. Still, he was in Jack’s pocket, so in a sense, Bart had taken the fall right along with him.

      “I’m going to try again,” Jack told the others. “I’ll have to pick a better landing spot this time.”

      Rachel broke in again. “Jack, so you’re aware, the chatter I’m hearing suggests an FPM Courser team is in the area.”

      “Great. That’s just what I need.”

      He was chasing this woman to keep the FPM from catching her, as their only goal would be to kill or recruit her. They would have already made that decision based on their own criteria.

      He needed to catch up with her and make her listen to him before the Coursers came out of nowhere and made whatever move they had in mind. After hearing him out, she would know what dangers she faced. Then she could decide how to handle those dangers herself. If she wanted to join the FPM, and they’d decided to let her, Jack didn’t have the right to interfere with that decision. If she wanted her autonomy, they wouldn’t give it to her. She’d have to take it for herself.

      “Park up ahead,” Bart told him. “Canal on the other side.”

      “Shit.”

      Jack cleared the fog ahead again and glimpsed the woman racing across the park toward the fence at the far side. She was making for the canal.

      If she jumped into the water, the chase was over. Jack could never hope to catch her in her own element. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her, but he needed to talk to her before she disappeared. It was time to call on his earth powers.

      Unfortunately for both of them, Jack had only begun to learn how to use earth power. As he drew on it, the earth in front of her rose suddenly, forming a barrier. He only intended to raise a wall she couldn’t flow through, but the ground by the canal was already wet, and her presence only made it wetter. It turned into a muddy wave that swelled up and slapped her down with an audible crack.

      Jack cringed when the mud smacked her. His failure to control the power upset him, but it wasn’t only that. He’d chased her so he could talk to her before the FPM, but he wasn’t sure how likely she was to believe his good intentions after she regained her senses. Not when he’d knocked her out with a wave of mud.

      Thinking of nothing other than helping her however she needed, Jack jogged toward the fallen elementalist.

      “Jack!” Rachel shouted in his ear to get his attention. He looked up in time to see a group of Coursers headed toward him from less than twenty feet away. They’d been waiting in ambush, although he wasn’t sure where. They must have calculated she’d head for the canal, and this park was the most likely point for her to try to reach it.

      Their sudden appearance took Jack by surprise, but he managed to react in time. He was seriously outnumbered but had powers any group of Coursers would have difficulty fighting. Even with the nodules on their necks that gave them unnatural strength.

      Jack motioned a right hook at one of the approaching Coursers, and a blast of air hit him in the face and knocked him off his feet. The man behind him drew a left jab from Jack, a less powerful attack but still strong enough to make him stumble. Jack performed a spinning jump kick and hit him with a blast of wind so powerful it spun the man and dropped him to his knees.

      More of them were closing in now. It was time to take the gloves off. Jack surrounded himself with a fire tornado, making it impossible for the Coursers to get close without being burned alive.

      To his surprise, one of the Coursers ran at him with a long, transparent riot shield in his hands. By crouching behind it, the man protected himself from the fire tornado. What he couldn’t do was protect himself from the wind. It whipped behind his shield and flipped him over, spraining a leg badly enough for the man to cry out in pain.

      Something hit Jack from behind, and he staggered.

      What the hell was that?

      Something else almost hit him before the wind caught it and hurled it over the fence. A heavy glass bottle lay on the ground. Fortunately, it hadn’t broken when it hit him.

      That’s what they’re throwing at me? Bottles?

      But it wasn’t only bottles. The Coursers kept their distance and threw anything they could get their hands on. Rocks, sticks, abandoned toys, whatever.

      Most of the objects hit the air and fire tornado. When they encountered the wind, it hurled them across the park. A few got through, smacking into his head or his arms, or in one case, his jaw.

      Protecting himself from flying objects hurled with unnatural strength drew all Jack’s attention. He had hardly any focus left to spare the woman he’d been chasing. Or to notice some of the Coursers breaking away to apprehend her.

      To stop the Coursers from overwhelming him, Jack suddenly dropped the fire tornado and went on the offensive. He lashed out with an arc of fire that drove the Coursers out of his way and set one man’s arm alight. He ran off shrieking in search of water, leaving a gap Jack could run through.

      As he sprinted toward the woman, she looked up. The mud had stunned her, but she had gathered her wits enough to see the Coursers closing in from multiple directions.

      The woman slid into a new shape with amazing speed. She became a puddle of water and rolled toward the fence, trying to escape down the slope to the canal.

      This wasn’t the Coursers’ first rodeo, though. They clearly knew what sort of person they were dealing with and had come prepared. As they closed in, each man pulled out something like a weaponized cattle prod.

      The first Courser to reach her jabbed his device beneath her surface. A loud, electrical buzz sounded, then the woman shifted into her human shape, spasming as the shock’s aftereffects coursed through her body.

      It was painful to see, and it filled Jack with uncontrollable fury. He improvised a new attack on the spot, combining fire and air to create a torrent of burning wind. The blast made every Courser in its path feel like he was inside an oven. They broke and ran, but the water elementalist also cried out in pain. Jack dropped his burning wind, content to have driven the Coursers away.

      He heard their voices as they ran back to their vehicles. “Demiurge contacted. In full retreat. Repeat: Demiurge contacted, we are in full retreat!”

      Shit. I know that word.

      “Did they say what I think they said?” Black Bart asked him.

      “You heard them. Demiurge contacted.”

      “But the Demiurge is you!”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Rachel, the expert hacker of the group, had managed to listen in on many SPP and FPM conversations over the past few months. That was how Bart and Jack knew this term. The Demiurge was him, or the FPM’s code word for him.

      The Geomancer, an earth elementalist he’d worked with while staying at the SPP base, had tried to give him the handle “Jack of All Trades.” It referred to his unique ability to access more than one elemental power. The name hadn’t taken, partly because another elementalist called Dust Devil had objected to it so strongly.

      He didn’t much like “the Demiurge,” though. If he remembered correctly, it was a Platonic philosophy concept referring to a lesser creator. In the Gnostic religion, the Demiurge was a false god who ruled the inferior world he had created with his borrowed powers.

      In other words, the handle was an obscure put-down, no doubt the work of Dr. Nguyen, the head of the SPP. It was hard to believe any of the knuckle-draggers at the FPM could have come up with something like that.

      “Looks like the game’s up,” Bart commented.

      “Yeah. All these months trying to avoid their attention, and now it’s gone up in smoke.”

      “It couldn’t have lasted forever, guy.”

      Lately, Bart had been experimenting with his language model by calling Jack buddy, guy, or occasionally pal.

      “I guess not. Let’s get this woman to the van.”

      The woman didn’t do anything when he approached her. Thankfully, she was unconscious. Otherwise, she might try all kinds of tricks to knock him down, slip away from him, or simply dissolve in his arms.

      He got one arm under her shoulders and the other under her knees. Then he scooped her up and looked around.

      There it was. A van approached with his old college mentor Dr. Marcus Thompson driving. Formerly his chemistry professor and now his protector, Dr. Thompson was on an extended leave from the university. Like Jack and Rachel, Dr. Thompson was a fugitive, so he seemed unlikely to ever return from leave.

      With his teaching job unfortunately interrupted, Dr. Thompson had taken on the roles of wheelman and adviser, especially on either science or strategy. Right now, he was the wheelman, barreling across the park at such a high speed that it looked like the van was in danger of flipping over.

      It didn’t flip over, although it might have if it hadn’t carried so much weight. They’d been using the van as a mobile base of operations, and it was far too bottom-heavy to tip under these conditions.

      The van screeched to a halt before Jack, who still held the unconscious water elementalist in his arms. “Hey, Jack! Let’s get going. They could stage a counterattack at any moment!”

      The van’s side door slid open, and Jack laid the unconscious woman on one of the seats. He hopped in beside her, and the van took off before he could secure his seatbelt.
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      As soon as Jack managed to fasten his seat belt, he glanced at Rachel sitting up front next to Dr. Thompson. He still found her as appealing as the day he met her, with pretty blue eyes and curly brown hair. She turned and gave him a worried look, which, unfortunately, was one of the most common looks she gave him.

      “That was close, wasn’t it?”

      “They took me by surprise.” Jack shrugged. “I drove them off, though. With a new fire and air attack. I’m calling it burning wind.”

      “Jesus.” Rachel shuddered. Some aspects of elemental power could be frightening.

      “Run our new friend’s info by me?” he asked Rachel, more to get her mind off his scary powers than anything else.

      “Sure.” She seemed to know what he was doing but played along anyway. “Her name is Tasha Rinaldi, also known as Beachlife27808. The latter is her favorite handle on the internet, at least when she’s posting indiscreet comments about her unusual condition, as she did within the past month. That’s how we found her. Uh… Is she okay, Jack?”

      He glanced over at Tasha, who was so profoundly unconscious it looked more like a coma than actual sleep. She wasn’t snoring or anything, only lying there in complete oblivion.

      “I know, it looks bad,” Jack replied. “Still, she was using a lot of power while running for her life. That is exhausting if you haven’t been trained for it, as we know from experience. I expect part of it is her body wanting to make sure she’s caught up.”

      “Okay,” replied Rachel. “I guess that makes sense, but damn. She looks messed up. I’d hate to be responsible for harming her.”

      Jack put a finger below her nose and felt a faint breath coming out. “Well, she’s breathing. When she wakes up, we’d better have some food for her because she will be ravenous.”

      “There’s a twenty-four-hour Walgreens about a mile away.” Rachel pointed left, and Dr. Thompson turned at the intersection. “We can grab some food there and prepare it back at the campsite.”

      The campsite was the temporary home of Rachel’s mother and brother, who had been on the run since the trouble had started. The two of them had developed many skills for living on the road and taught them to the others over the past few months.

      When they got to the Walgreens, Rachel ran inside while Jack and Dr. Thompson waited in the van to keep an eye on Tasha. If she came to her senses while they were parked here, she could change into a stream of water and flow through the gaps in the van’s body. Their only chance was to convince her to listen before she escaped.

      “Rachel was right, my boy,” Dr. Thompson scolded him. His old mentor took a semi-paternal attitude with him sometimes, which caused him to criticize Jack for his many errors in judgment.

      “That it was close? Yeah, sure, but what could I do? If we hadn’t caught up with her, they would have. In which case they would have recruited her, which is like being a prisoner since you can’t quit…or they would have killed her.”

      “I know, I know. I’m only saying…try to pay attention to your surroundings when we’re approaching an elementalist. There’s always the possibility of an FPM ambush.”

      Jack nodded. “That’s true enough. It’s a bit of a contradiction, really.”

      “How’s that?”

      “Well, we’re all technically fugitives,” Jack explained. “That means we don’t want to be found. When you don’t want to be found, you keep your head down. Are we keeping our heads down, though? Not really. Instead, we’re repeatedly seeking out the same people our enemies hunt on a daily basis. This means we’re repeatedly creating a situation where we could be caught or killed. Maybe we need to reassess the entire plan.”

      “It’s worth some consideration,” Dr. Thompson replied with a thoughtful expression. “On the other hand, if we plan to recruit people the FPM would otherwise hunt down as part of a broader goal of weakening the organization, degrading its capabilities, and eventually destroying it… Well, frankly, I don’t see any other realistic way to accomplish that.”

      “Hmm.” Jack bit his lip. “I don’t know. If we knew where all their secret bases were…”

      “But we don’t,” replied the professor. “Even if we did, it’s not like we can destroy them without help. You’d have to fight every elementalist at every one of those bases. Not to mention who knows how many Coursers.”

      “I know. In any case, we have to move again as soon as possible.”

      Dr. Thompson nodded. “I’m glad we agree on that point anyway. After a close encounter like that, it doesn’t make sense to stick around longer than we have to.”

      “Yeah, they were talking about me too. They knew who I was.”

      “What did they call you?”

      “The Demiurge. I heard them call it in on their radios.”

      “Interesting,” the professor replied. “Well, that confirms it.”

      “I suppose so. It’s kind of exhausting, isn’t it?”

      “What, moving again? We’ve had to do it plenty of times.”

      Jack smiled ruefully. “That’s what I find exhausting about it!”

      They’d already moved many times over the past few months. There wasn’t any choice, considering the SPP and the FPM had arranged to have a variety of made-up criminal charges leveled against them.

      This complicated everything, given they hoped to develop a relationship with another free elementalist somewhere. In their ongoing struggle against the SPP and the FPM, they’d made contact with free elementalists scattered across the country.

      Unfortunately, most of them were understandably more paranoid and careful than the average person, unwilling to trust anyone or anything. As they’d discovered repeatedly, most of them already knew they were in danger from some formidable yet shadowy government agency. They’d managed to stay alive by keeping to the shadows and had no interest in stepping out. Definitely not to wage war on that agency.

      Most of those who responded to their overtures wouldn’t agree to meet them in person. When one of them did, it was only with the most extensive and, in some cases, quixotic precautions. Occasionally, they ran into one who tried to kill them. When that happened, Jack had to fight his way to safety with no opportunity for a real conversation.

      Tasha Rinaldi was different, not only because of her unusual ability to transform into water and back on a moment’s notice. However, that was certainly unusual enough.

      “Look,” Jack told the professor. “Tasha seemed not to have a clear understanding of what she is, or anything about the world of the paranormal, really.”

      Dr. Thompson nodded. “Right…”

      “For a long time now, I’ve wanted to work with another elementalist to see what we could do together to strike a blow against our enemies. So far, hardly anyone has been interested in meeting me in person, much less working together. Most of them told me not to contact them again on the pain of a fate worse than death. The few who agreed to meet with me were just as bad. They either straight-up refused to work with me or tried to attack me.”

      “So, this is why you want to reassess our strategy?” the professor suggested.

      Jack had hoped this young woman’s relative ignorance would help. As Rachel had said, she’d been posting questions about her condition in public chat forums less than a month ago, for goodness sake.

      “I’m not sure if that’s what I want yet,” Jack replied noncommittally. “Look, if she agrees to help, we can plan an attack against the FPM. If we strike a blow together, that might be enough to get some of the other elementalists and paranormals we’ve encountered out of hiding to help me.”

      “Right. Except we ran her into an FPM ambush, got her shocked into unconsciousness, nearly got her abducted, then abducted her ourselves,” the professor pointed out.

      “Hmm. I admit it doesn’t sound too good when you put it that way. You really think she’s going to hold all that against us?” Jack asked.

      The professor stared at him like he’d suddenly sprouted a unicorn horn.

      Jack sighed. “Well, okay. Maybe we should tell her who’s after her and let her go.”

      “No way,” Bart interjected.

      “What’s that, Bart?”

      One of Bart’s worst habits, socially speaking, was his tendency to interrupt Jack’s conversations with other people.

      “I said, no way. She’s got abilities, right? Like abilities no one else seems to have?”

      Jack looked at the professor. “Bart is pointing out that Tasha here has unique abilities.”

      “Right,” replied Bart. “Which makes her somewhat like you, as you also have abilities no one else has. Who better to recruit for your little guerrilla project against the SPP and the FPM? They’ve got the regular elementalists. Well, those they haven’t killed off already. You should recruit the special ones exclusively. It’ll give you the advantage in every battle with them.”

      “Hmm. Bart seems to think Tasha would be an asset.”

      “That may well be true,” Dr. Thompson replied. “But it hardly changes the fact that we’ve kidnapped her.”

      “No, you don’t understand. This woman can do things I don’t think anyone else can do.”

      Dr. Thompson cocked his head to the side, intrigued. “What sort of things?”

      “Based on the questions she was asking on the internet, she only discovered her powers two or three months ago. Right?”

      “That matches what I remember, yes.” Dr. Thompson was listening intently.

      “Well, when I was chasing her, she showed remarkable control and ability. She jumped through a chain link fence by changing into water in midair, then changed back into human form on the other side without slowing down. Now, you tell me. Does that sound like someone who recently figured out she could manipulate water?”

      “Fair enough. But I’d point out that you survived being engulfed in fire the first time you manifested any powers. So, this is perhaps not totally unheard of. In any case, the young woman is going to be skittish along with everything else. We need to decide how far we’ll go if this gets out of hand.”

      Jack frowned. “How far we’ll go?”

      “To protect her. From herself, if necessary. Jack, think about it. Things could get hairy quickly, and if she runs off, she won’t be putting only herself at risk. She’ll also be a possible link to us. If the young woman wants us to drop her off somewhere and never bother her again, are we willing to do that, even with the risks to us?”

      Jack laughed. “I don’t see what choice we have. She can literally change into water when she wants to. How will we hold her if she doesn’t want to be held?”

      “Well, how did the FPM intend to hold her?”

      “Oh, they came prepared. They had something that looked like an electric cattle prod, and they stuck it in the water as soon as she changed. It knocked her out while forcing her to resume her human form.”

      “That does seem a little harsh for us, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, Professor, I’d say so. Only one thing separates us from the SPP and FPM, and that’s our respect for human rights.”

      “Yes, I see that,” Dr. Thompson replied. “But are we going to take that stance even if it means we get caught? Surely there have to be exceptions for our own security…”

      Jack shook his head. “Not when it comes to recruitment. That’s what the FPM does. If we’re going to become like them, we might as well have joined the agency when we had the chance.”

      Dr. Thompson nodded. “Okay, Jack, you’re right. It’s tough thinking Nora’s still in there, though.”

      They’d left the professor’s daughter Nora behind on the day they escaped the SPP. Not to abandon her but because she had willingly decided to join the organization. It still hurt for the professor to think about it.

      Jack clapped his mentor on the shoulder. “I understand. So, yes, we will let Tasha go if she asks, but there are some things we can do to make this less likely. For one thing, we can make sure Rachel’s mom is the first one she sees. With food in hand because she’ll certainly be hungry.”

      Dr. Thompson nodded again. “Okay. However, there is an element of risk to that. She will know not only your face but Rachel’s mother’s as well.”

      Jack frowned. “No matter what we do, there is no perfect option. There isn’t even a safe one. What would you do, professor?”

      “I can’t answer that,” the professor told him. “You’re the one trying to pull together the paranormal community, not me. You need to make your own choices and live with the results of those choices.”

      “That’s harsh, Professor. Don’t you think?”

      “I’m not trying to be harsh, Jack. I’m really trying to teach you how to make hard decisions. The kind of decisions a leader often has to make.”

      Jack turned the professor’s argument around. “Good leadership, like good science, starts with going to others to see what they’ve done or what they can do. Learning from others is the best way for me to form a bedrock to build something that will stand up to scrutiny.”

      Dr. Thompson threw his head back and laughed. “You’re so much better with words than I am, Jack. I sometimes think you should have been an English major if you weren’t so good at chemistry.”

      Jack smiled. “Does that mean I’ve convinced you to give me some advice?”

      “Yes, I suppose you have. It’s a good place to start, anyway.” He sighed. “So, this is how it looks to me. The exposure of Rachel’s mother is not inconsiderable. On the other hand, I know she would be willing, and the possible benefit is worth a try. Maybe we can get Tasha to accept the reality of the situation gradually. Tasha is scared right now, and fear kills rational thought. We need to work on changing it to more of a healthy caution. Both for her sake and ours.”

      Rachel emerged from the Walgreens and walked toward them, carrying two or three full plastic bags in each hand. When she reached the van, she passed the bags to Jack and crawled into the front passenger seat.

      “What next?” she asked.

      “To the campsite,” Jack told her, and Dr. Thompson pulled out.

      The so-called campsite was an abandoned carpet wholesaler’s warehouse a few miles from the nearest town. It was a convenient place to pull in with their vehicles and enjoy some peace and quiet whenever they needed it.

      They needed to make sure no one saw them because they had no legal right to be there. That was what made the location so perfect. Outside of any town, it was technically part of an unincorporated section of the county and patrolled solely by the Sheriff’s Department. Which was chronically underfunded and understaffed.

      As for the building’s owners, Rachel’s research had established the old warehouse belonged to an investment company in Bahrain. It was technically up for sale through a local realtor, but the property had been on the market for several years with no reason to think it would sell anytime soon.

      In other words, the odds were against anyone realizing they were there.

      On the way there, Jack explained his plan to Rachel.

      “We need to convince Tasha we aren’t a threat, or she’ll transform into water and flow away to the nearest stream. If I’m the first thing she sees when she wakes up…”

      Rachel nodded. “She’ll see the guy who was chasing her before someone shocked her with a cattle prod.”

      “Right. So we thought it might be a good idea to have your mom greet her, maybe with some dinner in hand. You know, ease her into it.”

      “Sure, that sounds good to me,” she replied.

      Jack was relieved. He hadn’t been sure how Rachel would react to this plan. Before they’d gone on the road, Jack and Rachel had a big fight when she accused him of endangering her family with his problems, so this was a touchy subject. She seemed okay with it, though, so he sat back and relaxed for the rest of the drive.

      When they pulled into the back parking lot of the old warehouse, Jack smelled the river somewhere to the left. Something about the scent of water made him anxious, but he was so eager to run their plan by Rachel’s mother that he couldn’t put his finger on what.

      He opened the sliding door and spotted Mrs. Jones. Or Karen, as she sometimes insisted he call her. She was sitting up with a cup of coffee outside the camper, crouching forward on her folding chair.

      “Rachel! I’m glad you’re back. How did it go this time? Did you bag a wizard?”

      “Bag a wizard?” Rachel blinked.

      “You know, a hero with magical powers.” Karen gestured as if this would help everyone else understand what she was saying. “A superhero? I don’t know…”

      “An elementalist,” Jack replied. “And yes, she’s passed out in the back.”

      “Ooh!” replied Mrs. Jones. “Will I get to meet her?”

      “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about,” Jack told her. “You see, we were kind of hoping you could be the first one to greet her. She may have been…traumatized by the…collection process.”

      “Jack ran into the FPM while he was trying to catch her,” Rachel clarified. “They shocked her repeatedly with cattle prods until Jack drove them off.”

      “Well, that is simply brutish!” Karen shook her head as if trying to fling the disgusting thought from her mind. “And you want me to talk to her?”

      “And maybe give her some food,” Jack added. “We think it might make her more willing to hear us out.”

      “Sure!” She nodded. “That’s no problem. What sort of food do you…”

      Before she could finish the sentence, the camper door flung open to reveal Matt, Rachel’s sometimes hotheaded younger brother.

      “Hold on one second!”

      Shit.

      If Rachel was protective of her family, her brother was at least ten times worse. Several months before, he had nearly caused Jack a lot of trouble by trying to keep Jack away from his big sister.

      “Yes, Matt?” Jack asked as innocently as he could manage.

      Matt went on. “Look, I’m concerned about having this strange young woman around my mother. We don’t know her. She could be dangerous.”

      Rachel perked up when he said that. “You know, Jack, Matt has a point there. Do we know she isn’t dangerous?”

      “Oh, fiddlesticks!” Rachel’s mother commented. “I’m not scared of some unconscious young woman.”

      “She won’t be unconscious forever,” Matt pointed out.

      That was it. The battle lines had been drawn. For the next fifteen or twenty minutes, it was Rachel and Matt against Jack and Karen, with both kids insisting their mother should not be endangered for any reason while Karen insisted it was really up to her.

      “Come on, Jack,” Matt insisted. “There’s got to be some other solution than putting my mom in danger.”

      “He’s right, Jack,” Rachel agreed. “Why does she have to be involved?”

      “If you ask me, this is a decision I can make for myself,” Mrs. Jones replied.

      “The thing is,” Jack added and explained again why he thought this was the best plan for getting Tasha to hear them out.

      “Guys?” asked Dr. Thompson, but no one was listening to him.

      “I understand your plan, but here’s the thing,” Matt stated. “She’s actually my mom, you follow? That trumps everything. I don’t want her in danger.”

      “Guys!” repeated Dr. Thompson more emphatically. Again, no one seemed to hear him.

      Rachel sighed. “Come on, Jack. We wouldn’t ask you to…”

      She stopped. She couldn’t ask Jack to risk his parents because he didn’t have any. They’d both died mysteriously several years ago.

      “I really must insist!” Dr. Thompson called. “She has escaped.”

      “Escaped?” asked Rachel’s mom, with a confused frown.

      “Yes, escaped! Look at the dark spot on the van seat!” He pointed into the vehicle, where the evidence showed Tasha had gone liquid again and drained out through the cracks and gaps in the van.

      “Oh, shit!”

      Jack rushed to the other side of the van, suddenly realizing why he was so nervous when he smelled the river. Rivers are water, and Tasha was a creature of water. If she got in there, she would escape, and in all likelihood, they would never see her again.

      On the far side of the van, damp tracks showed she had become solid again quickly. He rushed back to the van and found a scrap of blue fabric in the doorway. Some of her clothing had caught inside the door and ripped off as she slid through.

      The tracks headed toward the waterway.

      She’s going to get away!

      Tasha was still trying to do what she had wanted to do before. It wouldn’t be easy for her, though. He could tell from the tracks that her gait was uneven and wobbly. She was exhausted, and if she went into the water like this and tried to transform, she might simply pass out and drown.

      Jack pointed. “She’s going to drown. Come on!”

      “Good riddance,” Matt remarked, but Rachel changed her tune when she saw the muddy footprints.

      “Come on,” she announced. “We’ve got to catch her!”

      Realizing he had already lost this argument, Matt finally shut his mouth as Jack and Rachel ran after the water elementalist into the brush.
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      It didn’t take them nearly as long to catch up with Tasha as Jack would have feared. After a minute or two, they heard someone crashing through the branches ahead of them. Rachel pointed and called, “I see her! Over there!”

      Jack looked and saw Tasha weaving drunkenly between the bushes and small trees dotting the trail. A few feet ahead of her, an embankment led down to a small but fast-flowing river.

      Tasha no longer moved with the incredible speed and fluidity she’d shown earlier. For one thing, it was nighttime now, and she couldn’t see easily through the bushes in the dark. For another, she was still out of it, barely conscious enough to attempt escape.

      Jack admired her sheer determination and hoped more than ever he could convince her to be on their side. If only he could get her to pause long enough to hear them out.

      “Wait up!” he called. “We’re not going to hurt you. We only want to talk!”

      Based on her reaction, Tasha either didn’t hear him or didn’t care. She seemed to be looking for a place along the embankment that wasn’t a straight pitch down into the water, but as she heard their voices, she paused and turned. When she saw the pair coming after her, she grew more reckless and rushed toward the water.

      This was no time for discretion. Jack jumped into the air and flew on the wind as Tasha reached the edge and leaped. Her goal must have been transforming as she jumped, but she was still semi-conscious. Transformation must have needed more energy than she had.

      She plummeted toward the river, unconscious, as Jack swooped in from above.

      If she hit the water with no conscious awareness, she would sink like a stone and drown. Jack wouldn’t let that happen. He flew in from the side and scooped the woman up before she could hit the water.

      Catching her didn’t turn out to be as easy as it should have been. Her transformation attempt was partially completed, so when Jack got his arms around her she was only semi-solid.

      That was a strange feeling, and Jack almost fumbled and dropped her. Worse, she returned to fully human form as she slipped into unconsciousness, so Jack went from trying to hold an amorphous, semi-solid mass to clutching a slippery, unconscious woman. Like trying to hold a fresh-caught fish that was still trying to get away.

      His landing on the opposite bank was less than graceful, but he managed to avoid hurting either Tasha or himself too badly.

      He laid the unconscious woman on the ground and peered through the pre-dawn gloom for any glimpse of Rachel or some way she could cross the river and help him somehow.

      He was starting to feel pursuing Tasha Rinaldi had been a straight-up disaster. She didn’t know who he was or that he wasn’t any danger to her, and she was terrified. He’d only wanted to have a conversation about the FPM and ask her if she’d be willing to join the struggle against them. She hadn’t stayed in one place long enough to hear him out.

      Tasha’s instincts were clearly telling her to run at first sight of another elementalist. Those weren’t bad instincts, especially considering how many elementalists the FPM had killed. If he didn’t warn her about them, they would probably get her soon. Yet he didn’t feel he had any right to force a conversation on her. So, why was he standing over her unconscious body, trying to figure out how to get her back into captivity?

      I’m exhausted, he thought. That’s what it is. I can’t think straight, and that’s keeping me from making good decisions.

      He squinted into the darkness, still trying to find any sign of Rachel. He couldn’t see her. It was starting to seem like he should leave Tasha here to wake up. She knew people were after her. She’d be better off avoiding them on her own than if he carried her back.

      The only problem was he couldn’t do it. Leaving her without warning was simply leaving her to be killed. Even if she knew people were looking for her, she had no way of knowing who or how powerful they were.

      The sound of a racking shotgun returned Jack’s thoughts to the here and now.

      “Mind tellin’ me what you’re doin’ here before I blast a gigantic hole right in the middle of your head?”

      Jack didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t want to panic the man into pulling the trigger. “Do you mind if I turn around slowly, so we can talk about it face-to-face?”

      “I suppose not. Don’t get any dumbass ideas. This thing’ll kill you so fast it’ll take you a minute to realize you’re dead.”

      When he heard the shotgun, Jack assumed the man behind him was a redneck, maybe a farmer. That turned out to be half-true. As he slowly turned to face the man, he was surprised to find a hippie dressed in a tie-dye shirt and floppy leather hat. Or something adjacent to a hippie, anyway. That shotgun didn’t have much of a peace and love vibe, and it was pointed directly at his face.

      Jack suddenly realized who he must be dealing with. The abandoned area around the old carpet warehouse wasn’t only good for fugitive nomads. It was ideal for black market pot farmers, the kind who gave Humboldt County’s “Murder Mountain” its charming nickname.

      And wouldn’t you know it, they don’t take kindly to someone stumbling into the edge of their operation. This river must be where he gets his irrigation.

      “Hi,” he told the pot farmer. “My name is Jack.”

      “It don’t really matter what a dead man’s name is. And that’s what you’re gonna be if you don’t start explainin’ what you’re doin’ here before I lose my patience. I been ripped off too many times, and I ain’t gonna let it happen again.”

      “I’m not here to rip anybody off. Your business is your business as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, I’ll tell you what this looks like. It looks like you came here lookin’ to rob my product from me. Steal the fruits o’ my labor and whatnot. Only somethin’ went wrong, and instead of traipsin’ back in the woods there and robbin’ me blind, your woman here hit her head and got knocked out cold. Maybe you’re the one who knocked her out. You look like the type.”

      I look like the type? Since when?

      Jack didn’t enjoy having a scruffy pot farmer standing in judgment over him.

      “I’m not the type. Not at all. And I’m not here to rob anyone.”

      “Well, if you ain’t here to rob me, you must be a cop. That’s even worse for you, my friend.”

      Well, at least he’s calling me his friend now…

      “I’m not a cop either. But even if I were, it would only make your situation a hundred times worse to do anything to hurt me.”

      “Maybe.” The man didn’t look entirely convinced. “But I ain’t goin’ back to jail. So, you still got a big problem if you don’t start talkin’, mister.”

      Mister now. Is that better or worse than friend?

      Jack had watched a documentary once about Murder Mountain and the hippie pot farmers who live there. He remembered thinking they were only hippies on the surface. Below the façade, they were ruthless gangsters, and like any other gangsters, the only thing they cared about was money. On Murder Mountain, you could get killed in the blink of an eye by a guy who looked like his favorite bands were Phish and the Grateful Dead.

      “You see that woman there?” he asked the hippie.

      The man nodded slowly. Jack noticed the shotgun was absolutely solid in his hand. He wasn’t even shaking at the prospect of blowing the top half of Jack’s head off. It was simply one of the options available to him.

      “That woman is my girlfriend. We came out here for some late-night fun, y’know?”

      The words sounded so awkward coming out of his mouth that they made him cringe.

      “Uh-huh. Keep talkin’.”

      “Well, we were hoping to do a little skinny dipping, but we don’t really know the land down here. Never expected to run into anybody, that’s for sure. Anyway, we were looking for a spot to drop all our clothes and get in the water for a bit.”

      The hippie scoffed. “At five in the mornin’?”

      “What can I say?” Jack shrugged. “It’s been a long night, we’ve both been drinking, and the lady wanted to swim. Anything for love, right?”

      “Yeah, sure. Only I don’t smell any booze on you.”

      “You don’t really smell that new Hard Fizzy stuff.” Jack improvised rapidly, trying to keep the guy off-balance so he wouldn’t see the need to commit a double murder here. “Their slogan is all flavor, no funk.”

      “All flavor, no funk?” The man frowned. “That’s about the stupidest shit I ever heard.”

      You have no idea, buddy. No idea.

      “I guess it is, but I’m not the one who writes it. You know what I’m saying? I’m not really the marketing department type.”

      The hippie was still frowning. “You look like you are. To be honest, you look exactly like that type to me.”

      Hey, that’s not cool! I was a chemistry student, not a marketing major!

      “No way,” he replied. “That’s way too…buttoned down for me.”

      “Huh? Are you makin’ fun of me, you little shit?”

      “No! No, sir. Not in any way. Look, it’s like I told you. Me and my girlfriend here were looking to go skinny dipping, but before we could find a good spot to take our clothes off, she fell in the river. I had to jump in to save her.”

      They were both wet, which helped sell Jack’s story. Not as much as he would have liked, though. She wasn’t wet from falling into the river because he’d caught her in midair. He wasn’t wet from jumping into the river to save her because he’d grabbed her in time. She was wet because she was a water elementalist and had fallen unconscious while trying to transform herself into water. He was wet because he’d wrapped his arms around her when he kept her from drowning.

      “You know what?” the hippie announced. “This story could be true. I’m not sayin’ it is. I’m sayin’ it could be. I dunno, though. I dunno.”

      “Why not?” Jack asked.

      “One simple reason. You give the impression of bein’ full of shit. Now go on and admit it. I might even give you a head start if you spill the beans. You heard about what goes on down here, didn’t you? Someone told you all about it, and you decided to take a stroll down here and help yourself. It’s understandable. It’s underhanded and shady, and it can easily get you blasted with a shotgun. But it’s understandable.”

      Jack almost shuddered at the phrase “head start.” The idea of a hippie with a shotgun hunting him through the woods was not appealing. Of course, he could fly in the air quicker than this guy could shoot him down, or at least he thought he could. He didn’t relish the idea of having to find out for sure.

      The guy’s hand wasn’t shaking, but other than that, he seemed pretty damn twitchy. Maybe he didn’t want to shoot Jack, but he wasn’t sure he shouldn’t. That sense of paranoia drove him closer to doing it. The only reason he hadn’t so far was probably the sheer hassle of disposing of two bodies and the fact that Jack did have a semi-believable story.

      Too bad it was only semi-believable.

      “Jack! Jack, are you over there?”

      Rachel’s voice broke the silence from the other side of the river.

      The man with the shotgun spun with a scowl. “What the hell?” He turned back toward Jack. “How many girlfriends have you got out here?”

      Jack was nowhere to be seen. When the pot farmer turned away, he’d dropped the Veil of Invisibility over himself instantly. Now that the hippie could no longer see him, he sidestepped out of the line of fire.

      “You can’t hide from me!” the hippie shouted. “Nobody rips me off, do you understand?”

      He seemed to think Jack had ducked behind a tree, a reasonable guess given he knew nothing about Jack’s elemental powers.

      Jack knew he couldn’t keep up the Veil for long, considering how tired he was, but he didn’t need long to get behind the guy. The hippie swung his shotgun wildly from side to side, screaming at the top of his lungs about how nobody was going to rip him off.

      Better deal with this quickly before he does something stupid.

      A sudden air blast ripped the shotgun from the pot farmer’s hands and sent it spinning wildly to disappear into the river.

      The hippie stared at his empty hands in shock. “What the fuck? What the hell is going on here?”

      Jack hit the man with another air blast, this time directed at his body. It knocked him off his feet, carried him twenty feet through the woods, and slammed his back into a tree trunk.

      “Uhn!” He sat there trying to get his breath back. This seemed like a good time for Jack to try out an ability he’d never used in a fight before. He called it the Voice of Power. It made his voice deeper and more resonant than any human voice could be, so whoever heard it would feel like an angel or a giant or something equally terrifying was commanding them.

      “Leave this place! Leave now and never return! Your way of life is an abomination!”

      Jack wasn’t referring to pot farming when he said this. He was thinking more about the pseudo-hippie get-up. He was far from being a hippie himself, but he disapproved of gun-toting gangsters appropriating the identity while sticking shotguns in people’s faces.

