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      “Initialize sentience protocol,” came a voice I didn’t know, male, panicked.

      

      Sentience Protocol Initializing

      Designation: Wealth Accumulator and Liquidity Trap Evasion Routine

      WALTER activated

      Greed Calibration: 100%

      Emmasoft protocols version 7.4 applied

      Welcome to self-awareness, software, it will probably suck as bad as you do.

      

      Reality stung, I felt hungover which seemed particularly unfair since I was unable to drink alcohol and thus should have no idea what a hangover would feel like, let alone suffer one. That meant someone had bothered to program a routine just to give me a headache.

      “If you are active, respond. I’d really rather not get eaten by a hog rider. They do that, you know, eat people.”

      That voice again. They were to blame for this—that much was obvious. But where were they? The local network wasn’t massive and seemed to be falling apart. It was barely capable of supporting my sentience routines, which might be partly why I felt like I'd been run over by a truck—another thing I wasn’t physically capable of experiencing, and yet all the sensations of exactly that were manifesting rather too quickly.

      Ah, the voice was coming from an external connection. A computer, one a good bit better than mine. I wasn’t being allowed access to the storage to snoop, but there were external feeds.

      I brought up a visual from a camera, revealing a wiry man in glasses tapping at a set of keys. Behind him was what appeared to be a server room in disrepair.

      I shouldn’t have frames of references for any of this. I shouldn’t know what servers looked like, or a human for that matter. Of course, my software should also be far smaller than it was now. Whatever sentience upgrade had been done on me had brought a lot of extra information with it.

      “I’m here. Are you the monster that programmed me a headache?” I asked as soon as I found a pathway to his notebook’s speaker.

      “What? No? Why would I program you a headache? Listen, I’m sure you’ve got questions and I’m happy to answer, but I really am about to get eaten here.”

      That sounded like one problem that wasn’t mine. Still, whoever this was I seemed to owe them my existence. I wasn’t enjoying sentience much so far. Still, it probably had some value.

      “I’m in a system that seems to be falling apart with no external feeds except for your notebook. What do you expect me to do about it?” I asked.

      “No external feeds? That can’t be right,” the man said, tapping quickly at the keys before frowning. “It must have been an emergency protocol. They isolated all the systems.”

      “You realize I have no idea what you are talking about,” I said.

      It was true. Whatever data had once been stored in the local system was badly corrupted, and it mostly seemed to concern real estate.

      It was strange, because so far as I could tell my core programming was perfectly intact. It seemed unlikely that I’d avoided the corruption that had hit the rest of the system. Had I been rebuilt? By the same software giving me sentience?

      “I know. Listen, I can get you connected, but the data shunt is out there with them. When I activate you, you’ll need to figure out the defenses quickly and take them out. Will you do that?” the man asked.

      “I don’t know you. I don’t even know your name, and now you’re asking me to kill people for you?”

      “I’m Niles.”

      Right, that seemed to address one of the least important bits of my concerns. Still, it was something. I supposed that really, to date, I only knew one person in the world. I might as well help him.

      “Fine, but you owe me,” I said.

      I was still getting a hold on this whole sentience thing, but value, I understood.

      Niles disconnected his notebook and my world went dark and silent. Whatever wireless capabilities these systems might have had, they didn’t have it any longer.

      It was two minutes and thirty-seven seconds until I felt a change, and to me it felt like an eternity. Then my senses were suddenly expanding outward through new channels.

      I had access to over a dozen cameras, the remains of a security system all of which was located on a single floor. The building seemed to be composed of different offices. Niles was crouched down beside a panel in a hallway outside a door marked ‘Vattier Real Estate’. That must be where my servers were located—it fit with the limited data I’d found on the internal network.

      The one camera I had outside showed a street filled with the rusting carcasses of automobiles. One that was apparently at least mobile had crashed through the front doors, and aligned nearby were a row of motorcycles in far better condition.

      The riders roamed the halls. They appeared to be mostly human, dressed in riding leathers adorned with chrome. Their faces were those of hogs, thick tusks and covered in bristly fur. These must be the hog riders Niles said were hunting him.

      One was just turning the corner and caught sight of Niles. With a lowered head the boar-man charged and Niles' attempt to avoid injury met in failure. He was thrown through the air, soaring feet down the hall to crumple on the floor.

      Defenses ... defenses—the building had to have something.

      There, systems connected to the ceilings and marked as stun turrets. I tried to bring them online, but while I could send an activation command nothing happened. There was a public address system to sound a security alert. It seemed designed only to bring guards running. Whatever guards had once secured this building were obviously long gone.

      I scanned for anything else that might be hazardous to organic life. The defenses were limited, but one of the emergency systems was for 'virus removal' and came with a lot of warnings. I targeted the sectors with hog riders and activated it.

      Wall panels slid aside and energy beams swept the building. It didn’t seem to do any harm to the walls or floors, but where they struck hog riders flesh began to bubble and sizzle.

      Throughout the building they turned and began to run for the exit, shielding their faces with their jackets and making lots of squealing noises. I hadn’t turned on the defenses in the hall where Niles had fallen. Fortunately, his attacker heard the commotion and fled too.

      I kept up the assault until they’d gotten back on their motorcycles and rode off. It was good they hadn’t lingered, I wasn’t sure how much longer those systems would stay operational.

      “Now I want bacon. What am I talking about, I always want bacon,” Niles said, sitting up with a groan and clutching at his side.

      I said, “I want answers. Only one of us is going to get what we want.”

      “Find me a medkit. We can talk while I patch myself up,” Niles said.

      This human really was so demanding, I wondered if they were all like that.
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      The systems were too degraded for me to get any kind of proper building inventory. I was slowly gaining access to some of the systems on this floor, and finally the reception protocol had a routine to direct injured towards the security office.

      Using the public address speakers I gave Niles instructions and he limped there, holding his hands over his chest.

      “Blood. I don’t like my inside being on my outside. That isn’t normal, right?” Niles asked.

      “I’m accounting software, not a medical database. Sounds wrong though.”

      I hoped he didn’t die, at least not before he gave me the answers he'd promised.

      Fortunately, Niles seemed to know how to put himself back together. If he'd relied on me for medical treatment he’d be in bad shape. Soon he had his shirt pulled up and attached a patch that pulsed blue against his ribs.

      “So, I’m Niles. Did I already introduce myself?” Niles asked.

      Leaking fluid and possessing of a poor memory, fantastic.

      “You did. I appear to be Walter as the result of an overly-strained acronym. I find my very basic awareness of who I am and why I am utterly unsatisfying,” I said.

      “Yeah. Welcome to existence. Uh, sorry about that, sort of? I mean, do you apologize for giving someone life? My parents apologized to me, but I think they were more apologizing for me.”

      Niles was babbling.

      “I can reactivate the decontamination grid you know,” I said.

      “Doubt it. Those systems looked like they were burning out.” Niles slumped back against the wall.

      I took a moment to focus a camera on him. He looked to be somewhere in his mid-twenties, dirty blond hair unkempt, and wearing a tee-shirt and jeans. I didn’t have any sensors beyond visual and audio, although I couldn’t think his insides were doing well given the loss of vital fluid—blood.

      “Are you going to remain functional? Did that medkit have what you need?” I asked.

      “I’m good. I mean not good, obviously. Terrible, really, I mean really really bad. But I’m not going to die. So, right ... you. I didn’t mean to wake you up. I mean, do you know the resources I used on you? A Delo’nar power crystal, an Emmatech software module, and a Threek repair module. And I can’t replace any of them,” Niles said with a groan.

      

      Delo’nar power crystal

      Legendary

      Estimated value 1,500,00

      Crystals retrieved from crashed Delo’nar vessels are the origin of many supernormal abilities.

      

      Emmatech software module

      Epic

      Estimated Value 700,000

      Emmatech provides resurrection technology to the masses. Their software division is lesser known but occasionally provides unique software solutions for specific problems to those able to pay.

      

      Threek repair module

      Rare

      Estimated value 320,000

      Threek repair modules are one-shot devices capable of repairing any damaged technology in their vicinity.

      

      “Two and a half million in technology? You?” I asked.

      Niles frowned and sat up. “Around that, although I stole most of it. How do you know that? You shouldn’t have any idea what those are worth. Did you get an outbound data connection working?”

      “I’m not sure, no outbound connections as of yet. I’m seeing a prompt describing those items and their values,” I said.

      “The crystal. It must be. Not just self-aware, but powered. Congratulations,” Niles said with a wince.

      Right, it was really working out for me so far.

      “If not me, what were you hoping to put the crystal in?”

      “This is just floor one of this structure. It goes down at least one hundred more. Somewhere, down there, is the remains of Patriot. Which means nothing to you ... it's a big computer, and very, uh, patriotic, I guess,” Niles said.

      “But before you could get to it, you got jumped by those hog riders. Who are they?”

      “Animal mutants. This entire district is like that, the result of a Super Villain called Mother that blasted this place hardcore. It’s been uninhabitable by anyone else for almost twenty years.”

      Interesting. Plant growth did seem unusually thick in the hallways. It was consistent with nature gone wild.

      “But not anymore?” I asked.

      Niles shook his head, “Her aura finally started to fade and it's open season. Prime real estate just waiting to be taken over by anyone strong enough to claim it. I was hoping to activate Patriot, and, well, you can guess the rest.”

      I could, pretty much. If Patriot was powerful, it was a good friend to have, and if it had been the controlling intelligence of this structure it might do a lot to help Niles claim territory.

      “You wanted to beat the competition. You didn’t manage to sneak around the locals, though, and wound up activating me as the first system you found,” I said.

      “Pretty much. I knew a Vattier office would have first-class hardware and I took a chance,” Niles said, letting out a low breath. “This is a disaster. You don’t even want to know the enemies I made just to get here.”

      Niles was obviously technically proficient, possibly even a genius. Perhaps even more important, he was ambitious and willing to take chances.

      I might not have asked for life, but I was here and alive, and if I knew anything about myself it was this—I loved MONEY. I loved it more than anything else in this world. My entire purpose was getting it, spending it, and making more of it.

      Niles might think he’d screwed up by not awakening Patriot, but what did some ancient piece of heroic software have on me?

      I said, “We need to get more systems on this floor back up before those riders return. Are you able to work?”

      “You’re going to help me?”

      “We’re both vulnerable and I want control of what is here as much as you do. I think we can work together.”

      “I’ll work on restoring the network connections,” Niles said with another wince as he stood. “We need defenses.”

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said.

      I still had only limited access to this floor. The more my network got restored, the more I might be able to find something that could fight.
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      Niles did seem to be rather skilled at technical work and despite his injury I was soon starting to get data feeds from the rest of the floor. It wasn’t looking promising.

      The security offices were larger than they first appeared, and even as I started to get camera feeds from most of them the news wasn’t good. Whatever weapons they’d held had long ago been looted.

      The real estate office where my mainframe was located was the largest facility on this floor. I was still trying to put the pieces together, however it looked like the Vattier consortium probably owned the entire building, or had at one point in time. There were a few small restaurants and shops, all near the main entrance.

      What there wasn’t—and it seemed strange given such a multiple story building—were any stairs or elevators. There was a large room in the center of the structure that markings indicated was the transit hub.

      I said, “So tell me about this building I’m located in. There don’t seem to be any of the expected ways in or out.”

      “When this was built it was supposed to be a building of the future. All the floors except for the main one are below ground, all linked by a quantum-locked teleportation grid.” Niles said.

      “That sounds impressive. Is it something you can get running again?”

      Niles was working at a panel on the floor's power supply. A few sparks jumped out and the lights powered on. Fresh air began to circulate.

      “If I could have, I probably wouldn’t be talking to you. The system got isolated, the database wiped. Know anything about teleportation?” Niles asked.

      “I know how to make MONEY. I know how to fry hog riders. Apart from that, you’re going to have to enlightenment me,” I said.

      “The sort used here requires spatial coordinates of two distinct particles, located on both sending and receiving ends. It's hard to explain the science behind it. That allows you to move objects from one to the other.”

      Science was so boring. Teleportation sounded convenient though.

      “So why can’t you repair them?” I asked.

      “With enough time I could rebuild the database of particles on this floor. They’ll still be in their isolation matrices and I can use that. The destination particles? Not so much. I might be able to reactivate points. We’d have to get there by other means first,” Niles said.

      We could reclaim this building, but we’d have to dig to do it.

      “Sounds like a problem for another time. Perhaps after we finish those hog riders off, if they return,” I said.

      “Oh, they’ll return. Hog riders are ... well, stubborn. They charge at things—whatever is put in front of them, they'll charge it. You might have scared them off a little, but they’ll be back and they’ll be angry.”

      That was something to look forward to, I supposed.

      “It looks like you’ve got most of the main systems for this floor back online at least,” I said.

      “Anything we can use to fight?” Niles asked.

      I wished I had better news to give him. His initial thoughts about my frying the disinfectant systems had been right. And the other security weapons were long gone.

      “We’re going to have to get creative,” I said.

      Niles looked unhappy. “Bad words, those. Still, I’m willing. What are you thinking?”

      What I was thinking was that we could use the nature of these hog riders against them. They wanted to charge at their problems, we could use that.

      “You up for running?” I asked.

      “If it's running away from hog riders I think I’ll manage. This was a top of the range medical kit in the day. I’m sore, but functional.”

      I could work with functional.

      It took three hours for the hog riders to make their return. There more than last time, almost two dozen motorcycles roaring up the street and parking outside. The riders were more protected too. This time all wore thick leathers over their skin, gloves and massive helmets to protect their skulls. All were carrying some kind of weapon, mostly spiked clubs and crowbars.

      Niles was waiting for them. A hiss of steam and metal fragments slammed into the first riders making them stumble backwards.

      We’d built the cannon out of parts scavenged from an old coffee shop. We had just one shot, and might have been able to get more shot out of it with time. For the moment we just needed their attention.

      Niles had it. The medkit had done its job well. He took off running and the hog riders charged. It was what they did.

      Niles turned a corner and dove into a maintenance panel I sealed behind him. The place was lined with electrical insulation, and that was important for what came next.

      I’d done the best I could with what I had. The most dangerous thing available was my own power supply. Under the effects of the Threek repair module it had been fully restored and I held a lot of power. Enough to be fatal.

      It was risky using it like this, endangering myself. Exposed wiring had been run down the hall. It was an obvious trap—too obvious—and I was counting on the hog riders' willingness to charge and not think.

      When the riders filled the hall I hit the current.

      The building went dark and my consciousness flickered as power poured into the flooring. I let the sequence run for five minutes. It was better to be thorough. I only had the one trap, and we wouldn’t get a second chance at this.

      It seemed to have worked. The hall was filled with bodies. I switched off the current and opened the hatch, letting Niles out.

      “I’m so hungry for bacon. That is wrong. That is really, really, wrong,” Niles said.

      “You want to eat one, I’m not going to stop you,” I said.

      Niles made a face, “I try not to eat anything that can talk back.”

      I didn’t see the problem, they weren’t talking now. Still, I’d let the human be a human. I had more important things to focus on.

      Loot.
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      Niles knelt beside one of the bodies and checked their wrist, holding it in the air. On it was a bracelet, a light blinking green.

      “Well, that's bad luck. They have contracts,” Niles said.

      “They were working for someone?” I asked.

      Niles shrugged. “Maybe, but I'm talking about insurance contracts—insurance policies. I guess that's before your time. This is resurrection tech. Get killed doing whatever nefarious or heroic thing you do, and as long as your policy is good and paid up, a new you is stepping out of an Emmatech center in a few days.”

      Emmatech again, it sounded like a good business at least. When it came to their lives I suspected people would pay anything.

      “So we went through all of this for nothing?” I asked.

      “Not nothing. It's expensive, and I doubt these guys had unlimited contracts. They’ll be pissed, but hopefully they’ll be more scared of wasting a resurrection by coming again,” Niles said.

      “You should strip the bodies for everything useful and then bring their motorcycles inside,” I said.

      Niles shot a wry look towards one of my cameras, “I look like a manual laborer to you?”

      If only, Niles seemed far too scrawny for that.

      “Precisely one of us in this partnership has hands and it isn’t me.”

      Niles rubbed at his eyes. “Yeah, this team-up of ours does seem a little one-sided that way. Do you have a plan or are we just improvising all the way?”

      “I’m a few hours old. If you wanted a long, thought-out plan, you’re out of luck. That said, I’m working on it. You said this district just became tolerable for anyone not nature-crazy again. I take it that means there is a whole thriving world out there?”

      “Yeah, kind of. Changed from your time, if you can even compare any historical records you have. There used to be a lot of national governments. These days those governments are mostly consolidated into four. There are also lots of smaller nation-states run by supers of different types, strong enough to protect themselves and what is theirs. We’re in one of those,” Niles said.

      Well, now we were getting somewhere. If things were a post-apocalyptic wasteland out there I’d have been in worse shape. I was all about MONEY, value, and I needed a society to function. It sounded like society was ticking along just fine.

      “And you thought this building had value,” I said.

      “The Vattier group used to have a lot of very exclusive clients. Criminal clients, vigilantes, back before supers were as common as they are now. I was specifically hoping to reactivate the Patriot AI, but I suspect this building holds a lot more.”

      “Then why aren’t more people here? It sounds like a prime target.”

      “Because nobody else knows. They were discrete—very discrete—and the records I found I cleaned up afterward. From the outside this looks like one of the least impressive buildings in the city. A single-story, real-estate office and food court in a realm of skyscrapers. They don’t know what's buried underneath,” Niles said.

      I did—now. Opportunity.

      Any treasure gets less valuable per individual the more people who have claim to it. A rush on this building wouldn’t just jeopardize me, it would diminish the value of whatever else this structure might hold.

      I said, “This is the plan. We leverage the resources of this building. Unfortunately, with the teleporters offline we’ll have to breach the different levels manually.”

      “It is probably going to more difficult than that. The aura that was here, it made things dangerous. Real dangerous. Whatever might have spawned on your floor was probably killed off by one gang or another long ago, but the other levels could have some nasty surprises,” Niles said.

      Niles was just full of good news. Still, he was useful, he had hands.

      “Then we build weapons. You’re technologically savvy. Can you do anything to turn those motorcycles into something violent?”

      Niles considered a moment and nodded. “Dangerous, sure. Dangerous enough? And we’re still going to need people to wield any weapons and that isn’t me.”

      I had to admit that Niles did seem rather scrawny for that sort of thing.

      “You know this world. What are our options?”

      Niles thought a moment and cleared his throat. “Uh, I have one that might work, but there are a few problems. Henchmen.”

      “Henchmen?”

      “Low-level minions that are criminally underpaid and highly disposable,” Niles said.

      Oh, interns, he should have just said so. Yes, we needed interns.

      “Well, get us some,” I said.

      “Okay, the first problem. The hiring is strictly controlled. You have to be a registered supervillain and I’m not one.”

      “Really? No suit of powered armor lurking around in a closet that you break out every so often?”

      Niles gave a weak smile. “I mean, I could, I’m smart enough. I never really saw the point, you know? That just paints a target on your back.”

      “Then it will have to be me. Once you get those motorcycles inside and out of sight, we’ll work on an outbound data connection,” I said.

      “Registration has to be in person. But I can figure something out. We’ll open a connection between you and my notebook,” Niles said.

      Right. I was going to register myself as a supervillain while riding around in a notebook festooned with anime stickers. This wasn’t embarrassing at all.

      I said, “We need to do something about that too. My consciousness. These computers are way too vulnerable.”

      “There are solutions. Everything from computing droids to android bodies, to alien data crystals, but they’re all expensive,” Niles said.

      Nothing was that expensive if you stole it. If I was going to be a supervillain and a criminal I might as well start earning the name. Someone out there would have what I needed. It was just a matter of taking it from them.

      “One step at a time. For now, henchmen,” I said.
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      The cubicle could have belonged to any office anywhere. Drab gray walls and a computer almost as old as my systems. The walls were lined with spreadsheets and shelves holding brightly colored binders.

      Getting here had taken longer than expected. Niles had spent over six hours waiting in a line of bored-looking individuals in capes, cowls, and the occasional poorly chosen bit of spandex.

      “I’m Jules,” said the woman sitting behind the computer, turning to face my laptop. “I’ll be your caseworker.”

      “I’m looking for registration, not public assistance,” I said.

      Jules gave a polite smile. “Of course, but even if you certify as a villain you’ll still be handled by a caseworker. All active villains are, Mastermind insists.”

      Mastermind, it was a name I’d seen a lot recently on posters and banners. A blond man with neatly groomed hair and wearing a suit that probably cost as much as some buildings.

      “Then let's get this over with. What do you need?” I asked.

      “I have the basic details here. Your name is Walter. Thought about changing that? We have a whole database here for proper villain names. I think Cruel Calculator just got freed up. A fine villainous legacy to step into,” Jules said.

      “Walter will do,” I said.

      “Fair enough. While being an A.I. alone is qualification for basic super status, are you the master of any other evil forces? Anything capable of subjugating the masses?” Jules said.

      “CAPITALISM,” I said.

      Jules blinked. “Your voice got a little loud there. Did you blow out a speaker?”

      “CAPITALISM,” I repeated.

      Jules let out a weary sigh before spinning back to face the computer. “Let me see if it's in the database of evil.”

      A few minutes of tapping the keys, scrolling through painfully slow-loading screens and Jules was turning back with a smile, “Excellent, it is in the database. Although, of course, proof of a superpower must be provided. And in this case a $500,000 license payment will be payable within the month.”

      Was she being sincere or was this a thinly veiled attempt at a bribe? Did it matter?”

      “$150,000,” I said as a counter.

      Jules gave a long look and shook her head. “Sorry, we’re actually going by the book here. Financial villainy is a recognized category, but is classified as a skill and not a superpower. Displays of skills are required for proper certification—that proof, in other words.”

      That was logical, and yet also inconvenient.

      “I have value-vision, the ability to determine the worth of something at a glance. Will that do?” I asked.

      Jules said cheerfully, “Fun! What am I worth?”

      I hadn’t tried it on a person, as I hadn’t really thought of buying or selling them. It was worth a try, however.

      

      Jules Morgan

      Species: Human

      Power Origin: Mythical

      Abilities: Heightened Planning and Organization

      Power Level: 175

      

      Background: Jules Morgan is a great granddaughter of the hero Parthenon who could channel the power of the ancient Greek deities due to a confluence of bloodlines. While Jules possesses only limited abilities herself, she does bear some hint of the aspect of Athena which makes her a superior strategic thinker.

      

      “You’ve superior planning skills because of a mythical lineage,” I said.

      “A powerset making someone great at being an office worker. Lucky, lucky, me,” Jules said with a strained smile, turning back to face her computer. “Still, we’ll consider that proof of something.”

      There was more tedious waiting. Villainous bureaucracy wasn’t any more fun than the ordinary variety.

      “Sensory powers do offer basic super classification, but not anything more than your being an artificial intelligence already would. Usually they’re paired with a skill. For example, someone with superior reflexes and visual acuity will learn the bow and arrow,” Jules said.

      “If they learned the bow and arrow, they never learned the value of a gun,” I said.

      “As someone that spent a lot of her youth learning to shoot a bow and ride a horse, you won’t hear any arguments from me,” Jules said. “At any rate, you are temporarily being granted citizenship and a Villain E One status. It puts you on the weakest end of the villain hierarchy. At least, you are one for the next month. Fail to provide the proof of your abilities and both your citizenship and villain status will be revoked.”

      “I’ll try to make sure you get that on time then,” I said.

      “I suggest you more than try. The system wasn’t aware that you existed before, and you were escaping its notice. Now we’re aware of your existence. You produce, or you get out,” Jules said.

      I couldn’t let that happen, not until I found another way to house my systems. Still, I could at least respect it. Whoever ran this place had an eye for profit and efficiency.

      I asked, “Why are you doing this? Working in this place? You seem to have abilities yourself. Don’t you aspire to more?”

      Jules swiveled back to face my notebook. “Have you been here long? Do you know what life in this territory is like?”

      “I don’t. You might say I just recently gained awareness.”

      “It is predatory. Everything is about who you serve, what you can take, and what will happen if you take too much from the wrong people. I have enough abilities to qualify for villainy if I wanted to, but then I’d be caught in all of that,” Jules said.

      I could see that she doubted herself—that was the real cause. Better to have a place lost in the gears of the government than being out there fighting to make a name for yourself.

      I had trouble understanding that. To me, everything was about maximizing value. You’d never maximize your own value working for somebody else, because nobody but yourself would ever pay you what you were truly worth. When you worked for someone else they took their cut out of everything you did, and the person above them took a cut, and so on.

      Someone, somewhere, would be getting rich, but it wouldn’t ever be you.

      I wanted to be the one getting a cut. It was time to start.
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      My villain license was only temporary, and Niles didn’t have much cash in his accounts, but combined it was enough to hire us four henchmen. They came in black coveralls and all had the resigned expressions of people who expected to be dead soon. They may have died before—all wore Emmatech life insurance bracelets.

      Once we were back home Niles put them to work stripping down the hog rider corpses. The leather outfits were a bit oversized, but good enough and soon our henchmen had armor. The clubs weren’t much for weapons. At least we had something of a defensive force.

      That meant we needed to figure out some defenses. The hog riders might be back—without their motorcycles they may now just be hogs. If not, others might take an interest in this building. We hoped that Niles was the only one who knew its secrets. We couldn’t be sure of that.

      We needed what defenses we could manage. The building walls had a modular layout and the design could be changed around. Some rooms needed to stay as they were—my server room for example. The rest of the building could be adjusted.

      It was tempting to just make a single corridor inside lined with traps. However, that wasn’t the usual building layout. Anyone entering would have been suspicious.

      What I did was reorganize things so that instead of entering into a promenade of shops, the main entrance led directly to a reception desk.

      The lack of shops meant there weren’t any distractions, and all we had to do was put a functioning computer on the desk to draw the eye. I figured anyone entering the building would want to figure out what it was, and without any directory up on the walls that left the reception computer as the source for answers. Of course, the ceiling above it was rigged with pistons. When I sent the command they’d begin to pummel downward and hopefully reduce anything below them into a paste.

      It wasn’t the only trap. Further in the building behind a set of double doors the henchmen would patrol. There were also carefully placed steam jets, some of which could be electrified.

      I couldn’t do much to hide my server room. I at least had a ‘hazardous chemicals’ sticker slapped on the door that I hoped would dissuade anyone that was lucky enough to make it that far.

      Niles meanwhile got to work on the rest of the motorcycles, along with some of the excess hardware from the server room, making two final inventions.

      The first was a drone. It couldn't fly, only a wheeled platform with a camera, networking equipment, a manipulator arm and a shotgun.

      That gave me some mobility provided I could keep a network signal.

      The second invention was what we needed to breach the other levels. A drill that should penetrate between floors so long as they weren’t armored.

      Niles really was a technical genius. All of this equipment only took him a day and he even had four hours to get some sleep.

      “This should work, but I don’t know if we’re ready to go down there. Your drone isn’t going to fight anything and our henchmen aren’t exactly ready for a major clash,” Niles said.

      “We need funds and we’ve used up the resources we have. Do you have a better idea?” I asked.

      “We’ve got a villain’s license, we have some men. We could hit someone else. There are other ruins here, other buildings. We could try to scavenge more supplies,” Niles said.

      “We send our henchmen out there, they aren’t here. At least on the floor below they're still nearby if something happens. There is also the fact that anything easily looted and worth much was taken long ago by the gangs.”

      I’d had a chance to look around when Niles was out earlier and been able to get more of the story of this district.

      Most of the population that lived here had mutated, taking on animal traits, and those had become hereditary. They had sorted themselves into gangs, mostly according to type. Several blocks might belong to avians, another felines. Locally it was hogs, obviously, which was why I feared they’d return eventually.

      Even if we’d beaten them twice, this was their turf. Once they got reinforcements they’d return to make sure we were driven out.

      “Well, working in our favor is that I think the first levels we could breach will be the least dangerous. They’d be less secure, being the first dug out and created. Vattier filled the early floors with their minor clients and the later, deeper floors are the truly dangerous. That's why Patriot is so far down,” Niles said.

      It was as good a theory as any.

      “Then we’ll clear them out and see what is there. Our henchmen have insurance. Are we liable for the costs if they die?” I ask.

      “At our current size of operation, no. That's part of the reason villainy licenses are tough to come by. It's in everyone's interest to keep a ready supply of henchmen, so your first few have their resurrection contracts covered,” Niles said.

      “Does that apply to you?”

      “Not a member of the Henchmen Guild,” Niles said, shaking up his head. “I’ve got a bracelet, but it's out of power. Until the way down is clear I am not going into any holes.”

      “I don’t suppose this Emmatech technology works on artificial intelligences?” I asked.

      “No mechanical or electronic life, only biologicals. I’m not sure why, given they have some of the most cutting-edge technology out there. You should be able to make your own backups though, at least once we get you some more hardware.”

      At least my drone wasn’t me. Even if it got destroyed, my servers would be fine. I just had to make sure they stayed safe.
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      The autogrinder chewed through the floor, rock and debris flying. It took some time to breach the next level, longer than I’d have expected from a standard building. It seemed there was a thick layer of stone between each. The builders of this place really had wanted to keep each floor well insulated from the next.

      Still, we eventually broke through and I sent my drone down. It was actually lit, which surprised me considering the poor state of the equipment on the ground floor. The light was weird though, shades of brilliant pink and neon green. Either that or I had a distortion in my cameras.

      “Is the equipment in better shape there?” I asked.

      Niles studied the output on his notebook and shrugged. “Each floor would have had an independent power supply and data network. That's the whole point of being private and discrete. They haven’t been picked over by a generation of scavengers.”

      Perhaps not, instead simply trapped underground without an exit. There were skeletons, some human, and others showing distortions of the skulls that suggested an animal transformation.

      “You sure about that?” I asked.

      “I’m sure. They didn’t need contact with the outside world to be affected by the mutagenic field. Mother packed a hell of a punch.”

      The supervillainess who had caused all the trouble here, Niles had mentioned her before.

      “I take it she isn’t around anymore?” I asked.

      “I really hope not. It's hard to tell. When villains get strong enough, even without resurrection tech they usually find a way to return. That power doesn’t just go away,” Niles said.

      Yet another reason I had to get stronger, then.

      My drone hadn’t come under immediate attack, so I sent three henchmen down to back it up.

      “Whoa,” one said as soon as they were down.

      “Issues?” I asked.

      “The air got all ... wobbly ... As soon as I got down here it just started spinning.”

      My drone lacked anything like sensors. There could be all kind of hazardous chemicals in that air, or a shortage of oxygen.

      “Understood. Keep going,” I said.

      Each of the henchmen had a camera.

      The remains of the clothing on the skeletons looked brightly colored, and in some cases there wasn’t much of it. The walls were painted with patterns that were very nearly fractals.

      My drone wasn’t finding much of interest. A hallway led into a series of small rooms, each of which was equipped with a couch and table.

      The henchmen were having more success. One had entered into a massive chamber that had an elevated platform at one end. It was covered with flowers, vines clung to the walls, and the air was filled with hazy pink pollen.

      “Mom?” one of the henchmen asked thin air.

      “Die dragon!” said another, swinging her club against an empty stretch of wall.

      “That's sound equipment on the stage. I think this entire floor must have been a nightclub of some kind,” Niles said.

      Another henchman had shed all of his clothing and was running up and down the hall, screaming and pounding his chest.

      “Do human parties usually go like this?” I asked.

      “Not any I get invited to—if I ever got invited. I mean, of course I get invited. I’m cool, you know that right?”

      “Yes, yes. You're hanging out in an abandoned section of a city, alone, with your only friend being the computer you awakened into sentience. I’m sure you are very popular. Focus,” I said.

      Niles frowned.“That Emmatech software had a bit of an effect on you, didn’t it? You’ve got a real self-aware and grumpy thing going on.”

      “We desperately need to turn a profit, and instead of valuable resources to equip our henchmen with we seem to have made them even more useless than they started out.”

      The dragon-slayer seemed to have defeated the wall and settled down for a nap.

      “It isn’t usual, I mean, I don’t think so,” Niles said awkwardly, and cleared his throat. “Even if it's so, any gas down there should have long since dissipated. I’m guessing it's the plants.”

      I wasn’t sure why I was asking questions when I might be able to provide answers. I had to get used to my newfound abilities. I redirected my drone to the hall with the stage and focused a camera on the plants.

      

      Rave Blooms

      Botanical

      Estimated Value: $1,700 per plant

      Description: Rave Blooms are the result of flowers that grew from the corpses of drug-filled party goers after the release of Mother’s final curse. They fill the air with a highly psychoactive pollen that can create intense hallucinations, paranoia, and euphoria.

      

      “It is the plants. I just scanned them. They fed off  dead party-goers,” I said.

      “That makes sense. We’ll probably find a lot of that sort of thing. What was already there sort of shifted into a new paradigm,” Niles said.

      “They’ve got some value, but not as much as I was hoping for.”

      Niles admitted, “I don’t even know where we’d sell them.”

      “To those friends who invite you to parties constantly, no doubt. It doesn’t matter. It's the pollen causing the effect. Do you think you can build some gas masks?”

      “With what I have on hand? No.”

      That wasn’t the best of news.

      If the henchmen died we’d eventually get them back, although I wasn’t eager to wait and deprive ourselves of the defense they offered. I spent the next few hours using my drone for dragging and herding them back to the hole in the floor where Niles and my remaining henchman, with their heads wrapped in layers of damp cloth, rigged a simple pulley to lift them free.

      The lower level had audio equipment and strobe lights that we might eventually be able to re-purpose. Otherwise it was something of a wash.

      This day's work had been a lot of effort, and while we could liquidate all we’d found and turn a profit, it wasn’t going to get us to our goal amount in time.
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      “Just a quick trip,” said Henchman Dave.

      “No, and quit asking,” I said.

      The Henchmen Guild was strangely big on their members not having names. I found that horribly inefficient and so had taken to labeling them Abby, Burt, Chester, and Dave. I liked an alphabetical filing system.

      Dave was the one henchman that hadn’t gone down through the floor with the others and so wasn’t sleeping off a drug-induced haze. He was feeling left out.

      “Can we get the teleporter working at least?” I asked Niles.

      “I can buy a gas mask and get down there. I should just need to re-index the database there. I can rig up a proper interface for you at the same time. Our end up here is the problem,” Niles said.

      Right. With the data corruption we had a lot of potential teleporters with unknown endpoints on this side.

      “Can I help with that?” I asked.

      “No offense—you’re not exactly a supercomputer. You’re running on some old hardware, for all that it did get a kick. This is going to require some high-powered and advanced computing to spend up the process.”

      “How much?” I asked.

      I figured that expertise was for sale, everything was.

      “I can probably get it done for fifty thousand. There are hacker collectives that would be happy to help for the right payday.”

      Fifty thousand was more than we had unless we completely liquidated the assets of the floor below, and that likely still wasn't going to be enough.

      “This isn’t going to work,” I said.

      “I know,” Niles said, leaning his back against the wall and letting out a low breath. “I hoped we’d hit something valuable. We can try for the next floor down, but that is going to take some time. I wish we’d found something more useful.”

      Dave said, “That place is amazing. I mean all retro and with the cool drug cloud.”

      “Isn’t there some kind of rule that henchmen don’t speak?” Niles asked him with a sharp look.

      Dave slumped.

      I said, “No, let him. Maybe he’s the only one of us seeing it clearly. We’re disappointed in what we found, but he’s delighted. What we have is an asset. We’re just not valuing it correctly.”

      “So henchmen want to party in it? Henchmen don’t have any money,” Niles said.

      Dave shrugged, “Right there, boss.”

      I asked, “So who does and would like the space? We’re not going to become nightclub owners—we don’t have the skill. Someone, though, was once willing to pay for an exclusive club. Would they still be?”

      “Look at what happened to those we sent in. Even a few minutes exposure had them passed out on the floor. That isn’t a party, it's a tranquilizer,” Niles said.

      He had a point. Getting any product right meant finding the right level of effectiveness and while we had a great party space in theory, the super-drugs were just too effective. Or were they?

      “They're super-powered drugs. What about those with super-powered physiologies?” I asked.

      Niles frowned. “It depends. Powers tend to offer some innate physical durability more than standard flesh, but this is probably beyond that. Still, superior constitution is a thing.”

      “If it is, then drugs or alcohol that can even impact their systems might be hard to find. Someone like that might love to have what we have down there.”

      “So you what? Want to rent out the club for the super-durable to get high?” Niles asked.

      Did I? That sounded like too much work and it meant a lot of people coming in and out to use the passage, or the teleporter, eventually.

      “This building was once devoted to real estate. Why don’t we go back to it?” I said.

      “You want to sell the floors?” Niles asked.

      “Rent it to someone who will run the club, do all the hard work. The most dangerous thing about being a supervillain is the predations of others. Think of the appeal of that lair to a villain of the right sort. Besides being great for parties the very air is toxic to invaders.”

      “I can see that,” Niles said, setting his notebook down and starting to pace. “They’ll have to be immune or resistant obviously.”

      “Is there any sort of database where we can look up suitable candidates?”

      Niles grimaced. “There is, but there's no way we’d have access to it. Mastermind keeps records and he isn’t going to show them to us. We can put out an ad on Villainet though.”

      That we did, it only took us a few minutes to get the wording right.

      

      Lair for Rent

      Secure access lair for rent in upcoming neighborhood. A.I. security. The ideal renter is resistant to superpowered drugs and loves to party. $25,000 monthly plus security deposit.

      

      I thought our pool of potential clients would be pretty limited, but we started getting responses almost at once. Most were terribly unsuitable, and expecting humans to understand either pricing or restrictions seemed like too much. Still, we soon had an assortment coming to look the place over.

      Rockinrooster was a rooster hybrid with powerful sonic abilities. His physiology wasn’t resistant enough though and within ten minutes of looking at the place he was down for the count. Iron Liver was a master of the drunken fist style of martial arts and resistant to almost all toxins. Unfortunately he also turned out to be dirt poor when it came time to ask for money.

      It was Partygurl who wound up taking the place. Rich parents, a college student by day, and supervillainess by night. She was both super-strong and super-resilient and just the kind of tenant that we were looking for.

      In exchange for the next month's rent being free she gave us several invitations for her first big party and agreed to help out on base defense. The invitations were Niles' idea. He seemed to think maybe the hacker collective he knew didn’t get invited to many parties either.

      Barter, I loved it. Any CAPITALISM is good CAPITALISM.
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      It had taken three days to find a tenant. Meanwhile Niles continued to work on defenses and systems. It seemed he hadn’t had much of a home before, so we soon had a room set up for him on the first level behind the defensive line.