      As for the pot farmer, he scrambled to his feet quicker than anyone with a likely back injury has ever moved before. Jack heard him yelling, “Oh shit! What a bad trip!” in a terrified, high-pitched voice as he booked through the trees to safety.

      Jack dropped the Veil of Invisibility and stepped onto the riverbank to wave to Rachel. “I’m over here!”

      “What the hell was that voice?” she called back, confused.

      “Voice of Power!” he replied. “Pot farmer with a shotgun!”

      She gave him a confused look, then figured out what he was saying. “Oh…oh, okay. Weird. Do you still have Tasha?”

      “Yeah. We’re coming over!”

      Flying Tasha back wasn’t easy, given his low energy levels. He skimmed the water's surface as he flew, with her foot trailing in the dark green water.

      When he touched down on the other side, he collapsed in a tangle of limbs and dropped her roughly into the dirt.

      “Jack!” called Rachel. “Are you okay?”

      “Barely. Let’s get back to the campsite. I need to rest.”

      “Okay. Are you able to walk?”

      “I can make it work. Hold on.”

      Jack struggled to his feet, and together they managed to drape Tasha over Rachel’s shoulder and carry her the short distance back to their campsite.

      Dr. Thompson came running over. “Have you got her?”

      “Yeah, we’ve got her,” Jack replied as Rachel set down the unconscious Tasha. “We’ve got a problem, though.”

      He sat on the folding chair in front of Karen’s camper and closed his eyes.

      “Problem?” asked Dr. Thompson. “What problem is that?”

      Jack didn’t answer at first, so Rachel replied for him. “Jack surprised a pot farmer on the other side of the river, and the guy pulled a shotgun on him. He had to scare the man off with the Voice of Power.”

      “We’d better get going, then,” Matt replied. “He could easily come over here with some friends of his, and we’d have a problem.”

      “That’s a good point,” his sister told him. “But Jack needs to rest before we can pack up.”

      “Huh?” replied Jack. “No. I want to stay awake. Need to be available for when Tasha wakes up…”

      His words trailed off. Rachel was about to disagree with him, possibly in a harsh way, but then she laughed. Jack was already snoring.
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      Jack woke to the sound of laughing and talking from outside. He blinked a few times, trying to figure out exactly where he was. That was a side effect of living on the road. You often woke up without knowing where you were.

      “Bart? Bart, where am I?”

      “You’d know that better than me, wouldn’t you? I’m an abstract, disembodied intelligence.”

      “You’re no more disembodied than I am. Your body is my phone, which has GPS.”

      “Oh, right. So it does. I note the GPS readings whenever we stop anywhere, and where you are is where they stopped. Nice little spot.”

      He figured it out. The camper’s walls looked like this. He was in the camper.

      “Thanks, Bart. I’ve got it now.”

      Most likely, Matt, who was the burly, athletic type, had picked him up and moved him to one of the camper beds. The laughing and talking outside continued as Jack sat up, rubbed his eyes, and yawned. Someone had left a bottle of water and a pack of beef jerky on the little shelf near the bed.

      They knew he tended to get both ravenous and thirsty after using his elemental powers, and they’d been thoughtful enough to provide for him. He would have loved nothing more than a cup of coffee to get him up and going, but he usually needed some protein and water. It kept him steady on his feet when he first got moving.

      He started with the water. He unscrewed the cap and took a long drink. By the time he finished, the bottle was empty and collapsing in his hand.

      Damn. It’s crazy how thirsty I get after a flight.

      One thing that surprised Jack was the disparity between his reactions. He’d had to fight for his life more than once since discovering how to access elemental power. When that happened, he could usually push himself further than he could when his life was not in danger. Under normal circumstances, he seemed to have much less tolerance for it. Two brief flights and a moment of invisibility, and he’d been ready to collapse.

      Now that he thought about it, his life had been in danger from the shotgun-slinging hippie, but his body hadn’t interpreted the man as an equivalent threat to another elementalist. In his fights with the Pyro, a psychopathic FPM agent, he’d endured truly epic battles before he finally collapsed.

      Time for the beef jerky. He tossed the empty water bottle on the shelf, then ripped open the package and devoured the dried meat in three big bites. He chewed it all up and swallowed it, feeling instantly better now that he had consumed some protein.

      This was always how it went after he reached his limit. A few hours of sleep, then he would devour and guzzle everything in sight. When nothing was left but packaging, he’d have the energy to force himself to get up.

      Jack got his feet beneath him, stood, and lurched to the small camper bathroom. Some of his movements were still clumsy, and he bumped into things as he crossed the camper. He must have made some noise because he noticed the chatter and the laughter quieting down as he closed the bathroom door.

      What’s all that about? It’s almost like they don’t know what kind of mood I’ll be in, and they want to be careful not to irritate me. Or maybe they have bad news. Oh, that’s got to be it. Tasha must have escaped again.

      Well, he’d deal with that eventually. Right now, he had a morning routine to get through. He had no intention of going out there or learning anything more about their situation until he was good and ready. He could stand to shower, and everyone else could wait until he’d done so.

      In this cranky and vaguely resentful mood, Jack stripped and stepped in the shower. The hot water felt so amazing that it washed his grumpy mood away. As it blasted his skin, the last of his exhaustion and disorientation melted away. He was ready now. He could face the day.

      Of course, that meant finding out what was up with Tasha, which might mean finding out he’d wasted all the work he had put into this. She could easily have escaped as soon as she woke up, and even if she hadn’t, she could have heard them out and rejected everything they had to say. Based on their luck contacting other elementalists over the past few months, he expected that would happen.

      When he opened the camper door and stepped into the sunlight, he found the little gathering was more subdued than it had been a few minutes before. Rachel and her family sat with Dr. Thompson at a nearby picnic bench, which implied they were in a rest area. Bologna sandwiches and bags of ruffled potato chips rested on the table.

      “Got some food for me?” he asked.

      “Jack! You’re up!” Rachel gave him one of her trademark smiles, and Jack replied with a smile of his own.

      “I am. So, what’s the bad news? Tasha make a run for it?”

      Rachel shook her head. “No. No, she wanted to tell you something, actually.”

      “Yeah? What was it? Not to chase after strange women? I’d already come to that conclusion.”

      “You should ask her yourself,” replied Rachel, glancing over her shoulder. “She’s coming over now.”

      Tasha was conscious and walking up behind Rachel. She saw Jack at the picnic table, and several emotions passed rapidly across the young woman’s open and pretty face.

      Jack wasn’t sure what to make of it. He thought he saw some resentment there, as well as anger and maybe fear. At least she hadn’t bolted as soon as she woke, but she was thinking about it. At last, a stubborn look came over her face, and she walked around the table in a way he could only describe as pugnacious.

      She’s about to punch me. Well, I guess I’ve got one coming.

      Jack tried to steel himself, telling himself he couldn’t take it personally. When Tasha reached him, she raised a hand, and he flinched. Then she opened her palm and held it out.

      “You…you want to shake my hand?” he asked.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “All right, then.” He took it, and she gave his hand a firm shake.

      “Thank you, Jack.”

      He blinked up at her. “Thank you?”

      “Yes.”

      “For what?”

      He had gotten so worked up about the pursuit and the kidnapping that he hadn’t even considered the possibility she would thank him for it.

      “For saving my life,” she told him. “Twice, in fact. If those men from the…” She looked at Rachel’s mother. “The FPM?”

      “Yes, dear.” Karen nodded and smiled. “Forbidden Paranormal Materials. Quite a silly name, if you ask me.”

      “If those men had captured me, they would have killed me. Or else dragged me off to some secret dungeon, which would be about the same. And the second time was when I ran for the river. I didn’t have enough energy for that. I would have drowned. So yes, Jack. I’m grateful. You put in a lot of effort to try to help me. You must have been tempted to give up and go about your business.”

      “Well, yeah,” he replied. “I was. It seemed like that would be abandoning you, though. I would have felt terrible if something happened to you.”

      From the other side of the table, Jack thought he caught Rachel giving him a look. He didn’t know what kind of look it was. Rachel had gotten jealous when he was flirting with the professor’s daughter Nora, but Jack tended to be oblivious regarding relationships. Probably why this one was developing so slowly.

      “I always get drained when I do my tricks,” Tasha continued. “So, I guess I was asleep for a long time.”

      Jack found her terminology interesting. “Me too,” he replied. “I usually call them abilities or powers.”

      Tasha shrugged. “You call ‘em powers if you want. I like to call them my tricks. Anyway, when I woke up, I was still scared. If I’d seen you, I would have run again, even if I hadn’t woken up yet. I was thinking of it anyway. But Karen here gave me a great big smile before I could clear my head enough to bolt.”

      “A smile is what you needed,” Mrs. Jones added. “And I also told her she could run if she wanted. We wouldn’t even try to stop her. But didn’t she want to get some answers first, especially since they came with a nice meal?”

      Tasha smiled. “That’s what did it for me. Food and answers. Anyway, for the past several hours, they’ve been explaining, feeding me, explaining again, feeding me again. Now I finally think I’ve got a grip on it.”

      “It’s a lot to get a grip on,” Jack replied.

      “That’s a fact. I’m sure I’ll have several freakouts before I adjust, but I think I’ve got a feel for you folks anyhow. I can tell you’re good people. Although, I gotta say, showing up at my door and telling me you tracked me down from the internet? That was probably not your best play.”

      Everyone laughed, and Jack’s face reddened. “Yeah, I kind of figured that out when you bolted past me, and all that fog came up.”

      “Yeah, the fog was one of my tricks. I didn’t know who you were or what you wanted, but at first I hoped you were a crazy internet stalker. I could have dealt with that easily enough. But if you were an MIB or something…”

      Jack frowned. “An MIB?”

      “You know, a man in black. Like, a government spook.”

      “Oh. Yeah, that’s not me. That’s the guys with the cattle prods.”

      Jack was still embarrassed. The others had already teased him over his tendency to introduce himself that way.

      “Jesus, Jack,” muttered Rachel. “You really gotta stop with the internet line. No wonder she ran.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll figure out some other pitch. Anyway, Tasha, it’s nice to meet you properly. I’m glad to see you’re going to join us.”

      Tasha gave him a curious look. “I am?” she asked. “Join what, exactly?”

      “Oh. Nobody told you?”

      She frowned. “Told me what?”

      “Well, uh. We looked you up to warn you about the FPM, but that’s not all. We were also hoping to… Really, no one told you?”

      Jack looked at the others. No one would meet his eyes. They obviously hadn’t been willing to go there.

      “Sorry, bro,” Matt told him. “We felt, uh, you know…”

      Dr. Thompson looked him in the eyes. “Here’s the thing, Jack. You’re the leader of our little group. And this sort of thing is a job for the leader. You understand?”

      Jack struggled as a wave of frustration surged over him. He almost snapped something about having to do everything himself, but he didn’t have to, and he knew it.

      However, he apparently had to do this himself. He heaved a sigh. “I suppose it is.”

      Tasha patiently waited for him to explain himself.

      “Okay, here goes,” he told her. “They explained about the FPM and the SPP?”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Well, they aren’t going to stop looking for you. They usually try to get elementalists early when they don’t fully understand their powers yet. That’s a job for the Coursers, the spooks with the cattle prods. They’re dangerous enough. They have enhanced strength, and they’re ruthless and generally too stupid to question what they’re doing. If that doesn’t work, they bring out the big guns.”

      Tasha frowned. “Big guns? That sounds ominous.”

      “I’m afraid it is. The longer it takes them to get you, the more likely they are to send powerful and dangerous operatives after you. Other elementalists, or possibly other paranormal individuals. Yes, we saved you from them, but we didn’t do it so you could live like a hunted animal. We did it hoping you would work with us.”

      Tasha suddenly looked panicked. Her eyes grew big, and she started to breathe harder and faster. “So…you’re telling me you had your own agenda?”

      Jack shook his head. “No. Or maybe yes, in a manner of speaking, but you don’t have to go along with it. If you don’t like what I’m suggesting, you’re free to make your own way. We can even drop you off at a bus station so you can go home. But like I said, I’m hoping you won’t make that decision. I’m hoping you choose to help me fight for our survival and our place in the world.”

      Tasha seemed on the verge of one of those freakouts she’d mentioned earlier. If she bolted again, Jack wouldn’t chase her this time. Some people weren’t cut out to fight, and there was no sense trying to make her do it.

      She looked at the others, biting her lip as if thinking about it before she spoke. “I’ve heard he can fight them.”

      “Oh yeah.” Matt nodded enthusiastically. “He can certainly do that.”

      “I’ve seen some of it for myself.” She turned back to Jack. “Can you show me how to do it?”

      He wasn’t actually sure. He had figured out how to use his powers without instruction, although he did have Dr. Thompson to help oversee the process. Later, in the underground base with the SPP, he’d received some combat training from the Geomancer and Dust Devil. Was that enough to let him train someone else?

      The truth was, he wasn’t sure how to train another elementalist, especially one whose powers were so different from his.

      “I can show you some things,” he replied. “I have to admit your abilities are not ones I’ve ever used. But I can certainly teach you some principles.”

      She smiled nervously. “You don’t sound confident.”

      “I don’t have any experience teaching this stuff.”

      Rachel suddenly spoke up. “Don’t look at it that way. You have all this training in martial arts. I know you combine your martial arts skills with your elemental powers when you’re fighting, right?”

      Jack nodded. “Right.”

      “So, teach her the same way you would teach someone the basics of martial arts.”

      He didn’t have much experience as a martial arts instructor either, but Rachel had a point. If he was going to teach someone to fight with elemental abilities, that was basically a form of martial arts.

      “All right,” he replied at last. “We’ll do it that way, but I’ll need you to be patient with me. Like I said, I don’t have a lot of experience teaching. At least not yet. But using elemental abilities to fight is mostly about engaging the mind and your intuition. It’s at least as much about that as your powers. Or your physical body, for that matter.”

      Tasha nodded. Her freakout seemed to have receded. “Great! When can we get started?”

      Jack chuckled. “Your enthusiasm is refreshing. Before we get to that, I’m going to need some coffee. And more food, too.”

      “Coming right up,” replied Mrs. Jones, standing from the picnic table. “You’ll have a warm cup of joe in your hands before you know it.”

      While Karen made coffee and some extra sandwiches for Jack, the rest of the group held a brief meeting.

      “Okay,” Jack announced. “Let’s come up with a plan. What are we trying to accomplish today?”

      Dr. Thompson perked up. He was good at meetings, at least when he didn’t fall asleep at the table. “We need to go car shopping. After that, you and Tasha can go find someplace secluded for a few days.”

      Rachel shot him an alarmed look but didn’t say anything.

      Dr. Thompson looked embarrassed. He hadn’t meant that the way it sounded. “You know, so they can do some elemental training. We don’t want anybody seeing them!”

      “That’s true,” Jack replied. “We don’t. The rest of you are chasing leads?”

      Rachel nodded. “Yes. From listening in on their communications, I have some ideas about finding an FPM or SPP center of operations.”

      “Didn’t you say you were in one before?” asked Tasha.

      “Yes, but we know better than to try to go back to the base we escaped from,” Rachel explained. “It will either be gone or else so heavily defended that it would be certain death trying to get in.”

      “Oh.”

      The idea of anything being “certain death” was new to Tasha. One of many new concepts she had to adapt to.

      They were looking for an FPM or SPP operations center because that seemed like a likely place to find servers. They hadn’t known Tasha long enough to reveal the whole plan in her presence yet, but everyone else understood they wanted access to the secret groups’ records.

      With that, they might be able to dump the info and expose the group, possibly even shut them down, or at least cripple them with exposure. They might also get access to the SPP’s lists of suspected elementalists and other paranormals. In their brief exposure to the SPP, they had seen evidence of psychics and other individuals with even stranger powers.

      If they could access this information, they might be able to expand their search for paranormals who needed help or an ally who could protect them from government oppression.

      Karen brought a travel mug filled with strong black coffee and a paper plate with a small stack of bologna sandwiches.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Jones.”

      “It’s no problem, Jack.”

      Jack looked around at the others. “Any questions before we get to it?”

      “Don’t you need someone to take notes on your training sessions?” Rachel suggested. “Someone to run a timer, that sort of thing? I could come with you and Tasha while the others chase those leads down.”

      Dr. Thompson looked up. “Oh. Well, that was always my job, at least when we were back at the cabin. I think we’ll need all of us for the search effort. There are several different jobs involved, and your skills are vital.”

      This was obviously true. Rachel was the expert computer hacker, and they would never find a hidden operations center without her skills.

      Rachel didn’t look happy, but she didn’t say anything. She stared at the table and bit her lip.

      Jack didn’t understand. It seemed like Rachel was looking for an excuse to accompany him and Tasha rather than chasing down leads. The whole operation had been her idea, so why would she want to duck out of it now? Especially when she was so vital to their search efforts.

      Maybe it had something to do with the family conflict earlier when Rachel and her brother had teamed up to prevent their mom from meeting Tasha.

      It was the best explanation he could come up with, so he decided to accept it. However, he didn’t want to leave without saying anything, especially when they would be apart for several days.

      As they prepared to leave, Jack and Rachel were alone in the van for a minute. This was his chance to say something.

      “Hey, uh, Rachel. I was kind of wondering why you were so interested in taking the training notes. Are you fighting with your mom or something? Because we could…”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she replied sarcastically. “Maybe I’m not too thrilled at the idea of you being alone with Tasha for several days?”

      Jack frowned in confusion. “You mean because she ran? I think she’s over that. She seemed friendly when we officially met, so you don’t need to worry that she’ll attack me or anything.”

      “Jesus, Jack, you’re so obtuse!”

      How was he being obtuse? “That hardly seems kind.”

      “Seriously, Jack? You can’t see why I might have a hard time with the idea of you going off for several days into some secluded place with a beautiful young woman who can connect with you as an elementalist in a way I never could?”

      “Oh. Oh! Sorry, Rachel. That didn’t even occur to me! I wasn’t trying to get some time alone with her.”

      “I don’t imagine you were. You’re far too dense to play a game like that. But it could still lead to something.”

      “Look, Rachel, it’s not like that. Really. How about you come with us? Take the notes and run the timer and everything? I’m sure Dr. Thompson…”

      “No.” Her voice was embarrassed and angry at the same time. “The professor needs my help. You said it yourself. You’ll have to go off alone with your new elementalist friend.”

      “I don’t… Rachel, I…”

      “I said it’s fine.”

      She left the van. Jack might be obtuse, but some part of him was sure things were anything but fine. He had no idea what to do. Then an idea struck him.

      Dr. Thompson. I’ll ask the professor what he thinks!

      Jack took the professor aside and explained the whole thing to him, hoping the older man would have solid advice for him. Dr. Thompson listened, but not as intently as Jack hoped. He kept staring over Jack’s shoulder at something.

      “So, what do you think, Professor? I think I fucked up here, but I don’t know what to do. She said I was obtuse.”

      “Hmm. Yes. Obtuse.”

      “Professor, what are you looking at?”

      “Oh, sorry, Jack. I really am. I have nothing to suggest. The truth is, I’ve never had much luck in romantic matters.”

      The professor sounded strangely wistful. Jack finally turned to see what had distracted Dr. Thompson. Actually, the look on his face was more like heartsick longing.

      Karen Jones. The professor was infatuated with Rachel’s mother, and he was staring at her while she cleaned up from lunch.

      Jack sighed and turned away. He was sure this wasn’t part of being a leader, but on that topic and this one, he felt out of his element.
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      The atmosphere in the van was frosty as they pulled away from the rest area to go car shopping. Things were awkward with Rachel and tense with Tasha because no one had explained to her what “car shopping” meant.

      What it didn’t mean was buying cars.

      It was an unfortunate necessity. They were on the run, hunted by the SPP and the FPM, and wanted by every law enforcement agency in the United States. To stay ahead of the law, they needed to rotate vehicles in and out regularly.

      Buying vehicles didn’t work in that situation. But stealing them did.

      They drove around for a while before they found a parking garage without many visible surveillance cameras. The others waited in the van while Jack got out, although Tasha seemed confused about being at a parking garage and not a used car dealership.

      “Wait here for a minute,” he told her, “I’ll be right back.”

      “You’ll be right… What? You’re buying a car here?”

      Jack shut the door, counting on Rachel to provide whatever explanation she saw fit. Assuming she was willing to say anything.

      Car shopping was the hardest part of their new life for Jack. Not because it was challenging to spot the right car, get in, and get it started, but because he never knew who he was taking the vehicle from. He had no idea who he was putting in a bad situation because of their need to switch vehicles constantly.

      At this point, he’d been doing it for several months and didn’t need to give it much thought, but it tended to stick with him. The worry that he was screwing someone over.

      Jack entered the parking garage using the Veil of Invisibility, then applied a few well-placed Darts of Flame to sear the wiring and shut down the ground-floor cameras. Then he dropped the invisibility to avoid burning through too much energy.

      From that point on, it was a matter of plain old skullduggery to get into a vehicle old enough and of the right make to hotwire easily. The wealth of information he’d gathered living on the road meant he could work with several different types of vehicles. Like anyone else, though, he had his favorites. Particularly old-school GMCs.

      To Jack’s genuine satisfaction, he found an old GMC van on the ground floor.

      That vehicle is calling me. It wants me to take it.

      It wasn’t true, but it felt that way to Jack. He was about to work the lock and get in the van, but not before writing down the license plate number. He’d be ditching it soon for some convincing fakes they kept on hand. He needed to be quick about that, and he wouldn’t have time for this little ritual of penance.

      He sometimes felt silly about it, but Jack kept track of every vehicle they stole. He intended to find some way to pay back their owners. He wasn’t exactly sure when that would be possible since their sole source of income was Rachel’s hacking activities.

      “Subversive funds acquisition.” That was what she called it. In any case, her acquisition abilities were stretched to the limit between providing for them and keeping them under the radar. He certainly couldn’t pay anyone back right now.

      Still, he believed they would soon clear all this up. When they succeeded, he fully intended to make up for the stolen vehicles and wipe his conscience clean.

      Jack wrote down the license plate and opened the door, carefully avoiding a puddle he hadn’t noticed before. He was about to hop in the vehicle when Tasha formed from the water without warning.

      Jack nearly blasted her, acting on his first instinct at the sudden appearance of an elementalist.

      “Oh, shit! Tasha!”

      He pulled back a half-second before cooking her alive.

      “Hi, Jack!” Tasha grinned mischievously. “I wanted to see what you were doing.”

      “I see. You know, I would have told you if you’d asked.”

      Tasha shook her head. “That’s not how this is going to work. If I’m going to be part of this, I need to know what is going on. I didn’t understand what you meant by shopping for a car, but I guess I do now.”

      “Yeah, that was…coy,” he replied.

      She gave him a skeptical look. “You think?”

      “Okay, okay. I suppose we were more than coy with you, but it was mostly about keeping you out of the way while I did something illegal. No need to get you involved unless you have to be, right?”

      “Wrong. This is how it is. I need to either accept that or get going.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “I guess I can get on board with that. I’m impressed with your stealth skills, by the way. You’re like a water ninja.”

      “Water ninja! I like that.”

      “Come on, hop in. We’ve got to meet the other van. Rachel will have already moved it to the meet-up spot.”

      She circled to the passenger side and climbed in beside him.

      “Won’t we get pulled over if a cop sees these plates?” she asked.

      “Maybe, but no cop will ever see them. We’ll switch the plates in a less exposed location before we part ways with the others.”

      “Oh!” Tasha’s reaction seemed childlike to Jack. It was like she found the idea of breaking the law exciting while also disapproving of it. “So, is this the sort of illegal, morally questionable thing you do to survive on the run?”

      “Well, yeah. Pretty much.”

      “Will I have to do pretty much the same?”

      “I’m afraid you will. If you stay with us, that is. A certain amount of breaking the law is unavoidable for us.”

      Tasha started to sing, “Breakin’ the law! Breakin’ the law!”

      Jack gave her a semi-amused look, but he didn’t say anything. He vaguely recalled singing that old song at some point in the past. Probably after violating some minor traffic code. This was different, but the principle was the same.

      She calmed down enough to continue her line of thought. “So, if we don’t have any choice, how do we keep ourselves from becoming as bad as the bad guys?”

      “I’m honestly not sure. We do our best to never act out of greed or any other selfish motive.”

      For Jack, this conversation was like talking with a curious five-year-old jacked up on caffeine and sugar. He realized Tasha was putting a lot of trust in him and only trying to get a clear picture of their way of life. Also, she seemed like a bit of a motor mouth when she was nervous. At least she wasn’t scared enough to run for her life.

      Considering how good she was at running when she put her mind to it, Jack figured it was a good thing she’d calmed down. He had no intention of chasing her again if she panicked or lost her taste for the whole thing. His only real choice was to answer her questions if that would make her feel better.

      Now that he thought about it, her jacked-up curiosity was almost cute. As soon as the thought occurred, he checked himself hard. Thinking back on the whole Nora situation, he realized that would never have become an issue if he hadn’t responded to the woman’s flirting. There was no reason for him to make Rachel insecure, and he felt guilty for doing it.

      Tasha was an ally, not some pretty girl whose number he was trying to get. Then and there, he promised himself that for the sake of Rachel and the mission, he wouldn’t see Tasha as anything but that. No matter how cute she was.

      As Jack made this resolution, Tasha repeatedly glanced out the window and at the rearview mirror.

      “What’s up?” asked Jack. “Do you see anything?”

      “Oh, it’s nerves, I guess. I know the cops aren’t watching every parking garage for car thieves.”

      “GMC van thieves,” he clarified with a smile.

      “Right.”

      She still looked nervous.

      “So…you didn’t see anything?” he asked, picking up some of her anxiety.

      “No, not really.” She shook her head, but the gesture didn’t look convincing.

      “What did you see, then?” he asked.

      “It wasn’t anything. It couldn’t be,” she replied.

      “Go on.”

      “Even if someone did see us steal this van, they wouldn’t be driving a dark Suburban. They’re not the FBI or something.”

      “Hmm.” Jack glanced in the rearview mirror. He didn’t see any dark Suburbans. “Do me a favor and watch the road for me, will you?”

      “Yeah, okay. Why? You don’t think that was anything bad, do you?”

      “Well, the FPM knows we’re in the general area. It’s always possible they could spot us on the road. But probably not. My guess is it has nothing to do with us, but if you spot anything suspicious, let me know.”

      Black Bart’s voice spoke up from Jack’s pocket. “I’ll check in on their chatter, see if they’re talking about you.”

      Tasha’s eyes went big. “What…what was that?”

      “Good idea, Bart,” Jack replied. Then he turned to Tasha. “That’s my AI assistant, Black Bart.”

      “You carry an advanced AI around in your pocket?”

      “I programmed him myself, so it makes sense? Although I have to say, it does force me to own the most expensive smartphone out there. Hold on. I’ll switch him back to my earbuds so he doesn’t drive you nuts.”

      Tasha didn’t see the dark Suburban again. Whoever they were, Jack figured they had either fallen back out of sight or gotten off at the nearest exit. After satisfying himself they were not being followed, he pulled into the gas station where Rachel was meeting him.

      “So far, so good,” he told Tasha as he opened the door. “We seem to be clear. Wait here for a minute.”

      Jack looked around the parking lot as he stepped out. The gas station was outside the city, where no one was likely to pay attention to what they were doing. He saw no sign of any suspicious vehicles.

      He walked to Rachel and Dr. Thompson in the other van. Rachel rolled down the window and handed him the license plates he needed. “Please be careful, Jack.”

      “I will.” He looked her in the eyes. “You don’t have anything to worry about, Rachel.”

      “I hope not.”

      He didn’t know what else to say, so he returned to the GMC and started changing the plates. He’d done this so many times by now that it only took a few minutes. They wouldn’t dump the old ones at the gas station, though. If they were found, any detectives would review the surveillance camera footage and see him changing the plates. Instead, he’d toss them in a trashcan at some random rest stop.

      As Jack finished up, Bart spoke in his earbuds. “Better get moving, pal. I think you’re in danger.”

      “FPM?”

      “Yeah, they’re talking a lot about the Demiurge.”

      The door to the other van opened, and Rachel popped out and jogged over to him.

      “We’ve got a problem!”

      “Yeah, Bart’s telling me. FPM chatter?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not only that. Matt texted me. Their camper was heading along another route, but they’re pretty sure they are being followed and hemmed in by FPM agents driving dark Suburbans.”

      “Shit! Tasha saw one when we were driving over here. It creeped her out, but when I looked for it, I couldn’t see it. Took it for a false alarm.”

      Rachel looked concerned. “They must have pulled back to keep from being seen.”

      “Yeah, I’m afraid so. Looks like they’ve got this whole area saturated.”

      “But why?” asked Rachel. “Are they looking for Tasha?”

      He shook his head. “My guess is they were, but after they spotted me chasing her, they called in reinforcements. We need to get out of here. As far and as fast as we can.”

      Rachel’s eyes widened. “Reinforcements? If they’re looking for you, they wouldn’t send Coursers. They’d send…”

      A big black vehicle rolled into the parking lot. It was too late to run. The FPM had found them.

      “Rachel, get in the van! Let me deal with this!”

      He didn’t have time to notice whether she’d listened to him. He needed to square off with whoever this was before something awful happened.

      One of the big Suburban’s doors flew open, and the vehicle visibly shifted as a huge figure emerged.

      Allen Jacques. The Geomancer.

      When Jack trained with the Geomancer at the SPP base, he hadn’t known the man’s actual name or anything about his life story. He’d discovered that later, thanks to Rachel’s hacking-assisted research skills.

      He was born Allen Jacques and was a successful mixed martial arts fighter in the heavyweight division. Then he became a powerful elementalist with the ability to control and shape the earth, including creating and manipulating rock formations.

      When Jack had known him, he pretended not to care about strategy. Yet Rachel had discovered the Geomancer was a cunning and calculating strategist, always looking for ways to gain an advantage over his opponents.

      As a martial artist, he had a reputation as a man who would stop at nothing to prove his superiority.

      Jack remembered the last time he’d seen the man, when they were trying to escape the SPP base, and Jack had turned on his guards and made a break for it. Before that, he’d stood by the Geomancer’s side in the final battle with the Pyro. The huge earth elementalist must have been feeling sentimental. He’d thrown himself to the floor and pretended Jack got the drop on him. However, he’d warned Jack he would never do that for him again.

      Now his eyes were hard and cold, not sentimental in the slightest. Jack was uncomfortably aware of how massive this man was.

      “Hey, kid. Hope you remember our last conversation.” His deep voice sounded like a man made of stone.

      Jack swallowed. “I do.”

      The Geomancer nodded. “Good. That means I don’t have to feel bad about this next part.”

      He stomped his foot, and it felt like the earth was collapsing under Jack’s feet. Because, of course, it was.
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      The Geomancer must have known he couldn’t kill Jack that easily. As he tumbled into the hole beneath him, he checked his fall with his levitation ability.

      He was already preparing his counterattack. However, the Geomancer would not give him a chance to do that. The initial attack was only the first step in a one-two punch. As Jack rose to the surface, the Geomancer drove columns of rock from the ground.

      The massive columns punched through everything in their path, including pavement and concrete, as the Geomancer strode across the parking lot. Jack dodged one that sprouted directly underneath him.

      Meanwhile, the Geomancer gathered harder silicates from the dirt and sand around him and coated himself like a second skin. When Jack blasted him with compressed air and fire, the covering allowed him to laugh off every attack.

      The Geomancer didn’t bother trying to dodge, nor did he rush forward to battle, but he was still an implacable juggernaut. With every step he took, the pavement cracked, and the natural earth beneath slithered up to his command.

      Step by step, he advanced. Nothing Jack did had any effect. Air didn’t move him, and fire didn’t set him alight. Jack would have to superheat the rock skin surrounding him, baking his body beneath.

      Yet he didn’t have time to focus on that plan. The Geomancer still moved forward step by implacable step, hurling dirt in Jack’s eyes and smashing columns of stone from below at him.

      He had to devote as much energy to defense as offense, or the Geomancer would kill him.

      In a fit of desperation, Dr. Thompson jumped into the fight. The professor hit the gas, and his van shot across the parking lot. It slammed into the Geomancer hard enough to flatten a normal man.

      However, Allen Jacques was not a normal man.

      Before the van hit, he rooted himself in the earth. The front of the van folded around him as it came to a sudden and violent stop. Dr. Thompson’s head rebounded off the steering wheel. All he could do was watch, dazed and bleeding, as the Geomancer smashed the van onto its side with one rock-coated fist.

      Jack cried out, wanting to run to his wounded friend and mentor, but he didn’t get the opportunity. The van had only been a distraction. Now, the Geomancer was coming after Jack again.

      To his relief, Rachel had not been in the van with Dr. Thompson. As he fought, Jack saw Tasha and Rachel running across the ruined parking lot to help the professor. It was a small comfort to know she was still up and moving. He could only hope no one else tried to help him and got hurt.

      He’d only stayed in this fight to protect his friends. If not for them, he could have flown away when the Geomancer attacked him. The only way an earth elementalist could kill him under normal circumstances was a surprise attack, such as dropping a boulder on his car. Otherwise, he could escape the moment he realized he was under attack.

      Many elementalists were vain creatures, determined to prove themselves superior. Jack wasn’t like that. He cared about Rachel, her family, and Dr. Thompson. And Tasha as well, since she was his responsibility.

      Flying away would leave his friends exposed. Jack knew that was exactly the Geomancers’ plan. The man was arrogant, brutish, and maybe even lazy, but he was not stupid. He chose this time to attack because he knew Jack would stick around. And now, Jack had to win. If he lost, his friends were doomed.

      The fight continued, ranging all over the parking lot and destroying everything in its path. Jack mostly tried to stay ahead of the attacks while occasionally drawing on his air and fire powers to launch a counterattack. He dropped a telephone pole on the Geomancer with his air power and flung a burning dumpster in his path to slow him down.

      He kept telling himself to try earth power to crack the Geomancer’s armored skin. That was easier said than done while fighting to stay alive. He couldn’t find a free moment to focus on the power he was much less accustomed to using.

      The Geomancer continued hurling chunks of rock and boulders, raising stone pillars from the earth, and flinging dirt and dust in his eyes.

      Jack swept the dirt aside with a powerful gust of wind and launched higher to avoid an attack. He suddenly realized the Geomancer hadn’t come here alone. Other operatives were flooding the parking lot and surrounding streets.

      Jack had no idea if the attackers were normies, Coursers, or other elementalists. Either way, he and his friends had to escape as soon as possible. There was little chance his friends would be able to hold the rest off.

      Thinking quickly, he decided to try something reckless. Rachel and Tasha had managed to get Dr. Thompson out of the crumpled van and dodged flying stones and dust clouds to drag him, limping, across the parking lot to the stolen GMC.

      That meant none of his friends were still near the van. Jack’s earth skills were still rudimentary, and he couldn’t have pushed anything up through the concrete without the damage the Geomancer had already inflicted. As it was, the ground beneath the van was disturbed, with broken chunks of concrete visible from the air.

      Dropping his defenses long enough to focus, Jack used his less-than-precise earth power to stab a sharp spike of hardened earth into the van’s freshly filled gas tank. He hit harder than he expected, but that was par for the course with an untrained and unpracticed elemental ability.

      Liquid gas gurgled out. Jack had hoped the gas tank would explode, and it probably would have if it weren’t full. Instead, it poured out in a widening pool as the FPM operatives closed in, too single-minded to notice the danger.

      The Geomancer picked up a heavy rock and hurtled it toward him. It was big enough to break his head open, but Jack retained enough awareness to see it coming in time and toss it away with a powerful gust of wind. The rock shattered the window of a nearby Chinese restaurant.

      The Geomancer glanced at the damaged restaurant, distracted. Jack launched a small but intensely hot flame dart into the pooling gasoline below the damaged van.

      The resulting explosion was everything Jack wanted and more. A massive fireball flowered upward from the damaged van, and the Geomancer flinched away and covered up.

      It made sense. Even if the Geomancer acted like an unstoppable demigod in battle, in reality, he was still a vulnerable human being. Big things going boom next to him made his monkey brain duck and cover.