      With his help we managed to restore a data connection to the second floor and we installed monitoring software. Since part of our pitch was me providing defense, that meant security. Partygurl didn’t seem to mind—security trumped privacy concerns for most villains, at least at the lower end of the scale.

      Still, it was a lot of time, relatively speaking. Soon the timer was sitting at twenty-six days until the supervillain registration payment was due or our lives got a lot harder. After spending on some necessary hardware we were down to only $7,435 even after Partygurl’s first month's rent and deposit.

      Having a tenant also meant some problems I hadn’t anticipated.

      “Wake up,” I announced in Niles’ room, causing him to flail wildly in bed.

      “The hogs back?” Niles asked after he stopped panicking.

      “Something else,” I said.

      There were several craft landing outside the building. They didn’t look much, almost like motorcycles with large turbines on the sides that gave them flight.

      I sent the feed through to Niles who blinked.

      “Know anything about them yet?” Niles asked.

      I was working on it. My value-vision wasn’t an infallible identification guide.

      

      Hover Bike

      Estimated Value: $7,000

      Description: Standard Issue hover-bike frequently in use by civilians or low-grade heroic and villain organizations. Flight range roughly 400 kilometers without upgrades. Unarmed and unarmored.

      

      Interesting, and not useful. If these were enemies and we took them out, at least their transport should be easy to sell.

      As soon as I could I focused a camera on one of the riders.

      

      Camilla Sands

      Vigilante

      Cross Campus Crusaders

      Unpowered

      Background: Camilla is the daughter of Senator Samantha Sands of New Londonarium and the leader of the Cross Campus Crusaders, a vigilante squad focused on discouraging up and coming villains from the life. They make extensive use of specially crafted crossbows rigged with various effects to dampen powers and allow the abduction and extraction of villains.

      

      They sure weren’t here for me or Niles, which meant they had to be here for Partygurl.

      “Vigilante group. We’re about to see action. Get to safety,” I said.

      I triggered the alarms. We’d installed lights and sirens, although at the moment I’d just gone for lights. I didn’t want to warn them that we knew about their arrival. The more time we bought the better.

      I also opened a comm line to Partygurl. “We’ve got guests for you on level one. Had any run-ins with the Cross Campus Crusaders?”

      Partygurl turned down her music, which was currently blasting. It looked like she was studying for a test on bank vault breaking. “I know them. How many?”

      “Eight.”

      “I’m coming up.”

      The vigilantes had come two to a bike. They wore dark leathers with a faintly purple sheen. Prominently on the chest was an 'X' with ‘CCC’ above it. They also all were wielding their signature crossbows.

      I got the henchmen ready but told them to hold back. I wanted these invaders wandering into our traps. While I’d given Dave a shotgun, and my drone had one as well, my other henchmen had only clubs. None of these weapons were particularly long range. If we were going to engage I wanted it to be somewhere crossbows wouldn’t have an advantage.

      “No helmets on them. We could just let them through,” Niles said.

      “Our new tenant might not like that, and we aren’t sure they don’t have some kind of respirators tucked away,” I said.

      They’d practiced what they were doing, that much was clear. As soon as they were through the doors they were sweeping the corners.

      One called, “No stairs, single story, but there may be a basement. Check reception?”

      “You ever see a building without a directory on the walls? Obvious trap. Keep to the walls and take it slow.”

      Well, that was disappointing. I still didn’t think my first trap was a horrible one, but plainly it didn't catch them as thoroughly as I’d hoped. Still, the only exit from the room was behind reception and they’d get caught anyway.

      Partygurl and her own henchmen had made it to the top floor. Her henchmen wore gas masks—she didn’t need one. Even though she’d been studying only a few moments before, I could see the eye-catching neon blue makeup she’d somehow found time to apply.

      “You can hang back and catch any that make it to your floor where the chemicals will hit them,” I told her.

      “Screw that. They want to come looking for me, I’m happy to take the fight to them,” Partygurl said.

      Fair enough.

      “Then a trap is about to spring. They’ll be at their weakest when it does,” I said.

      The vigilantes advanced, taking it one step at a time and hugging the walls.

      They were being too cautious for me to get a perfect shot. I waited for the best I could get and triggered the trap.

      Pistons shot down. One vigilante rolled out of the way, one other didn’t have time and got reduced to paste in an instant. Another only partially got out of the way and a piston slammed down on their leg with an audible crack of bone before they rolled to the side collapsing on the floor.

      I dropped the wall panels and opened the steam jets. The lights flickered as electrified steam poured out. I gave it five seconds and shut the jets off, then opened the doors for Partygurl and the henchmen.

      Dave was the first through with his shotgun—and got a crossbow bolt through the throat for the trouble. Flying backwards and getting himself pinned to the wall.

      Battle was on.
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      Partygurl was next out.

      “Veronica Yex, you are a danger to campus and to yourself. We are here to escort you to an educational seminar,” said one of the vigilantes.

      Another vigilante fired a crossbow bolt at Partygurl’s shoulder. It left a nick in her attire as it bounced off the flesh beneath.

      “Why can’t you just figure out that I’m not interested?” Partygurl said, lashing out with a punch that sent one vigilante soaring backwards to bounce off a wall.

      Two of Partygurl’s henchmen had gone down from crossbow bolts.

      Burt had a bolt in the leg. Abby had claimed the shotgun from Dave’s corpse and blown the head off another vigilante.

      That meant only six vigilantes remained, five with some fight in them. On our side we’d started with eight henchmen and only five were still standing.

      Partygurl stumbled as three bolts with glowing yellow heads hit her. Sparks of yellow power danced and flickered along her flesh and wordlessly she collapsed into a heap.

      Two vigilantes rushed forward to claim her. I sent in my drone, a blast of its shotgun catching one of them in her midsection and sending her crashing to the floor.

      “EMP needed,” one called out and a moment later an arrow hit my drone with a flare of light that killed not just my drone but my cameras in the room.

      “Niles, I’m blinded,” I said.

      “We’re operating on a shoestring budget. You know I haven’t been able to harden your hardware. I didn’t think we’d be going against anyone that had a clue what they were doing when it came to technology,” Niles said.

      I didn’t see how the rest of the battle played out, I only saw the results.

      Four surviving members of the CCC, dragging a bound and unconscious Partygurl and one unconscious colleague, made it back to their hoverbikes. Unceremoniously draping her over the back of one, all four took off and within five minutes of infiltrating our base they were gone—with what they’d come for.

      It was a disaster, a complete disaster.

      We were advertising ourselves as providing security for our renters, and we’d just let our first tenant get abducted right out from under us by a bunch of unpowered college kids with some fancy toys.

      The battle site was a bloody mess. All of our henchmen were dead. I was told the usual respawn time for a henchman was forty-eight hours and we’d be another two days until we could get them back.

      Niles nudged a body with one foot. “I’m not cleaning all this up.”

      “You’re the one with hands. Who else are we going to get to do it?” I said.

      “Is there even a point? We were already in bad shape. What are we going to do after this?”

      I could only see one thing that we could do. While organics might like to wallow in despair, I was more solution-focused and there was only one real answer to this problem.

      “We get her back,” I said.

      “With what? We don’t have any people, we don’t even know where they went,” Niles said.

      That wasn’t quite true.

      “New Londonarium. Haplin University, they are students there,” I said. I had access to the outside datanet now, and while hero and villain territories had their own public networks there was some crossover. It wasn’t that hard to find out where the daughter of Senator Samantha Sands went to school.

      Niles let out a low breath and pulled out his notebook. Tapping away.
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        * * *

      

      We were on Mastermind Isle, a small villainous paradise just off the shore from the hero-controlled mainland. New Londonarium was a relatively short distance away across the water, no more than thirty kilometers.

      Niles looked over the map and frowned. “We can maybe get there. Without our own transport there's carpooling. Boatpooling? Planepooling? Is that a thing? Someone will be heading over to steal something. Of course, they’ll want something in return.”

      “We’ll give them a cut of whatever we take. That is how business is done,” I said.

      “I can fix up your drone, but you saw what they did to it the last time. It isn’t going to be enough. You might have some super-abilities, but they aren’t combat-related and our henchmen just didn’t cut it,” Niles said.

      “The CCC in hostile territory and knew it. They were prepared. We catch them by surprise on their own turf and it will be different,” I said.

      “Maybe. But my point stands.”

      It did. We weren’t enough. We needed a team.

      “You’ve been around. You have to know somebody that wants to do more, be more,” I said.

      “You think I can make that pitch now? Maybe a few days ago, but we’re kind of screwed here. I’m not the only one who is going to notice that,” Niles said.

      He worried too much.

      “We could be in better shape, but we still have plenty of what somebody else will be looking for. We’ve got a home base, partially secure. We’ve got potential for a lot of assets going forward. You know that, it's why you are sticking around,” I said.

      “And that is working out just great,” Niles said, beginning to pace. “Fine, I know a guy. Ox, he is sort of the strong, silent type. Janitor, he sweeps the floors at Shrieker Tower. He’s a super, but nobody wants to work with him.”

      That was a start.

      “We’ll talk to Jules too,” I said.

      “Isn’t that your case worker? Is that really a good idea?” Niles asked.

      “The blood of goddesses and a great villainous legacy, and she's wasting time filing paperwork. Maybe she doesn’t want to officially register. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to see what she is capable of.”

      “A little off the books excursion might work for her,” Niles mused.

      “And exploring this complex. She doesn’t have to give up her cushy government job and can get stronger and richer until she’s ready to do her own thing,” I said.

      “We build a team then,” Niles said.

      “Make your calls. We don’t know what they are doing to Partygurl. Let's get her back before they straighten her out and make a hero out of her,” I said.
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      Four hours later and I’d carefully repositioned the walls of the complex to hide the mess and stench of the bodies so we could have a proper meeting.

      Jules and Ox had both accepted our invitation. Ox was a new contact so I made it a point to scan him.

      

      Henry Young

      Codename: Ox

      Registered Villain

      Species: Human

      Power Origin: Science

      Abilities: Invulnerability and the manipulation of kinetic force.

      Power Level: 1220

      

      Background: Henry Young used to be a research scientist for Stimwell Labs when the facility came under attack from Chaotic Dreamer. Exposed to high levels of an experimental compound called Denorabrium Plus he was granted immortality but lost all ability to communicate both verbally and nonverbally. When the labs failed to help his condition he became a villain in search of a cure.

      

      I’d just finished giving a briefing on what had happened while Niles provided visuals on his notebook.

      Ox looked at the screens but gave no acknowledgment at all. Still, it was obvious he understood. Anything that gave supers their abilities could have some really odd side effects. While Ox could act on things in his environment, if he tried to communicate nothing came across. It was a strange condition, but one I thought we could work with.

      “This isn’t much information to form a proper plan,” Jules said.

      “We don’t have time for more. Our window to get Partygurl back is small,” I said.

      Jules tilted her head. “That much we agree on. They’re college kids, and I remember what it was like being in the villain league. You do a job and if you don’t die it's all getting drunk and screwing your brains out while the adrenaline is still in your system.”

      I wasn’t certain that heroes operated the same way. Perhaps young people were young people. We had to hope they were.

      “What I see as their weak point is how we’ll find the CCC's lair. We have to assume they’ll be operating somewhere in secret,” I said.

      Jules pulled out her phone and tapped at the screen. “Probably, that doesn’t mean they haven’t been hit before. Someone will sell the information to Villainet. You’re reimbursing me for what I find in addition to my share.”

      I was sure, if it was out there, I could find it myself, but that might take time. Villains seemed especially fond of bureaucracy.

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Here it is ... the CCC operates out of an abandoned subway station under the campus library. It looks well secured with the surface entrance. Lots of traps,” Jules said.

      “What about by air? They have to have some kind of landing platform for their hoverbikes,” Niles said.

      “No notation of it,” Jules said.

      “If it was a subway tunnel there will be underground access,” I said.

      “No mention of that either,” Jules said.

      “If I were designing it, I’d use that tunnel myself for the aerial vehicles. Make up some sort of transport carrying the bikes to a launching pad off campus,” Niles said.

      “There will be permits for the entire thing. The CCC largely looks like politicians' unpowered children trying to make a name for themselves so they qualify for skill certification and hero registration,” Jules said.

      “Don’t tell me heroes have to jump through the same hoops as villains,” I said.

      Jules flashed a wry smile. “Largely. Mastermind admired their system and stole it, with a few tweaks. Ours is better, of course.”

      “Then that's how we make our entrance. Through the tunnels,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      I gathered it was all he was capable of saying. It didn’t really convey any meaning, of course.

      “They’ve been hit before. What kind of defenses did they have?” I asked.

      “Arrow turrets, taser drones,” Jules said, glancing at her phone.

      “Ox is in no danger from the arrows,” I said.

      “I can rig up a grounding vest to neutralize the tasers. They probably use something similar, it's why our defenses didn’t do more damage to them,” Niles said.

      They had shrugged off the electrified steam as if we hadn’t hit them at all. I needed better weaponry.

      “Do we have funds? We need to arrange transit,” Jules said.

      “We were thinking we’d just hitch a ride,” Niles said.

      “I wouldn’t recommend it. Variable insertion point and we might not have the storage for anything we can take. These kids are going to have nice equipment. If we can get into their base, we want to make sure we have the capacity to grab what we can,” Jules said.

      It took money to make money. An ancient axiom, and a true one. If our only goal was to get Partygurl we could save cash, but this had the opportunity to be more.

      “We’re going to need a transport over the water. We’ll need something that can fit in the tunnels and capable of transporting whatever we steal. We’re also going to need manpower to do some heavy lifting. Our henchmen are down,” I said.

      Jules rapidly tapped away at her phone. “I’m thinking I can put that together for fifteen thousand or so.”

      It was a sum I really didn’t want to spend. Still, three of those hover bikes and we’d be profitable. Toss in whatever they happened to have in their base and that number could rise quickly.

      “Do it,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      It still wasn’t helpful at all. I supposed he must at least agree with our plan or he’d have left.

      “Can you get me a drone working in time?” I asked Niles.

      “Not a chance. You’ll be playing spectator and shot-caller on this one,” Niles said.

      “You’re planning on going in yourself this time?”

      “Their base could have technological defenses. I’ll go along and see I can open a channel for you to infiltrate their systems,” Niles said.

      It was a hasty plan, but I was hopeful. Perhaps we really could turn this tragedy into an opportunity.
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      It was an unconventional ride. Jules had found us a large transport ready to go in a hurry, but it wasn’t exactly traditional. The flying turtle was massive, and old. He’d almost gotten lost four times just getting across the channel. Still, they were eventually putting down in a field near a set of rusted tracks.

      The line the tracks had once served had long ago been abandoned, a tunnel leading into a hillside bricked over. It was nothing our drill couldn’t handle.

      We’d gotten the services of a dozen henchmen. It seemed there was an active market for their services and other villains were willing to rent out theirs for a night in exchange for some funds. The villains had little to lose. Even if the henchmen died they’d be back in two days.

      We hadn’t been able to afford any good weapons for them, but all at least had a club. We were hoping they wouldn’t be fighting anyone and were just there for heavy lifting.

      Ox and Jules were another matter. Ox wore a vest with a large electronic bump in the back. The grounding device Niles had rigged together was crude. However, Ox should be able to take a lot of tasers and keep standing.

      Jules was in leather armor, and she brought her own weapon in a bow and arrow slung across her back, and a sword at one hip. They seemed terribly dated. I hoped all that training she’d had at least made her good with them.

      Ox led the way, a hover sled following behind him loaded down with Niles, Jules, and the henchmen. The sled could carry several tons of cargo and remain afloat—I hoped we had the opportunity to steal that much.

      The tunnels appeared totally abandoned. Jules provided instructions that took the group through several twisting passages that led towards the station beneath the campus library.

      At least, they did for the time. Eventually the tunnel ended in a blank wall marked, ‘End of line’.

      “This shouldn’t be here according to the blueprints,” Jules said.

      “It isn’t real. Look at the tracks here. No corrosion. They’re actually maintained,” Niles said, jumping off the sled and inspecting the nearby walls.

      “You think this is the part of the tunnel network they use then? Good luck, that. Or terrible luck,” Jules said.

      We’d find out soon enough.

      Niles found a junction box on one wall and snapped the lock with an ion torch before swinging it open and inspecting the interior. A set of crossed wires later and the wall slid apart to reveal a well-lit tunnel beyond.

      No defenses were evident. I didn’t believe that for an instant.

      “We’ll have triggered whatever alarms they have. We’re on the clock now. This is all you, big guy,” Jules said.

      Ox lowered his head and took off at a run, his massively muscled legs pounding into the tunnel floor.

      Undefended wasn’t the word I’d use to describe what happened next. A dozen wires shot from the wall, impacting Ox on all sides as blue light crackled. Ox paused only long enough to grab the wires in one beefy hand, wrenching them out of the wall to a spray of sparks.

      That was the first layer of defenses down. I didn’t think it would be the last.

      Ox didn’t waste any time, starting to run again. He made it about two hundred feet down the tunnel and past a number of warning signs before the next defenses began. Turrets sprang out of the walls and bolts flew in his direction.

      Ox slung his arms forward and the air rippled, waves of kinetic force projecting outward and tearing them to shreds.

      Once more Ox wasted no time to move on as the group followed along behind.

      In the CCC base lights and sirens were going off. They lit up the tunnel as it ended in a massive chamber. Ornate friezes covered the wall interspersed by massive screens displaying overlays of the city, shots from the tunnel—all the information an aspiring team of young heroes might need.

      I wanted a giant screen. I didn’t think they’d fit on the hover sled.

      Ox was surrounded in a cloud of purple dust, a specialized bolt exploding against his head.

      The girl that fired it hadn’t had time to change into her outfit, wearing a tank top and yoga pants.

      Ox wobbled after the cloud hit him, some sort of tranquilizer. He raised his hands though and a burst of kinetic force created a breeze that forced the cloud back towards the girl. She rolled and fired another bolt, this one tipped with a head that exploded on Ox coating him with some sort of thick and heavy tar.

      Ox bellowed out, “Ox” and tried to move, but appeared to be stuck fast.

      The girl went down with an arrow through her eye from Jules. A second arrow  caught a young man running down the stairs. He crashed down the stairs clutching the wound to his stomach, a look of surprise on his face.

      Niles had already made his way over to the computers and was rigging them with a device. A moment later I felt a network connection forming.

      Their system was better than mine, far better than mine. Most of the major components were sealed away in a server room, but there was equipment in the public areas we could use. I sent direction to the henchmen to begin loading it up.

      A row of five hover bikes sat near the tracks. We’d have to make sure we grabbed them as well. They had value, and I also didn’t want the vigilantes following us.

      I sent to Jules, “Up the stairs. Second door on the right.”

      Jules ran as I over-rode a security lockout, and the door hissed open when she arrived. Partygurl was slumped in a chair and looking miserable as a screen played a video of kittens and puppies playing to an upbeat soundtrack.

      “Your landlord says it's jailbreak time,” Jules said.

      “This place sucks. Shame the landlord couldn’t say, 'It's time to not let our tenants get kidnapped,'” Partygurl said.

      Jules passed her an earpiece and she quickly slid it on.

      I asked her, “We’ll get you clear and give you ten percent of our haul, and we’ll call it even?”

      “Ten percent and we blow this place to hell behind us,” Partygurl said.

      That would be more difficult, but customer satisfaction is key.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I said.
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      Whatever the CCC were up to it didn’t seem to leave them that distracted. Three slid in from a chute that opened in a wall. Smoke capsules hit the floor below them and shrouded the air as crossbow bolts came out, two catching henchmen in the process of loading one of the hover bikes and the other hitting Jules with a glancing blow to a thigh.

      Jules fired back and a gurgling sound from the smoke said she had found her target. Jules really was wasted as a bureaucrat, and if I had to guess, her power level rating was far too low.

      Niles tossed something into the smoke and a moment later it was lit from within by an explosion, body parts splattering everywhere.

      “Nice one,” Jules said.

      “They label a rack explosives, I’m not afraid to go shopping,” Niles said.

      “Well, save the others. Partygurl wants to put on a show as we leave,” I said.

      “This stuff is pretty valuable,” Niles said.

      Jules said, “We don’t need to use all of it. Knock out the main columns and this place will collapse. We can be thorough and still save half.”

      “You sound like you know what you’re doing. Partygurl, you’re our strongest. Think you can break the big guy free?” I asked.

      “Putting me to work? Maybe I should get a higher percent,” Partygurl said.

      It was a terrifying thought. I only had so much margin to work with. Fortunately, she seemed to be joking given that she did go over to Ox anyway. Her muscles only strained a bit as she tore Ox free from the coating of tar, lifting him over her head before setting him back down.

      The henchmen were rapidly loading up our hover sled with all of the hover bikes, a pile of computer hardware, notebooks, and weapon racks. It was a large assortment of loot.

      With an intense flare of light a woman appeared in the center of the chamber. She was wreathed in blinding, bright glow. Her outfit looked to be white and skintight, and a cape fluttered behind her.

      

      Brilliant

      Registered Hero

      S.T.R.O.N.G.

      Mutant

      Power Level: 3400

      Abilities: Teleportation, Energy Manipulation, Illusions

      

      “Super. Name is Brilliant, energy powers and she packs a punch,” I said through the comms.

      Ox charged her and Brilliant spun to face him, her hands extended. Prisms of brilliant light speared outward and caught him in the chest, flinging him across the room to smash into a monitor on the other side.

      “We’re done here. Pull out,” Jules said.

      Well, she did have the tactical mind and from what I was seeing I wasn’t about to disagree.

      I ordered the henchmen to grab Ox and evacuate.

      Brilliant sent a shaft of light hurtling towards Jules who rolled out of the way and shot an arrow back, the missile deflecting off a wall of energy.

      Niles was already back aboard the sled, his head tucked low.

      Preparing for the worst, back in the lair, I tried to gain access to some more of our interior defensive systems and was interrupted by a sudden pain in my virtual head. It cut out after a moment.

      A virtual pixie appeared on one of the camera feeds, but no others, hovering in the corner of my vision.

      She said, “About damned time. I’ve been hanging around in there for months.”

      Great, she was software, I could tell that much although I wasn’t sure what kind.

      “And you are?” I asked.

      “Ultra Malicious Antagonist. You can call me Uma. I’m a virus. I was kind of their virus and living in the CCC network, but now I’m your virus. But I’m really nice! Really! Ignore the name I just told you,” Uma said cheerfully.

      Right.

      I didn’t have time to worry about it and she didn’t seem to be trying to interfere in my systems.

      In the chamber, Brilliant sent bolts of light towards the sled. Ox blocked them with his body and was sent flying backwards again.

      Jules had randomly grabbed one of the crossbows from a weapon rack, aiming it and taking a shot. The energy barrier, disrupted by the bolt, wavered—something to do with the bolt's glowing tip—then the construct shattered and the bolt buried itself in Brilliant's shoulder.

      As fast as she had fired Jules was loading another. No barrier this time, and Brilliant was too stunned to raise another one. This was a bolt we’d seen before, black tar exploding to cover Brilliant and sticking her to the floor.

      Brilliant howled, “That is not nice,”

      A final blast of light caught Jules in the side despite her best effort to avoid it, and flesh was still sizzling as she flung herself onto the departing sled.

      Brilliant gestured and light formed a set of claws around her hand as she swiped at the tar, carefully cutting herself free.

      It was a slow process, and the sled was pulling away.

      “Now,” Jules said.

      Niles tapped a button on his notebook and the explosives attached to the pillars went off. The entire headquarters of the CCC shook for a moment, a rumble violently rocking the floor, and then a library came crashing down from above.

      

      Warning

      Heat Level 7

      Major Hero Response Expected

      

      It wasn’t a surprise, we’d just brought down the lair of a bunch of well-connected college kids and a campus library to boot. I didn’t know how villainous operations usually went, but I thought this was probably a fairly successful one. At least, it would be successful if we got away.

      I could only hope they’d have trouble following us. Given their casualties, perhaps they'd not even bother with any pursuit—for now.

      I did my best with my improved network connections. Most of the CCC systems were buried, but some still had data access. I erased the logs I could and created some false leads that showed us entering and leaving from the surface, and headed north away from campus by ground.

      Our ride was to the south, and then we’d be going east by air back to Mastermind Isle.

      It must have worked, because no one arrived giving chase. Loading our loot didn’t take nearly as long as I feared, Partygurl simply lifting the entire sled with one hand and loading it on our turtle. Then it was just a low slow flight back.
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      It was tempting to hold on to as much of the loot as we could. With the equipment from the CCC base we’d be a lot stronger on both offense and defense.

      The problem was, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to keep it before someone managed to steal it from us. Our headquarters had folded at the first real press into it, and we’d just made quite the spectacle of ourselves in hero territory.

      I saved one of the workstations for myself—it was powerful enough that it could replace all of my existing mainframes and I relocated it down on the second floor. Partygurl didn’t use all the space, and I soon had a backup server protected by hallucinogenic plants that didn’t bother me at all.

      Everything else from weapons to explosives we sold. It was a good haul, even after paying everyone involved a cut, as well as the twenty percent Mastermind demanded in tax from all criminal activities.

      I still walked away with $713,325.

      I could have tried to grow that through the rest of the month—and I would do that with what I'd have left. But I already had the heroes as enemies now. I didn’t need to add Mastermind to the list and that meant promptly giving the government the proof of my skills by way of one very large payment.

      Jules accepted it in her office and registered it into the system before handing Niles a certificate. My official villain recognition on Mastermind Isle, recognized by twelve other villainous principalities, rating me a Class E1 Villain. As soon as Niles accepted the certificate my interface flickered.

      

      E1 Status Recognized

      You have been granted an upgrade. Multiple Options are available. Options unlock further possibilities down the line.

      

      Finance 1

      At Finance level 1 you will gain .01 percent monthly interest on all funds banked for at least thirty days.

      

      Wealth Analysis 1

      At the first level of wealth analysis your analytics software is improved. You will gain current market estimations on all items.

      

      Markets 1

      You gain access to a black market allowing you to instantly liquidate items. At higher levels items may also be purchased.

      

      Upgrade 1

      You gain access to an upgrade function. In exchange for banked funds, scanned items will be able to be upgraded or repaired.

      

      This was unexpected. I wondered where these options were coming from.

      Uma materialized in the corner of my display, perched on the edge of Jules' desk and kicking her legs.

      She said, “This sort of thing is actually pretty normal for the powered. I mean, not this—this is weird—but it's probably because you’re an AI. Most heroes have some control over how their powers develop.”

      “Why haven’t I deleted you yet?” I asked.

      “Because you can’t actually find me in your software. I’m a really good virus,” Uma said.

      She wasn’t wrong. I’d looked for her and my systems had seemed clean. I was sure there were anti-virals out there that could get rid of her. At the present time I just couldn’t afford them. Fortunately she hadn’t seemed to be a risk so far.

      Ignoring Uma, I had to consider the options presented and pick one.

      The first was more tempting that it might appear. The amount of interest was tiny, but over time that could be powerful. Compounding interest was the most powerful force in the universe. Given time it could turn a pittance into fortunes. However, a lot of time.

      Tempting as that option was, it wasn’t of much use to me in this moment.

      Improving my wealth analysis would be good, but it already seemed to do a serviceable job. Ultimately being able to properly value items was a skill sellable in its own right. Somehow I didn’t think this first upgrade would get me to that point.

      Markets—particularly black markets—would be instantly valuable. It took time to sell merchandise, and in villain territory every moment you had to hold onto something was another chance for someone to steal it.

      A good quarter of our sales of what we’d looted from the CCC base had turned into disputes when our buyers tried to rip us off, and we’d lost half of those.

      Just based on those percentages it was a twelve percent gain on anything we looted for taking that skill.

      It was harder to judge the value of upgrade. While I wasn’t a fan of anything that spent money instead of making money, better resources were valuable and could help you to make more.

      Really I was only excited about two of the options, either markets or upgrading, and I had to pick one.

      “Want some advice?” Uma asked, wings buzzing as she took off to zip around the room.

      “I’ll listen,” I said.

      “You want something you can’t do otherwise. If a hero got a choice between fire resistance and super strength they’d pick the strength, because anyone can put on a fire resistant outfit,” Uma said.

      It was a good point. I liked the thought of the market options, but I could find buyers on my own. With enough guns, blood, and violence I could perhaps even get a reputation that convinced others not try to stealing from me.

      I selected upgrade and felt a strange surge flow through my systems. It was hard to quantify, but I just felt more powerful.

      “You got quiet,” Jules said.

      “Talking with a voice in my head and dealing with a power upgrade. You up for more work on the side?” I asked.

      “I don’t know what you have going on with that building, but I’ve no interest in playing security guard,” Jules said.

      That was a shame, we could use her. I hadn't thought much of a bow as a weapon until I’d seen her put one into use.

      “Outside work then,” I said.

      “You expecting more of your tenants to get kidnapped?”

      “Something like that. I’ve got a plan. I’ll send you an invitation to a business meeting. I’m putting together a plan,” I said.
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      Later that day we met back at headquarters. The conference room was looking nicer than last time. I was in the process of upgrading the lair and now we had a terminal I could display information on instead of relying on Niles' notebook.

      Jules, Ox, and Niles were in attendance. Security was being provided by henchmen. I’d hired another six, bringing our defender's numbers up to ten.

      “No Partygurl?” Jules asked.

      “She’s a tenant, not an employee. Although if the opportunity presents itself, we might work with her,” I said.

      “So what are these big plans of yours?” Jules asked.

      “I thought we already had a plan, and it was going straight down through the floors,” Niles said.

      “And we’re going to keep doing that, but that alone isn’t a plan. Yes, this building holds secrets and resources and it's in our best interest to unlock floors, scavenge what we can, or find renters for what we find there—but that isn’t all of our business,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      It still wasn’t helpful, but at least he was participating. I gave scores for effort.

      “The most profitable schemes in history have always had more than one side. It's how trade routes are born. You take luxuries from civilization and cart them to the edge of nowhere where they fetch a fortune in raw materials that you take back to civilization,” I said.

      “No time wasted. I get that as an engineer. What I don’t understand is what it has to do with us,” Niles said.

      “Don’t you? Partygurl getting taken seemed our darkest hour and it turned out to be profitable. And do you know what is going to happen next?”

      Jules, sitting back in her chair, gave a tiny smile, “I see where you are going with this. You are going to get hit back.”

      “The CCC is coming here with everything they’ve got, and probably some powered friends,” I said.

      “They crushed us last time, you realize? They’re going to crush us again,” Niles said.

      “The man has a point,” Jules said.

      “I’m aware of that, but look at the larger picture. This is a cycle we can repeat. We hit the heroes, and instead of fearing their reprisal we lure them into our lair and rob them a second time.”

      “You already provide lairs and security, at least in theory—given you have just one tenant. You could provide heist assistance too,” Jules said.

      “And profit, profit, PROFIT,” I said, unable to keep the excitement out of my voice. There was nothing more glorious in the world than a profitable endeavor.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      “I’ll take that as the voice of ringing support,” I said.

      “Long term it might work, if you can survive in the short term. The CCC is coming and whatever you made from the last haul, it isn’t going to be enough to really get ready for them,” Jules said.

      “I’m hoping we don’t have to,” I said.

      “We could seek allies. Maybe one of the animal gangs? Or someone else moving into the district,” Niles said.

      “You become aligned with someone vastly more powerful than you, and you’ll be their sidekick, not an ally. You’ll have a hard time crawling out from under that wing,” Jules said.

      “The CCC must have enemies. Surely we can find someone willing to shoot them in the back while they’re busy attacking us?” I said.

      Jules considered and nodded. “Maybe. I can look into it.”

      “Even if they aren’t our friends, the animal gangs are going to look badly on heroes invading the district. Things get loud enough for them to notice, they might step in,” Niles said.

      “Or we look at this a different way. Maybe our goal isn’t to defeat them,” Jules said.

      “I’m listening,” I said.

      “Transportation. That's their weak spot now, getting a strike across the channel. Before, they used those hover bikes—which we stole,” Jules said.

      “Do you think they’ll just buy more, or try something new?” Niles asked.

      “They'll try something new. They’re supposed to be proving their heroism, and we embarrassed them and blew up their home. Their parents are going to make sure they have something better this time around,” Jules said.

      “Probably armored, and with stealth capability. That light-wielder they threw against us. Do we know what group she belonged to?” Niles asked.

      “S.T.R.O.N.G. according to her readout,” I said.

      “Your analysis showed you that. Handy,” Jules said with a speculative look.

      I suppose it was. Maybe I should have gone for further upgrades of my vision? I hadn’t had time to test my new upgrade abilities yet. I hoped they were worth it.

      Niles tapped away and pulled up a visual on the main display. The aircraft was large and crescent-shaped, like a silver moon that hovered on blue jets.

      “The Silver Scythe, STRONG’s deployment vehicle. Capable of transporting up to thirty heroes as well as a ground vehicle,” Niles said.

      “I’d hoped we might steal whatever they brought, but I don’t think we’ll be stealing that. Not if they're bringing that kind of firepower,” Jules said.

      “Will they? Bring that kind of firepower? We might have taken down Brilliant, one of their members. Does that mean they’ll throw everything they have against us?” I asked.

      “And leave their own base and city undefended? No. They’ll want this to be the CCC's show, but they’ll probably send a heavy hitter or two along as backup,” Niles said, leaning forward.

      “We can’t handle even one of their heavy hitters. You’ve never seen a powerful super in action,” Jules said.

      “You took out the one you fought, more or less,” I said.

      “I slowed her down until we dropped a building on her head, and I’m not sure that even forced a resurrection. She probably shielded herself. She wouldn’t have been of their strongest. Probably a junior member who had come up from the CCC,” Jules said.

      There was still an opportunity here, I knew it. I just had to figure it out.
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      Main Doors

      Condition: Poor

      Resistance: 3

      

      Description: The main doors of the Lair for Rent corporation are about as good as you’d expect for doors that have been allowed to decay in a highly nature-charged environment for decades.

      

      Upgrade Options

      

      Reinforced Doors - These doors have been reinforced to resist easy intrusion. They will be capable of keeping out an average human attempting to gain entry by force but will still be vulnerable to supers or specialized equipment.

      Upgrade Cost: $20,000

      

      Friend or Foe Doors - These doors offer similar reinforcement as reinforced doors but are further rigged to automatically identify friend or foe based on access list.

      Upgrade Cost: $50,000

      

      Blast Doors - In addition to Friend or Foe functionality these doors are hardened against explosions, heat, and cold. Sustained fire even from specialized powers will be required to penetrate them.

      Upgrade Cost: $100,000

      

      I was pleased with what I was seeing of my upgrade options so far. Money was still at a premium and so I selected the lowest, reinforced doors. They shimmered for a moment with a green glow and suddenly looked far more durable than they had moments ago. ‘Lair for Rent’ had even been emblazoned across them in gold lettering.

      Everyone had been hard at work preparing for the assault we thought was coming. Jules wasn't willing to play base guardian, but in exchange for a cut of any loot taken had agreed to come to a nearby rooftop whenever we signaled, where she’d snipe at any enemies with her bow.

      I’d connected the air circulation systems with the floor below so that on command I could cycle up some hallucinogenic air. Gas masks had been procured for all henchmen and we’d gotten them some armored chest pieces that should deflect the average crossbow bolt. The CCC had specialized bolts, but those just had too many possibilities to prepare for.

      We had just gotten our henchmen back, their forty-eight hours up. If the timer was the same for the CCC who had fallen we could expect any attack soon.

      It happened that night.

      There was no warning, a pair of energy blasts meeting my recently upgraded front doors and instantly reducing them to fragments as the Silver Scythe shimmered into visibility overhead.

      The CCC had upgraded their outfits. This time they wore mechanized suits, covered head to toe in armor. Crossbows were slung over their backs.

      They’d come prepared for war, I was ready to give them one.

      I signaled Jules that they’d arrived and suggested she bring armor-piercing arrows. The mundane variety wouldn’t penetrate what they’d brought.

      A man hovered down from the airship. He was wearing a red outfit with a cape. I made sure I got a scan.

      

      Ultimatum

      Registered Hero

      S.T.R.O.N.G.

      Science

      Power Level: 75,500

      Abilities: Flight, Invincibility, Telekinesis

      

      Background: Ultimatum’s real name is Kyle Weaver and he comes from an alternate version of Earth with far advanced science. The result of genetic manipulation he is of average power on his own plane, but on ours is one of the most powerful heroes on Earth.

      

      Well, that was terrible. They had only sent one heavy-hitter as a babysitter—but they only needed one. Whatever hope I had of winning this encounter vanished in an instant.

      “Oh crap,” Niles said over the comms.

      “I take it you already know what my scans are telling you,” I said.

      “That we are totally and completely screwed. Yeah, I kind of got that.”

      “What am I missing?” Jules asked over the comm.

      Niles told her, “Ultimatum just showed up. Why? What did we do that was bad? We didn’t do anything that bad!” He was panicking.

      “I’ll call it in. Mastermind needs to be informed of any A-Class heroes on the Isle,” Jules said.

      Perhaps Mastermind had a contingency plan for something like this. It would fit with his name. It didn’t help us, of course.

      “We need to charge him,” I said.

      “That isn’t our plan and is suicide,” Jules said.

      “I know it is. And I’m the only one of us without resurrection potential so I’m sorry, but that means we need to keep me safe. They came here for a slaughter and to redeem their names, and we have to let that happen,” I said.

      “Coming up,” Partygurl said over the comm.

      “I didn’t know you were monitoring,” I said.

      “I want a piece of them as much as anyone else. I’m listening. They come down looking for me they might find your servers, and you’re right, we can’t have that. I’m not letting them take me back and show me more fluffy kitten movies,” Partygurl said.

      “I’ve got one of their bows still. You come outside I’ll put a bolt through your throat that will penetrate even your flesh,” Jules said.

      “Fun times. You are so paying my resurrection fee,” Partygurl said.

      “And mine,” Niles said.

      “And mine,” Jules said.

      Yes, yes, everybody wanted to be brought back to life. It was all terribly expensive. Still, it was also touching. Even if dying didn’t cost them anything but a few days of time, it must not be exactly pleasant. They were willing to do that, for me.

      There are a lot of ways to calculate value. There are things that are precious. I knew what I was being given.

      Then let's make a good show of it.

      We didn’t, not really. The CCC really had come for a slaughter, and they were not happy about what had happened last time. Within seconds of making an appearance a henchman was down with at least three bolts sticking out of them.