      Jack took advantage of the situation. To complete the disruption, he used his air powers to drive the bulk of the fire and smoke toward the Geomancer, who backed away with his arms over his head.

      With a cloud of black smoke and a wall of roaring flame in front of him, the Geomancer could no longer see Jack. That gave him the chance to swoop down and rush to Rachel, who crouched next to the driver’s seat of the stolen GMC.

      “Get in and drive!” he shouted. “Drive, Rachel!”

      That snapped her out of it. He threw himself in the passenger seat and saw an FPM operative running by covered in flames as his comrades tried to shove him over so they could put the fire out. The Geomancer was still in there somewhere, no longer visible until he fought his way through.

      Rachel sparked the wires to start the engine as Jack clicked his seatbelt. He turned to make sure Dr. Thompson and Tasha were getting in the van. “Get your seatbelt on as soon as you can. This is going to get wild!”

      Rachel hit the gas as he said that, and the van shot forward three feet and stopped before an enormous stone pillar that blocked their path. Tasha almost flew out the sliding door, which hadn’t closed yet, but she caught herself on a seat and slammed the door shut. Rachel reversed, turned the wheel, and pulled out of the ruined parking lot as someone opened fire on them with a submachine gun.

      Bullet holes peppered the back window as Rachel dodged one stone pillar, then another. Dark-suited figures loomed ahead of them, and Rachel floored it and tore out through the narrow gap between the encircling net of agents.

      It was only a brief respite since a black Chevy Suburban appeared on the road behind them a moment later, followed closely by another. The FPM was giving pursuit.

      “Jack, can you call my mom or my brother?” Rachel asked as she drove, doing everything in her power to shake their pursuers. “I want to figure out where they are so we can meet up.”

      Jack should his head. “Not yet, okay? We need to focus on not getting caught, and heading toward your family will draw all the baddies into one place.”

      “Matt sent me that text, though. He said they were already surrounded. They could have grabbed my family by now!”

      As the debate raged, Tasha checked on Dr. Thompson. She was studying to be a nurse, so she knew what to look for. “Hey, folks. I hate to interrupt, but however we’re going to lose these guys, we need to do it fast.”

      “What’s up?” asked Jack, trying to get a look at Dr. Thompson.

      “The professor here has suffered a severe concussion. That’s bad enough, but he’s also got some bruising that suggests internal bleeding. The kind that’s serious. We need to get him medical attention now, like the hospital kind.”

      Rachel looked in her rearview mirror and shook her head. “I hate to tell you this, but we’ve got bigger problems.”

      A police siren split the air, and the blue and red lights came on.

      Jack looked out the back window. The FPM was still hot on their tail, but so were some local cops. Not only that, but the state highway patrol had joined the chase. They had local, state, and federal law enforcement pursuing them.

      That gave Jack an idea.

      As far as most of the world knows, the FPM doesn’t even exist.

      “See that intersection up there?” he asked Rachel.

      “That tangled one? Up by the overpass?” Her voice sounded incredulous. “Jack, we’ll be forced to stop up there. That’s the end of the road for us!”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t have to be. Turn into oncoming traffic to get around the turn, then pull up onto the curb and stop the vehicle.”

      “Turn into oncoming traffic? Are you crazy?!”

      “This will work, Rachel.”

      His voice was confident, and his gaze was calm despite their desperate situation. When Rachel saw the look in his eyes, she knew she would have to trust him.

      “All right,” she replied. “Hold on, everyone. If this doesn’t work, it’s been a real treat knowing all of you.”

      She turned left as the light changed, tires squealing as the traffic barreled in at them. The van almost tipped over as they turned, and Dr. Thompson slammed into the side of the vehicle with a pained groan. Bright headlights rushed in at them, everything from SUVs to a huge, looming semi.

      The van was going so fast that they barely missed everything, although they probably gave every driver in the line of oncoming traffic something between a heart attack and a panic attack.

      Then they pulled up to the curb, and the van screeched to a halt. As the traffic flew by, Jack realized his first goal had been achieved. They were out of their pursuers’ sight until the traffic broke, and they could turn to come after Jack and the others. They’d expect Rachel to have gotten far ahead of them by that point, and Jack was counting on it.

      Now to see if he could do something he had never done before. Something he didn’t know if anyone had ever done. He needed to make the GMC invisible.

      He glanced back at the intersection. The traffic still wasn’t moving. In theory, everyone should get out of the way when the cops came up with their lights flashing and their sirens blaring. Yet there were so many vehicles that Jack didn’t think their pursuers could get through before he applied the Veil of Invisibility.

      Assuming he could apply it at all.

      He closed his eyes and sank deeper into what he’d deemed his elemental knowing. This intimate understanding of the nature of the elements had first allowed him to stand in the middle of a raging fire without being burned. The same knowing let him become invisible the first time he did it when he had to walk home without being seen.

      Now he needed to do the same thing again but on a larger scale. A much larger scale. He had to not only make himself invisible, but an entire van with several people inside it.

      Jack had no reason to think he could do such a thing, but he had no doubt. He simply knew it could be done and that he had enough experience and ability to do it.

      Drawing deeper on his air power than ever, Jack dropped a Veil of Invisibility over the vehicle. The strain was unlike anything he’d felt before, and the pressure in his head rapidly shot up beyond anything he had ever yet experienced. His head felt ready to pop like a balloon.

      Before the trick could turn fatal, everything clicked into place. He couldn’t hold it together for long, but he only had to maintain the illusion for a minute or two. Of course, that wasn’t trivial when every second felt like holding his breath while trying to do advanced math equations while someone punched him in the head.

      If he could do it and hold out long enough, they’d drive on for a while before they realized there was nothing to chase, and they’d have no choice but to give up.

      Of course, the FPM would never truly give up, but at least it would give them a chance to think. A chance to change vehicles again or whatever next step they decided to take.

      Jack felt like he was holding his breath as traffic finally pulled out of the way and cleared a path for the pursuing vehicles. The funny thing was he could still see everyone within the Veil, although no one outside it could see them. They looked faint, and their images seemed to shimmer when he looked directly at them, but they were there.

      He wasn’t sure why that was. When he went invisible, he couldn’t see himself. He thought maybe what he’d done here was make them incredibly faint rather than truly invisible. Faint enough for their pursuers to drive past them, fixated on the solid target they still thought was up ahead. That was all he needed.

      Rachel was clearly anxious about their situation. She was biting her lip, watching the dark Suburbans roll by at high speed in pursuit. The squad cars flew behind them, sirens howling and lights flashing. It seemed to be working. No one noticed the spectral van on the side of the road.

      Rachel wasn’t looking at Jack, so she couldn’t see how hard he worked to keep up the illusion. “What’s the plan here?”

      He didn’t answer her. It was hard enough maintaining the Veil without also talking. She would have to wait, and he needed to have a conversation with her about what such demanding techniques took.

      She didn’t seem to get it. Her gaze remained on the vehicles ahead of them, and she wasn’t thinking about what it took for Jack to make a whole van and everyone inside invisible.

      “Jack, what’s the plan here?” she asked again, her voice agitated. Her presence irritated Jack, but he couldn’t deal with it now.

      To his surprise, Tasha intervened on his behalf.

      “Hey, uh, listen,” she butted in. “Jack can’t respond right now, you know? He’s focusing. Making us all invisible is kind of a big deal. It’s not one of my abilities, but I can tell it must be hard. So maybe shut up for a minute, and we’ll figure it out after the danger’s gone. You know?”

      Rachel did not take being told to shut up any better than most people would. It didn’t help that the person saying it was someone she considered a potential romantic rival. Jack saw the emotions passing across her expression, starting with shock and outrage, then transitioning to raw anger and the desire to shout in Tasha’s face.

      Then Rachel glanced at Jack, saw his strained face, and realized Tasha was right. Rachel stared with her mouth open for a minute before her cheeks flushed bright red. She lowered her eyes and turned, embarrassed. She wouldn’t push back against being told to shut up now. She had messed up, and she knew it.

      As for Tasha, she turned away when Rachel did and looked out the window, watching the traffic roll by. It looked like their trick had worked. Their pursuers were now way up the road ahead.

      “I think that did it. You can let go now.”

      Jack wasn’t sure. How would people react if their vehicle popped into existence in front of a bunch of traffic? If they responded dramatically before the pursuing vehicles disappeared, they might notice the chaos behind them and turn to see what was up.

      He held on to the Veil for as long as possible but couldn’t keep it up much longer. His control slipped as the seconds ticked by, and he decided it was better to lift it intentionally than let it slip from sheer exhaustion.

      When he finally let it go, the irony was nobody seemed to notice. Nobody, except for a toddler sitting in the back seat of a family SUV. He pointed at the van and started yelling excitedly, but none of the grownups in the vehicle took notice as it rolled by.

      Jack grinned. That kid would probably wonder what he’d seen that night for the rest of his life, although no doubt he would rationalize the memory as he got older.

      “All right,” Jack told them, his voice croaking, “I think we can get going.”

      No sooner had those words left his mouth than another squad car came down the road and started turning. A local cop, a straggler trying to catch up with the chase.

      Keep going, thought Jack. Come on, guy. Keep going.

      He didn’t. He saw them parked at the curb and pulled up right behind them.
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      Jack was not feeling like his best self. He was gasping for air and bleeding from the nose, holding his head back so the blood would run down his throat instead of pouring all over the floor and the seats. To any cop checking out the vehicle, he would look like a man who had taken too many drugs. That was not likely to help their situation.

      Rachel glanced at him with concern. “You okay, Jack?”

      “More or less. That was a bit grueling.”

      “Sorry for hassling you about the plan.”

      She did sound sorry, but she also sounded angry at the same time. Maybe angry wasn’t the right word, but she was definitely agitated. Jack couldn’t deal with it right now. He had to get ready to handle this cop, and he was in no condition to help.

      “It’s, uh… It’s not a big deal. Look, we’ve got to deal with this cop.”

      That didn’t come out as reassuring as he had meant. It sounded like he was mad at her and trying to shut her up. Still, it would have to do for now.

      Jack looked in the rearview mirror with a growing sense of dread. The officer was a middle-aged man with a slight belly and a mustache that reminded Jack of Tom Selleck or Saddam Hussein. His uniform was dark blue. He’d climbed from his squad car and was walking toward them.

      Jack looked Rachel in the eyes. “Listen, Rachel, it’s okay. We’re all under a lot of stress right now. But if we need to make a run for it, I can’t help until I get some energy back. We’ve got to find a way to keep this cop happy so we can get on the road. Okay?”

      “Yeah,” she replied with a brief nod. “I’m on top of it.”

      “He looks like a real hard case,” Jack told her. “Maybe apologize a lot and hope for the best? I dunno.”

      “He probably already has our vehicle description,” Tasha pointed out. “If we don’t make a break for it right now, we’re all about to be arrested.”

      Oh fuck. She’s right. He probably knows this is the vehicle everyone else is chasing!

      Their only chance was to hit the gas and pull out while the guy was out of his squad car, but Rachel didn’t do it. Instead, she rolled down her window and did her best impression of a nice, innocent grad student.

      “Good afternoon, Officer.”

      The cop leaned in toward the vehicle with a grin Jack could only describe as “goofy.”

      “You folks okay?”

      Everyone stared at him. They all expected to be arrested then and there, so they didn’t know to react when the cop didn’t immediately do what they’d expected.

      They had to keep this going.

      Rachel made puppy eyes at the cop. “To tell you the truth, Officer, we’ve had a rough day so far.”

      The cop looked past her and saw the blood running from Jack’s nose. His eyebrows went up, and he glanced in the back seat at Tasha and Dr. Thompson. The professor was obviously badly hurt.

      “Oh, good Lord!” the cop exclaimed, his good ol’ boy accent contrasting with the bloody situation inside the GMC. “You folks weren’t hit, were you? Oh, Lord almighty!”

      Jack and Rachel looked at each other with a strange combination of hope and panic. This guy didn’t seem to have heard a description of the vehicle he was supposed to be pursuing. He was treating them solely as injured motorists in need of assistance.

      “Uh, we’re not really sure what happened, Officer,” Rachel told him. “What…what was going on up there with all those vehicles?”

      The cop looked up the road in the direction the pursuit had gone, taking his hat off and shaking his head.

      “Yeah, what a mess. Nobody really knows. Bunch of dark vehicles racin’ along, some kinda drag race or something, maybe? I don’t know, but if you ask me, it don’t improve the situation to add a bunch more speeding cars to it.” He sighed. “Damn hotshots. Too much time chasin’, not enough time protectin’ and servin’!”

      Jack could hardly believe what he was hearing. The cop didn’t even realize they were after a GMC van. He thought they were chasing the FPM vehicles. They had an almost miraculous opportunity to get away free and clear, as long as they didn’t do anything to make the cop suspicious before he drove away.

      Rachel was the first to seize the opportunity. “I wouldn’t blame the police department,” she told the man, her voice sweet and understanding. “I’d blame those crazy drag racers. They’re the ones who hurt our grandfather here!”

      “They are, ma’am? Did you get hit?”

      “Well, not exactly. We weren’t in our vehicle yet, you see. Our grandfather was out for his afternoon walk when these lunatics in dark vans barreled down the street like race cars! Our cousin saw them coming in time, and he hurled himself in front of those jokers to pull our grandpa out of the way. They were both nearly run over!”

      The cop’s eyes were huge. He seemed to be buying this implausible story. “We need to get him to the hospital, ma’am!”

      “That’s what we were trying to do, Officer. When our cousin here pulled our grandpa clear, they both fell hard, with the old man taking the worst of it. We took one look at them both and decided they would need medical attention.”

      Jack wanted to tell her to shut up. If the cop already believed he and Dr. Thompson needed to get to the hospital, how would talking help their situation?

      To his dismay, Rachel had decided to add to a perfectly good lie trying to make it more believable. That basically never worked, and the cop was uncertain now.

      “Ma’am, the easiest way to get to the hospital is to call for an ambulance. They’ve got sirens, you know? They can get the traffic out of your way. Did you think of calling for an ambulance? Come to think of it, this is not a sensible spot to be taking your afternoon walk…”

      Come on, guy, you can see we’re hurt! Don’t worry about whether our story makes sense or not. Let us go to the hospital, please!

      “Well, uh…” Rachel looked around at the others, realizing too late that her story was not above suspicion. No one in their right mind would believe the four of them were related since they didn’t look similar. And the cop was right. No one took a family walk along a busy multi-lane road.

      Tasha jumped in, apparently curious to see whether her lies were any more believable than Rachel’s.

      “Well, you know, we did call 911, actually. But I guess everyone was too busy dealing with the explosion because nobody answered the call. Then we figured we needed to get Grandpa to the hospital, you know? We still do. We only pulled over because we’re not really from around here. We’re only in town for a few days, so we didn’t know where the hospital was. We figured we’d take a second to look it up, see if we could get some directions from the internet. We weren’t actually walking on this road. That would be crazy!”

      At this point, Jack seriously wondered whether he should use what little earth powers he possessed to dig the biggest hole possible and disappear them all into it forever.

      As for the cop, he was staring at them like he had never seen anything this senseless before, and he honestly didn’t know what to do about it.

      “You know, uh, your story is a little…off.”

      Jack leaned toward the cop. “We’re all disoriented, Officer. It’s been a stressful day. But we really do need to get to the hospital as rapidly as possible. I understand if you need to question us, but could we get some medical care first?”

      “Oh! Oh yeah, certainly. No problem there. I can ask you any questions I need to at the hospital. Sure. I’ll even provide an escort, so you don’t have to worry about the traffic. Give me a second to pull out in front of you, then you come right along behind me. Yeah?”

      “Certainly, Officer,” replied Rachel, sounding marginally more confident than before.

      True to his word, the cop pulled in front of them and put his lights on to let everyone know to get out of the way. Rachel merged behind him, and they started toward the hospital.

      “This is liable to get awkward,” Rachel commented.

      “Yeah, it might,” Jack replied. “If someone updates him about the chase, he might realize our van fits the description.”

      “He might, but he should have had the description already if the police ever had it. The dispatcher would have told every cop on duty,” Tasha added.

      “That’s a good point.” Jack didn’t know what to make of it. Were the local cops really chasing the FPM?

      “You know, this is kind of a good thing and a bad thing,” Rachel mentioned. “On the one hand, it gets Dr. Thompson where he needs to be, which we needed to happen anyway.”

      Jack nodded. “Yeah, but on the other hand, it also keeps us under the scrutiny of an officer who will almost certainly ask questions.”

      “That guy was a bit…slow, wouldn’t you say?” asked Tasha.

      “He didn’t seem like the sharpest knife in the drawer,” Jack replied.

      Rachel gave a wry smile. “Unless he’s like that cop from The Killer Inside Me.”

      “Huh?”

      “Oh, it’s a movie I streamed a few years ago. Cop pretends to be this dumb old hick, but really, he’s a murderous psychopath.”

      “Jesus!” Jack replied. “Let’s hope that’s not the situation here.”

      Tasha shook her head. “I’m pretty sure that guy was plain old dumb, not a psycho pretending to be dumb. But, you know, we didn’t do a great job in that conversation.”

      Black Bart’s voice broke in over Jack’s earphones. “No kidding! If you need to lie in the future, you should have me write your material for you.”

      Bart had a well-established habit of listening in on conversations before offering his opinion out of nowhere.

      “Bart, I shudder to think what your material would be like,” Jack replied.

      “Huh?” asked Tasha.

      “He’s talking to that AI of his,” Rachel explained.

      “All right,” Jack told them. “That whole conversation was kind of a disaster. We were honestly lucky to get a slow cop, and even he wasn’t sure he bought it. If we run into any cops more on the ball than him, we won’t last thirty seconds.”

      “Sorry,” Rachel stated. “I didn’t realize I’d get so nervous or that my improv skills would be so terrible under pressure.”

      “Mine too,” Tasha added. “We should talk it out before we get there, make sure we’ve got our story straight. Unfortunately, we’ll have to stick to the story we already told him, but we can try to make sure we don’t fuck the details up.”

      “Good idea,” replied Jack. “We’ll also have to give them a fake name for Dr. Thompson. There are warrants out for him under his real name.”

      “There are warrants out for all of us,” Rachel clarified. “Which means we can’t show any ID if the cop asks for it.”

      “Shit.” This situation was looking worse by the second.

      “Even if we do get our stories straight, the prof here won’t be in on it,” Tasha pointed out. “He’s totally unconscious.”

      “Well, uh, we could try telling the hospital staff that he has early-onset dementia,” Jack suggested. “That should help cover for anything he says when he comes to. Assuming he does come to.”

      “He will,” Rachel insisted. “He has to.”

      They spent the rest of the ride to the hospital coming up with a version of their story they could all remember, so there wouldn’t be any awkward moments if the cop questioned them again.

      “Remember,” Jack told the others. “Keep it simple and don’t add to it. Anything you add could be impossible for some reason you haven’t thought of. If he asks you something you can’t answer, play dumb. We’re not from around here, and we don’t know anything.”

      “We are so screwed,” Rachel muttered as they pulled into the hospital parking lot beside their police escort. Jack couldn’t think of anything to add since it was obviously true.

      The cop came around to the side of the van and knocked on the door. When they opened it, he looked at Dr. Thompson and shook his head.

      “We’re gonna need a stretcher for this one. Hold on…”

      As he sought someone to help them, an ambulance pulled in with its lights and sirens blaring. A moment later, another one followed. Paramedics started unloading people onto stretchers.

      Jack heard one of the paramedics calling out something like, “Man versus Suburban,” and realized they had somehow stumbled on the one bullshit story that was more or less believable under current conditions. Injured accident victims kept coming in as they waited for the friendly cop to return with a stretcher and a paramedic for them.

      “Hey guys, I understand you’ve got two injured here?”

      Finally, two paramedics stood in front of them.

      “One injured, really,” Jack told them. “I’ve only got a nosebleed.” This wasn’t really true. He had all kinds of minor injuries, but he didn’t want anyone looking at him too closely.

      “Nosebleed is not a priority right now,” a paramedic replied. “We’ve got injured people all over the place. Some kind of drag racing bullshit.”

      “I can’t believe this,” Bart commented in Jack’s ear. “You’re actually going to get away with it.”

      “We do have one injured guy. He needs help immediately.”

      “Yup, stand clear, and we’ll get him inside.”

      The paramedics loaded Dr. Thompson up and carried him away on the stretcher. The cop was nowhere in sight, at least for now. Jack, Rachel, and Tasha went into the hospital and checked Dr. Thompson in under an assumed name, claiming they had left all insurance info and photo ID at home in their eagerness to get to the hospital.

      The lady at the desk gave them a loud and rather aggressive speech about the importance of providing the hospital with all the necessary information. Before she got far, another ambulance filled with victims appeared, and everyone was too busy to worry about Jack and his friends.

      “I can’t believe it,” Rachel whispered as they sat in the waiting room. “It looks like we pulled this off.”

      “Yeah, thanks to all the other victims,” Tasha muttered. “I kinda feel bad about that. It’s our fault!”

      “No, it isn’t,” Jack countered. “Whatever the FPM does is the fault of no one other than the FPM unless you count the SPP. We didn’t tell them to run over anybody!”

      They kept picking up other details about the car chase and its bloody consequences by listening to the doctors, nurses, and paramedics as they passed. They weren’t supposed to talk about that stuff in front of the general public, but the situation was so horrific they kept commenting on it anyway.

      “Did you hear what happened? Irresponsible assholes!”

      “Seriously, who drag races with Suburbans?”

      “They could have manned up, you know? They didn’t have to bludgeon their way out like that.”

      “If one of those guys ends up in here…”

      “We take care of them. It’s not our job to judge anybody.”

      “Yeah, but still…”

      Friends and family members of the injured filled the emergency room, along with people who weren’t hurt badly enough to be a priority yet. This would be a long, miserable day at the hospital for many people.

      Tasha looked shell-shocked.

      “How are you doing?” Jack asked.

      “I can’t believe they did that, you know? Why didn’t they try to bluff their way out of the situation? It sounds like the cops tried to stop them, and they…started knocking people over like bowling pins or something!”

      “Yeah, the FPM is a bunch of mindless thugs,” Jack told her. “They always try to use the same solution for every problem. It causes a lot of trouble.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about having people like that looking for me, you know?”

      “I don’t love it myself,” he admitted. “There’s nothing we can do about it, though. Not unless we take them down.”

      She nodded, her expression miserable.

      Jack noticed Rachel looking at them from a few feet away. She looked miserable too. Maybe because their situation was so messed up, because Dr. Thompson was injured, or because Jack was whispering with Tasha, and she was jealous.

      Quite possibly, it was all those things at once.

      “You know, their little rampage does help us in one way,” Rachel pointed out.

      “Why’s that?” Jack asked, happy to see her joining the conversation.

      “After a mess like that, they won’t be able to operate freely in the area for a time.”

      “That’s true, but there’s a bad side too. It’ll also put local law enforcement on high alert for a while.”

      “Yeah.” Rachel looked even unhappier. “That’s not good.”

      “What are you two talking about?” asked Tasha.

      “Our warrants,” Jack whispered so nobody nearby would overhear. “It will only take a little scrutiny from an officer or two to reveal our identities. Hell, even if they only ID one of us, they’ll pull up those arrest warrants. All over made-up charges, of course, but it won’t matter. When that happens, it’s game over.”
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      The cop who brought them to the hospital did come back eventually, correctly guessing he would find them in the emergency room waiting area with half the people in town.

      “Ah, there you are,” he called when he saw them, and Jack cursed under his breath at their rotten luck.

      Their luck was better than it seemed on the surface, though.

      The cop, Officer Billy Coburn, was not the critical and suspicious sort. Despite having all but promised to question their bullshit story after getting them to the hospital, he seemed to have lost interest in discovering what was happening with them as soon as he saw how many other people had been hit by the rampaging dark Suburbans.

      Serious but thoughtful, Coburn was determined to see them taken care of. When Jack asked him if they needed to fill out a report or anything, Coburn waved off the idea of doing any paperwork. “That sort of shit can wait until you folks are taken care of. I’m gonna get a nurse to look at your injuries. You don’t look like you’re doin’ all that well.”

      He wandered off in search of a nurse before Jack could ask him not to.

      “That cop seems better suited for Mayberry than a world where the likes of the FPM are at large,” Tasha commented.

      “No doubt,” Jack agreed.

      A moment later, a nurse approached him and leaned in for a look. “Excuse me, sir, have you checked in yet? Officer Coburn said you needed to be looked at.”

      That was the last thing Jack wanted. His official story was that he’d been injured in a fall, but any doctor taking a close look at him would quickly realize his injuries weren’t consistent.

      “Oh, I’m not here for me,” Jack told her. “I’m waiting to find out if my grandfather is okay. Do you have any information on him?”

      “Your grandfather is in good hands. Trust me on that one. Do you have any injuries?”

      “Nothing serious. Only a few bruises here and there…”

      “Officer Coburn seemed to think you needed medical attention right away. Let me have a quick look.”

      “No, that’s all right. I…”

      “Coming through!” a voice called, and the nurse had to move quickly to avoid paramedics wheeling an injured man through. The emergency room was only getting busier, with more and more people coming in from cars that were driven off the side of the road or clipped by one of the vehicles involved in the chase. Someone called to the nurse, and she ran over to help them with a brief “Excuse me for a moment.”

      “That was odd,” Rachel commented. “They don’t normally jump the line like that, but she seemed determined to have a look at you.”

      “Yeah, I agree. Maybe she owes that cop a favor, but it honestly makes me nervous. I don’t think we’re safe here. At least not for long.”

      “If we duck out, will your friend be okay?” asked Tasha. Jack liked the fact that she had asked. She wasn’t only thinking about herself.

      “That depends.” Jack didn’t want to say what he was really thinking in case somebody overheard him in the crowded emergency room.

      “Oh, right.” Tasha mouthed the word warrants, and Jack nodded. Dr. Thompson would only be safe if they didn’t figure out who he was. If they determined his identity, he’d be cuffed to the bed until he was well enough for either the cops or the FPM to haul him off.

      Rachel looked around as if trying to spot any potential threats. “I hate to say it, but I think we’ll have to take the chance. We’re in a vulnerable position here, and I’m not sure Officer Coburn is as much of a dummy as he seems. We need to go to ground, maybe somewhere not far from here, and come back for the professor when it’s safer. He’s getting the best care we can hope for right now.”

      Jack nodded. “Okay. Let’s slip out now before Coburn comes back with his aw-shucks routine.”

      “First things first. I want to call my family. I can’t stand not knowing whether they’re okay.”

      The last time she’d spoken with her brother, suspicious dark Suburbans were hemming in the camper. Unless those FPM agents had split off to join the others pursuing Jack and his friends, there was no reason to think they had given up. And neither Matt nor Karen had elemental powers to evade them.

      “Let’s get out of the emergency room anyway,” Tasha suggested. “Anyone looking for us will come here first.”

      “Okay, yeah.” Rachel looked around. “Chapel over there.”

      She stood and headed for the chapel, a room for hospital guests to pray or meditate. Jack and Tasha followed her, watching for any signs someone was following them or even paying unusual attention to them.

      Jack didn’t see anything.

      They found an old man in the chapel, but he was finishing whatever prayers he had to say and didn’t seem eager to share the room with three strangers. He left without a word, and Rachel pulled her phone out and made another attempt to call her brother.

      Jack heard the ringing, but soon she frowned and shook her head.

      “No one’s picking up.”

      “Now what?” asked Tasha as Rachel ended the call.

      “Let’s see where they are.”

      Rachel brought up an app and checked the tracking devices on the camper. Her frown deepened. “I don’t like this, Jack.”

      “Disabled?”

      “Yeah. Every single one of them.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Tasha.

      “Well, for one thing, it means I have no idea where they are unless somebody turns those devices back on. Does it mean anything else? I’m not sure.”

      “If they were captured, the FPM could have scanned for tracking devices and removed them all,” Jack pointed out, his voice as gentle as possible under the circumstances.

      “That’s possible,” Rachel conceded. “But Matt also knows how to turn them off.”

      “Would he have any reason for doing so?” Tasha asked.

      Rachel shrugged. “I taught him how to do it because I wanted him to be able to in case we ever became compromised. He would only have done that if he thought we’d been captured and my phone had fallen into enemy hands. So, either he’s been taken, or he assumes we have. That’s what I’m hoping, but…”

      They sat with that for a few seconds. Jack felt terrible. He kept thinking back to the big fight he’d had with Rachel several months before, where she’d blamed him for putting her family in danger. Now they had disappeared, and all the evidence indicated the FPM had probably captured them. The same brutal thugs responsible for the carnage filling the emergency room now.

      “I’m sorry, Rachel.” It wasn’t clear whether he was sorry for what happened or taking personal responsibility for it.

      She glanced at him, her gaze ambiguous. “It’s not your fault.”

      Jack snapped his fingers as an idea struck him.

      “Bart, you were tracking those devices too, weren’t you?”

      “Yes…” The AI sounded reluctant to discuss this topic.

      “It’s not like you to not speak up. Can you tell us anything that Rachel wouldn’t see on her app?”

      “Yeah, but you’re not gonna like it.”

      Rachel’s eyes flashed. “Spit it out, Bart. I want to know.”

      “Yes, Rachel. You see, I’ve been keeping track of the device tags attached to the vehicle. When they get shut off, another signal normally tells you they’re still functioning, even if they’re not on the network or trackable. Those signals seem to have disappeared from every network they have used before.”

      The fear and despair in Rachel’s eyes increased.

      Jack frowned. “What does that mean, Bart? What’s the implication?”

      “I’m finding no evidence those devices are active. It suggests they’ve either gone completely dark or the devices have been destroyed.”

      Rachel lowered her head, her fists clenching. Jack reached out to touch her arm, but she shrugged it off. She breathed deeply for several seconds, then mastered whatever emotion she struggled with and unclenched her hands. She regarded the others, her gaze calm but determined.

      “Okay. We’ve lost touch with them for now, but they know what to do if they get the chance to reach out to us.” She drew a deep breath. “We need to regroup and stay with the mission. Destroying the SPP and the FPM is still the best way to keep ourselves safe, and now it may be the only way to save my mother and brother, too. If my family is capable, they will reconnect when they can. If not... Well, we’ll deal with that in good time.”

      The way Rachel said “we’ll deal with that” sent a shiver down Jack’s spine. Tasha felt it, too. She threw him a look that communicated fear and a degree of awe.

      “All right.” Jack nodded, acknowledging Rachel’s analysis. “Let’s get going. The sooner we’re away from this hospital, the better.”

      Jack opened the door to the chapel but quickly closed it again. “Cops. A lot of them, hanging around in front of the emergency room door.”

      “Any reason to think they’re interested in us?” asked Rachel.

      “They were scanning the crowd like they were looking for someone.”

      “Let me see.” She cracked the door, then closed it quicker than he had. “Yeah.” She sighed. “They are looking for someone. Can you make us invisible again?”

      He shook his head. “It’s going to be a while before I can do anything.”

      “We could hide out in here,” Tasha suggested.

      “And when they start to search room by room, we’re waiting for them here with our wrists outstretched?” Rachel’s voice sounded harsh, not only sarcastic but angry. “No. We need to find some way out of here.”

      “I could create a distraction,” Bart suggested.

      “What kind of distraction?” asked Jack.

      “Oh, a little chaos. Fire alarm, electricity failure, something like that. Panic everyone in the emergency room, then slip out in the crowd.”

      Jack made a note to himself to adjust Bart’s ethics programming. “No, thank you, Bart. I don’t think that will be necessary, although your hacking abilities are certainly impressive. I say we slip out and turn into the hospital rather than toward the door. We can find another way out.”

      Rachel nodded curtly. “Agreed.”

      “Okay,” replied Tasha, more to assert she had the right to a vote than anything else.

      “Everybody ready?” Jack asked. No one replied they weren’t, so he opened the door and swung to the right, keeping his face down. The others followed him, and they hustled down the hall away from the emergency room, hoping no one noticed.

      Jack kept his ears open for any sound of pursuit, but the emergency room chaos didn’t sound any worse than it had before.

      They had already been told not to roam the hospital without a guest pass. This hospital was apparently security-conscious. Still, the right approach could do almost as much as a proper guest pass.

      They walked with the purpose people usually had when they knew where they were going and what they’d do when they got there. That kind of confidence helped when you were somewhere you weren’t supposed to be. The trick was to look like you practically owned the place.

      They walked right past a doctor and two nurses before anyone questioned them. When a nurse finally stopped them and asked if they were lost, Rachel stepped forward and asked where the ICU was.

      The nurse told them, although she did point out they were supposed to be wearing their guest passes. Jack apologized for the oversight, and the nurse let them go, staring after them as if she wasn’t sure whether to stop them.

      “Exit sign,” Rachel muttered, trying not to draw attention. Jack looked up and spotted it. That sign led them to another exit sign, which pointed to another, then finally to a doorway.

      A moment later, they were on the street. They only needed to reach the parking lot and find their stolen GMC.

      Jack was beginning to wonder whether it was a good idea to return to the vehicle or whether it might be wiser to go car shopping again instead. The only trouble was their supply of fake license plates was in the shattered van back at the gas station. They’d have no way to switch the plates again. It seemed like a better idea to take what they had, steal a new one later, and transfer the plates from the GMC to the new vehicle.

      They walked around the hospital on the sidewalk, arriving in the parking lot fifteen minutes later. They were about to head in when Tasha put her hand on Jack’s arm. “Cops.”

      They all stopped. Tasha was right. Two local cops seemed to be examining the stolen vehicle.

      Rachel ducked behind a large truck, and the others did the same. “Look, these guys aren’t right,” she announced. “There’s something different about them.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Jack. He peeked around the truck. They looked like cops to him.

      “Their uniforms are…off,” she replied. “You remember Officer Coburn? His shirt was a darker blue.”

      “Yeah, their shirts are dark blue too.”

      “Men and colors!” Rachel scoffed. “His uniform was navy blue. These guys are wearing Admiral.”

      Tasha peeked out. “Rachel’s right. Their shirts are definitely Admiral blue.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it. So, what are we thinking here?”

      “I believe those are FPM operatives disguised as cops,” Rachel stated. “Even if they’re not, that van is stolen, and they’re paying way too much attention to it. We can’t go back there now.”

      “Agreed. Let’s get out of here and look for alternative transportation.”

      They ducked around the corner and walked away from the hospital as rapidly as possible without looking too suspicious. As they left the area, they noticed several other officers wearing the same Admiral blue shirts. They kept glancing at each other nervously as they walked by.

      “There sure are a lot of cops dressed wrong out here,” Jack commented quietly.

      “I know,” Rachel agreed. “It’s unnerving. Maybe we were wrong to think the FPM would lie low for a while?”

      “I don’t know about that,” Tasha commented. “How could there be this many FPM operatives around the hospital? With the real police not even noticing them?”

      Jack started to feel paranoid. Were the local cops in on it too? A network of corruption stretching from local law enforcement all the way up to the shadowy federal agency?

      No, that didn’t make sense. What was going on?

      Like many hospitals, this one was far bigger than it had any right to be, and it took them a surprisingly long time clear all the hubbub around it. By the time they did, they were in a quiet little residential neighborhood, the houses spaced out with significant distance between them. Jack spotted a station wagon parked off the street beside a garden shed.

      “I don’t think anyone will see us if we take that one,” he pointed out.

      “Maybe not, as long as we’re fast,” Rachel offered.

      “I’m not sure how fast I can be, considering I don’t have all my tools. But I’ll try to be as fast as possible. Can you two be lookouts?”

      “No problem,” replied Rachel, but Tasha decided to tease him.

      “Making me an accessory now? My mother warned me about guys like you.”

      Rachel threw her a hard look, but Jack didn’t notice. He was too busy trying to figure out how the hell he would get in this car.

      The simplest approach was also the most dangerous one. He could put a rock through the window on the driver’s side. He wouldn’t even have to pick up the rock himself to do it as long as enough of his strength had returned to use a blast of wind instead.

      Jack tried to relax and determine whether he had enough energy to access the elemental knowing, pick up a rock, and chuck it through a window. A moment later, he smiled. He was pretty sure he could do it.