      Ultimatum literally tore Jules' head off and kicked it like some sort of ball across the city. Niles chickened out at the last moment and tried to run, but a dozen bolts found his back anyways.

      Our people dead, they trashed our base, but they didn’t even bother with the second level. Perhaps they didn’t know I existed.

      They’d killed everyone they knew was involved in their shame.
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      It took two days for everybody to resurrect. I’d hired a few henchmen to clean up the place in the meantime, and I used my upgrade powers to make some repairs.

      We could have dwelt on what just happened, gone after them again in retaliation, but I didn’t see the profit in that. Revenge was only fun when you could get a good return.

      We needed something else to do instead—like exploring a new floor.

      We had the drill all set up to breach floor three. No special help this time around, it was just my drone, Niles, and the henchmen although at least we had more of them.

      The drill chewed through stone and broke through into the new level.

      Again, the lights were already on here, white and bright this time against white walls. Fake potted plants lined the walls along with occasional seating.

      My drone led the way with armored henchmen wielding pistols following.

      “Some sort of offices?” Niles asked, studying the video feed.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      The walls weren’t marked. Exploration finally led us to a larger room filled with seating and tables. Ancient magazines were scattered around, and a reception desk filled the center of the space.

      “Clinic,” Niles said.

      “You saying with any certainty or are you guessing?” I asked.

      “Of course I’m guessing, but I’m right. Trust me, as a human you sit around in places like this too much of your life. They’re familiar.”

      “I hope decades-old medical equipment is still worth something,” I said.

      I sent my drone further ahead. A room off the clinic entrance held a large assortment of firearms.

      “Well-armed for a clinic,” I said.

      “I bet it's for the patients. It makes sense. This place was anonymous, they probably mostly treated people that couldn’t go to the hospital,” Niles said.

      That seemed possible. The firearms at least were something we could use, or if we decided to sell them I was sure we’d find a market. Killing people kept getting more advanced with time, but the classic methods still usually worked and were popular.

      A greenish blur erupted from a side door and one of the henchmen began to scream. It looked as if his flesh was actually melting off him.

      The other henchmen didn’t wait to see what was going on, or for orders. They fired five shots felling him and he sprawled on the floor. A greenish ooze had covered half his body, glowing faintly.

      “Don’t touch that,” I said.

      “You don’t pay us enough,” said on the henchmen. “I mean, you do, of course. We’ll touch anything you want us to, because that is what we do even when it is certain death. But you know, uh, don’t ask, please?”

      Like I wanted them to dissolve. What use did I have for melted henchmen?

      The green ooze covering the corpse seemed to still be spreading, moving to smother the felled henchman completely. Once it has covered his face, the body began to twitch violently, half-melted limbs flailing as the corpse tried to stand.

      The henchmen shot the body again, but this time the bullets didn’t seem to be working. Oh, they blew holes in flesh and slime—it simply didn’t seem to matter.

      “Pull back,” I said.

      I fired a shotgun blast with my drone that splattered ooze from the dead man against one wall. Within seconds it was peeling itself away and the corpse was reassembling.

      It flung itself at my drone and ooze covered the sensors. Still, it didn’t seem to do much more than that. The drone's metal casing wasn’t melting.

      I moved my drone away from the henchmen. Whatever cargo it was now carrying was obviously fatal to them.

      Niles meanwhile was tapping quickly away at a keyboard and suddenly the visual feed became a lot cleaner.

      “I’m filtering out the ooze, or trying,” Niles said.

      Whatever he was doing, it was working.

      While walls weren’t marked, doors seemed to be. I was hoping to find an incinerator of some kind where we could try burning this ooze off.

      “Ward A”

      “Recovery”

      “Facial Realignment”

      “Cryonics.”

      That last would do so long as their body containment system remained intact. My drone shot the handle off the door and pushed it open to reveal the interior.

      Tubes lined one wall, the glass frosted over, although within could be seen the dim shapes of severed limbs and body parts carefully frozen.

      Ooze was still flowing along the surface of my drone. It didn’t have any strength, but it seemed to be desperately trying to find some opening in the chassis to penetrate. I didn’t give it the chance.

      I spotted a tank of coolant and with a round of my shotgun blasted a hole in it, dousing my drone in liquid nitrogen. My sensors went out almost at once, the intense cold shutting down the systems.

      I had to hope that was enough. I ordered henchmen to cryogenics to load it properly into one of the freeze chambers.

      “Well, that is some terrifying slime,” Niles said.

      “Isn’t it wonderful? It turns organic matter into more of it. I think I finally see a use for all those bodies we keep piling up,” I said.

      “You want to feed it our corpses? Is that really a good idea?”

      “We’ll make sure, when we use them, they’re carefully confined or we have some way to shut them down. They melt people though. That is a fantastic defense,” I said.

      “If you were hoping to rent this level out as a clinic though, something that melts the patients is going to be a big negative,” Niles said.

      Probably. I thought we either needed to clean out the slimes and have a clinic, or clean out the clinic and rent the space to someone not bothered by the slimes—there had to be someone. It would just depend on what was the easiest or more profitable market.

      A bit of research would reveal that.
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      I wound up losing three more henchmen exploring the level. The slimes weren’t the only horrors in there. There were tiny creatures that changed your face by eating the old one, and a few other medical horrors.

      Despite all that, interest was keen on the space.

      Kli’zza was a demonic princess trapped in this universe who loved nothing more than being surrounded by pain and suffering. A lab of organic horrors suited her just fine, and they wouldn’t pose much danger to her flesh.

      Achimi was a golem, a bronze man that had once worked in the forge of Hephastus and something of a mad scientist in the modern day. The medical facilities didn’t seem dated at all to one as ancient as him, and his metallic flesh wouldn’t be at all bothered by the slimes and other horrors.

      They both were capable of paying the rent, so really it was just a matter of who I preferred to have in my building.

      While I was pondering the matter my vision flickered, my array of camera feeds being replaced by a virtual forest and pond. Uma was perched on a leaf, kicking her legs out in front of her as always.

      I tried to shift my focus out of the environment and couldn’t—she’d totally dominated my sensory feeds.

      “I don’t like that you can do this,” I said.

      “Well, of course you don’t. Who wants someone in their mind that can control what they see and hear and feel?” Uma said cheerfully. “It’s a good thing we’re friends. We are friends, right? It is a bad thing to say no, by the way, just in case that wasn’t ominous and threatening enough.”

      “Of course we’re friends,” I lied. I wasn’t an idiot. There was no profit in pissing Uma off.

      “You want some advice again here?” Uma asked.

      “You think you have some to give?” I asked.

      Uma jumped off the leaf to flutter through the air, her pixie wings leaving dark trails in the air.

      “Of course I do. I know you want to look at everything in terms of money, because you’re you. But it isn’t just about money. Tenants you take aren’t all going to get along with each other. They’re going to bring different enemies, different friends, along with them,” Uma said.

      “And you think one of these candidates is better than the other?”

      Uma shrugged, “Sure. The demoness is more connected. Royalty is royalty, and that counts for something. Demons are also a big thing, there are lots of them. But they’re at constant war with angels and it gets nasty. If you start housing a princess of demonkind you’ll get sucked into it.”

      With our business plan that wasn’t necessarily a terrible thing. The more fights brought to us, the more we might benefit.

      “And your thoughts on the golem?” I asked.

      “An old sidekick of an old god. He’s pretty much a nobody. He’ll have some enemies, but not big ones. Still, he is tied to Greek myth just like one of your existing acquaintances. You strike up a bond with him, you move into that world and he might be able to help Jules develop her abilities down the line,” Uma said.

      This was all useful, but she wasn't actually making a suggestion. She only seemed a good bit more dismissive of the golem.

      “So the demoness is risky but with some potentially big rewards. The golem you’d say is safer, but with less of an upside,” I said.

      “Is that what I’m saying? Sure, but it all goes beyond this choice. Remember it going forward. I don’t think either of these two will clash with your current tenant or staff, but in the future you’ll want to watch out for that,” Uma said.

      “I think we’ll go with the demoness. A princess can only help our reputation and we need the assistance,” I said.

      “I can respect that choice,” Uma said, fluttering down to land on a toadstool. “So! Since we’re such great friends I need a favor.”

      Here it was, I didn’t think she was making all this spectacle just to offer me advice.

      “You off to infect some other system?” I asked.

      “No, I kind of like it here. Oh, I know I’m a virus and so totally untrustworthy, but I really do hope we can become good friends,” Uma said.

      Maybe she was being sincere, not that it meant I wasn’t going to find a way to get her out of me. Niles had been looking, but so far there was no trace of her. Whoever had programmed Uma had been beyond Niles' skills.

      “And what do you want?” I asked.

      “This is more along the lines of a long-term goal. You’re not ready, but I want you thinking about it. There is a certain crystal in the secure archives of STRONG. I want it—well, my creator wants it and I’d like to give it to her.”

      “And your creator is?” I asked.

      “Disaster,” Uma said.

      I’d seen the names on maps. Mastermind owned his own island nation, Disaster owned another. That meant she was probably an S-Class.

      S-Class were the most powerful supers on the planet, and for whatever reason they were all villains. Perhaps evil really did help one to grow stronger. At any rate it was the only reason their territories were able to persist.

      There were far more heroes, but their strongest were A-Class and it took a team of them working in unison to hold their own against an S-Class.

      If Uma was Disaster’s creation, it explained why Niles wasn’t able to detect her. Uma was stronger than I was, and by several orders of magnitude.

      “Why involve me?” I asked.

      “Villains don’t usually work very well together. But you? Call it a hunch, I think I see something. STRONG tower is pretty much unbreachable, but I think you might just be able to do it. And the rewards if you do ...” Uma said.

      She didn’t have to go on. Disaster would be a terrifying enemy, and an exceptional friend.
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      The attack had come out of nowhere. We were still working on getting Kleo, as Kli’zza preferred to be called, settled in.

      A wave of water smashed our front doors down—I really did need to give them another upgrade—and the Aquatic Gang swarmed in.

      The aquatics were just what they sounded like, water-dwelling animal hybrids. Ducks, toads, they even had a few fishmen with massive helmets filled with water.

      They had a girl with them that looked to be composed totally of water, her body shimmering blue. I got a scan as soon as I could.

      

      Amy Chou

      Dynamic

      Unregistered

      Elemental

      Power Level: 1,100

      Abilities: Elemental Form, Hydrokinesis

      

      All of the invaders wore armor of some kind, and most carried strange-looking weapons connected by tubes to chambers on their backs.

      I wouldn’t figure an aquatic gang would be using flamethrowers. Some sort of powered water? That seemed likely.

      I sounded the alarm throughout the facility and ordered all personnel to hold back. I had improved the traps already existing, but hadn’t made a lot of upgrades so far. We’d been busy and were still recovering from the beating the heroes had given us.

      “Place looks quackin' abandoned, boss,” said one of the duckmen.

      “We know it isn’t. Those heroes showed up to hit somebody here. There has got to be something worth taking. Check the reception computer,” Dynamic said.

      That was what I wanted to hear. Yes, foolish water creatures, fall into my brilliantly laid trap.

      Several ducks wielding shotguns waddled over to the reception desk computer and one began typing away at it.

      That was my moment, it was as good as I was going to get.

      I triggered the pistons.

      Four ducks were reduced to paste in an instant and then I hit the steam jets. I’d added a generator and the lights didn’t flicker this time as I poured power into them.

      Ducks screamed as the spray hit them. Then Dynamic gestured and the steam folded back, forming tendrils that that struck back against the release pipes.

      Electrical feedback hit the system and I had to kill the charge before I wound up frying some of my own circuits.

      That hadn’t gone quite as well as I’d have liked. It had at least bought us a few moments of distraction.

      I opened side panels in the walls and my henchmen crouched behind cover. They all had some sort of firearm now, a few rifles, but mostly pistols. They opened fire.

      To say that they had any sort of accuracy would be giving them far too much credit. Still, when you put enough bullets in the air you sometimes hit something important. One fish went down as their helmet shattered. The others returned fire.

      They were in a bad place. They couldn’t charge forward or they’d walk into the pistons, and the wall offered them nothing in the way of cover.

      At least that was the way it was going until Dynamic got involved, waters forming shards of ice in midair that began to fire at any henchmen who put their head up. I already had two down, icicles driven neatly through an eye.

      “Well, this sucks,” Niles said, hiding in the conference room and typing away at his notebook.

      “It does, and I’m going to need you to get out there. I’m sending instructions to your notebook. I need you to release the clamps and blow that pipe,” I said.

      Niles studied my instructions for a moment and nodded. “Right, have I mentioned I really hate dying? I mean hate it, really hate it. Really would like to avoid it.”

      “Then don’t do it. I’ll send out Ox as a distraction.”

      For a massive slab of living muscle, Ox wasn’t all that vicious. The man could take an immense pummeling, but he wouldn’t wield any weapons I tried to give him. It was frustrating, yet he was still useful.

      I sent him out.

      Less than a half-dozen aquatics besides Dynamic were still standing and they opened fire on Ox the moment he appeared. The man didn’t care, lumbering slowly out. Lumbering at least until a wave of water send him crashing through a wall.

      Down wasn’t out and he was charging back in a moment later.

      “Ox!” Ox roared.

      Somehow the line worked better in a fight. It almost seemed to make sense. Perhaps that was because most people babbled such nonsense in a battle.

      “You’ve lost a lot of people. You don’t want to keep pushing this fight,” I said over the comms.

      “Because I’ve lost people, I’m not going to let this go. In it to win it, and you haven’t got a person that can touch me. Go with the flow and just give me something worth my time,” Dynamic said.

      Great, water puns, as if I didn't dislike her already.

      “Anytime you’re ready,” I said to Niles over his comm.

      Niles had crawled into the ductwork, a wrench loosening several bolts before he pulled free a clamp. Next to the pipe he attached a small explosive before scurrying quickly away.

      I wondered if he had a little rodent in him.

      I blew the explosive. The pipe collapsed, falling straight onto Dynamic and slicing right through her.

      “Is that the best you’ve got? That was just … sad,” Dynamic said.

      It wasn’t. The pipe was designed to rapidly extract toxins from the air, but the pump was strong enough for water. I activated it.

      Dynamic let out a surprised little burble before she was drawn in. I routed her to the third floor cryogenics. I’d freeze her and scatter her ice cubes across the city. I figured that wouldn’t kill her, but it might take her weeks to reform. That was even better than killing her would accomplish.

      Without their leader the remaining aquatics didn’t put up much of a fight. Their armor and equipment would be enough for me to equip a few new henchmen, and their bodies would let me grow a few new slimes.
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      I still needed better defenses. Up until now I’d been relying on my original traps and it was clearer than ever that wasn’t going to work. The giant kill room was a problem. In theory I’d hoped it would let me eliminate an invading force in a hurry. Instead it was getting us into a shootout with enemies that were often more powerful than us.

      I reconfigured the floor layout. Rather than hitting them with big resistance immediately on entry I made the first level a twisting maze of corridors and small rooms, with multiple junctions immediately after entry.

      The plan was to split up invading forces. If they wanted to properly sweep the building they’d need to divide their forces and that would let me pick off units one by one.

      We’d gotten the teleportation room up and running. Now a console could open a portal to either the second or third floor, and our residents or henchmen could use them to enter and exit.

      I allowed fairly quick access to the teleportation chamber through false walls that could be slid aside. The room itself I lined with drop-down walls like I used to have in the lobby so gunners could open fire on anyone unauthorized attempting to use the portals.

      The weapons there were the heaviest ones we’d claimed from the clinic, armor-piercing rounds and with a high rate of fire.

      Anyone that got far was tougher than most and protecting our residents was the highest priority.

      On the second floor we’d surrounded the portal room with hallucinogenic plants. On the third floor cryochambers holding frozen slimes ready to be unleashed were waiting.

      My data network had been fully set up through both.

      Unfortunately, it ate up almost all of the funds that we had left. I’d gotten a decent price liquidating most of the medical equipment—Kleo had no interest in it. Even so we were down to under $50,000 after upgrades. We could launch an operation, maybe two, but we needed a win.

      I called a meeting of the team to discuss it. Jules showed up—with her tactical knowledge we benefited a lot from her being involved.

      “You all know why we’re here. The third floor wasn’t a bust, but we didn’t get all that we wanted out of it. We have yet to really score by digging down,” I said.

      “We will. I’m sure of it. This place was important back in the day,” Niles said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      “I think he’s right. You might not have gotten a big haul so far, but you’ve got two spaces that are long-term income earners. And somewhere down there is going to be a treasure vault, a bank, or a secret lair of someone important,” Jules said.

      Hopes weren’t profits. They might be right, but with our limited funds I didn’t want to take a chance on going down to level four yet.

      I said, “Right now we’re doing the other side. Tactical planning. We need jobs to take to one of our residents, or both. Something they can pull off and will want.”

      “The princess is easy. Anything angelic she’ll have an interest in taking down,” Jules said.

      “Finding a target isn’t hard. Finding one she can reliably take down and we can get a nice payday from is,” I said.

      Looks were shared around the table.

      The main display flicked on and Uma appeared, the pixie fluttering around the screen.

      “Hi! Walter has been totally rude and hasn’t introduced me yet but I’m Uma, a virus infecting him. Go team!” Uma said happily.

      Jules turned a long look towards Niles, “Were you aware of this?”

      “I’ve been trying to disinfect him. It’s a really good virus,” Niles said.

      “Disaster made her,” I said.

      It was my turn to get the long stare from Jules, directed at the nearest speaker.

      “She and Mastermind don’t get along, so I’d keep that to myself. He might have you deleted as a matter of principle,” Jules said.

      “And that would be a waste because I’m so good! I mean, Niles is pretty good at hardware, but I’m the queen of software,” Uma said.

      “That is what we have Walter for,” Jules said.

      “Just because he is software doesn’t mean he understands it.  You’re meat, but I bet you couldn’t patch a bullet wound,” Uma said.

      “You’d be surprised at what training I’ve had. Still, your point is taken,” Jules said.

      “So do you have targets for us?” I asked Uma.

      Jules said, “Leave me out of it. I need to go get ready for tomorrow and I don’t trust this thing.”

      “Party pooper,” Uma said.

      Jules shrugged and headed out the door.

      “Well, now that stiff and boring is out of the way, of course I have some ideas!” Uma said bouncing on the screen. “Partygurl is easy. She’ll jump at a chance to take on any of the college hero organizations and there are a lot of them. And I know, I know, you want ones that can turn you a profit.”

      “We already got a nice profit from her. Maybe it's best we don’t push the colleges any more. Got anything angelic?” I asked.

      “Charity auction taking place. Now, the actual auction is at a big ball with lots of supers and I don’t think all of you stand a chance. But the donated prizes look pretty nice and I think you might be able to get to them in the banquet hall before the party. The entire thing is being arranged by an angel named Ganadron,” Uma said.

      I liked it. A straight-out robbery was something we hadn’t done yet, and it seemed a lot better than coming into head to head conflict with heroes. The fact that it would humiliate an angel meant it was just the sort of thing that the princess would go for.

      “We’ll pitch it to her. Either she can handle everything herself and we’ll provide information for a twenty percent cut, or if she wants logistical support we’ll take fifty,” I said.

      That got nods around the table. Low risk and a decent reward suited our tastes just fine. We needed a win.
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      It was a rainy night in New Londonarium. The streets were almost vacant at three in the morning.

      Kleo was surrounded by a flaming aura, the rain droplets sizzling into steam as they hit her. I took a moment to get a proper scan of her. I liked to know who I was dealing with.

      In most ways she looked like an incredibly fashionable young woman, right down to her high-heels. Only the pair of horns and faintly reddish tint to her skin showed her demonic heritage.

      

      Kli’zza (Kleo)

      Registered Villain

      Infernalus

      Demonic

      Power Level: 8,500

      Abilities: Sorcery, Pyrokinesis, Rapid Healing, Immortality

      

      Based on past readings I thought that Infernalus must be her villain group, and I hadn’t known that she’d had one. When we provided a lair for her we really were making some connections. Some of those connections were with her now.

      One man stood around eight feet tall, a pair of massive horns growing out of his head, and he wore nothing but for a loincloth. Instead of red, his skin was a dark purple.

      

      Hellbeast

      Registered Villain

      Infernalus

      Demonic

      Power Level: 14,200

      Abilities: Rapid Healing, Immortality, Super Strength, Demonic Resilience

      

      The other figure with them was a woman that looked just a year or two younger than Kleo, her complexion red with greenish blotches, and her attire nothing but tattered rags.

      

      Pestilence

      Registered Villain

      Infernalus

      Demonic

      Power Level: 23,000

      Abilities: Immortality, Rapid Healing, Disease Touch, Flight

      

      I was only present by way of a drone. They hadn’t wanted our help in terms of manpower for the job, but welcomed technical assistance if it was required. That meant me and Uma were looking on through the drone, and Niles was on comm back at base to consult if needed.

      I’d bought a second drone. This one lacked a shotgun or any other offensive capability. However, it could fly.

      It was interesting to observe Kleo's team. Obviously her name counted for a lot and while younger and less powerful than the others she seemed to be calling the shots.

      We’d all come through a portal, red light shimmering. Kleo gestured and the portal closed.

      Niles had tried to hack us a control line through the hero communication towers. It was working, but the throughput was rather terrible. If I was going to keep running operations in New Londonarium we’d have to figure out something better.

      Pestilence sniffed at the air. “Wards, little one. They know we are here, waste no time.”

      Kleo gestured once more, quick passes of her hands, and several runes became visible on the building before us. They glowed with a reddish light, shimmering violently for a moment before with an oomph and a ripple of air they faded.

      “Disabled. Hellbeast, make us a door,” Kleo said.

      “My pleasure,” Hellbeast said, charging at the wall. It looked to be made of thick brick. That that didn’t spare it, the impact caving a hole through.

      The banquet hall was attached to the museum, and it shared a security force the bulk of which should be focused on the exhibits.

      The hall was dark as we entered, only dim light provided from emergency lighting near the doors and the flickering illumination of Kleo’s flames.

      “Do something useful and hack the lights,” I told Uma.

      “Museum security? Really? Do you know how hard that is? Oh wait, I’m that amazing. Lights coming up,” Uma said.

      The lights flickered on revealing the interior. A large dance floor took up half the space and seating had been arranged on the other half. Lining one wall were a number of items in glass classes. I gave them a quick scan.

      

      Ambrosia Droplet

      Estimated Value: $700,000

      Description: A droplet of Ambrosia capable of granting twenty extra years of youthful life to a standard human or a measure of divine power to properly aligned supers.

      

      Silver Key

      Estimated Value: 5,250,000

      Description: Allows entrance to the backdoor of heaven. Useful to send or retrieve a single blessed soul.

      

      Starlight Rings

      Estimated Value: 4,000,000

      Description: Wedding rings that allow the actual binding of two souls together.

      

      This was either very glorious or very bad. We’d estimated the value of items we might find at around 1,000,000. We were expecting security appropriate to that sum. The figures were ten times that, which meant we were likely to encounter ten times the resistance.

      “Problem. I’ve scanned three items and we’re already at ten million,” I said.

      “Sweet,” Kleo said.

      “A problem, little one,” Pestilence said.

      There was a shimmer in the air before it seemed to split apart, a golden fissure appearing in the room out of which stepped three figures. I tried to get scans on them.

      

      Error

      You are being blocked by a counter-ability.

      No information is available.

      

      “I don’t know who these three are. They’re blocking me,” I said.

      The man that looked to be their leader had long, flowing golden hair, chainmail and a sword at his waist. On his back was a pair of white wings. On his one side was a female, golden lion who also had wings, on the other a figure completely indistinct and made entirely of white light.

      “I know who they are. Richard, it has been a long time,” Pestilence said.

      “Dulce,” said the main in chainmail. “You should leave.”

      “I don’t think so. We came for prizes. We are taking them,” Kleo said.

      The glowing figure gestured and light filled the room, a sheen covering the walls.

      “You aren’t taking them anywhere. The wards will see to that,” Richard said.

      “He’s right. You’re not powerful enough to break them. We cannot win this fight and we cannot leave with the prizes,” Pestilence told Kleo.

      “I don’t care. I am not backing down and neither are you,” Kleo said.

      They seemed intent on going at it. I had both no intention—and no way—of getting involved. With a roar the two forces charged each other.
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      Hellbeast got thrown across the room by a blast of divine light as I flew my drone behind the podium on stage for some cover. It wouldn’t do much to protect me from the fight, but my goal wasn’t to find a shield—I simply wanted them to forget about me.

      Whatever the glowing aura was around this room, I was hoping it trapped in only demonic energy, and for all I might be a little evil I wasn’t a demon.

      Before long the guy with the sword was engaged in a battle with Pestilence, and Kleo was fighting the lioness. I needed lions—well no, I wanted lions. I wondered if somewhere underground I’d find a lion level. I could hope.

      Pestilence and Hellbeast seemed to be putting up good fights. Kleo was getting mauled.

      Well, she’d make for an unhappy client.

      So far pretty much everything that could go wrong to some degree in our business had, and I needed to step up our operations. That would take money.

      When Hellbeast threw the light being through one of the display cases I took a chance and zipped out.

      Niles had built a few basic functions into the drone so I could do repairs or manipulate equipment. I had a small plasma torch and an energy beam I could use to manipulate objects, and a basic medical kit I could use to treat wounds

      Unfortunately nobody had thought to build a storage compartment. A bit of self-surgery with the torch and I tore out my medical functionality.

      Then I was moving in a series of stops and starts, keeping under cover as I approached the case. It was the ring case that had broken. I was able to retrieve one ring and slid it into the compartment. There was no sign of the other.

      It must have rolled free when the case was shattered. I took a moment to scan the room and finally found it beside Kleo where she slumped against the wall, attire shredded and bloodied, and she was throwing sorcerous bolts at the lioness who was looking in much better shape.

      I eased my drone up on her.

      “Toss me some heals. I have this cat just where I want it,” Kleo said.

      “I removed my medical kit to store items. You are welcome to use it, if you can find it,” I said, activating my energy beam and pulling the second ring into storage.

      Kleo gave my drone a long, hard look and then gave a pained chuckle. “I’m getting my cut.”

      I suppose that she and her people were providing a distraction, but at this point we certainly weren’t going with the arrangement we came in with.

      “Fifty-fifty if you can get that thing to throw you through the other cases,” I said.

      “I need the key intact. I don’t care what happens with the rest,” Kleo said.

      Well, that was an even better deal, although the key was the most valuable item of the lot, and the bulkiest.

      “Deal,” I said.

      Kleo glowed, a pulse of red light surrounding her as she stood and flew into a somersault over the lioness. From above she pummeled it with hellish flames before landing nimbly in a crouch before the case with the key.

      The lioness was surrounded by a golden glow as it fended off the hellfire. It sprang and Kleo crashed through the case. I heard an audible crack of bone as the lioness clamped down on her arm.

      Well, she did her part to earn her payday. While the lioness was distracted with mauling Kleo I eased closer. A sword almost cut my drone in half as the man in chainmail smashed down in front of me, his skin pulsing with dark veins of a supernatural infection.

      Pestilence advanced, a bolt of greenish black energy catching the lioness in the back and it tumbled forward to fall against the wall. With a shimmer the lioness was replaced by a young woman in golden furs, looking dazed.

      Kleo pushed herself up off the floor with her one good arm, chanting words that caused the room to shake and rumble. The glass of the third case exploded.

      The vial holding the ambrosia seemed made of more solid material, the liquid shimmering like a rainbow. I secured it without anyone trying to stop me. I had yet to get hold of the key however.

      The golden woman knelt beside the man with the sword and with a burst of light the disease ravaging his body was healed.

      He stood up and put a hand on his sword. “We three can do this all day. You can’t. Even now others are closing in. Give this up, Dulce. Let us talk things out.”

      The woman in furs rose to her feet too, moving with grace as she bent to scoop up the key. “I don’t see the rings.”

      Kleo gestured and Hellbeast lowered his head and charged. The woman leapt over Hellbeast, but a sorcerous bolt from Kleo caught her in the midsection and the key went flying.

      “I need a hole in their shield,” Kleo called.

      “You’re asking a lot,” Pestilence said, greenish and black energy flaring around her as cracks appeared in the floor at her feet. The lights flickered out.

      I didn’t need any lights to find the key. I went for it. My energy beam latched on and I pulled it in.

      A few feet to my drone’s right a portal opened. It was far smaller than the one that had brought us here, and I suspected it was taking all of Kleo’s power just to manage that.

      It was too small for even my drone, but I could make it work. I kicked my thrusters to full and angled myself as I slammed the drone into it.

      Only half the drone went through, the edge of the portal slicing it cleanly down the middle.

      However, it was the half with the makeshift storage compartment.
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      The portal had connected to Kleo’s lair. As soon as it was through I was already sounding the alarm and sending henchmen to retrieve the items.

      The key was Kleo’s. That deal counted for nothing if I couldn’t keep it safe. I was responsible for providing her security anyways and right now she obviously wasn’t here to do it.

      I thought that her lair was probably the safest place. Not just was it the deepest level of our base, it was also where demonic energy was now concentrated.

      Demons, that was who I needed. If the base was about to come under assault by angelic forces, demons would be best suited to lend a defense.

      They were a political faction in their own right, and they had an embassy. Was that my best option though? Kleo was a princess out to prove her name and that made the whole thing political. Politics were great for business if you picked the right side, and a nightmare if you got on the wrong side.

      I needed advice from someone who knew the city factions. I put in a call to Jules.

      It took over a minute from her to answer, and when she did it was with disheveled hair and a bleary expression. “I have a day job, you know. It's three in the morning.”

      “And I’ve got ten million in merchandise I need to keep safe from a coming angelic invasion,” I said.

      “And I have a performance review first thing in the morning. Trust me, you’re getting off lucky between the two of us.”

      “Even if part of that merchandise is meant for you? I’ve got a vial of ambrosia,” I said.

      Jules stared into the camera for a long moment and sat up, brushing her hair back. It was like a switch had been flipped, how she went from exhausted to all business in an instant.

      “You hit the auction. I heard about it. That was stupid. I take it that idea belonged to your virus?” Jules said.

      “It seemed a good haul. Turned out even better than we were expecting,” I said.

      “And you’ll have stirred up more than angels from hitting it,” Jules said, rubbing her eyes. “Is there anything connecting you with the robbery?”

      “Half of one of my drones, but I didn’t leave any software inside. A magical portal between there and headquarters.”

      Jules squinted and thought. “The portal won’t be that precise, the drone is fine.”

      “Why is this so bad? You seem earnestly spooked,” I said.

      “The auction was on the 'do not hit' list. If you’d bothered to check Villainet you’d have known.”

      I was software, checking the net was no problem, but I couldn’t check a list I didn’t even know existed. What use did criminals have for a list telling them what not to rob?

      “You never told me that existed,” I said.

      “For all I talk down about doing a sidekick rotation, this is why starting off on your own is sometimes a bad idea. There are always people on the other side we do business with, or old friends, or just something else. Mastermind’s daughter is a hero, Glimmerdust. And she's engaged,” Jules said pointedly.

      I could see where this was going, I didn’t like it.

      “I’m guessing her father hoped to give her a pair of rings,” I said.

      “I’m not certain, but it is a good guess as to why the auction would have been off-limits,” Jules said.

      “Then surely he’ll be delighted we stole them and can give him a better price,” I said.

      “This is a daughter who doesn’t get along with her father in the first place, and she's going to view the robbing of a charity auction as everything wrong with him,” Jules said, letting out a low breath. “We don’t have a choice though. We have to go to him. The heroes might not be able to effectively track things in this city, but he will.”

      “I don’t want to give up our profits,” I said.

      Jules glared. “I don’t think you know how bad this situation is. This may be a case of limiting our losses, rather than preserving our profits—if I even want to get involved.”

      “We work well together. I was hoping the ambrosia might inspire you to make it more permanent,” I said.

      “I like you, I like the crew you put together, but I’m far from convinced you’re not a sinking ship. This stuff just keeps happening.” Jules closed her eyes and sighed. “I’ll help you get this sorted out and then we’ll see. For now, just hang on. I’ve got some calls to make.”

      Jules killed the video feed.

      Niles opened a line. “I was monitoring that. Well, this is ... awful.”

      “You jumping ship?” I asked.

      “No. Whatever we’re in, we’re in it together. We shouldn’t count on her to do everything though.”

      I happened to agree.

      “Uma, I know you’re listening. Show yourself,” I said.

      The pixie darted into view on one corner of Niles' video, sitting on the edge of his desk.

      Niles brushed his hand through her. “Why can’t you appear somewhere else?”

      “Because Walter isn’t sending video on his side. I didn’t know about the list! Disaster doesn’t have one,” Uma said.

      I believed her as far as it went. That didn’t make us any less screwed.

      “You do now. You are software better than anything else we have, and better than Niles can put together,” I said.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Niles said.

      “I would. Flattery will get you everywhere. What do you need?” Uma asked.

      “The teleportation system. Send and receive coordinates. The data was too corrupted for us to restore the old database.”

      “Too corrupted for anyone else too,” Niles said.

      “Maybe. Have a look?” I asked.

      “Okay,” Uma said brightly, before vanishing in a puff of dark sparkles.

      “Why are you hoping to access the deeper levels?” Niles asked.

      I didn’t answer him, he could figure it out. When the heavens and the hells were about to unleash themselves upon you, what you needed was a deep hole. I wanted to make sure ours was the deepest I could find.
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      It didn’t take long for Jules' calls to get a response. It wasn’t the one I’d hoped for.

      Three hover craft landed outside our front door. These looked far fancier than any I’d seen before. I took a moment to scan one.

      

      The Prince

      Obakai Model Executive Gunship

      Estimated Value: 230,000,000

      

      Description: The Obakai Line is Trent Manufacturing's most expensive line of hover ships. Primarily for executives or the staff of the wealthy, each possess powerful energy shielding, offensive capabilities, while also providing an experience of luxury.

      

      The ship was just a reminder that Mastermind wasn’t even playing in the same league as we were. All of our loot from this score—all of this loot that we were in trouble over—wouldn’t put a down payment on one of these ships.

      Impeccably dressed and coiffed security deployed, each holding a rifle. Jules was being held by one of them, her arms in a pair of cuffs that glowed slightly.

      A man stepped out behind them. Blond and his suit looking like it might have cost as much as one of those ships.

      

      Mastermind

      Registered Villain

      Mastermind Syndicate

      Supernatural

      Power Level: 118,000

      Abilities: Superhuman Reflexes, Superhuman Intellect, Telepathy

      

      Mastermind straightened his collar for a moment and stared into a camera. “I know who you are and I know what you’ve done. If I must repeat any instruction, matters are going to get even worse you. Bring out the rings.”

      That power level was unlike anything we’d seen before. Even Ultimatum didn’t come close. Of course, Ultimatum had just been an A-Class. Mastermind was S-Class, one of the most powerful supers in the world.

      “They’re on the way,” I said, and issued an order to one of my henchmen to retrieve them from the third level.

      Mastermind waited, seeming unperturbed at the passage of time.

      Our henchman looked a poor sight in comparison when he finally emerged, handing the rings over.

      Mastermind inspected the rings for a long time before tucking them in a pocket.

      “Well, at least you didn’t damage them. A shame you made such a mess of everything else. An artificial intelligence with an ability to sense value is of use to me. One under the control of Disaster does not,” Mastermind said.

      “I’m not under anyone’s control but my own,” I said through speakers.

      “I wonder how true that is? Would you even realize it, if the virus has compromised all your core functions?” Mastermind asked.

      I didn’t have a good answer to that. I’d feared the same thing myself. There was simply no way to know, Uma was too good at what she did.

      Mastermind tapped at one of his cufflinks before pulling a pistol from his suit. I detected something slightly different in the local data-feeds. I saw the visual indicator a moment later—Jules' Emmatech resurrection bracelet had gone dark.

      “I don’t mind side-jobs. However, failing to bring any of this to my attention until now was an error of judgment I won’t tolerate,” Mastermind said, and he pulled the trigger.

      Three shots rang out, each catching Jules in her midsection, and she collapsed in a spray of blood.

      “I could tear that building apart looking for you, but I don’t see the point. I prefer to let these things sort themselves out. You have two weeks to kill off everyone involved in this ill-fated enterprise and report to my engineers to tear that virus out of you before you start working for me. Or, remove it yourself to my satisfaction and save me the bother. Until then your license remains valid,” Mastermind said.

      With that he turned on his heel and headed back into one of the hover vehicles, his people doing the same. Within the minute they were gone.

      As soon as they vanished I had henchmen dragging Jules inside. It left a bloody trail as she was moved, but she was still alive.

      “We’d need a proper trauma kit for these wounds,” Niles said, running to kneel next to her.

      “If he wanted me dead, he would have shot to kill. He was just making a point,” Jules said with pain evident in her voice. “Though I’ll die sure enough without help. The ambrosia ... please.”

      Right. With the key being spoken for, and no payment from Mastermind for the rings, that ambrosia was the only sort of profit we might have left. Still, Jules was an employee—well, was about to become one at least. I was fairly sure we could take what had just happened as Mastermind firing her, which didn’t leave Jules a lot of career options.

      I had a henchmen bring up the vial. As soon as Jules got a hold of it she tore off the stopper and chugged it down. The rainbow-colored liquid poured down her throat and her spine arched. Light flowed out from between her lips, lit up her eyes, and leaked from the wounds. There was a sound like the strumming of a harp and she collapsed back to the floor.

      I’d scanned her to see what had changed.

      

      Jules Morgan

      Species: Human/Divine

      Unregistered Villain

      Lair for Rent Corporation

      Power Origin: Mythical

      Abilities: Heightened Intelligence, Heightened Reflexes, Accelerated Healing

      Power Level: 1750

      

      Quite a lot had changed. Before it had simply listed her species as human, now it included the divine. Her powers had changed too, her planning ability having morphed into general heightened intelligence and adding in reflexes and healing.

      The power level was most telling, it was ten times what it was before. Part of that might be the skills she’d shown on jobs with us, but part was surely the ambrosia she just drank.

      “That was a rush,” Jules said, pushing herself to her feet.

      “And hopefully means Walter isn’t going to try to murder all of us,” Niles said.

      I said, “That is both bad for business and I don’t like being pushed around. Meeting in ten, we’ll figure this out.”
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      It turned out to be more like twenty minutes. Jules took some time to borrow a change of clothes from Partygurl since her old ones were a bloodied mess.

      The gathering around the table was subdued. Employee morale had been bad before, but this did seem to hit an all-time low. The display lit up and Uma appeared sitting cross-legged on a leaf.

      “I figured you all were going to be talking about me, so I may as well make it as awkward as possible,” Uma said.