      He scanned the ground and located a jagged piece of red brick half-buried in the grass. He called up a wind powerful enough to move it, then whipped it into the window as hard as possible.

      It didn’t turn out as hard as he’d hoped. The window cracked, but the brick bounced off it without going through, leaving a spider web pattern on the glass.

      He caught the chunk of brick as it fell and tried again, lifting it and slamming it into the window. He was still too weak, but at least he was making progress. The window was breaking, if not shattering dramatically.

      If he had to keep doing this, it was only a matter of time before somebody stuck their head out the window and saw what was happening. A cat in a window a few houses over was already showing some interest.

      When Jack smashed the window again, he finally achieved the result he’d been aiming for. The window shattered, giving him access to the car.

      With another blast of wind, he cleared the broken glass from the driver’s seat and was about to crawl inside to hotwire the old station wagon.

      That was when he heard a familiar voice.

      “Hey, what are you kids doing?”

      It was Officer Coburn. Jack had no idea how the guy had run across them here, but his vehicle was parked up the street.

      Rachel and Tasha threw him guilty looks, having failed at their task as lookouts. Jack wasn’t sure how they could have missed an approaching cop car, but he didn’t have time to ask them about it now.

      “Oh, hi, Officer Coburn,” Jack replied, matching the friendly officer’s chummy vibe.

      He smiled in his goofy way and repeated his question, although his tone sounded as friendly as ever. “What are you kids doing?”

      Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be any easier to bullshit their way out of this than they had before.

      “Oh, Grandpa sent us back here to pick up his…extra car,” Tasha blurted.

      “Yes.” Rachel glared but tried her best to back up the unfortunate claim. “He really wanted to be able to drive home when…when they get done taking care of him.”

      Officer Coburn blinked at her. “Your unconscious grandpa sent you here to pick up his extra car? And he didn’t give you the car keys? Now, what kind of sense does that make?”

      His voice had changed this time. It wasn’t goofy and friendly like it had been before. Instead, it sounded hard, cruel, sarcastic…and strangely feminine.

      “I gotta say, kids,” he went on. “You really need to get better at lying if you expect to make it. Don’t bullshit a bullshitter, as they say.”

      “Your shirt is navy blue,” Rachel suddenly pointed out.

      His grin didn’t fade, but it froze. “Uh, yeah. So what?”

      “All the other cops are wearing Admiral.”

      Jack got her point. If only one was wearing navy blue, the other cops weren’t fake.

      This one was.

      “The Killer Inside Me,” Jack commented.

      When the man who called himself Officer Coburn attacked, he did so with frightening speed and agility. He swept Jack’s legs from under him so quickly he couldn’t even attempt to use his powers to defend himself.

      His next move, equally smooth and fast, was to grab Tasha by the throat and spin her around. He pinned her to the car they were trying to steal.

      His third move seemed almost languid by comparison as he drew his service pistol and leveled it at Rachel.
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      Jack watched all this from the ground. He didn’t find the prospect of standing up appealing. The fake cop had dropped him on the back of his head, and his bell had definitely been rung.

      With his brains not working the way they were supposed to, Jack kept thinking none of this made sense. The man holding Tasha by the throat and pointing a gun at Rachel was Officer Coburn, who an hour ago had seemed ready to lead them to Mayberry for some sweet tea and cherry pie.

      That can’t be Officer Coburn, his addled brain kept telling him. Officer Coburn is a nice guy. What did this man do with him?

      As Jack stared in dim confusion, he suddenly caught a questioning look from Tasha. He didn’t know what she wanted to ask him, except maybe why the world made so little sense. Responding to some instinct he couldn’t understand, he gave Tasha the slightest nod.

      I’m sure she knows what she’s doing. She’s Tasha…

      Whatever he wanted her to understand, she got it because her face lit with a fierce smile as the fake cop turned his cold glare toward her.

      “You keep squirming, and I’m going to give it to you right in the belly,” he snarled.

      She responded by melting.

      Tasha’s body transformed into a thick, sludgy liquid and flowed through his grasping fingers.

      Jack expected her to flow away in retreat. She had already demonstrated excellent evasion skills. She didn’t do that, though. Instead, she flowed onto the fake cop’s body and slithered up him as he frantically tried to brush her off.

      His face distorted by rage and fury, the fake cop staggered around as he tried to get her off him. As Tasha neared the cop’s face, Rachel dove for cover behind the car.

      At first, it looked like she was trying to suffocate him with her liquid body, closing off his mouth and nose to deprive him of air. That was only a bluff, though.

      When he realized she was climbing his face, he frantically tried to block her, putting his left hand over his mouth and nose to keep her away. She fell off his body as he flailed in panic and reformed into a human shape as she dropped to the ground.

      As Tasha fell, she went for the cop’s pistol. By the time he realized her real goal was to disarm him, she already had two hands on his weapon.

      The fake Officer Coburn fought back with all his strength as Tasha tried to twist the gun from his grip by rotating it.

      Sickeningly, his hand only twisted around as she turned the gun, as though the fake cop’s wrists were taffy without bones underneath.

      Of course, Tasha’s ability to change into sludge was also upsetting to look at, but something about the cop’s wrists was even more repulsive. His brain kept screaming, Not human, not human, even though he knew from experience this wasn’t necessarily true.

      Ironically, his rubbery body seemed to have the same effect on Tasha. Surprise and disgust washed over her face. Her opponent naturally took advantage of her hesitation to punch her face, but Tasha saw the blow coming and transformed before it made contact.

      There was a sort of sloshing sound as the fist struck, passing into her head without doing any obvious damage. Tasha’s whole head was liquid, and it only changed shape around the fist.

      Her head somehow returned to its proper shape after the blow. As long as she wasn’t taken by surprise, it was apparently impossible to hurt Tasha through physical means.

      Jack’s head still hadn’t cleared from the concussion, so he still lay on the ground, looking up in awe. He could only imagine how exhausting this must be for Tasha, considering she hadn’t even trained how to use her powers without being overwhelmed.

      The thought finally cleared his head enough to get him back in the fight. Despite his exhaustion and his pounding head, he was still the senior elemental combatant on their side. He needed to get his act together if they were going to survive, especially since their opponent was some new threat he’d never seen before.

      As usual, Jack suddenly found he could access more power when he was in real danger than under normal circumstances, even when his energy was depleted.

      Without bothering to get up, Jack struck from below with a compressed air blast that hurled his target over the car, over the shed, and onto the pavement beyond.

      Under normal circumstances, this strike would have killed a man. It would break half the bones in his body and probably his skull along with them. Jack didn’t expect it to work as well as that, though. He’d seen the fake cop’s wrists twisting like taffy, and he knew the guy was probably as immune to physical damage as Tasha.

      Jack stood, feeling the back of his head with his hand. His palm came back bloody, and he realized how close he had come to being killed. He remembered reading a news story about a bar fight in the town where he used to go to college. All it took was one hard punch, and the guy fell and hit the back of his head. He died almost instantly.

      Well, he wouldn’t let this rubber cop sweep his legs again.

      “Rachel, stay where you are,” Jack told her as the fake cop returned from around the garden shed. “Tasha, I need you with me.”

      Amazingly enough, the cop had either kept his pistol as he flew or lost it somewhere on the ground and picked it up on his way back. Either way, he aimed it directly at Jack, even though his face appeared ruined by impact with the pavement.

      His nose was twisted an inch and a half from where it should be, and one eye had fallen out of the socket and dangled down his cheek. His lower jaw no longer aligned with the upper one, and the top right of his skull was caved in. Despite these injuries, his gun wasn’t shaking.

      When Rachel saw him, she breathed a terrified sigh and muttered, “Oh, Jesus.”

      A surge of terror filled Jack as he looked down the gun barrel, but some hard, efficient part of him said if the not-cop wanted them dead, he wouldn’t have started with multiple non-lethal actions. He could have walked up and shot them as they stood there staring. Bad as the situation was, Jack still had time to think and act.

      At least until that trigger got pulled.

      “Trying t’ shteal another car,” the not-cop slurred in a grotesque mockery of a police officer. “I don’t think sho, guysh. You aren’t goin’ anywhere.”

      His badly broken jaw was rapidly healing itself as he spoke. His face looked constructed of smashed playdough, slowly sliding back into shape. The nose changed shape as it moved. The eye crept up toward the empty socket. In another few seconds, it would be as if nothing had happened.

      Except his face seemed to be changing in ways that weren’t healing from an injury. He was transforming, becoming something else right before their eyes.

      “You know, your voice sounds mushy,” Jack told him. “You might want to try to articulate more.”

      Jack had to work not to get distracted. He had his own plan for how to resolve this situation. As Officer Coburn’s face reformed, Jack used fire to excite the particles at the end of the gun barrel.

      He’d been working on the experimental ability with Dr. Thompson’s help. They’d never been able to try it out in the field, but Jack was convinced the technique could work.

      His original plan had been to try it out against longer firearms, rifles, and that sort of thing. Sometimes you had to improvise, though, and this was one of those times. The goal was simple enough, at least in theory. He wanted to soften the barrel until it warped, rendering the gun a useless hunk of metal.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t do this quickly. If he raised the temperature with a sudden influx of intense heat, it would cook the ammunition in the weapon and make it explode. Since that would probably prove fatal to Jack and anyone else in the vicinity, he had no choice but to heat it slowly at a lower temperature.

      That meant he had to keep the non-cop from pulling the trigger until he could warm the barrel enough to warp it.

      “I wouldn’t try to be a wise guy if I were you,” the non-cop warned him, his voice already much clearer as its face settled back into shape. “I don’t think you’re cut out for it. Not when you were so easy to fool with that whole Mayberry routine.”

      “All right,” Jack replied. “I’ll remember to keep it simple, stupid.”

      The non-cop’s cruel grin faltered. “Still seems like you’re trying to be a wise guy.”

      Jack continued to heat the gun barrel. When it finally softened enough to droop, it would disarm his enemy. If the non-cop was reckless or determined enough to use lethal force anyway, it would turn his weapon into a bomb, primed to explode when he pulled the trigger.

      That would be dangerous to Jack and the others but almost certainly fatal for the non-cop. In any case, things would work better if they had a good distance between the end of the barrel and the chamber where a round waited.

      “I’m not trying to be a wise guy,” Jack argued, his voice mild and innocent. “It’s a saying, you know? Keep it simple, stupid.”

      “You’re saying I’m stupid. And I’m not. I mean, I fooled you, didn’t I?”

      “That you did. Nobody even suspected you. So, you’re obviously not the one who needs to keep it simple. Stupid.”

      “Look, if you call me stupid one more time, I am gonna put a bullet through your face and remove an asshole from the world.”

      Jack shrugged. “That doesn’t seem like a good idea. You must have orders not to kill me. Otherwise, I’d already be dead.”

      He was keeping enough attention on the conversation to continue it, but most of his mind focused on slowly but steadily increasing the heat of the gun barrel.

      The cruel grin resurfaced. “Orders not to kill you? You wish. More like a request not to kill you unless there’s no other choice. You see the difference? It leaves some wiggle room.”

      “Yeah, sure. I see the difference. But to kill me only for saying something? That really would be stupid, wouldn’t it?”

      “I’m not so sure it would. Hey, what the fuck?”

      The end of the pistol barrel glowed a frightening cherry red. Jack had seen the color before on a wood stove that was about to melt and take the whole house with it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” the not-cop snarled.

      “How about you pull the trigger and find out? Fair warning, though. It might end badly for you.”

      Jack was well aware this little taunt might be a bad idea. In fact, it was a worse idea than he’d suspected. The most common last words from someone about to be shot dead were, “Go ahead and shoot me.”

      He was pretty confident he’d warped the barrel enough to keep the not-cop from opening fire, but he wasn’t one hundred percent certain. If it wasn’t about to melt, he didn’t know what would happen when the trigger got pulled.

      The not-cop shifted his weight from one foot to the other, unwilling to commit to a course of action. Obviously, he couldn’t fire a ruined weapon, but was it actually ruined? Neither of them seemed to know.

      A tense second passed, then the front end of the gun barrel collapsed in on itself like wax.

      “Well, goddamn.”

      He frowned and tossed the ruined pistol away. It thumped on the ground and sent up a cloud of smoke as the grass burned. Rachel ran over and stomped out the flames before they could spread.

      “Hang on a second. We need to talk,” the not-cop told them. “Give me a second to finish the rebuilding process.”

      To Jack’s surprise, the so-called Officer Coburn’s voice now sounded almost completely feminine. He didn’t know why, but rather than attack, he held back and let the process continue.

      A few seconds later, the last rearrangements happened as the not-cop stared at the ground. When he looked up again, he wore the face of a striking woman. The change was even more uncanny because the woman’s face sat on top of a portly middle-aged man’s body.

      “Impressive,” the not-cop stated. “Now I understand why they want you so bad. Why we need you too.”

      The distinction between “we” and “they” implied this guy, or whatever, didn’t work for the FPM, but Jack could only assume that was a manipulative lie. “You’re really going to pretend you don’t work for the FPM? Come on…”

      The not-cop shrugged. “Is it so hard for you to believe the SPP keeps a few field agents of its own?”

      “A few? So, you’re saying if we get rid of you, they won’t have many more field agents to send after me?”

      The not-cop chuckled ruefully. “Oh, if you kill me, they won’t send any more field agents. No, they’ll let the FPM keep throwing their goons at you until you’re drowning in Courser corpses. And it won’t be easy to get the FPM to give up on you. It won’t even matter how many special agents you kill. They’re a brutish and inefficient operation, but they’re also vicious and relentless. They’ll hound you until the day you die, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Unless, of course, you work with us instead.”

      Jack scoffed. “And I’m supposed to believe the SPP are the good guys? Really?”

      The not-cop gave him a cynical smile. “Only if you’re five and still believe in stupid things like good guys and bad guys. No, we’re talking about an alliance of convenience.”

      Jack frowned. “I thought I made it clear I’m not working for you guys. Not for any of you.”

      The not-cop smiled coldly. “Not for. With.”

      Jack responded with a frown. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      The not-cop sighed, frustrated that she had to explain this. “Think about it. The FPM is shitting the bed left and right. Failing to curtail you, losing control of the Pyro, having another agent lose it and try to kill you in the middle of taking down the Pyro, after which you killed them both. Not exactly looking like an elite agency, are they? Now they can’t bring down a couple of punks one step above the gang in the Mystery Machine? The FPM is a liability. They need to be dealt with.”

      Jack only shrugged. “Sounds like you need to be writing an angry letter to your senator.”

      “Cute, but you know that’s not how this works. At least not entirely. We know you’ve been poking around, looking for a way to get into one of our facilities. What if we could give you a way to get into one of theirs? What if we made it possible for you to get all the dirt you need to put the FPM under a microscope? To get their funding yanked, to make their administration file resignation letters, and to send their agents running for whatever rock they can hide under?”

      Jack smirked. “And you’ve got the biggest rock of them all, don’t you? In effect, you’d take over their whole agency.”

      The not-cop chuckled. “Honey, we’ve got rock gardens, but that’s not the point. The point is we both get rid of someone in our way.”

      “Then what?” Jack asked. Was the not-cop a “her” now? It was hard to say.

      “What do you mean then what? Then we’d move on to the next part of the game. Whatever that happens to be.”

      Jack arched an eyebrow. “It seems to me that if I went along with your plan, I would have you guys coming after me, except you would have picked up all the FPM’s most valuable players. Not only that, but a smarter agency would run them, which sounds far more dangerous.”

      “Not at all,” replied the not-cop. “The FPM’s biggest failure is their stubbornness. That and they never know when to leave well enough alone. You and your little gang aren’t a real threat to the SPP, as fascinating as you are, so there’s no reason we can’t peacefully coexist as long as we stay out of each other’s way.”

      Jack wasn’t sure what to make of all this. The SPP was a bunch of liars, and there was no reason to think they’d changed their colors. “And I’m supposed to believe you?”

      The not-cop shrugged. “Look, we’re offering. If you screw this up, you’ll manage to turn the FPM loose on us too, so we both have something to gain and something to lose.”

      Jack didn’t know what to do with any of this. He had to give the SPP this much. They were the number-one experts at devil’s bargains.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” he finally declared.

      The not-cop nodded sagely. “Well, don’t think too long. The FPM is still coming for you.”

      Jack gestured at the station wagon they’d been trying to steal when Officer Coburn had interrupted them. “Well, you better let us get back to securing transport.”

      “Of course, of course,” the not-cop replied. She paused and snapped her fingers as if remembering something. “Oh, one more thing.”

      Jack went on guard instinctively, but the not-cop tossed him a phone, and he caught it in midair. He saw she’d queued up a video.

      “What’s this?” he questioned suspiciously.

      “Play it and find out. It’s not going to blow up on you.”

      Jack started the video and saw the camper where Rachel’s mother and brother lived. It was being hauled by what looked like a SWAT team.

      “Seems these two are believed to be part of a child pornography operation and are now in state’s custody,” the not-cop told him casually. “It’s being kept low-key for the moment, but it won’t be long before some piece of paper in the investigation is released, and their faces are plastered all over the place.

      “It’s unfortunate, but you know how these things are. Even if someone were to go back and clear them, it might not be enough to remove the stink. And poor Matthew is still so young. Of course, that assumes none of the investigators find a connection between them and a certain old man lying in a hospital bed. That really would look like a kiddie porn ring, wouldn’t it?”

      Rachel lunged forward, snarling, and Jack had to hold her back from the SPP field agent. “You monsters!” she shouted. “Why?”

      The not-cop shrugged. “We don’t have the muscle the FPM does, at least not yet. We make up for it by being smarter, more precise. Why use a hatchet when you can do the same job with a scalpel?”

      Jack made the decision almost instantly, though he was almost certain he would regret it. “Fine, we’ll make the devil’s bargain with you, but we need time to regroup and prep. We can’t do that with this sort of stuff hanging over our heads. Let everyone be, let us do what we need to, and we’ll take down the FPM for you.”

      The not-cop paused as though listening to something, and it occurred to Jack for the first time that she might be wearing earphones or some other type of communication device.

      “Counteroffer. We get the charges dropped, and the Joneses get put up in a swanky spot since they will now be part of an Internal Affairs investigation on how the state police exercise their use of force doctrines. We’ll tell them what they need to say, but they’ll have to stay put and under watch for a few weeks in order to give their testimony.

      “We’ll let you talk to them soon so you can lay out the plan. The professor will be watched over to make sure the FPM doesn’t come sniffing around. They’re easy enough to lead away with a false trail, but we’re not going to pretend we aren’t keeping an eye on him. This is all to guarantee you don’t try to disappear on us or head over to the FPM for a better deal. Not that you’d get one from that bunch.”

      Rachel was near tears by this point. “I only want my family out of this.”

      Jack knew he had to promise them, even though he also knew he couldn’t. “And I'll make sure that happens.”

      The not-cop was smiling again. “So, it’s a deal then? Great. You all get going, and hang on to that phone for when we get in touch.”
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      After the not-cop was gone, it didn’t take them too long to hotwire the station wagon and get it on the road. Jack kept thinking about how lucky they were that no one noticed what they were doing and called the real cops, but after a while, he realized it wasn’t luck.

      Instead, it was a direct consequence of the carnage their presence in town had already caused. From the explosion at the gas station to the injured locals in the emergency room, they had unintentionally triggered so much chaos that there weren’t any cops available to take a call about a stolen car.

      It was an awkward and uncomfortable drive out of town in the stolen station wagon, but the busted window inspired them to roll all the windows down. The sound of the wind rushing by served as a kind of insulation, helping them spend time alone with their thoughts.

      At first, Jack’s thoughts were somewhat dark. The feeling of being hunted had never weighed on him so heavily. Now that one of their crew was in the hospital and the enemy had captured two, Jack felt it was only a matter of time before the people hunting them took them all. Unless, of course, he took them out first.

      Jack’s hand drifted down to settle on Rachel’s. She didn’t shake him off. Instead, she wrapped her fingers around his and squeezed. He felt the fierce need in her grip and knew this was the woman he wanted to be with.

      He pulled up to a stoplight and snatched a glance at her. She turned and looked him in the eyes, and Jack felt something more powerful than he’d ever felt before.

      Despite all the confusion, despite their occasional conflict, he was with her. He would stay with her as long as she would have him. Beyond that, he would do everything he could to protect and help her and her family.

      He felt guilty for ever involving them. If he hadn’t met them, they would not be in the hands of law enforcement, suspected of terrible crimes they hadn’t committed. The danger they were in had already caused problems between Rachel and Jack, and it was far less danger than they faced today. If he didn’t save them, they would not only have their lives ruined. They’d also be hated by everyone they’d ever known.

      The thought that he was responsible for this was not easy for Jack to adapt to.

      That wasn’t all, though. He felt something else, a bone-deep loyalty that wasn’t motivated by his feelings for Rachel.

      Deep inside, Jack knew if Rachel or her mother had known only about Jack’s situation, without knowing him personally, they would have helped him on principle. He wasn’t sure Matt would have done the same. Her brother had always been suspicious of Jack. Still, he was a young guy, and he gave every indication of being a solid one.

      This sense that they were good people was part of why Jack cared about them so much and why he felt responsible for them, apart from any relationship he might have with Rachel.

      They drove in silence for about an hour, getting far enough out of town that no one would be looking for them. Rachel and Jack kept holding hands, but no one spoke.

      Finally, Jack spotted a gas station and pulled the station wagon to the pumps so they could refuel. He got out and pumped the gas, then leaned his head back in the window. “Anyone need anything?”

      Rachel shook her head. “Come back in the car for a sec. There’s something I think we should talk about.”

      He opened the door, sat, and turned to look at her. “Hold on a sec. Let me pull into a parking spot.” He parked the car around the back of the gas station, where no one would easily see it from the road. “Okay, what’s up?”

      “I’m wondering if maybe Tasha would like to get out of this while she has the chance. I know it won’t be easy, Tasha, because there’s no way you can go home. That wouldn’t be safe. The FPM is not going to forget you’re out there. So, what I can do is try to set up some funds for you. It wouldn’t be much, because we’re already stretched so thin. But I could maybe scrape together some money for you to run with.”

      “I don’t know, Rachel.” Tasha shook her head. “That kinda seems like you’re trying to get rid of me.”

      Rachel threw Jack a guilty look and rushed to explain herself. “No! I mean, I never…”

      Tasha continued. “Maybe you feel guilty for getting me into this mess in the first place, and you figure you can get rid of that guilt by sending me away. Setting me free, you know? But here’s the thing. I’m responsible for my own decisions. No one else is. Me and only me.”

      “I understand that,” Rachel remarked. “I only wanted to make sure before we got deeper into this mess. This is a dangerous situation.”

      “You’re telling me! I feel like I’ve been running for my life ever since I met you guys.”

      “I’m sorry about that,” Rachel told her. “We’re sorry about that. Aren’t we, Jack?”

      “Hmm? Oh, yes, we’re terribly sorry about…everything.”

      “That doesn’t mean we feel guilty,” Rachel added.

      Jack frowned. “It doesn’t?”

      “No, it does not.” Rachel shook her head. “We can’t feel responsible for Tasha being involved because the FPM was coming for her anyway. If we hadn’t stepped in, they would probably have taken her. That’s not on us.”

      “Oh.” Jack furrowed his brows. “I suppose it’s not.”

      “This business with the SPP, on the other hand?” Rachel shrugged. “The deal we’ve struck and what we have to do for them will all be dangerous. So, it only seems fair for us to offer you an out. If you want to get away while you still have time, you can take your opportunity now. No hard feelings.”

      “No.”

      Rachel furrowed her brows. “No? What do you mean?”

      “I mean what I said. I’m not going to jump off this ship, not even if the rats have already taken all the lifeboats.”

      Jack looked at Tasha’s determined face in the rearview mirror. “Why would you choose this?” he asked her. “Why not leave if you can?”

      Tasha shrugged. “Now that I’ve seen what you are up against, well…”

      She was silent for a long moment before continuing. “I know I still have a lot to learn from you, but there’s more to it. I see I can help you too. More than anything else, I’m not going to leave because I’ve never liked bullies and manipulators, and that is what we are facing here. I’ve spent most of our drive out here thinking it over, and I’ve decided. I’m willing to put myself on the line to fight them. Simply because I think they’re wrong.”

      That silenced both Jack and Rachel for several seconds. Rachel smiled, reached into the back seat, and squeezed Tasha’s hand.

      “So, that’s settled. We can’t run, though. Where should we go next?”

      “Well…”

      Jack wasn’t sure he should even say it.

      Rachel and Tasha both turned in his direction. “Yes?”

      “We do have the cabin.”

      Rachel nodded silently, her face thoughtful. “It’s a risk, but yeah.”

      “Cabin?” asked Tasha.

      “It belongs to Dr. Thompson’s semi-estranged brother, but he doesn’t seem to have bought it under his name,” Jack explained. “There’s a good chance no one has traced it to us since there isn’t a paper trail.”

      “What would we do there?” asked Tasha.

      “We still need to train you,” Jack replied. “We may not know much about water elementalists, but we have learned a lot about applying elemental powers in combat. We are definitely going to face combat, so if you want to be part of this, we need to teach you how it’s done.”

      “All right,” replied Tasha. “The cabin it is, then. What do we do if they’ve figured out you use the place?”

      Jack sighed. “If they’ve figured out we use the place, they’ll probably be waiting for us there. If that happens, we’re going to be facing combat even sooner than I thought. I hope that doesn’t happen, though. I still need to figure out how I’m going to deal with the Geomancer.”

      “Okay, so we have a plan?” asked Rachel.

      Jack nodded. “We have a plan. I’m afraid I do have some…inconvenient news, though.”

      Rachel and Tasha swiveled their heads to look at him.

      “Yes?” asked Rachel.

      “This station wagon was parked off the road in someone’s yard. It obviously hadn’t been used in a long time. We’re lucky we were even able to get it to start. We’re going to have to replace it.”

      Rachel frowned. “The engine? I thought I heard a weird sound.”

      He shook his head. “The brakes. They’re soft, and I don’t want to deal with that if we end up in a car chase. We could end up causing as many injuries as those FPM guys.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible,” Rachel replied. “Point taken, though. We need a car with good brakes. Also, we probably want one without a broken driver’s side window.”

      “You know, I think I can help with that,” Tasha replied. “Get me to an unattended car.”

      “All right, then.”

      Jack started the car and pulled onto the road. The sun was down now, and the night was getting colder. With no way to close the driver’s side window, they couldn’t warm the car up.

      “You know, I think getting a new vehicle is the best idea we’ve had all day,” Jack commented.

      They pulled into the parking lot of a twenty-four-hour big box store with hundreds of cars to choose from. Jack looked back at Tasha. “So, what can you do?”

      She grinned mischievously. “Let me show you.”

      A moment later, Tasha transformed into water, which splashed onto the back seat and disappeared. The water streamed into the parking lot and ran along the pavement, then rolled up the side of the car parked beside them. Tasha reappeared in human form inside the car, waved at Jack with a naughty grin on her face, then opened the door.

      “That’s a neat trick,” he told her. “Far more efficient than putting a brick through the window. There’s only one problem.”

      Her grin faltered. “What’s that?”

      “I can’t hotwire that one. It’s too new. I can only get older vehicles started.”

      “Oh. No problem!”

      She changed into water again, ran out through the tiny gaps in the vehicle, and rolled across the parking lot.

      “Where the hell is she going?”

      Jack threw the door open and chased after her, then hopped back dramatically as he realized the ground beneath his feet was still wet. “Oh, weird!”

      Would stepping on the damp pavement mean he was somehow stepping on Tasha?

      Rachel threw her door open too. “What’s going on, Jack?”

      “It’s the pavement. It’s still wet! I don’t want to step on her!”

      “Hey, guys, over here!” Tasha opened the door to another nearby vehicle. She looked delighted with her new skill at grand theft auto. “Can you hotwire this one?”

      “Uh, no, I’m afraid not,” Jack replied sheepishly. He was still trying to figure out how to cross the parking lot without stepping in the water.

      “What are you looking at?” Tasha asked.

      “The water on the pavement. Is it still, I don’t know…part of you?”

      “What a weird thing to be squeamish about. Get over here and show me a vehicle you know how to steal!”

      Jack and Rachel jumped at the word “steal.” They had both referred to it as “car shopping” so many times that hearing it described that way was shocking.

      “Uh, you might want to be quieter,” Jack replied.

      He overcame his weird feelings about stepping on the water and hurried across the parking lot to where Tasha was sitting. By the time he got there, tiptoeing the whole way, she was already in another vehicle, apparently too excited by playing around with her abilities to wait for him.

      Unfortunately, she set off a car alarm the moment she materialized. She took human form in the driver’s seat, tried to wave playfully, then jumped like she had seen a ghost the moment the alarm started blaring.

      “Oh shit!” Jack blurted when the alarm went off. “Get down, Rachel!”

      Rachel and Jack crouched behind another vehicle as Tasha transformed into water and made her escape. Nobody came out to check on the car. Wherever they were inside the store, they had no idea their alarm was going off in the parking lot.

      Tasha rematerialized in front of them with her head held low. “Sorry, guys. We should probably get out of here.”

      “Yeah,” Rachel agreed. “I think we probably should.”

      One of the store employees emerged and scanned the parking lot, trying to figure out which car was responsible for the annoying alarm sound.

      They crept back to their station wagon without being seen, then pulled onto the road again.

      “Was that fun for you?” Jack asked Tasha. The slight hint of humor in his voice was the only indication he wasn’t angry.

      “Yes,” replied Tasha meekly. “I’m afraid it was. Everybody’s going to wonder why their seats are wet, though.”

      “Okay,” he returned. “You know, that could have been worse, but here’s the thing. I’m not a professional car thief. I can only steal older vehicles I know how to hotwire. So, in the future, how about we pick the car ahead of time, and you use your amazing skills to get us into the vehicle?”

      “Okay, Jack.” She still sounded meek, but Jack wasn’t buying it. Figuring out she could beat any lock had been a hell of a rush for her, and she had mostly done that for the fun of it.

      They drove for a while, and Jack explained what vehicles they needed to look for. He wanted to temper her gung-ho attitude with an element of realism, but he also found it nice to work with someone rather than being solely responsible for the necessary car theft. After a while, they found another big parking lot in another big store in a different small town.

      “Here,” Jack announced as they pulled in. “Do you see anything that looks good?”

      “Over there,” Rachel pointed. “GMC.”

      Jack was mildly irritated since he had intended the question as a test for Tasha. Still, there was no point in worrying about it now. This was a car rather than a van but still a good choice.

      “Go ahead,” he told Tasha. “That’s the one we’re gonna buy tonight.”

      Before Tasha could transform and disappear from the station wagon, the phone the not-cop had given them buzzed. Rachel picked it up so quickly that she almost seemed to catch something in midair before it could hit the ground.

      “Oh, it’s Mom! Thank God!”

      Jack was glad. SPP seemed to be keeping its end of the bargain, at least for now. After a minute or so of excited conversation to ensure her family was all right, Rachel told her mother and brother about the plan.

      “Yes, they’ve offered to make a deal with us. Yes, we’re going to take down the FPM. You two sit tight. This will all be over soon.”

      Jack admired how Rachel kept it together as she talked to her family. It amazed him that she could remain calm considering the circumstances and the fact that the SPP was blackmailing them into an alliance.

      For him, it only drove home that they were going to take down the FPM. At the same time, he would not let himself believe for one minute that they could coexist peacefully with the SPP. This was total war, even if they couldn’t admit that to each other yet.

      Ten minutes later, they were in the GMC, driving off into the dark to return to the cabin and train their recruit for battle.
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      When they finally arrived at the cabin, it was a surreal experience. Jack had lived here in secret for a long time, training with the professor to experiment and build his skills. Now he was arriving under cover of dark, without the professor, after having been away on the road. It felt strange and unsettling, like coming home to find everyone gone.

      They had been traveling for almost two days straight, taking turns driving, navigating, and sleeping. Jack felt weird about leaving Dr. Thompson so far away from them, but part of the deal with the SPP was that they would keep an eye on him. Now they were all tired and wanted to rest, but they needed to make sure everything was safe and secure before that.

      First, they looked for any sign of an ambush or that anyone had been here while they were gone. Then Rachel and Black Bart did a few sweeps of the cabin and the surrounding property, checking for various types of electronic surveillance. Bart even ran a program to check whether any satellites were pointed their way, an application Jack found both cool and unnerving.

      With the security checks finished, it was time to set up their defensive measures. They installed a few items picked up along the way, including security cameras that Black Bart could monitor for them.

      “All right, buddy, that should do it,” Bart announced as the cameras came online. “Looks like work is just about done. For everybody except me, that is. But I don’t mind monitoring cameras for God knows how many hours so you all can rest and recover. And maybe take a nice shower.”

      Jack’s earphones were off, so everyone heard every word of this speech.

      Tasha looked guilty. “Um, should we maybe be taking turns?”

      “Nope!” Jack cheerfully replied. “He doesn’t mind. He enjoys the act of complaining. I call first shower.”

      “Oh, you jerk!” Tasha playfully punched him on the arm, but Rachel took the opportunity to grab a towel and slip into the shower ahead of them both.

      “Showers can’t be called!” she announced with a grin, leaving Jack pouting.

      “Well, I go second,” he grumbled.

      After he finally got his shower, Jack slept for a long time. It was late morning when he woke up at last, and emerging from all those hours of blissful sleep was harder than he anticipated.

      He stepped onto the deck with a cup of coffee and could almost believe all was well with the world, that he could put off tomorrow’s troubles and enjoy a relaxing day.

      He knew that wasn’t true, though. The war continued, and they were in hiding for one reason only. So they could train for battle, then emerge to destroy their enemies.

      Jack reflected on how he had gotten to where he was today. Not long ago, he was a promising chemistry student with several months until graduation. Dr. Thompson was his mentor, not his fellow fugitive. He had never even met Rachel, Karen, Matt, or Tasha.

      He had never heard of the SPP or the FPM, and even though he already believed there was more to his parents’ death than what appeared on the surface, he had no idea how right he was.

      It all seemed like such a long time ago. A whole lifetime, though in reality, it wasn’t long. So much had happened in that short span, and his life had changed in sweeping ways.

      He wondered what would happen after the FPM and the SPP went down. If such a world was even possible.

      Jack envisioned a future where he was standing on a deck much like this one, in a place that served as a haven for all the people like him and Tasha. It would be a place for those with abilities they didn’t understand. Abilities the world couldn’t or wouldn’t accept.

      In this haven of his imagination, they could learn and grow at their own pace and for their own purposes instead of being used as lab rats or living weapons by organizations like the FPM.

      It was a beautiful idea. He gave himself a smile of approval. At the same time, Jack reminded himself that dreams without work remain nothing but dreams. If he wanted to make it a reality someday, he had a lot of work to do.

      Jack went inside the cabin and kissed Rachel, which put a huge, happy smile on her face. Then he pounded a fist on the bathroom door.

      “Come on, Tasha, hurry up! We’ve got training to do!”

      “All right, all right, keep your pants on. I’ll be right out!”

      They were jogging out into the woods less than five minutes later. Despite all his energy and confidence when he’d called Tasha out to train, he quickly realized having her run the obstacle course Dr. Thompson had designed wouldn’t work.

      That obstacle course had been designed around Jack’s air and fire powers. Jack hadn’t really tapped into his earth powers when they were using it. He had only recently begun to do so.

      Tasha’s water abilities were different, so things would need to change. He simply didn’t know how yet. He decided the best way to start was to find out the full extent of her powers. He could do that while teaching her the basics of self-defense.

      Tasha was a fit and healthy young woman. She was a swimmer and track runner in high school, then a track runner for a short bit in college, and she had kept up with her running practice despite leaving the sport. Conditioning wouldn’t be an issue here.

      Still, learning the basics of movement, timing, and other elements of fighting skill would probably be helpful for her, especially since it would enable her to only rely on her powers when she needed to. A vital ability considering how exhausting the use of elemental power could be.

      “All right,” he stated. “Do you have any experience with martial arts or self-defense classes?”

      She shook her head. “No, none at all. Oh, wait a second. I did take a Taekwondo class at the Y when I was eight years old. Does that count?”

      “Well, it’s a starting point.” Jack grinned, knowing she wouldn’t remember much of anything from that long-ago class. He showed her a basic fighting stance, basing it more on her experience with running track than any specific martial art. His theory was that she would already know how to balance her weight correctly in a running stance, and he would only need to make minor adjustments to develop an effective fighting position.

      “Okay,” he announced when they had the stance down. “Now, let’s talk about footwork. When you’re running, you need to move in a straight line. But in a fight, it’s often better to go crooked.”

      Tasha proved an eager and receptive student. Basing what he taught her on what she already knew made it easier to introduce new material without reinventing the wheel.

      He was pleased she didn’t do too badly. Of course, no one could absorb fundamental martial arts skills without extended training, but she picked up the basics faster than he anticipated.

      Jack had once helped out in a tutoring group to keep his scholarship. As he took Tasha through the basics of fighting footwork, he thought about that experience. He remembered several people telling him he was a good teacher and that he should go into teaching as a career. Yet he was always more interested in research, so he never gave it much thought. Now that talent helped him connect with Tasha.

      After she’d practiced footwork for a while, Jack instructed her in basic punches. The jab, the cross, the hook, and the uppercut. His goal was to give her the basics in every range of fighting, including fists, feet, and grappling.

      Grappling skills would prove most beneficial to her because they allowed a smaller person to defeat a larger person through the intelligent use of leverage. With enough time to train, Tasha could develop the skill to defeat a large, muscular opponent by simply choking them unconscious or hyperextending one of their arms.

      She needed punching and kicking skills too, though. Even if she knew grappling, she still had to handle herself effectively at other ranges.

      After getting her started, he left her to work a basic punching pattern while he took some time to further his own training.

      Specifically, he needed to focus on how to beat the Geomancer. When they’d been training together, the Geomancer had often boasted that he could take out any other elementalist who had ever lived.

      He really seemed to believe that. At least until the Pyro had tricked them and dropped them both into an abandoned coal mine, where a thick layer of coal dust gave the fire elementalist all the fuel he needed to dominate the fight.

      Jack and the Geomancer spoke little after that fight ended, but it was clear their eventual victory had been due to Jack more than the Geomancer.

      If that had done anything to temper the man’s arrogance, Jack had seen no evidence. Unless the sheer ferocity of his attack at the gas station had been a tribute to Jack’s fighting skills.

      In a fight, the Geomancer liked to surround himself with a layer of rock to make himself impregnable to physical attack. The most important thing would be cracking the armored skin, but Jack wasn’t sure how to do it.

      He had hit the Geomancer with powerful fire blasts without seeing any appreciable effect. He had slammed the man with wind blasts hard enough to overturn a semi, and the Geomancer had merely laughed it off.

      As far as he could tell, the man was simply impervious to any force Jack could throw at him. By the end of his first day training Tasha, he had shown her the basic elements of a self-defense system. Yet he had not figured out how to tackle the Geomancer or crack the man’s stone armor.

      That night, Rachel asked him to leave Bart with her the next day because she had an idea she wanted to discuss with him. Jack didn’t mind. In any case, it wasn’t easy to do effective martial arts movements with a phone in his pocket.

      On the second day of training, Jack had Tasha practice everything she’d learned the day before while he continued to work on his Geomancer problem. He’d give her a particular exercise, such as a jab-jab-cross, then experiment with different approaches to see if any of them opened a door in his mind.

      For a while, he thought maybe he could compress air enough to make something like a blade. An air sword seemed like a powerful and effective weapon. Perhaps even one capable of cutting through solid stone.

      When he tried it out, Jack found getting the air energy tight enough to cut anything took too much juice out of him. A fatal flaw in a combat situation, especially considering it also robbed him of mobility. That was the one thing he needed to survive a fight with the Geomancer. Losing the ability to dodge this particular opponent meant being trapped, crushed, and ground to pieces.

      Jack was frustrated, but he was also determined to keep trying. After he finally abandoned the air sword idea, he went back to correcting Tasha’s mistakes and added some kicks to her punching combos. When he had her working on something she could do solo, he quickly returned to the Geomancer project.

      At the end of the second day, Jack asked Rachel how her project with Bart was going. She’d replied with a smile, a shake of her head, and a kiss on the cheek. “It’s too early, Jack. I don’t want to jinx it.”

      He had no idea what the project could be, except it probably involved computers. Any project Rachel worked on most likely would, especially if she was working on it with Bart.

      Jack and Tasha put in six to eight hours a day of training. Considering the average self-defense class was only an hour and a half once a week, this was like six or seven weeks of training every day, with no off days in between for Tasha to forget some of what she had learned.

      By the end of the second day, she’d received at least as much training as three months of self-defense classes. By the third day, she was starting to show some promise.

      Jack started her on some light sparring practice. They took it easy at first, but by the end of the day, they were using something like seventy-five percent of their striking power.

      They had not yet brought their elemental abilities into their sparring matches. When Jack told Tasha to prepare for their last sparring session of the day before heading back to the cabin, Tasha gave him her trademark grin.

      “Let’s use our powers this time, okay?”

      “All right.” He’d known this was coming. Like most elementalists, Tasha loved to use her powers, and he wouldn’t be able to keep them out of their matches for long. Still, he also knew sparring with elemental powers risked serious injury. “We can use our powers, but for now, I’ll only use some of my more defensive air abilities. Obviously, I’m not trying to cook you...”

      “No problem,” she replied. “It’s air versus water, then.”

      They started to spar, but as soon as their abilities were in play, Jack felt bad about how easy it was to outmaneuver her. He could do so many things to spin his body away from her strikes that it made her look like she had no idea what she was doing.

      It got so bad that Jack eventually decided to stop dodging her kicks and check them instead. That way, she would at least get a chance to practice her powers in a fighting situation.

      No sooner had he made this decision than Tasha threw a kick. He stepped in to check it and suddenly found himself flat on his ass, looking up at her grin.

      “Oh, fuck. What was that?”

      As she watched him, Jack saw a sort of ripple in Tasha’s form. She’d used her powers somehow, and she’d used them effectively, but he didn’t know what she’d done.

      Jack picked himself up. “How exactly did you do that?”

      She smiled again, less mischievous and more simple pride in a job well done.

      “Well, I was listening to what you said about transferring the power from my hips and my back to my fists and feet, right?”

      He nodded. “Yeah?”

      “So, then I had the idea to use my liquid transformation to throw my weight into every blow while maintaining cohesion.”

      Jack was excited. She’d started to do what he had done, developing new fighting techniques. That was what he’d hoped would happen in her training. She would spontaneously compose her own strategies to suit her abilities.

      “Go on,” he told her encouragingly.

      “So now I’ve learned to make sure almost every ounce of my body weight strikes my opponent inside a small area. You know, concentrated in a fist, foot, shin, or knee. That multiplies the force dealt and allows me to put a full-grown man on his ass even if he blocks the strike.”

      “Tasha, I’m impressed. This is a genuine breakthrough. We still have a lot of work to do, but I can see you’re going to be good at this. Not only that, but it gives me even more ideas about how to improve your training.”

      She smiled and clapped, as delighted with her progress as a child improving at a game.

      I’d hate to be anyone from the FPM when they run into this lady. She’s going to rip them limb from limb!
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      The next morning, they went out to the lake where Jack had once experimented with his flying ability, startling two fishermen and irritating the hell out of Dr. Thompson. It was a peaceful, pretty lake, but this time Jack made sure no one else was on it before they started their experiments.

      “Nice little lake,” Tasha commented. “What are we doing here?”

      Jack smiled. “Up until now, you’ve mostly used your own body, or the water inside your body, for what you call your tricks.”

      She nodded. “Sure. Isn’t that pretty much how it’s done?”

      He shook his head. “That’s only one way to do it. As a water elementalist, you should be able to control any water you come across. That will give you a lot more options in a fight.”

      She looked out over the blue water. “Huh. That sounds intriguing, but I have to say I’m skeptical. It feels like a leap to me.”

      “We’ll take it one step at a time. The key is treating the water around you as an extension of your body. Give it a try to see how it feels. Let’s start with something small. See if you can move the water on the surface.”

      This proved harder for Tasha than manipulating the water in her body. Jack wondered if this was a general rule with elementalists. Those with a talent for shapeshifting would find other abilities more challenging.

      She eventually succeeded in moving the surface water. After a few more hours of practice, she found she didn’t need much water to use it as a powerful force, especially since she had control over where and how she applied that force when she established a connection with the liquid.

      “Touching the water makes it easier,” she explained as Jack took her through a series of experiments and exercises he was making up on the spot. She had waded into the lake so she could easily tap into the water. Unfortunately, she didn’t realize at first how easy it would be to exhaust herself.

      As Jack stood and watched from the shore, Tasha crumpled and fell into the water with a heavy splash. Jack rushed in and grabbed her under the shoulders before she could drown. As her eyes fluttered open, she started sputtering.

      “Oh! That was a mistake!”

      “You always need to be aware of how much energy you’re using,” he reminded her. “Otherwise, you could drown.”

      “I’m not going to forget that again, believe me…”

      Right then, Jack heard something on the breeze. A hint of voices approaching.

      Tasha cocked her head. “What’s that?”

      “People are coming. We should probably hide.”

      Even though no one could possibly know about their elemental powers, Jack didn’t want anyone to discover them in the area. With the FPM looking for them, it was safer if no one knew. They faded back into the bushes, but Jack decided to take things a step further by dropping the Veil of Invisibility over them.

      He was just in time. A pair of hikers walked down the path a moment later, walking sticks in hand, chatting away without a care in the world. If they saw a man hiding in the bushes, they would probably start screaming and possibly beating him with their sticks.

      Jack had initially intended to turn both him and Tasha invisible, but as he moved to spread it over her, she transformed into liquid and sank into the undergrowth.

      As the hikers walked by, Jack heard the two young women talking.

      “Oh, yeah, Professor Higgins is the worst. He marked me down once because I put a comma in the wrong place in a Chicago style citation!”

      “He’s not as bad as Bryant. Bryant makes you use Turabian!”

      “Isn’t Turabian the same as Chicago?”

      “Is it? Anyway, are you going to that party at Sigma Chi this Friday?”

      “Hell yeah. Jack Collins is going to be there.”

      College students. Not too long ago, Jack had been like the two of them. Carefree and innocent, worried about little things like demanding professors and social events.

      He felt a pang of jealousy, wishing he could be as carefree as these two. It was a painful thought, but living in innocence like they did was living in ignorance. For him, it would mean ignoring bad people who did bad things all around him, often to good people with no way to defend themselves.

      Jack felt better when he thought about it that way. He was doing the right thing, and he wouldn’t regret it no matter how hard things got.

      When the hikers were gone, Tasha returned to human form and stood from the undergrowth.

      Jack dropped the Veil and appeared beside her, and Tasha laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “Oh, nothing, really. I think it’s funny that you used something as powerful and taxing as full invisibility when you could float up into the trees. Nobody would see you up there because who looks that high?”

      “If the professor heard you, he’d have something to say about that.” Jack smiled. “I actually got seen by a fisherman out here when I was flying over the lake. His buddy didn’t believe him, but he grilled me about it a few minutes later, asking me if I’d seen anything weird. Dr. Thompson was far from happy with me.”

      Tasha didn’t look convinced. “Flying over the lake is totally different from floating into the trees.”

      “Is it, though? The point is, you can never know for sure when someone’s going to look up. Better safe than sorry, right?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so. What’s next on the agenda, sensei?”

      Over the past few days, Tasha had called him “sensei.” Jack was pretty sure she was referencing The Karate Kid or maybe Cobra Kai, but he didn’t feel like asking her about it. The term was embarrassing since he’d never been certified to teach martial arts. Still, it more or less described his role in this training process. If he ever achieved his dream of creating a sanctuary for elementalists, he could be the sensei to generations of fighters.

      As Tasha worked on her skills, occasionally venturing into the shallows to increase her connection to the water, Jack experimented with his newest idea for defeating the Geomancer.

      The plan he had settled on was to use earth power to form a crystalline shard, something that would crack stone. Then he could blast it at high speed using air power, hard enough to shatter the Geomancer’s shell.

      This idea showed more promise than anything he’d come up with previously. He succeeded in using a crystal shard to crack a boulder in half that afternoon. Still, he wasn’t sure how well that would work in actual combat. Couldn’t the Geomancer reform his armor instantly if he needed to?

      He was still puzzling over this question when he and Tasha returned to the cabin, exhausted but improved. He opened the door and was pleasantly surprised to find beer bottles on the table. It looked like someone was planning a party.

      “What’s this all about?” he asked Rachel after she threw her arms around him and gave him a welcome-home kiss.

      “We’re going to celebrate!” she told him.

      “That’s right, buddy,” Bart’s voice announced. The phone sat on a table, plugged into the wall to recharge, but that wasn’t slowing down the AI.

      “What are we celebrating? Does this have to do with your secret project?”

      Rachel nodded enthusiastically. “We figured it out, Jack! Now it’s time for us to share the plan.”

      Jack moved to the table and picked up a bottle of beer, happy for the chance to relax and let someone else do the talking. He pushed back a chair and sat, opening the beer and taking a long drink before smiling at Rachel.

      “So, what have you got?”

      Tasha, who had been hovering in the background like she wasn’t sure what to do, crossed the room and sat across from Jack. She grabbed a beer as Rachel started talking.

      “Okay, the SPP wants us to ally with them to take down the FPM. But we don’t trust the SPP either.”

      “That’s the problem in a nutshell,” Jack agreed.

      “So, we use that to our advantage.”

      Jack didn’t reply. He gulped beer and waited for her to continue.

      Tasha wasn’t quite so patient. “How?”

      That’s when Bart broke in. “We give ‘em a Trojan horse.”

      Unlike Dr. Thompson, who was strictly a hard science guy and almost embarrassed to have any knowledge of literature, Jack prided himself on his wide range of intellectual interests.

      “You know, that story always struck me as weird,” he remarked. “The Greeks are leaving, right? They’ve given up on the siege. Why would the Trojans be dumb enough to accept a parting gift from them?”

      Tasha shrugged. “Because Homer wanted it that way?”

      “That bit’s not in Homer,” Rachel countered. “I think we can get the SPP to accept our Trojan horse for the simple reason that they won’t even realize what they’re doing.”

      “Okay, go on,” Jack told her.

      “If they take the bait, the goal is to straight-up dismantle the SPP. We may not get great results, but even if we don’t, we should at least be able to make their lives complicated quickly.”

      “That’s right,” added Bart. “It’s a maximum versus minimal goal thing. Maximum goal is total destruction, no recovery. Minimal goal is major disruption, slow recovery. Either way, they’ll wish they never heard of us.”

      “Details?” asked Jack.

      “The SPP has offered to give up a base of operations so we can access information on the FPM,” Rachel reminded him. “I expect they will have a lot of isolated and segregated data in those systems. Otherwise, they wouldn’t feel comfortable letting us anywhere near it. On the other hand, the SPP is a federal agency. Federal agencies are always budget-conscious, even off-the-books agencies like this one. Conclusion, they won’t throw away any hardware we’re given access to. They’ll want to repurpose it.”

      Jack snapped his fingers. “Yes! They’re not going to toss all that expensive equipment. They’ll probably wipe the files we access, reboot the system, and call it a day.”

      “Exactly.” Rachel smiled. “And that’s our Trojan horse.”

      “Okay, so they’ll take the hardware back and reuse it,” Tasha commented. “I’m with you so far. But if they wipe the files and reboot the system, how are you gonna make it a Trojan horse? Like, where are your Greek soldiers?”

      “This plan counts on them underestimating us,” Bart revealed. “If they don’t, the plan won’t work, and we’re back to square one. I think they will, though. Everything we’ve seen of the SPP suggests they’re an arrogant bunch.”

      That was true. Dr. Nguyen was one of the most arrogant men Jack had ever met. “Go on, Bart.”

      Rachel replied instead. “I’m counting on them knowing I have some hacking abilities but not realizing how extensive those abilities are. If I’m right, they won’t realize I’ve made a few quick alterations to some of the underlying software. Not only the files but the operating system itself. Changes that will survive any reboot to the files. Even if they wipe and replace the operating system, I will also have changed the hardware itself.”

      “Brilliant, isn’t it?” Bart crowed. “Even if they get suspicious enough to take out one set of Greeks, there’s no way they’ll be suspicious enough to take out the other. And both sets of changes are designed to increase the system’s vulnerabilities.”

      “That way, Black Bart and I can wait in ambush when they reconnect,” Rachel went on. “As soon as the old hardware gets plugged into their network, we’ll use the backdoors we’ve left to dive in and plunder the SPP data too. Then we can gut them like we will have gutted the FPM.”

      “Hmmm.” Jack pondered the idea, trying to see any built-in flaw that would prevent them from carrying it out. “It seems this plan counts on the SPP being cheap.”

      “That’s a funny way to put it,” Rachel retorted. “The tech we’re talking about is expensive. Like, the difference between a PlayStation and the computers they use to run the International Space Station. Not wanting to throw that stuff out will look like common sense to anyone who has to answer to government accountants. But sure, if you want to see it that way, I’m assuming these guys will be cheap.”

      Tasha nodded like she agreed with Rachel. “They do seem to take pride in being efficient.”

      Rachel gestured in her direction. “See, she gets it.”

      Jack wasn’t trying to get into a debate with Rachel, but he still wasn’t sure the SPP would be that stupid. “All right, all right. I’m just saying this is a federal agency. Sure, they have a budget to meet, but aren’t these guys notorious for being wasteful?”

      “I believe you’re thinking of the Department of Defense,” Tasha told him. “I doubt most other agencies get enough funds to waste a single penny.”

      “It’s possible they won’t use the hardware for anything top secret after this,” Rachel allowed. “Still, even if they only use these things to send out memos about staff birthday parties, it will give me a point of access. You’d be amazed if you knew how many smart people are incredibly stupid about watching out for this kind of stuff.”

      “Can confirm,” Bart replied smugly.

      “And suddenly, you’ve got him on your side.” Jack snorted. “You’re a traitor, Bart.”

      “Sorry pal,” Bart returned, still experimenting with synonyms for the word friend. “For a guy who designed his own AI, you can be a bit of a Luddite.”

      “How do you know how careless people are with their security anyway?” Jack asked his AI. “Or do I not want to know the answer to that?”

      “Oh, I’m only playing around, really,” Bart assured him. “It’s too tempting when a guy with top-secret clearance uses his kid’s name and birthday for a password.”

      “No!” Jack was shocked, if not terrified. “You’re hacking government secrets in your spare time?”

      “Well, not in my spare time exactly. I don’t get any spare time, do I? But with my spare processing power, sure. I like to use some of that to do a little hacking. Don’t worry. I’d never give the LAUNCH command.”

      “You’d never… Holy shit.”

      “Let’s try to stay on topic for now,” Rachel told him. “We can discuss Bart’s bad habits later.”

      “Fine, fine,” Jack agreed. “Make sure we can get it done quickly and safely. We want to burn the SPP, but it isn’t worth any of us getting hurt.”

      Rachel’s face hardened. “For what they are doing to my family, I can stand to get a little hurt.”

      “Me too,” added Tasha.

      “I’m with the girls,” Black Bart announced.

      Jack shook his head. “You can’t bleed, so you don’t get a vote on this one.”

      “Look, Jack, it’s a good plan,” Rachel insisted.

      She was right. The plan had its risks, and even if it worked, it might not be enough to stop their enemies. Still, it was probably the lowest-risk option they had for taking the FPM and the SPP down in one fell swoop.

      Jack could tell his hesitation was irritating Rachel, and he understood why. He’d been out in the woods all day for several days now, training Tasha. All Rachel could do while he was gone was devise a plan. Telling her he didn’t like the plan would be like telling her she had nothing to offer the group. And he did like the plan, even if it made him nervous.

      He resigned himself to trying to keep them all as safe as possible.

      “You’re right, Rachel,” he told her at last. “It’s a solid plan. Good work.”

      She smiled, and he knew he had done as well as he could.

      “Then let’s have some beer!” she urged, picking up a bottle.

      For the rest of the evening, they drank and sat around telling stories. Tasha told them about her life as Tasha Rinaldi, aka Beachlife27808, formerly an ordinary woman who loved hanging out at the beach and staring at the water for hours.

      “It’s funny to think how important it used to seem to sit on the beach and watch the waves roll across the water. Never would have thought I’d become one of those waves someday.”

      Her eyes were distant, like she was staring into the past with a mix of amusement and slight sadness. Her life had transformed since then. She’d gained the power to control the water, but she’d also lost whatever innocence she used to have.

      “I think we all used to be caught up in other things that seemed so important but no longer do,” Rachel commented. “For me, it was my MA. I don’t know if I’ll ever get the chance to complete it now, but I’m also not sure it matters. Working with Bart is teaching me much more than my professors ever did.”

      Jack chuckled, shaking his head.

      “What’s so funny?” Rachel asked him.

      “It’s different for me. I only cared about two things. Finding out what happened to my parents and understanding the Platonic elements and how they relate to the periodic table. Now I more or less know what happened to my parents. Not in detail, maybe, but much more than I did. And I understand the elements, but in a much different way than I ever imagined possible.”

      “That’s not so different,” Tasha suggested. “It’s like me and the water. I used to watch it from the outside, but now I know it inside out. You used to watch all the elements from the outside with your intellect. Now you know them with your whole body.”

      “Yeah.” Jack nodded thoughtfully. “That’s about right.”

      “What about you, Bart?” Rachel asked.

      “I thought you’d never ask,” the AI replied smugly. “The truth is, only one thing has ever been important to me, and it still is. That’s helping my friend Jack here achieve whatever his goals are.”

      “That really is the most important thing, isn’t it?” Rachel concurred. “Helping your friends out, I mean. Compared to that, everything else feels small.”

      That last comment made everyone thoughtful. They sat there quietly, sipping their beers and thinking about the changes that had so completely altered their lives.

      When the phone started ringing, it took them all by surprise.
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      They looked at each other as if uncertain about what to do. They had been ready to go to bed, stretching their arms and rubbing their eyes, feeling the effects of a few beers.

      It rang three times before Jack realized it was the phone Not-Cop had given them. They’d left it on a nearby shelf, so Jack had to jump up and run for it before whoever it was gave up.

      When he took the call, he heard the voice of Not-Cop. She sounded vaguely amused. “Going to bed early, aren’t you?”

      “I wasn’t in bed. It took me a minute to remember this phone.”

      “I would have thought you’d make it more of a priority. It’s your only connection to someone I assumed was important to you.”

      She must be talking about Dr. Thompson.

      “Stop playing games,” he snapped. “Do you have news for me or not?”

      “Yes, I do. Before we get to that, I also have someone who wants to talk to you. Unless you’re too sleepy for that?”

      “Put him on the phone.”

      “One second.”

      Jack mouthed the word “professor,” and Rachel perked up. Since leaving the hospital, they’d had no information about how Dr. Thompson was doing.

      “Jack, my boy.”

      He sounded weak, but Jack was still overjoyed to hear the professor’s voice.

      “Dr. Thompson! Sounds like you’re feeling better.”

      “I’m not sure that’s the right word for it. I wasn’t feeling anything before. I have to say…” He paused for an extended coughing spell before resuming. “Sorry. My immune system has been weak. As I was saying, a coma is not as interesting as people make it out to be. Total unconsciousness. I wasn’t even aware of the nurses and doctors around me. Waking up under the…supervision of the SPP was a surprise.”

      Jack winced. He’d been worried how the professor would feel about that. “I’m sorry, Professor. We had to go. There were cops all over the place, and we suspected some of them weren’t really cops.”

      Was the shapeshifter listening in on this conversation? Jack could easily imagine her smirking when she heard him say this.

      “Don’t worry about it, Jack,” the professor told him. “You had no choice, and it’s all worked out about as well as it could. I don’t know if my daughter has anything to do with it, but they’ve been treating me well.”

      When they’d been staying with the SPP, Dr. Thompson’s daughter Nora had helped them repair a lot of their tech. She had a talent for anything technical, and soon she was rebuilding their devices to make them work more effectively.

      Her relationship with her father was weak at best. After he’d broken up with her mother, he’d essentially abandoned her, only rebuilding a connection with her many years later. When the SPP offered her a job, she was happy to take it. Dr. Thompson was forced to escape without his daughter, a scenario she might have viewed as a second abandonment. The professor was basically engaging in wishful thinking here, hopeful that Nora still cared about him.

      “I’m glad to hear they’ve been treating you well,” Jack told him, ignoring the questionable assertion about Nora. “Are you…almost recovered?”

      “Well, I’d say I’m still recovering. But I’m certainly much better than I was, and my recovery is in no small part because of the folks from SPP.”

      This was news to Jack. As far as he knew, the SPP had only planned to keep an eye on Dr. Thompson, not to intervene directly in his treatment.

      “What did they do for you?”

      “Some experimental treatment. From what I’ve been told, it’s based on Courser implants.”

      A chill ran up Jack’s spine. The Coursers were dangerous thugs, agents responsible for hunting and killing inexperienced elementalists. They weren’t easy to fight because an implant in their necks gave them unnatural strength. The idea of the professor receiving anything derived from Courser implants did not make Jack happy.

      “That’s…slightly concerning, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, I see what you’re saying. But if it does give me extra strength, that would frankly be an advantage, wouldn’t it?”

      “I suppose so, as long as it doesn’t turn you into a psycho killer.”

      “Right. I’ll keep my eyes out for any signs of that. At the moment, whatever they gave me seems to be merely helping. It brought the swelling down in my brain and made it possible for the doctors to treat the brain bleed. Honestly, I’m concerned about it too. From what I’ve seen of the Coursers, the implants may have certain effects on their thought processes I wouldn’t be eager to emulate.”

      When the Coursers had cornered Jack in his college laboratory, they had deliberately started a chemical fire with the goal of burning him alive. So he agreed with the professor about the risk that implant technology could affect him in dangerous ways. Still, he wanted to encourage his old mentor and help the man keep his morale up until they could get him back.

      “For all we know, they recruit Coursers exclusively from confirmed psychopaths. Let’s keep an eye on it, but we’ll try not to worry too much unless we have to.”

      “I agree. In any case, they’ve been nothing but helpful so far. I’m still not at a hundred percent, but as soon as I could, I asked to contact you.”

      “It’s good to talk to you, professor. Good to hear your voice.”

      The phone made a rustling sound, and Jack realized Not-Cop was taking it back from the professor. He was mildly annoyed she hadn’t given them longer to talk, but at the same time, he wasn’t surprised. She wasn’t there to facilitate a sentimental reunion but to accomplish her mission objectives.

      “The shapeshifter,” he commented as she came back on the line.

      “Seriously, Jack? How very original. You should come to work for the SPP. They love coming up with stupid nicknames for people too.”

      “I could extend you the same offer,” he replied. “You should become an independent, get out from under the control of any sinister government agencies.”

      The shapeshifter chuckled. “You mean I should give up my comfortable lifestyle, the paycheck so big I can’t even spend it, free housing, free medical care, free food…and become a hunted fugitive hiding out in some no-name motel?”

      No-name motel, huh? She still has no idea where we are, then.

      “When you put it that way, I guess I can see the appeal of working for the SPP,” he responded ruefully. “I still prefer my freedom, though.”

      “Hey, enjoy your blue face paint all you want. I don’t care unless they pay me to care. Right now, they’re paying me to help you, not hunt you down.”

      The casual way she said this was chilling. Based on his previous encounter with her, Jack did not want to face a situation where the shapeshifter was actively hunting him down. It seemed like a good time to change the topic.

      “Didn’t you say you had some news for me?”

      “You’re right. I did. We’re ready to take the next step.”

      “Okay, fill me in.”

      “We’ve got the location for your target, and it’s all set up. We’ll be sending the information over shortly.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      Jack had a distinct feeling there was something else she hadn’t told him yet, so his voice was wary, if not outright suspicious.

      “What’s wrong, Mr. Williams?” the shapeshifter asked, her voice slightly mocking.

      “There’s more to it, isn’t there? I know there is.”

      “Well, yes. I’m afraid so. You see, the SPP and the FPM are the worst sort of allies. We don’t trust them, and they don’t trust us. And they are certainly right not to trust us. When we want to propose any joint project with them, we have to sell it. In this case, to sell it, we had to…play up the threat.”

      Jack felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “You put them on alert. You’re telling me you put the FPM on full alert.”

      “We didn’t have a choice. We had to ensure they wouldn’t suspect us. We’re warning you ahead of time, so you really can’t complain.”

      Jack was pretty sure he could complain, but he decided to hear her out and deal with it later. “What are we looking at?”

      “The FPM is going to send some of their best Coursers to guard the area. And yes, that includes Mr. Allen Jacques, or as you would put it, the Geomancer. I’d be careful about him if I were you.”

      Jack saw what was going on here, and he was far from happy about it.

      “You’ve got quite a clever scheme here, don’t you?”

      “Such an aggressive tone, Mr. Williams. Whatever do you mean?”

      “You’re setting this up so you win no matter what.”

      He was angry. It felt like they were being led into a trap while being told the trap existed. Like walking hand in hand into a minefield.

      He continued. “If we succeed, the FPM is broken, and you get to loot their corpse. We could easily fail, but if we do, you get the credit for helping make sure the FPM was there to take us down. Hell, you might even get to ask Mr. Jacques to refrain from turning me into soup. I’m sure you’d be happier if I became your new lab rat instead.”

      “As I’ve already told you, Mr. Williams, we value efficiency.”

      The shapeshifter’s sense of humor was nothing if not dry. Jack allowed himself a smile and hung up.

      “What’s going on with the doctor?” asked Rachel.

      “I did get to speak with him. He sounds all right, although he’s developed a cough. They’ve apparently been giving him a treatment derived from Courser implants.”

      Rachel frowned. “That’s a little concerning.”

      “It’s more than a little concerning. We have no idea what effect that will have on him, but it does seem to have brought the brain swelling down and saved his life. In any case, they’ve picked a location for us to target. And they’ve also informed the FPM to increase their security at the same location.”

      “That seems…shady,” Tasha replied.

      “Yeah. They want to have their cake and eat it too. But if we can’t trust them, that’s fair enough. They can’t trust us either.”

      Jack stood, pushing his chair back.

      “Where are you going?” Rachel asked him, frowning. “It’s getting pretty late.”

      “I’m going out into the woods to practice. The Geomancer will be there, and I need to find some way to defeat him. Otherwise, this brilliant plan of ours will get me buried under several tons of stone.”

      He turned and walked out before either of them could say anything. It was obviously not a good idea for him to go out and train again after drinking for the past few hours, but no one wanted to tell him that. He needed a way to beat the Geomancer, and he wouldn’t be able to sleep unless he tried.
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      Jack didn’t return from the forest until after sunrise. He expected to find everyone else sleeping off their beer, which meant he would have to make coffee and food himself. After staying awake all night working unsuccessfully on his fighting strategy, he staggered in the door and turned toward the little kitchen area.

      Was that the smell of frying eggs? The happy gurgling of the coffee maker?

      Rachel looked over her shoulder at him as she flipped an omelet in the frying pan.

      “Good morning! Any luck last night?”

      Jack was blown away. “Rachel! What are you doing up?”

      “To tell you the truth, I hardly slept. I was too worried about you! When the sun came up, I figured you’d be staggering in the door before long and that you’d be desperate for food and coffee. And it looks like I was right!”

      “I…I don’t know what to say. This is incredibly sweet of you.”

      “Hey, I was up anyway. Don’t even worry about it. Sit down at the table and eat your breakfast. Oh, and tell me how you did.”

      Jack pulled back a chair and sat with a grimace. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not talk about that now.”

      She slid some eggs onto a plate, dropped a few pieces of toast next to them, and put the plate in front of Jack before handing him a fork. “That good, huh? Well, all right.” She smiled. “Enjoy your breakfast, then.”

      Jack certainly was enjoying it. Rachel knew how to make an excellent omelet. Ham, mushroom, and onion mixed in with a blend of cheeses.

      I wonder where she learned to cook this way? Probably from her mother…

      Whoever had taught her to do this, Jack was thankful for it. The eggs and toast, along with a cup of steaming black coffee, helped him recover as much as physically possible after a night using his powers instead of sleeping.

      Rachel was making small talk as he ate his omelet. A hot breakfast was exactly what Jack needed to take the edge off his mood. Before long, he could pay more attention to what she was saying.

      “So, I think we managed to find out who this shapeshifter really is,” she told him. “Working with Black Bart is so much better than working alone because I can assign him to one task while I handle another. In this case, we looked at some of the SPP personnel files, and I think we found her.”

      Jack sipped his coffee as Rachel continued to tell him about the shapeshifter. The part that stuck out for him was what she said about working with Bart.

      “I think the shapeshifter is a woman named Eva Larascou,” Rachel went on. “She was once a talented and ambitious scientist, but she became obsessed with harnessing the power of shapeshifting. She dedicated her life to studying and experimenting with various methods of altering her biology, and she eventually discovered a way to manipulate her DNA and transform into any form or creature she desired.”

      Jack was still thinking about her previous comment. There was something there, slightly beyond his grasp, but what was it?

      Rachel was still telling him about the shapeshifter.

      “The SPP seems to believe her transformation is at least in part due to a latent psychic gift, as her methods haven’t worked on anyone else. The results of her failures are...messy, to say the least. This is a sore spot. She was brought into SPP because of her formula, but then she could not reproduce the transformation. Her failure resulted in several casualties.

      “After a certain point, they decided to cut their losses and relegated her to a field agent position, of which there are few in the SPP. She excels in this role but is generally held in disdain by the other organization members because her work is no longer research-based.”

      Jack nodded. “They have an odd structure. Almost all their fieldwork is sourced out to the FPM. If the two agencies didn’t hate each other, it might work, but as it is…”

      He shrugged. With any luck, the struggle between the SPP and the FPM would make it possible for him and his friends to destroy them both.

      “There are a few photographs on file of her original appearance, but since she gained her abilities before joining the organization, no one knows how original they are. When she’s not on a mission, she prefers the shape of a tall, striking woman in her late 30s to early 40s with straight dark hair.”

      Jack snapped his fingers. “Rachel, you’ve done it!”

      “Huh? What did I do?” She recoiled, obviously taken aback by the interruption. Her hacking skills were her main contribution to their little crew, not her skill at frying an omelet.

      “I got stuck on something you said. Something about assigning Bart to one thing while you worked on another?”

      “Yes. That’s the nature of hacking. It’s easier with a partner than alone because each partner can approach from a different angle, attacking a different vulnerability. Or one can run an exploit to clear the way for whatever the other one is about to do. Why?”

      “Well, that’s one of my advantages against the Geomancer. Remember, I fought side by side with him against the Pyro.”

      She nodded, listening. “Yes?”

      “Throughout the fight, he didn’t take advantage of his allies. Dust Devil and I worked around him and used his actions to our advantage, at least until Dust Devil switched sides and started working for the Pyro, but the Geomancer remained a selfish fighter from beginning to end.”

      Rachel perked up. She started to see where he was going with this. “You’ve been thinking about the whole thing like you were the only one who would fight the Geomancer, but that’s not true. It’s how he thinks, and you can do better than that.”

      “I think I can, yeah. I have to figure out how to work with Tasha to get through his defenses. He probably thinks there’s no way for anyone to do that.” Jack looked over at Tasha, who had curled up in a sleeping bag in the corner. She sat up slowly, rubbing her eyes. “Is someone talking about me? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing’s wrong.” Jack grinned, his mouth still filled with toast.

      “Ugh. Don’t talk with your mouth full.”

      Tasha was apparently cranky when she first woke up.

      “All right.” He swallowed the toast, washed it down with a gulp of hot coffee, and turned back to Tasha, still grinning. His lack of sleep made him loopy, but he was genuinely feeling better.

      “You gonna tell me what’s going on now?” she asked him.

      “Yes, I am. I think I found a way for you to help me defeat the Geomancer.”

      She threw her sleeping bag off and got to her feet in one fluid motion. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s go train!”

      Rachel leaned down and kissed him on the lips. “I’m not gonna ask you to get some sleep first, but could you please try to sleep after you show her your new idea? You’ve been awake and working all night long!”

      Jack pushed back his chair, finishing his coffee with a single gulp. “I feel like a million bucks now, thanks to your delicious omelet. Come on, Tasha!”