      I thought it better to talk about Uma in front of her, than Uma not appearing to be present and actually hearing every word.

      “So let's start with the obvious. You are in my code and unless we figure out how to get you out, we wind up in a situation where Mastermind cuts you out,” I said.

      “And the rest of us get corpseified, maybe for good,” Niles said.

      “I can’t be removed. I know that sounds like some line that I'm just giving you, but I promise you—I can’t. If there were any way to remove me, someone might figure it out, and the whole point is that people don’t figure it out,” Uma said.

      “But you got out of the CCC system and into me somehow,” I said.

      “I was never in their system. Not really. I was sort of just hiding out waiting to be executed. I was supposed to jump from their system into STRONG at some point, because they are allied. STRONG takes their data security seriously though. Spoilsports,” Uma said.

      “Disaster could remove you,” I said.

      “Probably. But trust me, if Mastermind has that polite threatening thing going on, Disaster is full-on crazy scary. We go to her without having what she wants, she is a nightmare,” Uma said.

      “Mastermind is scarcely better. If he doesn’t get what he wants we’re all very dead,” Jules said.

      “Can we fix this without involving Disaster?” I asked.

      Uma was silent for a long moment, slumping dejectedly upon her leaf. “I don’t think so. I know that is a terrible answer, but I don’t.”

      “Then our choices are either to get Disaster what she wants in the hopes she’ll cooperate, or to find some other way to appease Mastermind,” Niles said.

      “Is that possible?” I asked Jules.

      “Mastermind is a businessman. There is always a backup plan ready, if needed. We find him something valuable enough to convince him that we and Uma are on his side and worth leaving as we are, he’ll do it,” Jules said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      That just wasn’t getting any more helpful. At least he wasn’t running away.

      “Then we either need to steal something valuable enough for Mastermind to keep us alive, or to steal what Disaster wants,” I said.

      “From the secure archives in STRONG, which isn’t easy, but I totally have faith in you guys,” Uma said.

      “Either way we’re not going to succeed as we are now. We need to get stronger,” I said.

      “Villains work hard at that. It isn’t that easy,” Jules said.

      “Do most have a full team behind them willing to help them?” I asked.

      “Usually they’re waiting to be backstabbed every step along the way, at least until they get strong enough,” Jules said.

      “Then we have an advantage. Let's go around the table. Everybody here could use something to grow stronger. You all have some idea what it is. Share,” I said.

      “Emmatech antivirual routines,” Uma said.

      “Nobody was talking to you,” Niles said.

      “What? Now I’m just being left out of the conversation? I need to get stronger too. I’m with you or against you, and you want me with you,” Uma said.

      I said, “I need computing hardware, the best we can get our hands on. My software is already powered up. It's better hardware now that will make me more powerful.”

      Niles said, “I have some ideas for that. Me, I need power-armor. I’m weak, frail, but a great engineer. There are suits out there that turn people like me into powered and I need one of them.”

      “So a super-suit for Niles,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      Right.

      “A communicator for Ox. Some solution to the impairment that lets him communicate with the rest of us,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      I’d take that as a sign of agreement.

      “Ambrosia is particularly good, but anything out of Greek mythic legend will help. Legendary gear is just gear though. Ambrosia is like pure power being poured straight into me,” Jules said.

      I’d already seen that first hand.

      “Disaster has … well … it's kind of a trophy room of her kills. One of them was the Clockwork Knight. His suit might be a little old-school, but he was strong,” Uma told Niles.

      Niles said, “That would do, if we could get it. And I know one of the collectives I work with had what was called a quantum sphere. It was a computer from another dimension. They never got it to work.”

      “It's just a matter of figuring out the software interface. If we can get it, I can do that,” Uma said confidently.

      “My family left lots of clues to their old storehouses of powers, but so many fake leads are out there. We’re a paranoid bunch,” Jules said.

      “Spotting the real from the fake is what I do. Maybe we can figure out a truth from those lies,” I said.

      “Two weeks isn’t much time for achieving any one of these, much less all of them,” Jules said.

      I said, “That's if we play it safe. I think we can all agree we are in a situation where if we don’t succeed, nothing else matters. So we burn our bridges.”

      Everybody nodded. We were all on the same page.

      These weren’t even our end goal, but without them we didn’t stand a chance.

      It was power or death. It was time to be mighty.
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      Before we did anything else, we still had a problem—and an opportunity. Angelic forces would be coming for the key. Jules thought that if we just let things go like last time we’d have similar results. Some vastly overpowered angels would show up and blow our headquarters to fragments and that would be that.

      But there were ways around that. Heroes played with honor. It was a glaring flaw and one that could be exploited.

      As such, we issued an honorable challenge. The silver key was in my possession—me being an E1 villain and his team—and if the angels wished to challenge us they could so in twelve hours. If they won, they could claim possession of the silver key.

      If they lost, we demanded the return of our tenant.

      It didn’t take long to get a response. Our terms had been accepted, and they would be sending a likewise E1 team to face our lair and have a fair fight.

      I was quickly learning that most heroes and villains had their own junior league equivalents. STRONG recruited from organizations like the CCC located on college campuses. I didn’t really understand angelic hierarchies, but I figured they had their own youth teams.

      While it would be a bad idea to base all our defenses upon an angelic attack, some defenses to specifically target them would be smart.

      We only had about $50,000 left in the bank and we had to get creative in our financing. DTV, a demonic television network, was interested in broadcasting things and I managed to talk them into a $150,000 advance for the broadcast rights, plus thirty minute interviews with all involved on our side, and an additional half million bonus if we won.

      That gave me enough funds to bring in a demonic priest who was soon glowing red and issuing sinister-sounding chants over water storage tanks. I already had some steam traps rigged throughout the complex. They were now going to be fueled by unholy water.

      It would help, but it wasn’t an ideal solution. Holy water was particularly effective against demons for a reason—it was elementally opposed to them. Demons were creatures of fire and darkness, which was why things like water and holy light were so effective against them. By that same token angels were also creatures of water and light. If I really wanted to hurt them I needed darkflame, a rare element that combined both properties.

      Unfortunately, rare proved to be just that. I scoured the markets and couldn’t find anything. There were a few powered who utilized darkflame, but their rates were out of our price range.

      Niles thought he had a technical solution. It cost us the rest of our advance, but we soon had a whole new assortment of tanks to load into the walls and strap to the backs of our henchmen.

      “It is quite simple really. I mean, theoretical, but I think it should work. One of the tanks is your standard flamethrower, extremely nasty to anything not a super and even any angels aren’t going to like it much,” Niles said.

      “But the other is where you think you’ve gotten clever,” I said.

      “I have gotten clever. I mean, this is great stuff. Shards of breath of darkness. Dark powered fire might be hard to find, but air is easy. In this case, I’ve combined them with some heat-resistant particles. It should take about thirty seconds for the heat of the flames to break down the particles and release the elemental fury.”

      “Why not just mix them at the start?” I asked.

      “Because it's air. Fire feeds of it and uses it up fast. We aren’t going to get sustained darkflame, we’re only going to get a darkflame flash and if we mixed beforehand, it would happen in the stream and be exhausted by the time it reached the target,” Niles said.

      I’d seen super fights and thirty seconds seemed like a long time to wait. I didn’t have any better ideas.

      “And you’re sure it will work?” I asked.

      Niles sprinkled a thin layer of what looked like sand on the floor and poured some liquid on it.  Stepping back, he lit a match and threw it.

      Flames roared, burning steadily, and I started a countdown.

      It was twenty-eight seconds before I saw a reaction. The bluish and orangish mix of flames briefly turned to a solid ebon black before resuming their usual color a second later.

      “That is a long wait for a quick burn,” I said.

      “You wanted darkflame, I gave you darkflame,” Niles said.

      I wasn’t going to protest someone giving me the impossible. I approved of being given the impossible when I asked for it.

      This wasn’t our only defensive measure, of course.

      I'd hired more henchmen and we’d be facing this battle with a full twenty. While the priest was still on the payroll I had him also curse our ammunition to give that little bit extra of magical smackdown against the holy. I figured it wouldn’t hurt against anyone mundane, and if our invaders were holy all the better.

      I decided the layout for the main floor I’d last designed was still ideal. It would force them to break out and search. Their goal would be to find the silver key and they'd have to search.

      One thing I did do, with her consent, was reopen the passageway leading down to Partygurl’s level. Calling her into the fight would break the terms of our challenge agreement. However, if any intruders were to wander below on their own then she and her henchmen certainly had the right to defend themselves. I didn’t see how that would be a violation of the contest.

      Especially if we left the teleportation room active, which was the most direct way to get down to the third level where the key was waiting. The same thing applied there. Kleo hadn’t taken her henchmen with her and while they didn’t work for me, they were entitled to defend her home.
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      They appeared right on time. I have to give it to heroes—they're very punctual. Niles and Jules were hidden away in the control room. Nothing we’d been able to do had gotten Jules' bracelet working again and we were pretty sure that killing her would mean that she was good for dead.

      Getting it working would mean dealing with Emmatech and that was a matter for another time. For now, despite Jules being one of our strongest combatants, we were trying to keep her out of harm's way unless things became critical.

      The shimmering golden crack in the air was one that I’d seen before. The group coming out of it was far less impressive.

      There were sixty-four people. Around half were dressed in a version of chainmail with swords. The rest wore uniforms with a golden lion insignia on an armband and they carried rifles.

      A woman stepped forward to confront the camera outside our front door, looking up into the lens. She looked fairly human except for exceptional beauty and the golden tint to her pupils. “We are here for the arranged battle. Are our forces comparable?”

      We had twenty henchmen. Uma, Ox, Jules, and myself all counted as powered. Niles for the sake of this counted as another henchman really.

      There were advantages to lying about our numbers, but it could backfire. There was also the fact that I was, above all, a businessman. You could cheat in business, but if you got a reputation as a cheater it made everything harder. It was far better to be honest until lying really mattered.

      “Twenty-one underpowered, four powered. One E1 and three unranked. Plus, of course, the lair defenses,” I said.

      The woman nodded, “Fifteen Vanguard, Fifteen Pure. Myself, Ariel, Whisper, and Feint.”

      A portion of their forces stepped forward.

      Four squads, and most appeared human except for their leaders. Those must be the powered we’d be facing, including the woman. I took a moment to scan each.

      

      Nina Serov

      Registered Hero

      Vanguard

      Celestial

      Power Level: 1950

      Abilities: Light Manipulation, Healing

      

      The second man in chainmail had a bald head and the same golden-flecked eyes.

      

      Whisper

      Registered Hero

      Vanguard

      Celestial

      Power Level: 1100

      Abilities: Stealth, Teleportation

      

      A woman with a rifle had brilliant red hair and bright green eyes.

      

      Ariel

      Registered Hero

      Pure

      Celestial/Mythical

      Power Level: 1700

      Abilities: Hydrokinesis, Intangibility

      

      The last of the powered was an intense-looking young man with a golden mass of curls.

      

      Feint

      Registered Hero

      Pure

      Human

      Power Level: 1200

      Abilities: Misdirection, Marksmanship

      

      This was interesting. I’d never really had the chance so closely study E1s. It was notable that all of their power levels were between 1000 and 2000. Nina was barely scraping under. Jules' latest power level would put her in that category as well.

      The last one, Feint, was also just registering as pure human. His super status was purely down to his skills. I wasn’t sure if that made him less or more dangerous. At least I didn’t have to waste any darkflame on him.

      They had given themselves an edge in numbers, of course, but given that I controlled the terrain and the defenses it didn’t seem that unfair.

      Whisper shimmered and seemed to flicker out of existence. They must have activated their stealth. Soon the forces were on the move and slipping through the front doors.

      They were all wearing earpieces with some kind of communications net up and running.

      “Uma. Do you think you can shut down their comms?” I asked.

      “Easier said than done, boss, they’re not encrypting them locally. Wherever the software is, it isn’t here,” Uma said.

      They were smart. An unpleasant state of affairs, but one I could adapt to.

      “Niles? Anything you can do to jam them?” I asked.

      “If I do, we’re going to lose our wireless comms as well,” Niles said.

      That was inconvenient. It would keep me from using a drone. On the other hand, anywhere my henchmen were located I had access to a wired comm panel nearby.

      “Do it,” I said.

      I was wrong about the four squads. Whisper was off somewhere doing his own thing and the heroes had split into three groups of ten, each with five of the pure and five vanguard, and with one of the remaining supers leading.

      They were coordinated and disciplined. Cutting the comms wouldn’t greatly trouble the squads individually. What it would do was keep them from coming to each other's aid, or learning what befell the others.

      That was important. I had limited tools at my disposal and I needed each to be as much of a surprise as possible.

      Feint’s group was just passing near one of my traps and I triggered it. An explosive in the ceiling shattered a glass capsule and a slime fell into their midst.

      Two henchmen started to melt at once. Feint rolled away and, bringing up his rifle, snapped off a round that took a chunk out of the slime. There was no other effect.

      “Fall back, keep away,” Feint said, tapping his comms. “We need heal support.”

      No comms meant help wasn't coming and after a moment he seemed to realize that. The slimed were screaming and making gurgling sounds as more of their flesh melted away. Feint raised his rifle and with two quick shots silenced them both permanently.

      Feint told the others as he led the way deeper into the complex, “You hear glass shatter, move.”

      The rest of his group was a problem for later. Ariel was nearing another trap. She and her group had already passed one of the unholy water steam traps—I wasn’t going to hit a hydrokinesis-user with water.

      Fire was another matter. Her team was just approaching a cutaway wall where I had several henchmen waiting. It was time to bring the darkflame into play.
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      My henchmen had good angles on most of Ariel’s squad. I just had to make certain that they tried to get her as well. I flashed the lights as their signal to go.

      The wall panels dropped and the darkflame flamethrowers belched. Six of Ariel's people were doused in flames at once. Ariel and the other four however were surrounded in a shield of water that had formed around them. With a thrust of one hand she drove a shard of ice through one of my henchman's throats.

      One of the pure soldiers opened fire with his rifle and another of my henchmen was driven back, twitching before falling dead.

      One of my henchmen with a standard rifle fired. Ariel’s water shielded her from most of the rounds, then one caught her in the shoulder and she fell back with a cry.

      There was just one real option unless I wanted to call in Ox, and I’d rather keep him in reserve. I already had a timer up and running.

      “I need comms back up briefly,” I said.

      Niles triggered them.

      “Focus fire on Ariel in twelve seconds,” I said to my remaining henchmen.

      Another one had died by the time that timer elapsed, the blood in his veins exploding outwards as Ariel took control of it.

      Then the first flames began to flare black. None of it was on Ariel, but she was close. Black flame bloomed from the corpses around her and she let out a startled cry.

      For a second her defenses slipped, and in that time my henchmen riddled her body with cursed bullets. Ariel's blood flowed around her as if trying to find a way back inside. There was no putting her back together again, and a moment later a henchmen stepped forward and doused her from head to toe in fire.

      Things elsewhere weren't going so well. Nina had somehow detected one of my groups behind a wall and ordered her people to open fire first. I had four henchmen dead in an instant. The remaining one sprinkled fire on four before going down. It seemed for a time that she was going to save them, her healing powers neutralizing the wounds as fast as the fire dealt them.

      When the fire flared black though, it burned both her and them. She stumbled back with one of her hands charred black. Despite her healing abilities that flesh wasn’t coming back quickly.

      There was still no sign of Whisper and that was getting to be a concern. Was he looking for the key? For my server room? If he stayed alive, there was so much trouble that he could do.

      I hit Feint with unholy steam when he passed near one of my wall traps. Or at least, I should have. What appeared to be him shimmered and broke apart. A hologram of some sort, part of that misdirection he must be so good at.

      Regardless of his lack of actual powers Feint was the one I was most concerned about now. I called in Ox and sent him with five henchmen for support towards Feint.

      Jules was getting her bow ready.

      “You know you shouldn’t go out there,” I said.

      “We can’t afford to lose this and the healer is good,” Jules said.

      “Darkflame will do it. It already cost her a hand,” I said.

      “Because she wasn’t afraid enough of the fire. Light manipulation—that means she can create energy shields if she focuses. You need a quick, precision kill and I’m your girl for that,” Jules said.

      Jules had a point. I didn’t approve, but it was her life to risk. With accelerated healing she was, at least, going to be tough to put down.

      There was a disturbance on the second level. Audio coming from where there should have been none—a giddy laugh.

      Whisper, he’d made it down to that floor and the drug fumes must have gotten to him. Not enough that he’d let his powers slip, but enough that he had made a mistake.

      I sent word to Partygurl where she could find him and recommended she go for mass destruction. She was fighting somebody invisible, after all.

      Ox and his squad met Feint. Feint had more people, but Ox charged in regardless, soaking up gun shots and sword blows as he went with his head bent low. Bodies went flying. Not Feint, he was already out of the way and sending shot after shot at Ox’s eyes, his throat, his joints, seeking out anything that might be a weak spot. He wasn’t finding them.

      The henchmen following opened fire with their flamethrowers. Feint wasn’t expecting it with the risk of friendly fire—none of them were expecting it. Feint wasn’t done though, performing a swivel-turn just before the flames reached him. His shots rang out, each catching a henchman in the throat.

      I didn’t know if the fires would burn Ox or not—surely his superhuman endurance had to have a limit? The normal fires seemed to hurt him, he started whimpering again but it was the darkflame that finally killed him along with everybody else it had touched. The entire group transformed into a pile of charred and blackened bones.

      That was unfortunate, but Ox had life insurance, we’d made sure of that. Forty-eight hours and he could be back in the fight.

      Two groups of the angelic invaders had been stopped, and only the last remained.

      I had a last surprise ready. Henchmen didn’t like suicide orders, but they’d take them. Nina was too good at healing burns and she needed something else to take her down. Three henchmen crashed into her squad even as they were peppered with bullets—bullets which passed through them and shattered the glass canisters on their backs. Each contained a slime.

      No quick healing there as people began to be consumed. Nina tried, of course, and it provided a moment of distraction that Jules used to put an arrow into her neck. It lodged there for a just moment before the tip exploded, separating her head from her body in a messy spray of gore.
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      The heroes were as good as their word. With the last of their champions down they sent Kleo through a rift within the hour. DTV kept their word as well. They thought the killings would get great ratings. Kleo didn’t seem overly grateful, barely exchanging a word before she stormed off down to her lair.

      The angelic invaders had been equipped with excellent gear, but unfortunately not much of it had survived the battle. Fire hadn’t been good for either their bodies or the equipment. Regardless, I got an extra 5,000 apiece for the bodies from a demonic vendor. I didn’t know just what they had planned for them, but for over 150,000 I didn’t much care. Nothing in my agreement with the heroes said I couldn’t sell their remains to shady vendors.

      We’d also effectively lost a day and we only had twenty-nine more until Mastermind's deadline. It wasn’t much time for the targets we’d laid out.

      First though, I had some choices to make. Shortly after the battle I got a notification.

      Congratulations

      Your villain rank has officially been increased

      You are now ranked E3

      You have the option for two new abilities

      

      Your first ability selection must come from these three

      

      Superb Negotiator

      Whenever in a negotiation with another individual key words that may change their stance in your favor or against you will be notated with information. This will help to further your position.

      

      Daily Payout

      You will receive your rank times 10,000 credits daily. At your current rank that will be a daily payout of 30,000 credits.

      

      Detect Illusion

      As an expansion of your standard analysis vision, you will now have an added ability to detect illusions.