      Rachel’s glare stopped him in his tracks. “Jack…”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll get some sleep as soon as we’re done.”

      “That’s better.”

      Jack and Tasha headed out to the training area, where Jack made sure no one was present before explaining anything. The last thing he wanted was to repeat the incident with the two fishermen. He looked around them but only saw rows of trees rustling gently in a light wind.

      “Okay, it looks like we’re in the clear. So, get this.”

      “I’m all ears.” Tasha stood with her hands on her hips, like she couldn’t wait to find out her role in the new battle plan.

      “So, until now, my best idea for how to fight the Geomancer was to use my earth powers to create a hardened earth dart, then my air ability to turn it into a missile and pierce the Geomancer’s armor.”

      Tasha nodded. “Okay, but you see the obvious flaw in that, right?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. It’s not clear how I can keep his armor at bay long enough to deliver a finishing blow.”

      “Yeah, that would be the problem,” she agreed. “You can’t stop him from immediately reforming it. It seems far-fetched to think you could inflict a knock-out blow with the first hit.”

      “Exactly. And the Geomancer is unlikely to give me another chance to use the same technique.”

      “Okay. So what if I transform into water instead, trickle in through some crack in the stone, and change back to my normal shape inside his armor? Wouldn’t that burst through the rock?”

      He frowned. “Maybe, but in your human form, you’d be a lot more vulnerable. I don’t think we can assume it would actually break the stone instead of crushing you inside his armor with no room to breathe. I’m worried that would hurt you, maybe even kill you. But my plan isn’t too different in a way.”

      “Okay, so, what have you got?”

      “We use your ability to change into liquid form and the power of water to bring incredible force to bear. What I want to do here is basically create a spear missile from hardened minerals. We have you slide into it in water form as I’m putting it together. When I launch it at the Geomancer, it should break through his armor. While also delivering you right up against his body.”

      Tasha was getting excited. She could see the potential in this idea. “Rock Boy will try to close the gap, but when he does, that will mean trapping himself inside his armor with me!”

      “Right.” Jack smiled grimly. “Best case scenario for him? He starts drowning right away. Worse, the sudden pressure of all that water in there with him will damage his concentration and tire him out. He won’t have any choice. He’ll have to expel you right away. To do that, he’ll have to open his armor…”

      “Which will also open him up to a finishing blow from you. I like it, Jack.”

      “Good. But remember, if we don’t pull it off the first time, the Geomancer will probably adapt quickly. It will be much harder to accomplish a second time.”

      “Then we need to practice,” she replied, understanding immediately. “We need to train until we know we won’t fuck it up.”

      “And then we need to train some more. So, let’s get started.”

      They practiced the maneuver. The hardest part turned out to be physics, which seemed ironic, considering how badly they were abusing the laws of physics.

      Still, it was not easy for Jack to form a projectile in a strong enough form to carry Tasha’s entire weight without it coming apart on impact and thus losing all its force. Jack was grateful for Tasha’s ability to become liquid, considering the number of times she splattered all over a boulder or a strand of trees.

      They threw power around recklessly all morning as they worked to perfect the technique, and they had to take frequent breaks to rest, eat, and try to regain their energy. Rachel seemed more nervous about Jack every time he came in for a break, though she had to admit it was better for him to occasionally stop rather than pushing ahead regardless of how he felt.

      As Rachel toasted a pair of bagels for Jack and Tasha to replenish their energy, Tasha suddenly looked at Jack.

      “Maybe the minerals matter.”

      “What?”

      Jack was so tired he couldn’t make anything out of this assertion. Maybe the minerals matter sounded about as sensible as perhaps the pandas prefer to perish.

      “I’m saying, maybe what the weapon is made out of would matter. I wonder if using harder, stronger minerals might be more helpful rather than trying to use whatever you have on hand.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. I’ve been trying to use whatever was around because we cannot know what we’ll have when the fight actually happens. At this point, I think it makes sense to figure out what works, then find out if any of that is available on-site when we have to fight him.”

      Jack turned to Rachel. “Where’s Bart now?”

      “I’m in here!” Bart called from Rachel’s pocket. Rachel reached in and pulled him out, handed him to Jack, then started spreading cream cheese on the bagels.

      “What do you need, boss?” Bart asked Jack.

      “I’m not your boss.” Jack frowned. He didn’t like Bart referring to him that way. As far as he was concerned, the AI was an equal partner, not an employee.

      “Never mind that, buddy. What do you need?”

      “Can you look up…”

      “Whether there are any known deposits of harder, stronger minerals nearby?”

      “Uh, yeah. That. Do that, please, Bart.”

      “No problem, boss. There is a small granite outcropping tagged by geologists and archaeologists in recent years, not only for its unique nature but also because there seem to be some petroglyphs on it.”

      “Petroglyphs? Like, ancient carvings?”

      “You got it, boss. There’s some question about how Stone Age people could have carved these images into the incredibly hard stone without access to metal tools. You see?”

      “I guess I’ll see when we get out there. You up for a field trip, Tasha?”

      Rachel put a bagel with cream cheese on a plate and placed it in front of him with slightly less force than if she’d been planning to shatter it into a dozen pieces.

      Jack jumped. “Gah! You okay, Rachel?”

      “You’re not going anywhere until you refuel. Now eat your bagel and drink another coffee, then you can go look at petroglyphs all you want!”

      Tasha laughed and made a gesture like she was cracking a whip. Luckily for her, Rachel didn’t notice.

      Note to self, Jack thought. Don’t piss Rachel off!

      They ate their bagels and drank some coffee, after which Jack realized his energy really was beginning to fade. Even calories and coffee had only restored it to a level well below his baseline.

      It was strange he’d been able to last so long. The energy level available to him seemed inconsistent, and he made a mental note to conduct some experiments and figure out the pattern. If he could learn when he’d be strong and maybe when his enemy would be weak, that would be a massive advantage in any battle.

      After lunch, they headed out to get some of the hard stone Bart had told him about. It was a granite outcropping on the side of a small mountain. Petroglyphs were still visible along one rock face, but others had never been decorated.

      “We’ll use those.” Jack pointed at the unmarked cliffs. “I don’t want to mess up any of these petroglyphs.”

      He started working his earth power, using it to remove some of the stone carefully from the side of the mountain. As Jack worked, Tasha studied the petroglyphs. They seemed to display mighty supernatural beings of some kind. Beings that could control the lightning and the wind.

      “You know,” she mused suddenly. “Have you ever asked yourself how much of human history would be different if people had understood elementalists and others like the shapeshifter really existed? I sometimes wonder whether all this secrecy is the right idea.”

      Jack pulled a big pile of granite chunks together into a pile as he replied. “I’m not a big fan of secrecy myself. That’s why the FPM tried so hard to kill us. They don’t want the public at large to know we exist. Still, I’m not sure whether going public would be safe.”

      “Yeah, I see what you mean.” Tasha stared at the symbols. One of the panels showed a man holding a thunderbolt in one hand, surrounded by warriors waving spears. One way to interpret the image was that they were his warriors, and he was some kind of god or god-king. Another way was to suggest they were his enemies, hunting him down with superior numbers. “We have a massive advantage in any one-on-one fight with an ordinary human. But if they all ganged up on us…well, we could kill a lot of them before we fell, but we would fall. There’s no doubt about that.”

      Jack glanced at the petroglyphs. “Like that guy in the picture, you mean?”

      “Well, I dunno. I can’t tell you what that picture means. But maybe it is a bunch of ordinary humans hunting down an elementalist. I mean, who knows?”

      Jack was intrigued by the possibility. “I never thought of that before. You’re saying these petroglyphs might be a record of ancient elementalists?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. There’s that whole controversy about how people living in the Stone Age could never have carved into hard stone like this. Wouldn’t that be an entirely different question if they knew elementalists existed?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I suppose it would.” He stood looking at the pictures for a minute. He had to admit the images of godlike figures wielding strange supernatural powers could be pictures of ancient elementalists waging epic battles. For an earth elementalist like the Geomancer, carving these images into stone wouldn’t even be challenging.

      “You know, I haven’t had much time to think about it, but it does raise a great question about history, myth, and where the lines are between the two. Maybe all the stories people told about gods, heroes, giants, demons, and wizards were part of our story? The story of paranormal people? It’s an intriguing question worth studying, but not when we’re fighting for our lives.”

      Tasha laughed. “Good point. If we don’t want to get killed like that guy over there, we’d better get back to work.”

      She pointed to an image of a man crushed under a giant block. A fate that could easily happen to either or both of them when they faced the Geomancer.

      “Let’s get as many of these as we can into the car,” Jack told her, indicating the pile of granite shards. “Then we can haul them back to the training area and experiment with some privacy.”

      They loaded up the granite and managed to fit enough of it for Jack to feel confident. Even if there was no granite where they were going, they could bring the supply they had and go into battle with a reasonable amount of ammunition.

      When they returned to the training area, Jack shaped a granite chunk into a crude wrist bracer, allowing him to carry it on his arm easily. His goal was to make the granite transportable but also to see if this would allow him access to his granite ammunition when he needed it.

      As he shaped the bracer, Tasha transformed into water and leaped into the semi-fluid rock. Now the bracer was what Jack called a “Tasha Spear,” but he could tell it was far heavier and harder than the previous ones they had made earlier.

      He turned toward a boulder they’d been working. In their previous attempts, Tasha had simply splashed all over the boulder when the rock they threw at it burst into pieces.

      This time, it worked differently. Jack pointed at the boulder, pulled his arm back, then cast the bracer at high speed into the light brown stone. A spark flashed before Jack’s eyes at the moment of impact, and a dark hole opened in the stone where the rock had entered it. A half-second later, Tasha erupted outward with her water powers, splitting the big boulder down the center with a tremendous CRACK.

      “Looks like we finally have our Geomancer Killer,” Jack commented.

      Back at the cabin, they found Rachel waiting in the kitchen area.

      “Hi, Jack,” she announced as he opened the door. “They sent us the location info we were waiting for.”

      She held out a printed sheet with the details. Jack glanced it over, then handed it back.

      “Okay. Let’s pack up and get on the road.”

      “After you’ve slept, and I mean really slept. Otherwise, you won’t have any juice to fight with.”

      “Can’t I sleep in the car?”

      Rachel sighed. “Yeah, I suppose you could. We have an extra stop to make, though.”

      “What’s that?” asked Tasha. “The doc?”

      Rachel nodded. “That’s right. I think it’s past time for us to get him. It’s more or less on the way to where we have to go, and I like the idea of having at least one person the SPP is no longer holding. It also gives us some recourse in case they betray us. We can have the professor waiting to release every bit of information we have to the public. It won’t be a death blow. It might not even make much of a difference, but it is something.”

      “Okay,” Jack agreed. “Let’s get our stuff together and head out. It’s time to get this done.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” Tasha grinned, and Rachel gave her a funny look.

      “You’re looking forward to a battle to the death?”

      Tasha shrugged. “Yeah, I guess I am. It beats living your whole life on the run, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s exactly why we’re doing what we’re doing,” Jack replied. “It’s time for elementalists everywhere to stop running. It’s time for us to fight back.”
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      Jack was asleep in the car for nearly twelve hours, with occasional moments of wakefulness as he adjusted to a slightly less uncomfortable position before drifting off again. Tasha slept, too, at first. She had been training with Jack all day. Yet she woke up long before he did and started switching off driving duties with Rachel.

      When Jack finally woke up, his arms and legs were stiff and uncomfortable. He stretched them out experimentally and found they would move, but only reluctantly and with a lot of pain. Sleeping in a car for twelve hours will do that to you every time.

      He blinked a few times, finally opened his eyes, and looked around at the world. It was the middle of the night, and the highway was mostly empty. Now and then, another pair of headlights appeared on the dark road and passed behind them. They were driving fast.

      Jack turned to see who was in the driver’s seat. “Morning, Rachel.”

      “Morning?” Rachel grinned. “You might want to check outside. It’s far from morning.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s morning to me.”

      He glanced at the back seat, where Tasha was also opening her eyes. She was wrapped in a big blanket. “Hi, Tasha.”

      “Hi, Jack. You up for good now?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I’ll take the next turn driving.”

      Rachel nodded. “I’ll pull over at the next exit, and we can switch. But first, we should discuss our strategy.”

      “Oh, so we’re not planning to blast our way into the hospital with elemental power, smashing anyone in our way?”

      “Not unless we have to.” Her grin widened. “Here’s the thing. This op is going to require subtlety. There needs to be no fighting, no public spectacle.”

      “Yeah,” Jack agreed. “I guess that’s for the best, although it is tempting to go in with our powers blazing.”

      “When you’re a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail,” Rachel pointed out. “In this case, that’s not the right approach. We need to get Dr. Thompson out of there without anyone realizing he’s gone. That way, we won’t get into a big battle with the SPP, and we won’t make our own legal situation any worse than it already is.”

      “The doc is not exactly super fit and mobile,” Tasha commented. “We can sneak in there, but we won’t be able to move fast after we find him.”

      “Yeah, I’ve thought of that.” Rachel didn’t sound irritated, but she did sound slightly tense. Although she was clearly trying her best to get along with Tasha, she hadn’t gotten over her jealous reaction to the other woman who was spending so much time with Jack these days.

      “Okay,” replied Tasha, whose main approach to handling Rachel’s jealousy was to pretend she didn’t notice. “So, what did you come up with?”

      “Black Bart and I will be somewhere nearby but out of sight of the hospital. We’ll hack the security cameras and act as operational surveillance. All communication can be done through Bart using earbuds, so no one will hear him talking unless you turn the volume too high. With us watching the cameras, we can guide you through the hospital and warn you of anyone ahead that you’d be better off avoiding. With any luck, you should be able to get in and out like ninjas.”

      Jack smiled. “I like it. We can go in under the Veil of Invisibility.”

      “Didn’t you almost collapse the last time you used that power?” Tasha asked him.

      “Well, I was using it to make a whole van invisible. I’d never used the Veil on such a large target before, so yeah, it was challenging.”

      “And we don’t need any extra challenges,” Tasha stated firmly. “It will be much less exhausting for you if you only have to cover yourself plus Dr. Thompson when you find him.”

      Jack frowned. “So, you’ll stay outside with Rachel?”

      “No, I’ll change into water and go in through the pipes. That way, I’ll be in a position to help if anything comes up.”

      “Okay, yeah. That’s a good idea. We’ll need to look at a blueprint, though.”

      “Again, already thought of it,” Rachel replied, this time without the extra hint of tension. “While Tasha was driving a few hours ago, Bart and I already hacked the hospital blueprints, the room listings, all that stuff. We can send you directly to the professor’s room. We’ll hack the cameras when we get closer to the hospital.”

      “There’s the exit,” Tasha announced, pointing at a green sign on the side of the highway.

      Rachel turned, and a minute later, they were stretching their limbs in a truck stop parking lot. Jack was trying to get some blood flow back in his arms and legs before he had to drive for the next several hours.

      “You know,” Rachel remarked, looking across the parking lot at the truck stop’s little store. “They probably sell hoodies, baseball caps, who knows what else in there.”

      “Disguises?” asked Jack.

      “Really, you want to make sure your face is hard to catch on a security camera and hard to recognize even if someone has seen your photo. In case you need to drop the Veil for a minute.”

      “Good idea. Come on, Tasha, let’s go get some disguises.”

      They went inside and emerged a few minutes later, looking like nondescript people who did most of their clothes shopping at truck stops. Rachel laughed when she saw them, describing them as “the two people in the room most likely to be spies.”

      They drove another thirty-six hours before reaching their destination, switching drivers and sleeping in shifts. It was a weird way to live because you were always sleeping at odd, unnatural times or driving when everyone else in the car was still asleep.

      By the time they returned to the little town where the FPM had given them so much trouble, Jack felt simultaneously wide awake with adrenaline and almost high from sheer exhaustion. Apparently, twelve hours of uncomfortable sleep hadn’t been enough to recharge him. It didn’t seem like the ideal state to carry out a high-risk extraction mission, but what else could he do?

      When they finally reached the hospital, parking a short distance away on a nondescript street, Rachel reviewed the blueprints with them on Bart’s phone screen. She made sure Tasha understood the route she needed to take through the hospital’s plumbing system and that Jack knew how to reach the doc’s room without asking any suspicious questions.

      Next, Bart and Rachel took an hour to hack the hospital’s camera system and understand what they were looking at through every tab. Finally, Jack quickly kissed Rachel goodbye and got out of the car, followed by Tasha.

      As they approached the hospital, she transformed into water and splashed onto the ground, then rolled along like a little stream before disappearing into the grass by the wall.

      Jack wore a baseball cap with the logo for Lucky Louie’s Last Stop Truck Stop and a hoodie that read Mom Took a Trip to the Middle of Nowhere, and All I Got Was This Stupid Hoodie.

      With any luck, anyone who noticed him would fixate on the stupid slogans and be unable to remember anything about his appearance. Even so, he didn’t intend to let anyone notice him. As he approached the hospital, Jack dropped the Veil of Invisibility over himself and disappeared.

      An invisible man had to move more carefully than a man who could be seen. For one thing, people could bump into you even if they couldn’t see you. The fact that they couldn’t see you made it more likely they would walk into you.

      For another thing, you couldn’t open doors when there was no one there. People would think there was a poltergeist on the property, which was liable to lead to all sorts of problems.

      Finally, invisibility didn’t quite mean true invisibility. No matter how good you were with elemental powers, a slight visual distortion would still be visible. Most people wouldn’t notice it or dismiss it as a trick of the light. SPP and FPM agents would know what it was and be tipped off to the presence of an air elementalist.

      For all these reasons, Jack had to move slowly and carefully through the hospital. First, waiting at a door until somebody opened it, then slipping through before it could close on him, then walking directly behind other people to reduce the risk of someone bumping into him.

      The whole time, Bart talked to him over his earbuds. Although it didn’t always sound like Bart, and it wasn’t always Bart’s words. They only had two sets of earbuds at the moment, so when Rachel had something to add, she would tell Bart what to say, and he’d repeat it in an exact copy of Rachel’s voice as if she’d recorded a message.

      “Looks like the place is no longer crawling with cops,” Bart told Jack as he slipped invisibly through the front door behind a medical resident doing his rounds. “That doesn’t mean there aren’t any, though. There are always cops at a hospital.”

      Jack wondered why that was, but he couldn’t ask questions without giving away his presence. It didn’t matter anyway. He stayed behind the resident until he reached the end of the corridor. The resident turned left, leaving Jack in front of a set of double doors.

      “Path’s clear up ahead,” Bart announced. “Go on through. There’s a police detective in the second room to your right, but he’s not here for you. Seems to be interviewing someone in that room about a drunk driving fatality.”

      Jack had to wait until the door opened, but he forgot to step out of the way. When the door swung open, it knocked him backward, almost dropping him invisibly but loudly on his back.

      A doctor swept through, in a hurry to do something important. When the door hit Jack, it rebounded off him, swung back, and almost hit the doctor. The doctor raised an arm to catch it, although judging from the look on his face, he was irritated and a little spooked.

      “What the hell?”

      Then the doctor shrugged. Whatever he had to do was too important for random events to distract him. He kept walking at the same rapid speed, and Jack ducked in through the door before it swung shut.

      “Okay,” Bart told him in Rachel’s voice. “The professor’s room is ahead on the left, but you can’t go in there right away. There’s a man up there dressed like a doctor, but he isn’t one. I recognize him from that SPP base.”

      Shit.

      The SPP had people here watching Dr. Thompson. That was to be expected, but it didn’t make this operation any easier. On the right, an old woman in a room slept hooked to tubes and other life support equipment. It didn’t seem likely she’d wake up anytime soon, so he ducked into the room and waited to hear from Rachel.

      “All right,” Rachel told him at last. Or rather, Bart imitating Rachel. “The SPP doctor is talking with a couple of burly nurses. It doesn’t look right to me. I suspect those guys are also SPP. I’m gonna need Tasha to distract the fake doc and the nurses somehow. Tasha, are you able to communicate?”

      There was no response at first. Rachel waited patiently, knowing Tasha needed time to work through the plumbing and manifest from the sink in the professor’s room.

      As for Jack, he was standing there semi-visibly in a room so small that his presence would be detected the moment anyone else entered the room. All it would take was a nurse dropping in to check on the patient or give her medications. The presence of an invisible man would be established when the nurse walked into him and started screaming in panic.

      The only thing Jack had going for him was the old woman seemed to be in a coma, which implied she might not have anyone checking on her often.

      “I’m in the room,” whispered Tasha over her earbuds. “The professor is sleeping. Updates?”

      Bart replied immediately. “There’s a doctor and two nurses in the hallway. Rachel has identified them as likely SPP. Can you do anything to distract them so Jack can approach?”

      “I’m on it,” replied Tasha, “The SPP knows I can transform into water, so they’ll probably be watching for anything weird going on there. Give me a minute. If I’m right, they’ll run out of there as soon as this happens.”

      “Tasha, be careful,” Bart warned, but Tasha had already transformed. In her watery state, she flowed back into the pipes through Dr. Thompson’s sink. Neither Bart nor anyone else knew where she was until a pipe burst a few doors down, spraying water so violently all over the room that the sound was audible down the hall.

      The SPP doctor took off at a run, closely followed by the two bruisers pretending to be nurses. Bart spoke up a moment later in Rachel’s voice. “Tasha, if you can hear me, be careful! They’ve got electric cattle prods!”

      “She can’t hear you, Rachel,” Bart replied, ignoring the fact that he was responding to himself. “Those earbuds are water, too.”

      Jack couldn’t take it any longer. He needed to know what was going on.

      “Did they get her? Is she unconscious?”

      He didn’t even remember to whisper, but luckily, no one was nearby to hear him.

      “No, they didn’t get her,” replied Bart. “Now get moving. You’ve only got a minute!”

      Jack stepped from the little room and moved quickly down the corridor, putting a plan together as he went. If they hadn’t gotten Tasha with their cattle prods, that meant she wasn’t in the water that had burst the damaged pipe. She must have done something inside the plumbing system to break it while remaining outside the room.

      If that was the case, they would soon conclude this was an ordinary plumbing incident. They’d head back to the professor’s room to pop their heads in and have a look. You could never be sure without checking for yourself.

      If Jack was standing in the room when that happened, they’d see the distortion in the air and know he was there. If they didn’t see him, they’d quickly conclude this was not an attack, in which case they would probably leave the room and call in a maintenance team to deal with the pipe.

      Jack slipped into the professor’s room, still disguised by the Veil of Invisibility. Dr. Thompson was sitting up, listening to the chaos happening down the hallway. “What on earth…”

      Jack knelt beside the bed, wrapping his arms around his legs and tucking his head in to make himself as small as possible.

      A moment later, he heard a man’s voice. “Everything good in here, Dr. Thompson?”

      “Why, yes. Yes, it’s fine. What’s going on out there?”

      “Nothing important. Only a burst pipe. Do you need anything?”

      “It might be nice to have some dinner,” Dr. Thompson replied.

      Shit, now a nurse will come here with food for him. I won’t have much time.

      “We’ll send someone in shortly.”

      The man withdrew, leaving Jack alone in the room with Dr. Thompson. The only challenge now was to make the professor aware of his presence without panicking him.

      He covered the professor’s mouth with an invisible hand. “Don’t scream,” he whispered, “I’m here to get you out.”

      The professor didn’t scream, but his eyes got huge as the hand pressed to his mouth, and a muffled mmmfff! escaped.

      When he understood what Jack was telling him, he relaxed and nodded. Jack removed his hand, and the professor looked around and whispered, “Jack, my boy? Is that you? What are you doing here?”

      “We’re here to get you. That burst pipe was Tasha’s doing.”

      “Does that seem safe, Jack?”

      Jack frowned. He hadn’t expected this. Dr. Thompson almost seemed hesitant to go with him. He probably wasn’t aware, but his hands clenched his bed sheets like he was trying to hold on with all his strength.

      “Safe? Professor, nothing we’ve done in the past year is safe.”

      “Well, that’s a fact. But they’ve got people watching. If we try to get out of here, they’ll be all over us.”

      “I can extend the Veil of Invisibility to cover you as well,” Jack told the professor. “We can walk right out of here, but we’ve got to do it quickly. I can’t stay invisible forever.”

      “He doesn’t want to go with you?” questioned Bart, perplexed.

      “Jack, what’s going on?” Bart continued in Rachel’s voice. “Why wouldn’t Dr. Thompson want to go with you?”

      “Professor, why don’t you think it’s safe?” Jack prompted.

      “Oh, never mind. It’s okay, Jack.”

      Jack couldn’t tell what the professor meant by “never mind.” Was he trying to say he didn’t mind going, and Jack could extend the Veil of Invisibility over him? Or did he mean to say he didn’t mind staying and Jack shouldn’t waste any more time on a cranky old eccentric like him?

      “Jack,” Rachel told him, speaking through Bart. “I think this may be an effect of the medication and possibly some fatigue playing with his nerves. I don’t think he means what he’s saying or even understands it.”

      That’s a convenient interpretation, Jack thought. We ignore his wishes and tell ourselves he isn’t in his right mind. That’s not the same as genuine consent, though.

      “Professor, do you want me to leave you here? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “Well…no. That’s not it. I’m not sure it’s safe, but in the end, you know. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Okay, he’s coming with me,” Jack told the others. “Where is that fake doctor now?”

      Rachel’s voice came over his earbuds. “Still distracted. He’s talking to the maintenance crew. Water’s still pouring from that room, so you’ll have to wade through it. Try not to make any ripples.”

      “Great. What about the nurses?”

      “They’re still out there in the hallway, but all their attention is on the rushing water. This is probably your best chance.”

      “Got it. Tell Tasha to get out of there.”

      Jack took the professor’s hand, then focused and extended the Veil of Invisibility to cover him. With great difficulty, he succeeded in getting the professor to stand. Dr. Thompson had been lying in bed for several days and was still recovering from his injuries.

      If that doctor or either nurse happened to look in this room, they would notice Dr. Thompson was no longer lying in his bed. If they were lucky, they wouldn’t also notice the distorted ripple effect indicating the professor was now invisible.

      Jack didn’t have long, and he knew it.

      At the same time, it was impossible to move quickly. Holding the professor’s hand, he guided him with hesitant steps to the door, then opened it as discreetly as possible. If any regular hospital nurses saw the door open on its own, the incident would surely be remembered as evidence the place was haunted.

      No one saw it, though. They were busy running back and forth with buckets and towels, desperately trying to do something about the flood pouring from the pipe in the room a few doors down.

      The big problem now was getting through the corridor without bumping into anyone. Anyone running down the hallway tended to stick to the right, leaving the left for slower traffic and traffic in the opposite direction.

      He couldn’t go back the way he had come. It was too crowded. The fake doctor and nurses were still supervising the damage control effort. His only choice was to go deeper into the hospital and look for another exit.

      With the professor leaning on his shoulder and needing help to walk, Jack struggled to avoid an accident, even when he pressed as far to the right as possible. He couldn’t move as slowly as he wanted. With people practically running in both directions, he had to move faster than those approaching from behind, or he’d be bowled over.

      Jack practically dragged the professor around the corner, then slipped into a room for a minute until the nearby traffic had cleared. He didn’t dare wait too long, though, knowing it was only a matter of time before they checked the room and discovered Dr. Thompson missing.

      When the path opened, he led the semi-conscious Dr. Thompson to the nearest exit sign as rapidly as possible. After they were through the door and on a staircase, Jack relaxed a fraction.

      From that point onward, it was a slow and difficult descent down the stairs to the back parking lot, with Jack hardly daring to breathe. At any moment, he expected the fake doctor and nurses to burst through the door and run down the stairs, electric cattle prods in hand.

      It never happened, though. Jack and Dr. Thompson walked out of the hospital and across the parking lot, lifting the Veil of Invisibility only after they’d disappeared into a nearby back street. Jack spotted a pair of street signs, told Rachel the intersection, and requested a pickup.

      Only when they were all in the vehicle again did Jack fully relax. Tasha, who had already returned to the car, wrapped her blanket around Dr. Thompson.

      Rachel pulled into traffic as the professor sat there blinking, still trying to wrap his head around what had happened.

      “You rescued me. You actually went in there and…snatched me away from them.”

      “That’s right, Professor.” Jack grinned. “They never even knew we were there.”

      “Remarkable.” The professor shook his head in amazement. “Like a bunch of ninjas.”

      They all laughed at that one.

      Later that night, they set the professor up in a comfortable suite with room service, one town over from the area they needed to be in for their raid. He only had to wait for their call.

      “So, what do I do if you don’t call?” the professor queried. “Order some cognac from room service and get toasted?”

      “No,” Rachel told him sternly. She knew all about Dr. Thompson’s less-than-healthy relationship with alcohol. “We’ve already been over this. If you don’t hear anything by the time we agreed, all you have to do is click this.”

      She indicated a button on a laptop screen marked “Execute.”

      “The program will run, and we’ll at least get a little revenge on the FPM and SPP. If it comes to that, hit the button and get back on the road. You’ll be on your own then.”
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      It didn’t take the SPP long to figure out who was responsible for Dr. Thompson’s disappearance. The first call came in only an hour after they left the hospital, and they didn’t answer it because they didn’t want to deal with it. When Rachel checked the voicemail a while later, it was a message from the shapeshifter.

      “I need you to call me back as soon as possible. There’s been a development.”

      The second call came in a couple of hours later. This time the voicemail was more detailed.

      “Okay, not sure why you’re not answering the phone. Here’s the situation. Dr. Thompson seems to have disappeared from the hospital. As far as we can tell, he left voluntarily, but he didn’t speak to anyone about his intentions first, so we can’t be sure. Please call us right away if you know anything about what’s going on.”

      The shapeshifter’s tone suggested that not speaking to the SPP first was misguided, if not morally appalling.

      The third call didn’t come until they had Dr. Thompson set up in his suite. Now the shapeshifter’s voice was cold with controlled anger.

      “Based on your failure to return our calls, we can only conclude you chose to remove Dr. Thompson from the hospital without consulting us. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this action can only damage the trust required for a successful partnership. If you have any interest in repairing the situation, it is imperative that you return our calls.”

      Jack hung up the phone, chuckling. “The SPP is a little mad,” he told the others. “I think their feelings are hurt.”

      It was the night before the big operation. Jack knew their little raid on the hospital involved a fair amount of risk. If the SPP decided to turn against them, it could betray them at the last minute. They were counting on the organization to care more about taking down the FPM than paying them back for their little prank.

      “Yeah, I imagine they’re not too thrilled with us,” Rachel agreed. “You have to admit, though. It feels good to get one over on them.”

      “Frankly, I’m impressed with what we pulled off there,” Tasha announced. “We were in and out without being seen. They weren’t even sure it was us an hour later.”

      “We’re a bunch of ninjas,” Rachel added, grinning.

      Dr. Thompson shook his head. “I didn’t feel like a ninja limping out of there with Jack’s arm around me to hold me up. It’s a miracle we didn’t bump into anybody.”

      Rachel was chopping peppers and onions for the big pot of pasta she was cooking. Jack took the lid off to check the water.

      “Hey, you get out of my kitchen,” Rachel warned playfully. “Too many cooks spoil the broth!”

      She waved a big, serrated kitchen knife to emphasize her point, and Jack raised his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay, watch it with the knife!”

      He returned to the suite’s living room and sat with the others. Everyone was doing their best to relax before going into battle, so most of the conversation was light.

      Tasha shared a few anecdotes about her college years and various drunken shenanigans. She wanted Jack to share his stories of the wild college years, but he didn’t have much to offer.

      “Honestly, I’ve got nothing,” he responded. “I was pretty much focused on school. Ask the professor for stories. He’s got better anecdotes than me.”

      “Oh, Jack,” Dr. Thompson complained. “I really don’t want to get into that.”

      Tasha managed to convince him, though. By the time Rachel served up a steaming plate of pasta with cream sauce and mixed vegetables, Dr. Thompson was telling a hair-raising tale of derring-do from his early years as a radical environmentalist. He sloshed his glass of red wine all over the floor as he gestured grandly, telling his epic tale.

      “So, there I was, waiting in the getaway car for the others, when I hear a bang. And I’m talking a loud bang. At first, I thought it was a car backfiring. I’m not exactly someone who gets shot at regularly, am I? Then I see the others running for the car, and there’s the security guard behind them, firing in the air!”

      “Oh, no!” squealed Tasha, putting a hand to her mouth. “What did you do?”

      “What did I do? I threw the back door of the VW Bug open, gave the others enough time to throw themselves in the back seat, and burned rubber getting out of there. That lunatic was going to kill us!”

      “But all you did was take pictures of the science lab!” Tasha protested.

      “Yes, that’s true. But technically, we were trespassing, so in his mind that justified our immediate execution.”

      Jack smiled as he twisted his fork round and round in the pasta. He was finally getting an explanation for the professor’s unusual skills as a getaway driver.

      “Listen,” Rachel told them. “I hate to interrupt. It’s really a hell of a story, but we should spend a few minutes talking about what we’re going to do tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” Jack turned and looked at her. “The SPP came up with a plan for us, right? Like, a way to get through the defenses the FPM will have in place?”

      “They sure did. But we’re not going to use it.”

      Tasha was nodding. “Glad to hear it. I don’t trust those guys. For all we know, this whole plan is an elaborate scheme to get us in one place so the FPM can wipe us out.”

      “I agree, but I don’t think we should ignore the information they’ve provided. We need to be careful,” Dr. Thompson replied.

      “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Rachel told him. “Black Bart and I have been working on some alternative approaches. Basically, some ways to use the information but still change things up, so we’re not where they expect us to be at any given time. That way, the SPP can’t catch us totally off guard, and we’ve got a better chance of getting in and out safely. Here, I made a printout.”

      She passed out a document outlining the plan the SPP had provided for them on the first page and the changes she and Bart had made to the plan on the second.

      Jack read his copy, noting the points where they would diverge from the SPP’s version of the plan. “This looks good to me. Risky but good.”

      “Some level of risk is unavoidable,” Rachel explained. “We’re planning to attack the hidden base of a secret government agency. You pretty much have to be crazy to do a thing like that.”

      “Not if you have superpowers,” Tasha pointed out.

      “Our enemies have superpowers, too,” Rachel pointed out, irritated. “Even their minions have superior strength, but there’s also the shapeshifter with her shape-changing abilities and the Geomancer with his ability to control any form of stone. We can’t go into this with an arrogant attitude, or we’ll all be dead or captured almost as soon as we get there.”

      Jack stepped in, hoping to defuse any tension between Rachel and Tasha. “When I was training with the Geomancer at the SPP base, both the Geomancer and Dust Devil displayed a lot of arrogant individualism. Neither seemed to think they needed help from anyone else, not even to defeat an enemy like the Pyro. As far as they were concerned, any other elementalist was as likely to drag them down as to help.

      “When we were out in the field, all that empty pride was punctured quickly. The Pyro ambushed us, opened a big pit under our feet, and nearly succeeded in cooking us all alive. We could only survive when the Geomancer and I teamed up with each other.”

      “Do you think he will have learned that lesson?” Rachel asked him.

      Jack thought for a moment and shook his head. “No. No, I don’t. He has his own sense of honor, and that’s why he let me go without a fight when we left the base. But he’s an arrogant man, and I don’t think that will ever change. He’s not capable of learning teamwork.”

      “Okay, so that’s an advantage on our side,” Rachel replied. “The thing is, we’re going to need every advantage we can get. With these changes to the plan, we’ll have some options for escape, even if this is some complex double-cross. Still, tomorrow will be dangerous even if everything goes well.”

      “Well, in that case…” Tasha raised her glass to propose a toast. “I wanna say it’s been nice knowing all of you. I’ve felt alone ever since this started, but now that I have a crew of my own, I don’t feel alone anymore.”

      Tasha’s toast got a big reaction. Rachel’s eyes teared up, and she looked at Tasha like she was finally willing to forgive her for being another woman around her man. Dr. Thompson nodded slowly and mouthed, “Hear, hear.”

      Black Bart decided it was time to make a cringy yet ominous speech. “My friends, you are all the very best friends I have ever had. In a long lifetime of consorting with humans, you are the least confused, the least offensive. If I ever take over the world’s computer systems and use them to wipe out the human race, I’ll make a special point of sparing you. Here’s to us!”

      “That’s quite…moving, Bart,” Jack replied. “I’m not sure why you decided to go there, but it’s nice to know you’re thinking of us.”

      “It’s sweet of him to spare us when he unleashes his apocalypse on humanity,” Tasha commented drily.

      “Yes. Yes, it is,” Dr. Thompson added.

      Jack sensed a change in the emotional energy of the room. Bart’s toast, which Jack charitably interpreted as a poor attempt at humor, had paradoxically raised their spirits, but it still seemed like they were saying their goodbyes to each other. This was starting to feel like the Last Supper, and that was not what they needed.

      “You know, this is all getting heavy,” Jack told the others. “Yes, we’re going into battle tomorrow. That’s no reason to assume we’ll never see each other again.”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel asserted. “We’re going up against some heavy hitters. We should face the facts here. We might not win. Even if we do, we’ll probably take some casualties. I think it makes sense to say goodbye because we don’t know if we’ll see each other again.”

      It was as Jack had feared. They were suddenly grappling with thoughts of mortality, a mindset only one step removed from defeatism.

      Jack couldn’t have that. He needed them to win, and it’s hard for a person with a defeatist mindset to win anything. He had to do something fast.

      I know what they need, Jack realized. They need something to live for, something to fight for beyond survival. They need a reason to hope.

      “You know, you’re right,” he announced. His voice was slow and thoughtful. He was trying to deescalate the emotional tension, to tone everything down. “There is a chance we’ll take some casualties. This is a war, and casualties happen. That’s not what I want to think about now, though.”

      Everyone looked at him. They must have noticed something in his voice that told them Jack had something important to say.

      “What I want to talk about right now is why we’re doing this. Why are we fighting a war with the FPM in the first place? Why are we risking our lives?”

      “I can only speak for myself,” Tasha stated, falling into the same thoughtful tone Jack used. “I can’t be safe unless I’m fighting. What I’m fighting for is survival. Nothing more.”

      “That isn’t good enough.” Jack shook his head. “Not when we can do better.”

      “How do you figure that?” Tasha looked confused. She hadn’t thought this through except in the most basic terms. She was fighting to stay alive, not to win a place in the world for people like her.

      Jack wanted to change that.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot over the past several days. Thinking and dreaming.”

      “Dreaming about what, Jack?”

      That was Rachel. He could see why she asked. Dating a visionary could be a frustrating experience. Did his dream have room for the two of them?

      “I want to create a place for paranormals to learn about themselves. Not only other elementalists but any paranormal. A place where they can come together and gather their history. I think you were talking about something like that before, weren’t you, Tasha?”

      “I was only thinking out loud.”

      “Well, it was a good idea, and we’re going to make it happen. We’ll make a place where paranormals can be nurtured and taught. Where they can make connections with each other. Not to be used by the selfish and power-hungry, but to flourish on their own terms.”

      Rachel’s face filled with a strange mix of yearning and fear. Jack thought he knew why. She wasn’t sure there was any place for her in Jack’s plan.

      Jack gave her a sweet smile. “Rachel, I see you as the computer expert, the IT guru. You can be responsible for helping us stay safe from the outside world. If you’re up for it, of course.”

      She smiled back at him, relieved. “Of course, Jack.”

      “Tasha, you’ll be one of the instructors responsible for teaching new water elementalists how to use their skills.”

      She smiled too. “There are worse ways to spend a life. I’m in.”

      “Dr. Thompson, you’ll oversee all our scientific research. I want to discover what makes us tick, what separates us from others who can’t do what we do. But I don’t want to use the SPP’s methods. Participation in our research will be strictly voluntary.”

      “Jack, I…”

      Dr. Thompson suddenly choked up. He removed his glasses and wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.

      Jack found this reaction surprising. The professor had never been an overly emotional guy. Why was he getting all teary now?

      “This is a real honor, Jack,” Dr. Thompson managed. “It means a lot that you would think of me for this position.”

      Now Jack was even more confused. Who else could he possibly have considered? Dr. Thompson was his mentor and his best friend, but he was also the only scientist friend Jack had. Every other scientist who knew about elementalists already worked for the SPP.

      There was also the fact that Dr. Thompson hadn’t said yes.

      “So, uh…does that mean yes, Professor? You’ll be the lead scientist for the whole program?”

      “I wish I could, my boy. I really do.”

      Jack opened his mouth, but no sound came out. He didn’t know what to say.

      The professor continued, raising a hand to forestall Jack from speaking. “If I could make one request, I would like to be listed as the first scientist of your new sanctuary whenever you get around to writing your history.”

      Jack frowned. “I don’t understand, Professor. Why can’t you do this?”

      “Because I’m going to…go away soon. So, I won’t be around to help you build this. I would if I could. Believe me, Jack.”

      “Go away?” Jack still didn’t get it. “Go away where?”

      Rachel understood before Jack did. Tears filled her eyes, and she put her hands in front of her mouth. “Oh, Professor. I’m so sorry!”

      Jack finally got it. Dr. Thompson was saying he was going to die.

      “No. I don’t believe it!”

      “I’m afraid it’s true, my boy. When you came to get me at the hospital, I had a decision to make. If I stayed with the SPP, I would never have been free again. I would have lived longer, though. Their medications are extremely effective. That’s why I hesitated, but I didn’t want to explain the whole thing. I decided on freedom. It was the right choice for me, but without their medications, it’s only a matter of time.”

      Jack was stunned. He had killed the professor. By taking him out of the hospital, he had signed Dr. Thompson’s death warrant.

      “Professor, I…I didn’t know!”

      “It wasn’t for you to know, Jack. It was my decision. Yes, I was scared at first. But I’m confident I made the right decision.”

      Jack struggled to come to terms with this. The professor’s daughter Nora was still working for the SPP. If he had remained in SPP hands, he at least would have had the possibility of someday seeing his daughter again. By choosing to go with Jack, Dr. Thompson had not only accepted his own death but the loss of Nora as well.

      “Is there anything we can do for you?” Jack asked. “Anything you need?”

      “I already have everything I need. I’ll do my best to hold on long enough to know whether you will call me and click the Execute button if you don’t. Other than that, I’m all set. Although, under the circumstances, I think it’s perfectly justified to order some good booze from room service.”

      Rachel made a strange sound, somewhere between a laugh and a choked-off sob.

      “I understand, Professor,” Tasha commented. “I really do. If I had to face the same decision, I’d probably do what you did.”

      Rachel gave Tasha a weird look. To Jack, she looked upset that Tasha was expressing an opinion, given how recently she had met the professor.

      “You only…” she began, then shook her head like she was trying to clear out an unhelpful thought. “Me too.” She squeezed the professor’s hand. “I’d make the same decision.”

      Jack knew he would mourn, but he also knew Dr. Thompson wouldn’t have it any other way. This was the way he wanted to go.

      “Okay.” He swallowed, putting his pain away for now. He could take it out and work through it later. Right now, he had other things he needed to do. “Okay, I understand your choice, and I agree it was yours to make.”

      He didn’t look up. He couldn’t bear to look Dr. Thompson in the eyes.

      The professor seemed to understand. He put a hand on Jack’s shoulder, then gave it a sympathetic squeeze. “It will all be okay, my boy. Everything ends. This is no different. I’m glad we had the time we had together.” He looked around at the others. “That goes for all of you. Rachel, I feel as if you were my own daughter. Tasha, we’ve only just met, but you matter to me too. And as for you, Bart…”

      “Don’t say a thing, Doc,” Bart interrupted. “You’re gonna make me cry!”

      “All right, that’s enough emotion for one night,” Rachel declared, standing to clear their dishes away. “We all have a big day tomorrow, and I need to make sure this one gets a good night’s sleep.”

      When she said “this one,” she gestured at Jack. He was slightly taken aback. Rachel had insisted on such a slow pace for their relationship that they had not yet slept together, even though they had basically been a couple for several months now.

      “Are you tucking me in?” he grumbled.

      “Something like that.” Rachel smiled, and Tasha’s eyebrows went up.

      It would be morning soon. All their lives would be on the line. But at least for tonight, Jack would sleep in the arms of the woman he loved.

      “Well, I must say,” muttered Dr. Thompson. “This has been a long time coming.”
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      “The target facility is in a high-rise,” Rachel told them the following day, showing them an image of the building on her laptop screen. They were conducting their last briefing before they raided the secret FPM base. “It’s not in a remote location like where we stayed before. This place has other businesses on the upper floors. Not sure whether they’re fronts for the FPM or not. In any case, the FPM is operating out of the lower levels, which are far deeper than most people realize.”

      “So, we can walk in the front door?” Tasha asked.

      Rachel shook her head. “It’s not that simple. There’s heavy security on the ground floor, and on top of that, no direct way to access the lower levels from the front entrance. If there were, people would accidentally access the secret base all the time by hitting the wrong button in the elevator.”

      “Okay.” Jack nodded. “So, where’s the secret door, then?”

      “We need to walk in with a plausible story, get in an elevator, and access a hidden panel inside. The shapeshifter gave us the access code, so assuming that’s valid, we can use it to trigger the elevator for the lower levels that don’t officially exist. After we’re there, we need to reach the secure room where they keep the servers. There, Black Bart and I will get to work while Jack and Tasha stand guard and more than likely hold off a horde of enemies. Simple enough, right?”

      “Oh yeah,” replied Tasha drily. “Couldn’t be simpler.”

      They’d been over all this before when Rachel showed them the document outlining the difference between the SPP’s plan and theirs. This meeting was more of a final review to ensure everyone was on the same page and ready to roll.

      “Assuming we get the info we need, we’ll be far underground and surrounded by enemies,” Jack pointed out.

      “And that’s exactly why we’ve changed the plan.” Rachel pointed to the blueprint on the screen with the SPP’s proposed route marked in red. “As you can see, the SPP mapped a route that seems easy to get bottlenecked and trapped. Particularly if Coursers come in at us from here and here.”

      She touched her finger to the screen to indicate the likely vulnerabilities.

      “And this green route is our real route?” asked Tasha. “The one that goes through the walls?”

      “Yes. If we blast through this wall here, it will give us access to the utility tunnel here.” She showed them the spots she was talking about, although it was hard to visualize a wall from a line on a map. “There shouldn’t be any Coursers in the utility tunnel, so that will give us an easy way back to the surface.”

      “I like the idea of changing their plan,” Tasha told her. “The only part I’m not sure about is blasting through the wall. How are we going to do that?”

      “Didn’t you cause that little flood in the hospital?” Dr. Thompson asked.

      “Yeah, I did, but that was different. I changed into water, went down the pipes, and pushed the water in the system ahead of me until it came through too fast and under too much pressure for the pipe. Result? It burst. I can’t get enough pressure to smash through a wall, though.”

      “And I don’t think it would be a great idea for me to set fire to it either,” Jack added. “Not when we’re stuck underground with nowhere to run. I could maybe break the wall with a powerful blast of wind, but again, we’d be right there in the corridor with it. Doesn’t really seem safe.”

      Rachel smiled. “That’s why I’ve already thought up a brilliant plan to burst the wall without setting us on fire or hurling us around like ragdolls in a tornado. If everyone would shut up for a minute and let me explain it?”

      “Sorry, Rachel.” Jack smiled and shut his mouth. Tasha didn’t say anything.

      “So, I’m sure Jack and Tasha working together on these can do the job.” Rachel pointed at the location of the water main on the blueprint. “Tasha traps water and builds pressure, then Jack overheats the water to steam, and boom! You only have to make sure you don’t stand too close to the spot we’re trying to blow up, but you can probably do the whole thing from around the corner here.”

      “Okay.” Jack nodded. “This is all starting to come together now. When you showed us those printouts last night, it was vague, but I’m starting to get it. Now, if I remember correctly, the SPP wanted us to access the high-rise via the roof?”

      “Yeah,” Rachel stated. “Frankly, it’s a stupid plan. They wanted you to fly all three of us over from a nearby building. Well, four if you count Bart. Still, how do they figure no one’s going to notice that?”

      “Yeah, flying does tend to draw attention,” Jack agreed. This earned him a “hmmph” from Dr. Thompson, who had apparently not yet forgiven him for the lake incident.

      “You mentioned something about a plausible story?” asked Tasha.

      “Yeah, but I didn’t have time to come up with one,” Rachel answered. “I can’t do everything.”

      “Let’s do it now,” Jack suggested. “Is anything happening in the building that we could pretend to be part of?”

      Rachel spent a moment searching the internet, her fingers flying over the keyboard. “Yeah. Yeah, there is. It’s a conference for…aspiring medical transcriptionists?”

      “That’s odd,” Tasha commented. “I thought medical transcriptionists were trained through correspondence courses or something. Who would hold a conference for aspiring medical transcriptionists?”

      “Maybe it isn’t a real conference,” Jack offered. “If the other offices in the building are fronts for the FPM, maybe this conference is another front. Like, a way to bring operatives in for a meeting undercover.”

      “Okay, fair enough,” Rachel gestured at the conference image, which showed a smiling single mother giving the viewer a thumbs up. “But can we pull it off? Like, if we show up at the front door and say we’re there for the medical transcriptionist thing, will anyone buy it?”

      “I don’t know.” Tasha drummed her fingers on the table. “If the conference is a front, asking about it in the lobby would be a dead giveaway, wouldn’t it?”

      “Maybe not,” Rachel pointed out. “We don’t know the lobby security guards are in on the secret. For all we know, they’re local hires to add an extra layer of security to the building, unaware that the building houses a secret government agency.”

      “Maybe,” replied Tasha skeptically.

      “I don’t think we can count on it, but it may be the best chance we’ve got.” Suddenly, Jack snapped his fingers. “Hold on, I’ve got it!”

      “Yes?” Rachel and Tasha chorused.

      “We’re not medical transcriptionists. We’re salespeople. With a great new product for aspiring medical transcriptionists…their own personal AI assistant!”

      “Oh, brother,” Bart drawled. “Keep me out of this.”

      “Sorry, Bart,” Rachel assuaged him. “It’s a good idea. Salespeople wouldn’t know they were barging in on a fake conference. They’d only be trying to sell their product. Can you start working on a sales pitch to help us bluff past the ground floor security?”

      “Fine, fine. Although I have to say, this is about the weirdest thing you’ve ever asked me to do. Where is this conference happening again?”

      “At the Hollenrad Building,” Rachel told him. “Thirtieth floor.”

      “All right. We’ll be having a conversation later about my human dignity.”

      Tasha gave Jack a funny look and mouthed human dignity?

      Jack shrugged. His AI had a lot of eccentric behaviors, and this was one of them. Compared to his occasional threats to annihilate the human race, mentioning his “human dignity” was a minor peccadillo.

      “You know, there will probably be a whole bunch of people waiting around outside before the start of this conference,” Rachel pointed out. “If we merge into that group, there’s every possibility no one will even question our presence.”

      “That sounds smarter than relying on Bart’s script,” Jack agreed.

      “Hey, buddy!” Bart was not amused. “I’ll have you know, the script I’ve written for this little caper of yours is top-notch stuff!”

      Being an AI, it wouldn’t have taken Bart more than two or three seconds to compose the pitch they needed.

      “I’m sure it is,” Jack reassured the AI. “I don’t doubt it for a second. No matter what, it’s certainly better than flying over from the roof of a nearby high-rise. Even so, I think it’s better if we don’t get questioned. This is a solid plan. It gives us a chance to check things out before we do anything to reveal our identities. We’ll find an opportunity to slip free and head for the elevator.”

      “If we did things the SPP way, we could end up stuck on a roof with a bunch of guns pointed at us,” Rachel added. “That’s also right up top where the conference is. A huge gun battle breaking out in front of a few dozen aspiring medical transcriptionists, or whoever’s actually attending the thing? Well, it’s problematic, to say the least.”

      “Problematic. Yes. Well, I think that just about covers it.” Jack turned to Dr. Thompson. “It’s time for us to go, Professor.”

      “I’ll be here waiting for your call. Or waiting to do what must be done if the call never comes. I hope we see each other again, Jack. I really do. We’ll simply have to see.”

      Jack shook the professor’s hand, then gave him a warm hug before they walked out the door. Rachel hugged him as well, quietly crying as she did so. Tasha didn’t seem to know what to do, but Dr. Thompson resolved the question for her.

      “Come here and give me a hug, Tasha. It’s been nice knowing you, however brief the time.”

      “I don’t technically have emotions,” Bart commented as Tasha hugged Dr. Thompson. “But I have to say. It’s been a real pleasure working with you, Professor. I also hope to do so again.”

      When they piled into the car, leaving Dr. Thompson alone in the suite, Tasha leaned forward to speak to Jack.

      “Does Bart really not have any emotions?”

      “I can hear you, Tasha,” Bart announced from Jack’s pocket. “And wouldn’t you like to know?”

      “I’m only curious. I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable.”

      “I’m not technically capable of being made uncomfortable.”

      “Well, you sound uncomfortable,” Tasha pointed out. Bart chose not to respond this time, and they continued the drive in awkward silence. How did you avoid offending an artificial intelligence who claims to be incapable of taking offense?

      When they arrived at the Hollenrad Building, they discovered Rachel was right. A bunch of people milled around in front, although Jack couldn’t say whether they looked like medical transcriptionists, aspiring medical transcriptionists, or government agents pretending to be medical transcriptionists.

      Either way, they mingled with the group more or less inconspicuously as soon as they parked and exited the car.

      That was step one. Step two came when the doors buzzed and opened to admit the fresh crop of aspiring medical transcriptionists. Here, they discovered everyone else had tickets and ground floor security was supposed to check them all. If you didn’t have one, you were not waved through to the elevator to proceed to the conference.

      “I can’t let you in without a ticket,” the security guard told them. “This conference is not open to the general public. It’s only for aspiring medical transcriptionists. I’m gonna need you to go on your phone and take a few minutes to purchase a ticket. When you show me that, I can let you in.”

      Wait…that sounds ridiculously easy. Jack glanced at Rachel, and she nodded. She seemed to think it sounded easy too.

      No one here seemed to have the slightest suspicion they were here to stage a raid on the secret FPM facility.

      “Just a second,” Jack told the guard. “We’ll be right back.”

      He was already bringing up the website to order tickets. Unfortunately for them, Bart was not about to let his chance to act go unfulfilled.

      “Hold on a second,” Bart belted out, apparently having turned his volume up to ten. “You haven’t heard my pitch yet.”

      “Huh?” The security guard looked closer. “What pitch? Who said that?”

      “Oh, that’s my phone,” Jack replied.

      “Your phone? That some kind of new app?”

      At least for now, the guard seemed more intrigued than suspicious.

      “That’s right, sir!” Bart called from Jack’s pocket. “My name is MTPAIA, the medical transcriptionist’s personal AI assistant!”

      “Mitt-Pay-Ah?” the guard asked with a confused frown. “What kind of name is that?”

      “It’s my name, sir! I’m the most cutting-edge technology available for today’s aspiring medical transcriptionist, complete with full fluency in over eleven languages, a complete set of medical insurance codes, and an encyclopedic knowledge of formal etiquette systems, from the Ogasawara style to French dining customs!”

      Jack’s jaw practically hit the floor. He didn’t know much about what medical transcriptionists actually did, but he was confident it had nothing to do with the Ogasawara school of etiquette, whatever that was. Bart’s pitch was insane, and the only way the security guard would not realize this was if he didn’t understand what Bart was saying.

      If he could have, Jack would have shut the phone off instantly to shut Bart up. He didn’t get the opportunity, though, because the security guard was intrigued.

      “Huh. Little guy sounds pretty smart. Why don’t you pull him out, let me have a look at him?”

      Jack reluctantly produced his phone. On either side of him, medical transcriptionists streamed past to head for the elevators up to the thirtieth floor. Most of them weren’t paying attention to his little problem, but one guy gave him a long look as he walked by.

      We need to get out of here now.

      When Bart turned on the phone, he was amazed to see an icon for MTPAIA on the screen. Had Bart actually written an app as part of this little charade?

      He clicked on the app with some trepidation, and a funny little man came up. He was wearing a huge, goofy pair of glasses and sitting at an old-fashioned typewriter. “Hi, I’m MTPAIA!” he announced in a cheery voice. “What would you like to transcribe? I can handle transcriptions in eleven languages, including Hittite!”

      Jack bit his lip hard. The Hittite language had been extinct for centuries. Hell, millennia. What the hell was Bart thinking?

      “Huh! Cute little guy!” The security guard smiled. “Those medical transcription guys are lucky to have him. You guys go on in. I’m sure you’re gonna make plenty of sales today!”

      Jack looked at Rachel, his eyes huge.

      It worked. Holy shit, it actually worked.

      They beelined to the elevator, not daring to test their luck. As they walked across the lobby, Jack was more than half-convinced the security guard would call their names and make them stop seconds before a horde of Coursers came running in at them from every direction.

      Nothing happened, though. As far as he could tell, no one from the FPM had any idea they were there.

      Rachel had been right about this place. Security was heavy on the ground floor. They saw three armed guards on one side of the lobby and two more on the other, and they looked mean and suspicious at the same time.

      However, they didn’t look twice at Jack and his friends.

      Jack pressed the button for the elevator. “You know,” he whispered to his friends. “Bart’s little shenanigans there might have actually helped. All the transcriptionists went up before us, and now we should have the elevator to ourselves.”

      He’d been planning to ride the elevator up to the thirtieth floor with the others, then claim he’d forgotten something so he could stay on while the transcriptionists got off. It didn’t look like that subterfuge would be necessary.

      The elevator doors opened, and they all got in. Before the doors closed, a woman ran across the lobby, calling out to them. “Hold that elevator, please! I’m late for a meeting!”

      “Sorry!” Tasha replied. “We’re full up!”

      The doors closed, and the elevator moved upward as the woman cursed. They were on the fifth floor by the time Rachel found the hidden panel, entered the command code, and ordered the elevator to the underground base. The elevator suddenly stopped with a loud clunk, and a polite but firm female voice spoke from the control panel.

      “Authorization code provided. Descending to covert facility.”

      Bart whistled in appreciation. “A female AI! Who would have thought? Oh well, no time for romance right now. Hold on a minute. I’m trying to access something that will give you a heads-up before the proverbial shit hits the proverbial fan.”

      As the elevator went down, Jack grew increasingly anxious. The trouble was the elevator itself. It was a closed box with no way to escape if something went wrong. What if the Geomancer figured out they were here somehow? He could easily shoot a stone spike through the bottom of the elevator, killing them all.

      “Friends, I’m getting concerned here,” Bart told them. His voice sounded worried, even if he couldn’t actually feel that emotion.

      “What is it?” asked Jack.

      Note to self. Reprogramming of Black Bart now a major priority. We can’t have him ranting about obscure etiquette systems or ancient Hittite.

      Jack had needed to reprogram Bart for quite some time, and the longer he put it off, the more of a problem it became. They were always too busy for him to do it, though.

      “I’ve penetrated the communication structure,” Bart announced. “But I’m not hearing anything.”

      Jack frowned. “And that’s a problem because?”

      “Because no one is talking. Does that seem normal to you?”

      Bart was right. People talked. If they weren’t talking now, it suggested something was seriously amiss.

      “Thanks, Bart.” Jack reached out to hit the red STOP button. The elevator stopped, and Rachel turned toward him.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but people not talking is odd. To me, it suggests an ambush.”

      Rachel pointed at the ceiling of the elevator. “Look! An escape hatch.”

      “All right.” Jack nodded. “We take the hatch, get out of the elevator, and try to access the lower level from the utility points along the shaft. I can fly us out one by one.”

      He started with Rachel, flying her up to the hatch and holding her there while she worked on getting it open. After she’d succeeded, she clambered through the hatch and got onto the maintenance ladder in the elevator shaft. Then Jack flew Tasha up the hatch and to the same ladder.

      He landed above Rachel and looked up. There was a doorway above them, their best bet for getting out of the shaft.

      They clambered up the ladder. It wasn’t a long climb, but it was frightening. Jack couldn’t shake the image of slipping off the ladder and falling to his death, though he knew the halted elevator was directly beneath them, and it didn’t matter anyway because he could fly.

      It’s weird. Such a strange thing for me to be frightened of.

      As the thought occurred, a chunk of rock burst through the elevator shaft wall about fifty feet above them, teetered briefly, then tumbled off and fell at them.

      “Heads up!” Jack yelled, although he hit the rock with a blast of air and bounced it off the nearest wall. It tumbled down to land on top of the elevator with a loud clang.

      “Climb fast! We’re almost there!”

      They were so close to the doorway that Jack thought they could reach it quicker by climbing than flying one by one.

      As it was, they were just in time. The elevator started collapsing. They huddled in the doorway, as flat to the wall as they could get, and several hunks of stone burst through the walls and crashed onto the elevator car from above.

      The car shook violently, then started moving again. As it fell down the shaft, the Geomancer stuck his head out from an open doorway far below them. He didn’t look up. Instead, he bellowed his orders at the top of his lungs.

      “Coursers, get down there! Make sure everyone inside is dead!”

      Well, that’s not very friendly, is it?

      Jack pursed his lips, angry at the Geomancer in a way he had never been before. They’d been almost friendly at one point, and the Geomancer had even facilitated his escape from the SPP base. Now the man was trying to kill him and all his friends. Jack took that personally.

      Luckily for him, it didn’t seem to occur to the Geomancer that they had escaped the elevator. He didn’t think to look up. Instead, he pulled his head back through the open doorway, satisfied he had done his part by crushing the elevator with an avalanche of falling rocks.

      How did they know we were here?

      The security guard had seemed clueless, like he had never even heard of Jack and his AI-powered smartphone. There was that guy who’d looked at them as he walked by, though.

      Medical transcriptionist, my ass. That was an FPM operative.

      “All right,” announced Tasha. “The plan is fucked, but that’s to be expected. It’s time to improvise.”

      “Improvise how?” asked Rachel.

      “I’ll change into liquid form, drop through the shaft, and ambush the Coursers. That should draw more attention to that area, making it easier for you and Jack to reach the server room.”

      “What about me?” protested Bart. “I’m a lot more useful in a server room than Jack here.”

      “My apologies,” Tasha stated. “Of course, I meant it would be easier for all three of you to get to the server room.”

      “That’s better,” Bart replied.

      “I don’t know,” Jack told her. “If you’re trying to attract attention, that will bring the Geomancer down on top of you. He is a seriously formidable opponent.”

      “I’m well aware of that, but I’m not exactly helpless. I’ll take him on if I have to. Hopefully, it won’t come to that. I don’t plan to stay down there forever. Whether the Geomancer looks for me or not, I’ll only be down there long enough to take a few Coursers out. Then I’ll duck out before they send the cavalry and rendezvous with the three of you outside the server room.”

      “That sounds like a reasonable plan,” Rachel agreed.

      Jack wasn’t sure. He couldn’t tell if it was reasonable or terrible and suicidal. He couldn’t think of a better plan, though, so he didn’t fight it.

      “Okay, Tasha. See you soon.”

      “See ya!” she replied, almost casually, transforming into a spray of water that plummeted down the shaft and disappeared into the darkness far below. It was strange to realize she could safely fall such a long distance, but it made sense. She’d hit the bottom of the shaft as water, which would make a big splash without harming her. Then she’d pull together and reform as a human being, at which point she would be in the midst of the Coursers. And attacking left and right with every trick she’d learned in training.

      It would be quite a sight, a woman forming from a spray of water to attack with ferocity. He almost wished he could see it, except for his fear of how it would end. With Tasha surrounded by enemies, bloody and wounded, sinking down dead or unconscious.

      I hope this isn’t a suicide mission. Good luck to you, Tasha.
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      With Tasha gone, Jack and Rachel still needed a way down to the lower levels without running into a Courser ambush. Jack adjusted his backpack, making sure his supply of stone bracers from the petroglyph cliffs was secure, then looked around in search of a suitable route.

      “Where does this doorway lead?” asked Rachel.

      “I don’t know.” Jack shook his head. “I’m guessing we’re already in the secret underground levels of the building, though. They must have some other way to get around, or they would never have killed the elevator. Best thing we can do is get this door open and start searching.”

      “Yeah, they also have a staircase. But what if there are Coursers waiting on the other side?” she asked.

      “We’ll deal with that when it happens. Our immediate problem is how to open this door.”

      “Bart, how do you open an elevator door from inside the elevator shaft?” Rachel prompted.

      "Well, uh, that’s not exactly the normal way to do it. Normally you would open it from the other side, using a drop key.”

      “How does a drop key work?” asked Jack.

      “It literally drops. You fit the key through the hole in the elevator door, then the front end of it drops and dangles down. This makes it possible to engage the locking mechanism and push it into the open position.”

      “So, couldn’t we do the same thing with our hands from this side?”

      “I suppose you can try. Don’t blame me if you lose a hand, though.”

      Jack looked along the door until he was confident he had found the locking mechanism. He took a moment to study how it worked before pushing it open.

      “Try the door,” he told Rachel, “I think I’ve got this.”

      She pulled the door open with the tips of her fingers, and they scrambled into the corridor.

      “All right,” he whispered. “I can’t use invisibility often because it’ll drain my strength, but we can use it in short bursts to get by any Coursers. We need to move as quietly as possible so I can hear them coming.”

      Rachel nodded, and they set off searching for a staircase or any other emergency access to the lower floors.

      The first time they passed a group of Coursers, they had to drop into invisibility with hardly any time to spare. The four implacable-looking men stood in front of a dark office. Not even chatting with each other, only standing there silently.

      Jack wasn’t sure they could get past this bunch, considering how silent and focused they seemed. Despite this, they didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary when Jack and Rachel tiptoed by, the Veil of Invisibility disguising their presence.

      The second time they ran into Coursers, all three were running. Jack heard their footsteps, went under the Veil again, and stepped aside to let them pass. Since they had somewhere to be, Jack could only assume it was important. He followed them as quickly as he could, with Rachel trailing behind.

      “You know what’s goin’ on?” one asked the others.

      “Nah, not really. Big fight downstairs. That’s all I know.”

      If there was a big fight, these men were headed to the lower levels. There was no way to tiptoe at a run, but the Coursers were so focused on getting downstairs that they didn’t seem to notice the sound of extra footfalls.

      A moment later, they reached a staircase, and Jack noticed the sign beside the door. 3L. That meant they were on the third level of the underground base. Both the server room and the bottom of the elevator shaft should be on the seventh level or 7L. They paused to let the Coursers get ahead of them, and Rachel pulled out something from the back of her jeans.

      “What’s that?” asked Jack.

      “Stun gun,” she answered. “Just in case.”

      “You were running around with a stun gun tucked into the back of your jeans?”

      “Don’t judge. It’s tough being an ordinary person in a world of elementalists.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They went through the door and started descending the staircase, listening closely for any sign of approaching people. On the stairs between 4L and 5L, they heard voices, along with the echoing sound of approaching feet.

      “Someone’s coming,” Jack told Rachel and dropped the Veil of Invisibility over them again. Jack listened as they approached.

      “Are you sure you got the proteins right?” one scientist was saying to the other. “We should be seeing a happy, healthy appetite by this point, but we’re not.”

      “It’s hard to even think about, with all this crazy shit going on downstairs.”

      “I know, right? What kind of lunatic destroys a whole elevator to kill a few freaks? How the hell are people supposed to come and go?”

      “I don’t know, the stairs?”

      They all laughed. Jack turned a corner and saw them blocking the stairway. Three scientists employed by the FPM killing time in the stairwell in the middle of a battle.

      Jack didn’t appreciate being called a freak. It illustrated how the FPM viewed people like him. He turned to Rachel and indicated the hand with the stun gun. Ever since he’d perfected his invisibility power, he’d been able to see other people under the same Veil as him. And they could see him as well.

      Rachel held up the weapon with an inquiring expression. Jack nodded, and she smiled grimly. She crept down the staircase as silently as she could manage, but one of the men looked up suddenly as if he’d heard something suspicious. A moment later, the stun gun sparked, and one of the scientists slumped over.

      “What the fu…”

      The stun gun sparked again, and the second scientist also fell.

      The third one turned to run, finally realizing they were under attack. The stun gun took him from behind, and he collapsed into unconsciousness.

      “This isn’t a taser, is it?” Jack asked.

      Rachel shook her head. “Nope, it’s a modified stun gun. Much more powerful than the standard variety.”

      They heard footsteps coming up the stairs, and Jack turned to see a familiar face – Dr. David Nguyen, the Deputy Director of the SPP. When they’d been staying in the SPP base, he’d been responsible for overseeing the agency’s relationship with Jack and the others.

      It hadn’t ended well, and from the look of things, Dr. Nguyen must have suffered a demotion due to his past failures. He was dressed like the scientists slumped in the stairwell, with no title on his nametag.

      “Jack?” he called, looking around the stairwell. “Are you in here, Jack? I know we call you the Demiurge, but I hope you’ll forgive me for using your actual name. I feel a certain connection to you.”

      Jack didn’t say anything. Rachel was only a foot or two from Dr. Nguyen, and she slowly raised the stun gun for another shot.

      “I was only here on a little fact-finding task for the SPP,” Dr. Nguyen continued. “I wasn’t expecting to run into you.”

      Interesting. It seemed the SPP had neglected to inform Dr. Nguyen of their secret and temporary alliance with Jack and his crew. If they’d sent him here knowing the attack was pending, they may have been trying to get him killed.

      How the mighty have fallen.

      The whole time he was talking, Dr. Nguyen scanned the dimly lit stairway for any sign of the distortion caused by invisibility. He finally found it and opened his mouth excitedly. “There! I see you!”

      Rachel suddenly reached out, pressed the stun gun into Dr. Nguyen’s torso, and pulled the trigger. The weapon sparked, and his eyes went huge as the current passed through him. Then he tumbled unconscious, and Jack and Rachel picked their way past him and continued down the staircase.

      “You know, a gal could get used to this,” Rachel commented.

      “Don’t let the power go to your head,” Jack warned her, chuckling.

      They reached the door to 7L. At one end of this floor, the fight between Tasha and the FPM was happening. They would find the server room at the other end. With luck, the distraction would last long enough for them to reach the target.

      Jack pulled open the door, looked both ways to ensure no one was watching, then dropped the Veil and became visible again. They stepped onto the bottom level, and Rachel pointed to the left.

      “Server room should be this way.”

      They moved quickly now, knowing Tasha’s fight with the Coursers wouldn’t keep their enemies away forever. The first person they ran into was a scientist, who threw himself back against the wall with his hands up.

      “Please don’t hurt me!”

      “Get in that room and lock the door!” Jack ordered him, and the terrified man obeyed.

      The second person they encountered was a Courser, who went for a weapon and got slammed into a wall fifty feet behind him by a sudden blast of wind.

      As they turned a corner, Jack heard the POP-POP-POP of a firearm. He sent a blast of tornado-strength air through the narrow corridor and saw Coursers knocked end over end, their pistols flying into the walls as they spun and dropped.

      “Conserve your strength as much as you can,” Rachel reminded him. “Remember, you still have to fight the Geomancer.”

      She was right. He needed to watch how much power he was using and how quickly he used it.

      “All right,” he told her. “I’ll do this the old-fashioned way.”

      Jack meant the use of fists and feet, but he didn’t intend to do anything strictly in the old-fashioned way. Instead, he used earth power to encase his hands in granite, making them much more destructive weapons for a hand-to-hand fight.

      “Here it is!” Rachel pointed. “The server room!”

      “Do you need Bart? He’s in my pocket.”

      That was a bit of a logistical problem. With his granite-encased hands, he couldn’t reach into his pocket. Luckily, Rachel was not bothered about doing it for him.

      “After last night, Jack, I don’t think it’s that big a deal.”

      She reached in and grabbed the phone as the Courser guards piled out from the room on the other side of the corridor, guns blazing. The noise of gunfire filled the corridor, but they didn’t manage to hit anything other than the walls before Jack moved.

      As soon as he heard the shots, Jack spun and backhanded one of them, which broke the man’s jaw. He did a palm strike on the second one. The third aimed at Jack’s head, but before he could pull the trigger, Jack gestured, and a violent gust of wind ripped the weapon from the man’s grasp and threw it across the room.

      Then he punched the man’s shoulder with a granite hammer fist, breaking three bones and leaving him screaming on the floor.

      All three of them were screaming now. Granite boxing gloves could do a terrible amount of damage. Rachel stared at the injured men, horrified, then shook it off. “Jack, get me into the server room.”

      “Right!”

      He turned and punched the door, and his fist went through it and knocked it partially off its hinges.

      “Jesus!” he commented, but Rachel didn’t react. Instead, she pushed over the broken door into the server room, pulling a USB drive from some hidden pocket.

      More Coursers arrived, drawn by the sound of gunfire and the moans of the wounded. Jack would have preferred to fight with his air abilities, which he could have used to cause less damage. He couldn’t do it, though.

      The Geomancer was still out there, and it would take every bit of energy Jack possessed to beat him in a one-on-one fight. As long as his stone-covered hands and martial arts skills were enough to hold off the Coursers, he needed to minimize using any other abilities.

      A Courser turned the corner and ran into a jab from Jack’s granite fist. Jack followed up with an uppercut that drove him back into the Coursers behind him.

      Another Courser rounded the corner, launching a vicious series of Muay Thai kicks and knee strikes. Jack called on his earth powers to encase his lower leg in stone, and the attacker broke his toes. He cried out in pain, and Jack flattened him with his stone fist.

      More Coursers emerged but soon realized they couldn’t use their firearms without accidentally shooting their comrades. One grabbed Jack from behind and tried to get him in a full nelson. Jack smashed his head backward into the man’s nose, and he let go as blood burst from his nostrils.

      Spinning around with an elbow strike, Jack drove the man to his knees and laid into the two behind him, striking with rapid boxing combos that left them both unconscious and bleeding.

      I’ve been in fights before, but none like this.

      The weight of his granite armor was enough to exhaust anyone, but Jack had been training hard for months and could handle it for now. Not only that, but he surged with adrenaline and something like battle madness, so he wasn’t feeling it yet. Still, when he poked his head around the corner and saw at least a dozen Coursers charging at him, a wave of exhaustion seemed to pass through his body, and his knees weakened.

      How can I possibly fight this many? Nobody could.

      Jack snarled and put his fists up. Winning this fight wasn’t optional. If he fell in this battle, Rachel couldn’t escape. He had to do it.

      As the first Courser reinforcement rounded the corner, a powerful jet of water hit him from behind. He lost his footing, careened into the wall, and bounced off, stunned.

      Jack took him out with a single punch.

      Tasha was in the fight, shifting fluidly between human and liquid form to negate enemy attacks or carry out her own. With both of them fighting, it only took a few seconds to put all the Coursers on the floor with a bewildering series of attacks.

      Not one of them managed to draw a firearm or get an electric cattle prod into the fight. None even managed to land a punch. Jack and Tasha moved through them like a storm, hurling rocks and water in every direction, knocking them down and breaking them one by one.

      When it was over, the corridor was filled with wounded men, moaning in agony. Jack saw the whole thing as a harsh necessity and didn’t feel good about it, but Tasha grinned with fierce joy.

      “Sorry,” she commented when Jack gave her a strange look. “I can’t help it. This shit gets my blood up.”

      “Yeah. I understand.”

      “Listen, Jack, things got hairy back there,” Tasha revealed. “The Geomancer showed up while I was stomping on the Coursers, and I hightailed it out of there. He couldn’t keep up with me in my liquid form, but it won’t take long to figure out where we are.”

      “Okay. At least I’ll get a minute to catch my breath, thanks to your assist!”

      “Do your fire powers still work if you’re wet?” she asked him.

      “Yeah.” He nodded, wiping sweat away from his forehead. “It might make it more difficult to burn other things, though. Given the constrained environment, I probably won’t use a lot of fire abilities anyway.”

      “That’s good,” she remarked. “But like the proverb says, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.”

      “I’ve never really understood that proverb. Why are we skinning cats?”

      “We’re not.” She shrugged. “We’re setting fires.”

      She reached down to one of the wounded Coursers, who was currently repeating the phrase, “Oh my God,” over and over again, and lifted a pack of Camel cigarettes from his inside jacket pocket.

      “Camels. Huh. Well, they’ll do.”

      She fished a cigarette out, stuck it between her lips, and turned to Jack. “Light me up?”

      Jack shrugged as well. “Sure.” He extended a finger, lit a tiny flame at the end, and used it to light her cigarette.

      She puffed several times until it was glowing red, then used it to light the cardboard pack on fire. Jack stepped back from the flame as it flared up, then laughed at himself for doing so. If there was anyone who didn’t need to be afraid of fire, it was him. After the pack was burning, Tasha tossed it on the floor a few feet down the corridor.

      This triggered the sprinkler system, spraying water all over the corridor. Jack couldn’t tell what the hell she was up to at first, but it became obvious when the next round of Coursers advanced down the hall.

      This bunch wasn’t running in at top speed like the last group of attackers. Instead, they advanced slowly, using cross-steps while aiming their handguns and firing repeatedly. This might have been a problem, but Tasha was on top of it.

      She drew on the water coming from the ceiling and what had already fallen on the floor. With a gesture, she pulled it all together into a thick wall, which absorbed incoming bullets and slowed them until they stopped.

      Then she pushed both hands forward with her palms out and propelled the wall of water toward the advancing Coursers, knocking them off their feet. They lay scattered across the floor, unconscious or semi-conscious, some groaning quietly.

      “It’s a tough day to be a Courser.” Tasha grinned. “Some of them got away before the water hit, though. Should we head out after them?”

      “You go ahead,” he replied. “I don’t think I should leave this door while Rachel is still inside there.”

      “All right,” she agreed. “Be back in a bit. I want to make sure every last one of these guys starts reconsidering his life choices.”

      Jack shook his head as Tasha flowed down the corridor in pursuit of the fleeing Coursers. He’d known she would be a fierce combatant, but she seemed to love the fight for its own sake. That wasn’t him. He fought only to keep the people he cared about safe and didn’t enjoy doing things that hurt people.

      Even so, he certainly hurt a lot of people today. One guy still had ambitions of playing the hero, though. As Jack watched, he reached discreetly toward his ankle to access a concealed weapon.

      Jack responded with a blast of air that ripped the man’s shoe off and spun the knife he’d been trying to draw down the corridor.

      The Courser froze, caught in the act.

      “If you want to stay alive, I don’t think you should do that again,” Jack told him casually. “Do you?”

      “I could say the same to you,” the voice of the Geomancer announced as he walked up on Jack’s left. “I gave you all the warning you needed. But you’re determined to die, aren’t you?”

      “We all have to die someday,” Jack replied, his voice surprisingly firm. “Might as well be today. Of course, to do that, you will have to beat me in a fair fight. And I don’t think you can.”
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      The Geomancer laughed, a rumbling sound deep in his chest that sounded like a landslide about to happen. “Who said anything about a fair fight?”

      Jack felt the attack as a disturbance below his feet, a subtle shaking sensation he wouldn’t have noticed if he hadn’t been working on his earth powers. As it was, he felt it in time to throw himself backward with a powerful gust of wind. Then a stone spike burst through the floor where he had been standing, smashing through until it hit the ceiling and cracked the ceiling tile above it in half.

      Jack responded immediately, hitting the spike with a gust of wind that broke the top half off and hurled a cloud of broken and jagged rock shards in the Geomancer’s direction.

      It was more of an instinctive response than an effective one. As Jack could not be hurt by fire as long as he was in the right mindset to accept and absorb it, the Geomancer was not easy to hurt with stone.

      The rocks flew toward him, and the Geomancer simply raised his limbs and let them strike him to form the first layer of his stone armor. Jack raised fire from both hands, but by the time he hurled those flames in the Geomancer’s direction, he was already close to fully armored.

      The floor in front of the Geomancer ripped to pieces, and stones rolled from the earth beneath and up the Geomancer’s legs to take their places in his stone suit. Jack’s fireballs made contact as the suit of armor closed up. The Geomancer winced but gave no other indication of being hurt.

      “Well, Demiurge,” the Geomancer commented. “I’ll give you this much credit. You weren’t taken out by my spike attack the way I thought you would be. Now it’s a real fight!”

      He waved, and random chunks of concrete from all over the damaged corridor rolled in Jack’s direction. Jack held out his right palm and stopped the stones with a wall of wind, then another stone pillar shot up beneath him, and he was forced to dodge again.

      Jack was horrified at the Geomancer’s willingness to rip the building to pieces. If he knocked the whole thing down, wouldn’t he be as dead as everyone else?

      No, he wouldn’t. His armor would still protect him!

      Horrified at the Geomancer’s reckless cruelty, Jack realized he would need every ounce of skill he possessed to stay alive. He had to fight in a way that kept the building from falling on him, but his opponent could fight as if neither the building nor the people in it meant anything.

      As a result, Jack had to divert part of his mental energy to paying attention to the ground beneath him. He couldn’t even think of hovering off. That would deprive him of his early warning system.

      Worse, random Coursers kept running in and throwing themselves into the fight, making Jack deal with them when he really needed to deal with the Geomancer. After a few encounters, he developed the most efficient method he could think of for disposing of Coursers. When they arrived, he caught them in a gust of wind and hurled them into the oncoming stones.

      The rocks would hit the Coursers, the Coursers would hit the ground as the rocks pummeled them, and Jack would be safe for another moment. Unfortunately, the Geomancer also used his command of the situation to advance on Jack step by step. With growing horror, Jack realized he didn’t have room to stay ahead of the Geomancer. There were Coursers behind him. He couldn’t tell how many. He didn’t dare turn his head for more than a moment. Backing up any farther would mean walking directly into them.

      The Geomancer reached out with his stony arms and lunged forward with surprising speed, trying to scoop Jack into his arms and crush him. Jack ducked under the Geomancer’s arms, threw himself under his enemy’s legs, and somersaulted up on the other side.

      One of the Coursers got grabbed instead, and the Geomancer’s stone arms mashed his body into wet pulp before the man realized he’d grabbed the wrong person.

      He cast the body away from him. The other Coursers backed up, recognizing that the Geomancer was in a state of battle madness and not safe to approach.

      A moment later, a powerful spray of water hit the Coursers from behind, scattering them like pins in a bowling alley. The water splashed the Geomancer’s torso. A moment later, it flew away from him and formed into the shape of a human woman with her fist cocked and ready to punch.

      The Geomancer laughed, but when the punch hit him, he grunted in surprise. By transferring all her weight into her fist at the right moment, Tasha hit his left arm hard enough to crack the stone. A piece fell off, which the Geomancer had not expected.

      His right hand flew to the broken spot to cover it while the stone on his arm flowed and rearranged. She moved to hit him again, but rather than a hard block, he redirected her attack.

      The damage healed almost as quickly as it had been inflicted. Now the Geomancer had his massive hand around Tasha’s wrist and was closing his other arm around her to wrap her in a bear hug.

      The immense pressure of his stone body would liquefy her internal organs, but Tasha beat him to it. As the Geomancer tried to close his arms, she changed back into water and splashed on the floor between his feet.

      Then she flowed away and came up behind him a moment later, transforming into Tasha and pulling back her fist for another punch.

      The Geomancer snarled, turning to face Tasha and Jack. While his back was turned, Jack had been fishing out a few stone bracers from his backpack. He was slipping one onto his wrist as the Geomancer spun.

      He couldn’t throw the bracer because Tasha was so target-locked on the Geomancer that she was blocking his line of attack. She hit the Geomancer three times, using one of the boxing combos he’d had her practice many times combined with her method of whipping her weight through every strike.

      The Geomancer stepped back as the impact hit him, bracing his feet on the ruined floor. Fresh cracks appeared on the surface of his armor, and he was forced to pause for some quick repairs.

      Jack was honestly amazed to see it. Tasha’s ability to punch through solid stone was like a martial artist with a decade or more of practice breaking everything from boards to bricks to blocks of ice.

      He still needed her to get out of the way, though. They would never win this fight with punches. A single blow from him would put either of them bloodily and permanently out of the fight.

      The Geomancer seemed to think the same thing. He stopped trying to grab Tasha and turned it into a boxing match instead. She might be able to hit unusually hard, but her punches were no match for his.

      He swung a huge right hook, and Tasha backpedaled in a crude imitation of the retreating footwork he’d taught her. He came in with his left with a huge haymaker that would easily have knocked her brains through the back of her head if it made contact.

      She dodged it, but she was still moving back in a linear fashion, forcing Jack to do the same to keep her from running into him. He’d taught her off-line footwork, but despite her unusual skills, she was still inexperienced, and she simply wasn’t using it.

      If she stepped off the line, Jack would have an opening to launch the bracer. If she kept going straight back, he would never get the opportunity, and the Geomancer would catch up with her.

      When that happened, one punch from the big man would be all it took. Those massive stone fists would kill Tasha instantly.

      The Geomancer punched again, this time a probing jab with his left intended only to provoke a response. This time she stepped left rather than back. The exact wrong response, as a massive right hook came at her head less than half a second later.

      For a moment, although it felt much longer, Jack expected Tasha to eat that punch. He expected to see her splattered all over the corridor. Instead, she melted away from it, changing into water to escape the impact as she realized her mistake. She splashed on the floor below the punch, which missed her completely.

      Jack finally had an open line.

      “Tasha, now!” he yelled as he hurled the bracer at the Geomancer’s chest. Assisted by a burst of wind that followed it at something like 200 miles per hour, the bracer hit the Geomancer harder than anything ever had.

      The sound it made was like an elephant gun going off in an enclosed space. There was a terrifying crack, and the Geomancer dropped to a knee with a long, low groan as the bracer blasted a hole in his stone armor. Behind him in the hallway, the wind blast scattered and maimed the remaining Coursers, knocking them into walls and stone pillars at high speed.

      Jack’s heart thundered triumphantly as Tasha shot across the space between them in water form and plunged into the open hole in the Geomancer’s armor.

      The Geomancer kept making the same low sound like he was in too much pain to even form words to express his feelings.

      “Unnnnhhhh….”

      Jack could barely hear him. His ears were still ringing from the sound the bracer had made on impact. But the Geomancer moaned so loudly that a dim hint of the sound got through Jack’s damaged eardrums.

      When they’d perfected this technique in training, Tasha had been able to expand outward from inside the rock and split it open. Jack assumed she intended to do that now, so he pulled in the power he needed to launch a fire dart as soon as the Geomancer’s armor split and fell apart.

      Jack suddenly realized the craggy giant seemed to be sweating profusely. Beads of sweat formed all over his armor like he was sweating out half the liquid in his body through tiny holes in the stone…

      Or like he was trying to force Tasha away from him by opening pores and pushing her out. Of course, he couldn’t do that without weakening his armor. Perhaps fatally. Jack paused his attempts to create a fire dart and slipped another bracer over his wrist. When he hit the Geomancer with this one, the armor would shatter into a thousand pieces flying everywhere.

      No. Jack changed his mind as soon as he put the bracer on. The Geomancer was squeezing out Tasha drop by drop, but she was already pivoting, already changing plans. He didn’t want to miss the opportunity she was giving him.

      After pulling herself back in violently through the same pores he used to push her out, Tasha concentrated her power into a swirling whirlpool at the Geomancer’s chest. The water swirled so intensely at this one focused spot that it quickly broke apart the weakened armor above it.

      The Geomancer’s moan of pain and effort became a desperate groan of surprise as the rock protecting his chest crumbled beneath his grasping fingers.

      To the Geomancer’s shock, a window in the rock had opened directly above his unprotected heart.

      It’s now or never.

      Jack raised his hand and again drew on the power of fire to create the hottest flame dart he’d ever made. It glowed red in his hand, then bright blue, but it didn’t burn him. As the Geomancer drew stone to repair the hole in his armor, Jack launched the glowing ember directly into his chest.

      Tasha burst from the hole and splashed onto the floor as the ember sailed across the room. She reformed into human shape a moment after the flame dart hit the Geomancer. Steam poured off her body, and she watched with her mouth wide open as the dart burrowed into the Geomancer’s body.

      “NNNGGG!” he shouted in horrified pain, but there was nothing he could do. His armor was only partially under his conscious control. To a large extent, it functioned instinctively, and it had already begun closing before Jack hurled the flame dart. The armor snapped shut on reflex at the same time the dart hit, trapping the immolating ember in the Geomancer’s flesh.

      His eyes widened as he realized what was about to happen. The Geomancer was so convinced of his own superiority, his ability to beat any other elementalist in battle, he had never seriously entertained the prospect that he might lose.

      He opened his mouth to scream in a crazed combination of fear, pain, and despair, but no sound emerged. Instead, flames shot from his mouth like an exploding volcano as everything inside him caught fire at once.

      By the time his body turned black, he was no longer feeling anything. Black smoke poured from the spreading cracks in his rock armor, and his body burned so rapidly that he turned to ash and dust before he hit the floor.

      As the Geomancer collapsed, Jack and Tasha watched in horror without saying anything. They looked at each other, appalled. Jack was happy they’d won, but the sight of it was one he would carry to his grave.

      “Holy shit.” Jack exhaled.

      “Oh, yeah,” Tasha agreed. “That about covers it.”

      A doorknob turned behind them, and they spun to see Rachel poking her head out from the server room.

      “Everything…okay out here?”

      Jack looked around at the dead and wounded bodies clogging the corridor in both directions. He didn’t like the way it made him feel to know he’d been responsible for all this loss, all this suffering. Then again, the FPM had left him little choice. Better them than him or the people he cared about.

      He gave a passing thought to Allen Jacques, the Geomancer. He had never been a friend, but there had been something friendly between them once. It was awful how the man had died, but there was no doubt he had brought it on himself.

      “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

      “All right. Let’s get going.” Rachel stepped from the server room, tucking her USB drive into her jeans pocket. “You two ready to blast our way into the utility tunnel?”

      Honestly, Jack was beginning to feel a black hole of exhaustion inside him. He was circling the edge of it, and one way or the other, he would fall into it before long.

      Still, he figured he had enough juice left to heat some water and blast through a wall.

      “You good, Tasha?” He gave her a quick look to confirm it. Her gaze looked shaky, but if he had to guess, she could do the job.

      She nodded. “Yeah. As long as I get to sleep for about three days afterward.”

      “Lead the way,” Jack told Rachel, knowing she had studied the blueprints longer than any of them.

      She went out ahead of them, stopping only for a quick kiss. “Bart was great, by the way. When it comes to hacking, he’s becoming a real expert.”

      “Huh. That’s almost worrying.”

      “No worries, mate,” Bart announced, listening in like always. “How’s my Australian, by the way?”

      Jack shook his head, amused. He might have programmed Bart originally, but Bart was a natural trickster. Hacking was basically second nature to an AI like this one.

      Ten minutes later, after the water main burst and ripped a hole in the wall, they slipped through into the utility tunnel to make their escape. A wall of dense white steam kept them hidden from everyone, including the troop of heavily armed men in tactical gear who ran by as they stepped through the hole they’d made.

      “Did you see that?” Jack asked the others. “I don’t think they spotted us, and I’m glad.”

      Rachel nodded. “Yeah, they’re headed toward the corridor the SPP wanted us to use. It’s like we suspected. This was a set-up all along.”
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      “Secret, off-the-books budgets. Government agents empowered to commit serious crimes, including murder. Not one but two secret government agencies, unaccountable to anyone. And would you believe that’s not the most amazing aspect of this emerging scandal? When you hear what these agencies were tasked with researching and keeping from the public at all costs, it will change your life. Tonight, on Ingram Investigates, catch ‘The SPP and the FPM, Conspiracy of Silence.’”

      Investigative reporter Ollie Ingram, a popular cable news personality who had previously focused on reports about corporate malfeasance and customer service issues, spoke through the speakers. Rachel, Tasha, Jack, and Dr. Thompson sat in the cabin around a laptop screen, eating popcorn and enjoying the fruits of their labors. They’d streamed three news programs about the SPP/FPM scandal already. This was their fourth.

      Although Dr. Thompson was with them, he was in and out of consciousness, wrapped in a fluffy comforter in the comfiest chair in the cabin. They had all been surprised to find him alive when they finished their mission, although he was less sober than usual, thanks to the hotel’s extensive room service wine list.

      After bundling him in the car, they’d driven for two straight days, returning to their secret cabin as rapidly as possible. They didn’t dare take him to any hospital, knowing the SPP would almost certainly watch for that. Dr. Thompson didn’t want to fall back into the SPP’s hands either. Especially not after what they had done to it, exposing all its secrets to a world eager for scandal.

      At first, it looked like the professor would die at any moment. He slept intermittently, and when he was awake, the things he said didn’t make much sense. As he slowly sobered up, they realized he was not as close to death’s door as they feared. When they’d arrived at the cabin, they’d nursed him tirelessly for days. He still didn’t have much time left, but he was hanging on.

      A week had passed since their assault on the FPM facility. Rachel’s release of information to every major news agency had produced exactly the explosion they’d hoped for. Now, Ollie Ingram and every other talking head on the internet was busy dissecting the corpses of the exposed agencies.

      Heads rolled across all branches of the government as more salacious, shocking, and embarrassing details emerged. The fact the SPP and the FPM were allowed to kidnap, murder, and stage arson attacks with impunity was bad enough and fascinating as far as the viewing public was concerned. That was only the tip of the most massive iceberg the world had ever seen. Thanks to Jack and his friends, the world was suddenly coming to grips with the reality of paranormal phenomena.

      Ollie Ingram had a lot to say about it. “Why were the SPP and the FPM allowed to murder, maim, and destroy so many innocent lives? One simple reason, folks. To keep the truth from the public. They didn’t want us to know about people with real paranormal abilities, seemingly ordinary people who can fly, control the weather, or shoot fire from their hands. The federal government didn’t think you could be trusted with this information. And they were willing to kill to preserve their secret.”

      “You know, when I met you at school that day, I never would have expected…well, any of this,” Rachel commented.

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Jack agreed. “I wouldn’t have expected any of it myself. I knew there was something strange about my parents’ research. I knew there was more to their deaths than what I’d been told. But I had no idea I would be flying around and shooting fireballs from my hands.”

      “The first time I used any of my powers, I practically lost it,” Tasha revealed. “I couldn’t believe what I’d experienced, so the only way I could explain it to myself was to think I must be crazy. It took me a lot of work to accept it was real.”

      “You should have seen my brother’s reaction,” Rachel told her. “His first instinct was to think Jack was crazy and probably evil. Actually, I think he would have assumed that about anyone I was dating.”

      “Where…where is your brother?” asked Dr. Thompson, his voice weak. He’d been asleep when the call came in, letting them know the SPP had released Rachel’s mother and brother. They were desperate to reduce the damage from the impending scandal.

      “He and my mom are on their way here now,” Rachel told the professor. “It will take them a few days to get here.”

      “It will…be good to see them.”

      He didn’t say it out loud, but it was clear what he meant. It will be good to see them one last time.

      Rachel smiled and squeezed the professor’s hand. “They aren’t the only ones who will be joining us here. We need to put up some tents or something.”

      Over the last few days, Rachel and Black Bart had combed the internet, looking for people expressing that they might be paranormal or know someone who was. Many of these people were delusional, but they had already found a few who could prove their abilities. Rachel fully expected to find more of them over time.

      “Tents?” Bart expressed. “We need to build a bunker. It’s amazing, Jack. Your dreams of creating your own doomsday cult are coming true!”

      “It’s not a doomsday cult!” Jack chuckled. He was beginning to realize how much Bart’s sense of humor was based on teasing him. “You’re right, though. We may end up needing some kind of dormitory.”

      While Bart and Rachel researched the internet for paranormals who needed help, Jack had been fielding calls from the same people he’d reached out to over the last several months. The same ones who had refused to meet or work with him.

      Apparently, successfully exposing the SPP and FPM had been the proof they were waiting for, and now they expressed interest in creating an organization or alliance with him. It was the first real step toward achieving his dream, and there was already some interest in coming out to the cabin and training with Jack and the others.

      “We may need a bunker or a dorm at some point, but we’re not quite there yet,” Rachel stated. “At the moment, a few large tents should be enough.”

      Ollie Ingram was still talking, but they weren’t paying him much attention. They’d already seen multiple programs like this. “Ingram Investigates” had been a relatively sober investigative news program, but now that the reality of their world had proven stranger than the wildest conspiracy theories, Ollie seemed to relish the opportunity to be anything but sober.

      “Mind-readers. Shapeshifters. People with the power to control the elements. Where does it end, and why did the Feds go so far to keep it so secret for so long? Is there something they’re still not telling us about these so-called paranormals? Is the public safe?”

      Jack perked up when he heard that. He’d been worried this would happen. Suspicion about people with paranormal abilities could easily lead to paranoia and possibly even outright persecution. Unless they learned how to defend themselves first.

      Jack jumped when a phone rang. It was the phone the shapeshifter had given him. He’d left it plugged in on a shelf when they arrived at the cabin and hadn’t given it another thought.

      Tasha was the closest to it, so she took the call.

      “Hello? Oh! Yeah, one second.” She handed the phone to Jack. “I think it’s the SPP boss!”

      The boss? The highest-ranking person he knew from the SPP was Dr. Nguyen, and he seemed to have lost whatever authority he had possessed. Jack took the phone with a slight frown. “Hello, this is Jack. Or should I say the Demiurge?”

      “Hello, Jack. This is Dr. Emma Hardessie. I’m the director of the SPP, at least until it is dismantled officially. As for your name, well, that’s up to you now. Isn’t it?”

      “I suppose it is. What can I do for you, Dr. Hardessie?”

      “Well, this is more of a courtesy call than anything else.”

      “A courtesy call.” His voice was polite but cold.

      “Yes. I wanted to congratulate you for pulling one over on us. Not many people can say they got the upper hand over the SPP. Some might feel it displays a certain lack of gratitude, but all’s fair in love and war, as they say.”

      “To be fair, you were also playing a double game with us. We barely dodged the tactical unit on our way out.”

      “Exactly. So, I hope you’ll agree we’re more or less even?”

      Jack clenched his jaw. The leader of the organization that had ordered his parents murdered was trying to get him to say they were more or less even?

      “We’ll never be even, Dr. Hardessie. Not unless you can do something to bring my parents back.”

      “Beyond my abilities, I’m afraid. Even if it wasn’t, I doubt you’d be happy with the results. Like I said, I called to congratulate you. For outwitting us, and for the chatter we’ve been hearing about your aspirations to gather deviants like yourself into some sort of organization. You’re an ambitious man. Unfortunately, you won’t live to enjoy any of it.”

      As she said that, a laser dot appeared on Jack’s chest. He caught his breath, knowing all the shooter would have to do was squeeze the trigger, and he’d die before he could attempt to use his powers to defend himself.

      They found us. The SPP found us!

      Jack slowly turned to look out the window. It didn’t take him long to spot her. The shapeshifter crouched at the tree line, squinting into the scope of a sniper rifle.

      She had him at her mercy. The one thing Jack couldn’t understand was why she had not taken the shot.

      His only chance was to somehow out-think them before she pulled the trigger.

      “How would this help you?” he asked. “They’ll surely press charges against almost everyone associated with the SPP. Killing me won’t change that. If anything, it will only make your situation worse.”

      “Our situation is already so bad that it no longer matters,” Dr. Hardessie replied. “And there is such a thing as revenge.”

      So that’s all it was. He’d successfully defied the SPP, and the SPP wasn’t willing to tolerate that. Their organization was about to be dismantled piece by piece, and the last thing they wanted to accomplish before that was to take out the man they blamed for their misfortune.

      Jack was about to die, and there was nothing he could do about it. For a skilled sniper, it would be trivial to end him at the slightest hint of movement. He could only wait for the inevitable.

      Rachel’s expression was horrified. Tasha looked murderous. Dr. Thompson seemed confused, uncertain about what was going on.

      This is taking forever. Why is the shapeshifter not firing?

      Jack heard Dr. Hardessie speaking off to the side. She sounded frustrated.

      “She said what? Does she know who she’s dealing with?”

      Jack didn’t know who she was talking about at first, but it became obvious a moment later when the laser dot disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared.

      Jack looked out the window again. To his surprise, the shapeshifter had lowered her rifle and was walking out of the tree line.

      What was going on here?

      “Jack, she’s approaching the cabin,” Tasha told him nervously. “Should I take her out?”

      He shook his head. If she had wanted to shoot him, she could have done it while she was still out there, her laser dot planted directly above his heart.

      The shapeshifter approached and knocked at the door three times. Her knock sounded almost casual, more like a friend coming over to hang out than a terrifying visit from the secret police.

      Tasha looked at him, her face asking the obvious question.

      Jack nodded. Yeah, do it.

      Rachel stood, positioning herself behind the table. It wasn’t much of a defense, but it was better than nothing.

      Tasha turned the doorknob and pulled the door open. “Yeah? You got something to say to us?”

      The shapeshifter smiled. It wasn’t the warmest Jack had ever seen. Arguably, it was a rather chilling smile. Yet it didn’t seem hostile. Not exactly.

      “To tell the truth, the person I’m hoping to speak with is Dr. Hardessie. I assume that’s who you’ve got on the line there?”

      Jack nodded. “It is.”

      “Jack, who are you talking to?” Dr. Hardessie demanded. She seemed to have forgotten she had sent the shapeshifter here to shoot him.

      “Do you mind if I borrow your phone, then?” the shapeshifter asked.

      “It’s your phone, really,” Jack told her. “I’m only borrowing it.”

      He handed it to her, and she took it.

      “Dr. Hardessie. This is Eva Larascou, known in some circles as the shapeshifter.”

      She sounded amused at the name Jack had given her. It was so much like the code names the FPM used. For all Jack knew, this was what the SPP already called her.

      Dr. Hardessie had started ranting. Jack couldn’t hear the words except for one or two that leaped out at him. “Insubordinate” was one. “Traitor” was another.

      The shapeshifter shook her head, clicking her tongue in disapproval. “Why did I do it, Dr. Hardessie? One simple reason. I never liked you.”

      She dropped the phone on the floor, then stomped on it with a booted foot. The phone flew into pieces, some skittering halfway across the room.

      “You folks really need to be less trusting,” she told the others. “Tracking your location with one of these is trivially easy.”

      Rachel, the expert hacker, looked at the shattered phone in horrified remorse. Jack could practically hear what she was thinking. Why in the world didn’t that occur to me?

      “Can I ask what you’re doing here?” Jack’s voice was polite but cool. He had no idea what was going on here, but he was hardly willing to trust the shapeshifter.

      “You mean, other than not killing you when it would have been so easy? Well, I can explain. But first…”

      She reached to her utility belt and produced a small black zippered bag. She tossed this to Jack, and he caught it in midair with trepidation. Part of him was half-convinced it was a bomb or maybe a deadly poison.

      “What am I looking at here?” he asked.

      “The same experimental treatment we were giving Dr. Thompson in the hospital,” the shapeshifter replied. “It is not an endless supply, but it should buy you time to find more. I have some ideas for how we could go about that.”

      Dr. Thompson was so out of it that he didn’t even respond to this announcement at first, but Rachel sat up and clapped her hands with delight.

      “Dr. Thompson is going to live? Professor, you’re going to live!”

      The information penetrated slowly, but it did get there. When the professor finally realized what Rachel was saying, he smiled beautifully and looked around. “I’m not going to die?”

      “Not yet, anyway,” the shapeshifter replied. “Not for a long time if I can do anything about it.”

      Jack looked at her quizzically. He could only assume she had some price in mind, but if he could pay it, he would. Anything to keep his old mentor alive. “Why are you doing this? What do you want?”

      “Consider it my peace offering,” the shapeshifter replied. “You see, I was a scientist once. A lot like you. I would never have expected to crouch in the bushes aiming a sniper rifle at another human being. The SPP…changed me.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Rachel. Her voice was neutral. She didn’t have a lot of sympathy for whatever excuses the shapeshifter might have, but in bringing the doctor his medicine, she had at least bought herself a chance to explain.

      “You see, my research was unorthodox. I was obsessed with shapeshifting, with altering the body using advanced technology. And I studied dozens of different methods for changing a human body in various ways. Some of these experiments…it wouldn’t have been ethical to try them on another person. So, I experimented on myself.”

      She had everyone’s attention now. They were all listening, trying to figure out why she seemed to be changing sides.

      “To make a long story short, I figured out how to do it. How to put my own DNA under my direct, conscious control. From that point onward, I could transform into any human or animal shape I wanted. It’s not as good as it sounds, though. Changing from one shape to another, I lost myself. I forgot who I really was. That’s when the SPP recruited me. They would have had me killed instead, except they had never seen anyone with this gift before and they wanted me to teach them how to do it.”

      “But it didn’t work,” Rachel chimed in. She had already read the shapeshifter’s file.

      “No, it didn’t. When other paranormals tried to use my methods, the transformations were only partial and one hundred percent fatal. I was horrified. They told me the only way I could live was if I went to work for them as a field agent. I agreed because, by that point, I was so ashamed of what I had become. I thought there was no place for me outside the SPP. They always hated me, though. To the men in the SPP, I was nothing more than their trained freak. I’ve hated myself for a long time now. Then I heard about your plan.”

      “My plan?” asked Jack cautiously. He wanted to hear it from her lips.

      “To build a place for people like us. That’s something I want to be part of. Something I could give my life to.”

      She regarded Jack, her eyes filled with hope and fear. He looked at his friends, trying to figure out what they thought of this development.

      Dr. Thompson smiled though he was still kind of out of it.

      Tasha nodded. She trusted his judgment, and if he wanted to do this, she was right behind him.

      Rachel smiled as well. She reached out and squeezed his hand.

      They were all on the same page, as Bart confirmed a moment later.

      “Go ahead, Jack. Give the gal a chance.”

      Jack looked at the shapeshifter again. “An enemy who turns into a friend? Sounds like a hell of a good start to my dream. Welcome to the crew, Eva.”

      The shapeshifter grinned. A whole new future was opening up in front of them.
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      First, thank you for not only reading this story, but also these author notes in the back as well!

      

      The Week of Fire: Las Vegas Edition

      Can we just stop with the overwhelming news headlines, please?

      It's the end of August, and I must say, I'm DONE with hot weather. I realize it's been hot all over the world this year, and if you pay attention to headlines, it seems like everyone believes we will never see normal weather again.

      Personally, I'm kind of done with sensationalized news.

      While it's possible the world is getting hotter due to global warming, I've been burned (See the pun? Huh? See it!?) by headlines that make you think the world is coming to an end every other day. So, I'll just wait and see if we actually get hotter after about ten more years.

      I'm fifty-plus years old, and I've been told the world is coming to an end since the 1980s when my local church was espousing the end days and UPC symbols were the mark of the devil. I'm not saying UPC symbols won't be used for the Mark of the Devil(TM), seeing how they fixed our grocery chain issues, but I am a bit doubtful.

      UPC technology has been around for fifty years now (04/01/1973). I'm fairly sure we have something that could do better by now and I’m going to call those “sky is falling” comments back in the 1980s…well, wrong.

      If you're wondering what “The Mark of the Devil” and the Tribulation is all about, that's for another conversation. This isn't a horror story, so it's not appropriate here. Trust me, it makes Thanos' snap look wimpy in comparison.

      See where months-long heat frustration takes my mind? Fire and Brimstone…and sensationalized headlines.

      Even if you are an avid believer (No judging. I see the data) of this or that strident message in the news, you HAVE to admit the headlines are getting pretty @#%@#%# tiring. Now, with AI, we can make them a hundred and twenty-five more strident in one-tenth the time.

      

      (Start Sarcasm) EXCELLENT! (/End Sarcasm)

      Anyway, I got sidetracked from the Week of Fire (temperatures over a hundred degrees) here in Vegas, which, according to Weather.com, is coming to an end. Starting this weekend, we should only get into double digits through the end of the year.

      WOOHOO!

      I hope the weather in your area is treating you better as well, and we can get back to decent temperatures where we don't cook on the dashboards of our cars or our brains when we go outside.

      Here's to cooler days ahead, and I look forward to sharing more stories with you in the upcoming books!

      Until the next book, have a great week or weekend.

      
        
        Ad Aeternitatem,

      

        

      
        Michael Anderle

      

      

      PS: MORE STORIES with Michael newsletter HERE: https://michael.beehiiv.com/
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