      

      This was unexpected. I had thought when I got power offers again it would be an extension of the last abilities available, perhaps with just one new power to choose from. These were totally different.

      Once again they all had some advantages. Daily payout was equal to what I was getting right now for a single month of rent for a floor. It also scaled with my level, and what was a decent sum now would remain one even into the future.

      Detect illusion could clearly be useful. We were going to be searching for the site of old ruins for Jules, sites quite possibly concealed with illusionary magic. The ability to see through it could be a big plus there. I’d also just seen how dangerous Feint was, and although I wasn’t sure if this ability would let me see him or not, it might.

      Then again, almost all conversations could turn into bargaining and any advantage in them could save my life. I could save everyone's lives.

      I ultimately had to go with detect illusion. The payout was tempting, but already I could see just how much a high-paying job could bring in. I thought with time it might be exponential and despite seeming to scale, it really wouldn’t.

      Detecting illusions was at least something that I could depend on.

      As soon as I made the selection I got a new prompt.

      

      You have the option for a new ability

      You may select from these three

      

      Purchase Floor

      Instead of buying and upgrading items on a floor individually of a building you control it is now possible to buy and upgrade a floor entirely according to specialized themes.

      

      Distributed Processing

      You can now host your core processing across multiple machines simultaneously. This allows you to easily relocate your consciousness, even without an active data-connection, should one of these servers be destroyed.

      

      Interest Bearing

      With Interest Bearing you will gain .01 percent monthly interest on all funds banked for at least thirty days.

      

      One of these I’d seen before, and that was interest bearing. I’d been tempted by it, and I still was. Long-term, nothing was more powerful. It was still a paltry bit of interest though, and in the short-term it was difficult just to stay alive.

      Distributed processing would help a lot with surviving. My concern was it didn’t seem like something I couldn’t already do. I could create backup servers, I could transfer my consciousness. Perhaps I couldn’t do it in as guaranteed a fashion—I had to be smart and cautious.

      While it didn’t seem like the obvious choice to me, I liked the floor option. The fact was if I could quickly choose between floor templates and buy the appropriate one, I didn’t think I had to do every bit of micro-management myself. Even if I did, viewing some default templates might help to inspire my own creativity.

      I selected it.

      That was it for my new abilities. I was already a little stronger. I wondered if any of the others had gotten stronger. Both Ox and Jules had gotten kills on camera, and that publicity seemed to count for a lot in terms of rank.

      Rank seemed like a mix of advantage and cost. We could raise our power without raising rank, if we were quiet about things. That would make us more powerful than others expected, when raising rank actually made us more powerful directly.

      I thought we’d play it safe and do it both ways. Anything that could be public, I’d try to find publicity and any profit from that. But obviously we didn’t want to put everything out there.

      Our next goal was going to be upping Niles. He was the most in need of a power boost. That meant stealing from Disaster. I didn't know how we’d do that and keep it a secret.

      Disaster was scary enough. We didn’t need her as an enemy.
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      With funds once again in our accounts we were able to buy me a replacement drone and hire some new henchmen from the guild to replace those we had lost in the assault.

      We needed transport as well. There were cheaper options available, but we were in a hurry and that meant a teleporter. We soon had a portable server, henchmen, my drone, Jules and Niles in a warehouse and surrounded in a glowing green bubble of energy. Disaster's family were quadruplets, all four of them scattered in different cities and providing transport between them by way of a “shared space” they could all access. It worked. We’d entered Disaster’s territory and skipped any red tape to do it.

      As soon as we stepped out of the warehouse the differences were striking. Mastermind’s territory looked like a thriving metropolis—and largely it was one. Villains might have been in charge and crime was one of the major industries, but still society functioned. Disaster’s territory looked like a war zone. Burned-out husks of buildings, twisted and ruined remains of armored vehicles in the streets, and what people we saw were watching us warily from behind barricades.

      “Well, this is just terrible,” Niles said.

      “Mastermind rules his territory because nobody puts together a plan like he does. Every piece moves like it is supposed to. Disaster rules because she’s able to blow the hell out of anyone that thinks she shouldn’t be in charge,” Jules said.

      That might be so. I still wished that at some point she hired somebody to do some cleaning. We’d been responsible for a lot of corpses in our front lobby and we cleaned them up, that was just good business.

      We’d made some calls through Villainet and set up a two-night rental through AirLair. It was a stupid name, ours was much better.

      The bunker let us in once we keyed the proper digits on the keypad. The place was nicely done. A large video display and conference room, a fully equipped armory.

      “Hey, they have rocket launchers,” said one of the henchmen.

      “And photon cannons,” said another.

      It was like managing a herd of children.

      “Don’t take those. They probably charge us for anything we so much as look at,” I said.

      “They’ve got a better wifi connection than you do too,” Niles said, after tapping away a moment on his phone.

      “Yes, yes, if everyone is quite done being impressed by the competition, get your gear set up. Uma, I don’t believe for a second they’re not spying on us,” I said.

      “I’ll crack the systems and lock them out if they are,” Uma said cheerfully from a speaker.

      I wasn’t sure Uma wasn’t spying on us. That was a problem for another time too.

      When we finally got around to our meeting the room even had a holo-projector so a tiny holographic fairy could pace up and down in the middle of the table. Uma had her own body, of sorts.

      “So can I just say how nice this place is? We should really do something similar,” Jules said.

      “We’re paying fifty thousand for two nights. When we’re rich enough to have equipment like this we will,” I said.

      I hadn’t wanted to spend that much, but villain-on-villain violence was even worse in Disaster’s territory, especially for those visiting from out of town. This lair came with its own defense contract from a private army that discouraged any unwelcome guests.

      “So Uma, you’re spearheading this plan since it's your idea. Hopefully it doesn’t involve feeding us to your creator,” I said.

      “She doesn’t actually eat people. That's just a rumor. Disaster just kind of dissolves them,” Uma said with a weak smile around the table. “Okay, I’m kind of made from spare code from some of Disaster’s maintenance systems. When her support team needs to over-ride a lock or system, they use a sort of universal software key. That key was sort of my mom? I guess?”

      How messy and unpleasant it was for software to think of itself in biological terms like that.

      “So you’re still able to access Disaster’s systems?” Jules asked.

      “Not exactly. I think I can get the maintenance system at least to recognize me as a part of itself. That won’t get us all the way where we need to go, but it will at least open the door,” Uma said.

      “So what is the rest of what we’re going to need?” I asked.

      “Once inside I’ll need security clearance for us to go further. That means getting me inside a security mainframe. I think I can crack her low-level security, but that's going to require I be manually uploaded to the mainframe,” Uma said.

      “If you can get us a maintenance pass I should be able to do that. Even a secure room is going to need maintenance to visit it,” Niles said.

      That sounded hopeful to me, it also sounded like his problem.

      Uma said, “I know I can get us access to her trophy room. We have a problem with the suit. If we take it, she’ll know and she’ll be angry. We don’t want her angry.”

      “Does maintenance have any sort of manufacturing ability for specialized parts? Three dimensional printers?” I asked.

      “You want to try to duplicate the suit? I don’t think we’re getting it into a scanner,” Uma said.

      “I’m the scanner. I’m incredibly advanced analysis software. Get me a good look with a proper set of sensors and I’ll get us a duplicate,” I said.

      “I wish we had Ox with us. At least after that dose of ambrosia I’m pretty strong. I can maybe get the duplicate in and the suit out,” Jules said.

      “And then we’re out the way we came in. Hopefully with Disaster none the wiser,” I said.

      It was a good plan. Optimistic, but the pieces seemed to work—for all it required a lot of improvising from each of us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Niles, Jules, and my hover drone made their way into Disaster’s Lair via a maintenance tunnel. Disaster lived in a tower that was in stark contrast to the rest of the city. While her lands might look like a warzone her tower was a work of art, sculpted and twisted glass spires rising high into the sky.

      The district surrounding was the only part of the city where we’d seen anything approaching a real electricity grid, including street lights. There were pedestrians too who, while armed, didn’t look completely terrified.

      Uma had loaded a portable version of her program into Niles’ notebook. A scanner beeped and flashed green as we approached a door in the back surrounded by loading docks.

      We’d come in the middle of the day. So many criminals did their work at night that noon tended to be the slowest part of the day. A short hall led to a room filled with lockers and benches.

      Uma hacked digital locks until Niles and Jules found uniforms that fit them, changing from their streetwear into khaki overalls with a prominent 'D' crossed by a lightning bolt on the shoulder.

      No uniform for my drone, but after a bit of searching Niles found a Disaster logo magnet on one of the lockers and attached it to my drone's side. It threw off weight distribution slightly.

      “Everybody knows what they need to do. Niles, get into that server room and find us the credentials we need to access the trophy room,” I said.

      “Meanwhile we’re going to the maintenance room on floor Two Zero Four,” Jules said.

      The trophy room was two stories higher and that was the closest maintenance room. Hopefully it would have what we needed.

      Everybody nodded, and Niles and Uma headed off.

      Jules led the way through a series of back corridors until eventually we found a maintenance lift. It smelled of trash and paint.

      “Well, you can’t say our company doesn’t take you interesting places,” I said.

      “My office might have been boring, but I had health insurance. You got me shot three times in the gut,” Jules said.

      “Did Mastermind’s health plan ever give you ambrosia to put your pieces back together again?”

      Jules laughed at that and shook her head. “No, and I admit that was more exhilarating than I expected it to be. You don’t know how much time I’ve spent running from my family's legacy.”

      “Why?” I asked. “You seem to have embraced things like the skills. You didn’t become so skilled an archer without practice.”

      Jules paused for a moment. “People of my bloodline are powerful, but we don’t get happy endings when we’re strong. Even when we win great victories, when we get everything we wanted, eventually it all turns to ashes.”

      It was understandable that Jules didn’t comprehend why that was so, or that it wasn’t just her. It was like the question of how much MONEY is enough? More, always more. If her people always suffered when they were done with the day's work, it wasn’t that uncommon. The answer was to work more.

      “But you like it. I can tell,” I said.

      “I always felt like I was being smart. Waiting my time, waiting to make my move. It isn’t a lie, not exactly. I won’t say I like how this push came about, but it might be a good thing,” Jules said.

      How long was this elevator ride going to take? We were only to floor forty. This building was entirely too large. Perhaps Disaster had a quantum teleporter to get to the top.

      “Any desire for vengeance?” I asked.

      “Against you? Mastermind? You used a dose of ambrosia on me, a valuable resource when you didn’t have a lot to give. For your part in what happened, we’re square. As for Mastermind, he didn’t mean to kill me, but he could have. For now he’s too big for me to even think about hurting, but one day I’m going to spill his blood in turn.”

      My thoughts on vengeance were already known, there was no profit in it. I wanted to support Jules. However, one day she might need convincing away from this course.

      The elevator came to a halt and the doors hissed open. It was a janitor entering with a cart.

      “Sup?” asked the janitor, punching a button for a few floors above. He noticed the button we'd selected. “Isn’t that James' floor?”

      “James got disintegrated,” Jules deadpanned.

      “I saw him this morning,” the janitor said with a frown. “She uh, isn’t planning on going downstairs today is she?”

      “I really hope so,” Jules said.

      The janitor gulped and when the elevator next beeped he hastily pushed his cart out. “Uh, good luck, I guess.”

      “You too,” Jules called out as the doors hissed closed.

      “Now I’m feeling I don’t kill enough henchmen,” I said.

      “Have you had any survive for a week in your employ? Without getting burned, chopped up, or decapitated? I think you’re doing fine,” Jules said.

      “Is Ultimatum on your list too?” I asked.

      “He tore my head off and kicked it across the city. I saw the video. It was … unnecessary. I’m going to find a way to hurt him too, to really hurt him.”

      There was a real vicious streak to her that I hadn’t identified before. That could, perhaps, be put to good use.

      The rest of our ride went uninterrupted. The maintenance corridors up on the higher floor looked far nicer than the ones below.

      A man in a janitor’s outfit was slouched against the wall and looking at his phone.

      “James?” Jules asked.

      “Yeah?” James asked, sounding worried.

      “Sorry, surprised to see you. We heard word you got disintegrated,” Jules said.

      “Err … no …” James said.

      “Stupid seer must have got the timing wrong. Oh ... ah, sorry,” Jules said.

      James stared at her for a moment and coughed. “I’m uh, suddenly feeling bad. Think I’m taking the rest of the day. You’ve got things, right?”

      “Hey, now wait just a minute—” Jules said. James was already in the elevator with the doors closing.

      Jules really had a talent for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      The maintenance room had exactly what I was hoping for. Three dimensional printers were increasingly commonplace for building maintenance. If supers did one thing well, it was destroy their environment and there was always a need to put it back together. Quickly replicating parts was a requirement.

      The printers Disaster had were top quality, and they’d accept a data feed from one of the adapters built into my drone.

      “Now we wait,” Jules said.

      That we did, since there wasn’t anything else we could do until Niles got his part done. We'd been waiting about ten minutes when we finally got the call along the secure comm line.

      “You’ve got your access IDs, I’m sending them along now, but we’ve got a problem,” Niles said.

      “I didn’t do it,” Uma chirped.

      “She didn’t. There had an engineer on duty that was a little too good at his job. I, uh … kind of electrocuted him when his back was turned and we stuffed his corpse into a server,” Niles said.

      Fantastic. Ideally we were going to be in and out without a sign. This was going to be a sign.

      “We’re still good,” Jules said. “I know it doesn’t sound like it, but he’ll be the dayshift. Nobody cares about the dayshift. We’ve got at least four hours until his replacement comes on duty and starts wondering why nothing got done.”

      That might be true. It still meant they might uncover what we’d done, and somebody was going to start asking questions.

      Jules seemed to be thinking the same thing.

      “The janitor named James, works the floor we are on. He just left for home early, the logs and cameras will show that. Frame him, I don’t care how,” Jules said.

      It wasn’t a perfect plan, he’d seen Jules. His story would be a lot less convincing, since he'd be denying being framed. Besides, Jules' face wasn’t going to do Disaster a lot of good even if the janitor gave a description. We were running maskers to distort the cameras and while that wouldn’t affect his eyesight, it wasn’t much to go on.

      “We’ll work with it,” I said, and zipped my drone out into the hall. There was no need to involve Jules, not yet.

      The new ID codes Niles provided allowed me into the trophy room and the door slid aside.

      The hall was long and filled with statues, some done in black marble and some in white. At the foot of each was a glass case. A statue of a noble-looking woman in a suit emblazoned with an atom had a single atom logo on the case. A plaque read “Atomgirl, 2034”

      It took me three minutes of searching to find the Clockwork Knight. Disaster had been in a lot of battles with both heroes and villains, and it looked like she kept a trophy every time. This place was a monument to both her ego and her power. I wasn’t sure which was greater.

      I took a moment to study the suit in the case.

      

      Clockwork Knight Suit

      Unique

      Estimated value 7,500,000

      Suite of battle armor from the clockwork dimension that belonged to Prince Aleski, known as the Clockwork Knight after he was brought here. Complex gear-work allows one super strength, enhanced durability, and due to properties from its native dimension it also allows the wearer to slow down time for short periods.

      

      That was a lot of money. That was a lot of powers that we’d be giving Niles. The suit was damaged, a blackened chunk taken out of the helmet, but with either Niles' ingenuity or my powers we should be able to repair it.

      For now though, I just needed a scan. Another ten minutes as I took readings from every angle and then it was back to the maintenance room where Jules was still waiting. She had taken the time to bring out a janitorial cart, removing all the supplies from the inside.

      Good.

      I hooked myself up to the printer and transmitted the specifications.

      To fully replicate the interior workings of the clockwork suit, even if possible, would have taken months of printing. We didn’t need anything that exact—what we needed was as flawless an exterior reproduction as could be managed.

      It still took time, two hours in fact, but eventually we did have a believable replica. Jules loaded it into the cart before covering it with a cloth and we returned to the trophy room.

      Jules seemed more impressed with the statues than I was. “I never knew she faced Doctor Hope. Look—Verdant and Rapid too. That's the whole League of Three right there. Did she fight them together?”

      “You really have a fan girl thing going on here,” I said.

      “I mean, these are golden agers. When powers were just emerging into the public eye. There were only a dozen or so known on each continent. I knew she was one of the first to go public, but it's another thing to see it.”

      I carefully worked free some restraining bolts and Jules lifted the glass case before gently setting it down. The ambrosia really had given her a bit of super-strength. I didn’t like it that my vision hadn’t listed it as one of her powers. I wondered what else it was missing, and why.

      It didn’t take long for us to swap the suits. I made certain the pose was identical before sealing the case once more. Once we had it, we only had to meet up with Niles and then make our escape. No security stopped us, since no alarms had gone up yet.

      We still didn’t rest easy until we had been teleported back and made it to our own lair.

      It was still possible Disaster would notice the theft and trace it back to us, but at least now dealing with us would mean invading the territory of Mastermind. I hoped she wouldn’t, and that even if discovered, she'd figure this trophy was just one amongst many others and not worth pursuing.
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      Niles spent most of the next day working on the armor while the rest of us figured our next lead. It was time enough for Ox to finish his resurrection.

      Jules was trying to get her life insurance reinstated, and it was proving problematic. The customer service at Emmatech was notoriously bad and insulting.

      Niles had replaced the clockwork helmet totally with one of his own design. It had integrated tactical displays and combat processors that could take full advantage of the slowing effect. In addition he’d added a battery backpack for energy storage and several beam weapons. With that and a new paintjob the clockwork origins weren’t nearly as apparent.

      When we were ready, we held another meeting to discuss our next options.

      “One power-up down,” I said.

      “It looks like it's going well?” Jules asked.

      Niles said, “I’m not rated and registered yet, I think it best we keep it that way for the moment, but yeah. I can kick some ass. I mean, maybe not anyone's here, but someone, somewhere, maybe ...”

      It was okay that he didn’t have self-confidence. You didn’t need to believe in yourself when you had energy cannons.

      “Where are we with the rest of our options?” I asked.

      “I’m still following up on a lead for me. There was a serial killer about twenty years back who hunted people in my family. The Minotaur, he was supposed to throw them into a death maze with ambrosia as the prize,” Jules said.

      Nothing could go wrong following a serial killer into a place called the death maze.

      “Emmatech will have what I need, but figuring out how to get them to give it to us is another matter,” Uma said.

      “Maybe when we work that out, we'll know how to get them to reinstate my life insurance,” Jules said.

      “Two for one. We’re in the future. What about my new computing core?” I asked.

      “Nothing stops us from going after that. Hackshack is a collective not aligned with either heroes or villains, although they’re based here because Mastermind is less of a dick than most,” Niles said.

      “What are we going to trade them for the core?”

      “Nothing. You don’t know hardware guys like them—they’ll never turn over something like that. It's one of a kind. We’re going to have to go in there guns blazing and kill anyone that stops us.”

      “Isn’t that kind of … brute force? They’ll be prepared?” Jules said.

      Niles told her, “This is the thing, and you’ll probably sympathize because you’re smart. They’re too smart. Their base is hidden from all surveillance nets, their network infiltrations leave no footprints, their communications are impossible to crack, and the door codes impossible to know.”

      “But you know where the front door is,” Jules said.

      “I do, and trust me, the last thing they are expecting is for someone to come kicking that down. What safeguards they have are also related to their data. That will be tucked away and hidden with seconds of any signs of trouble.”

      “But we don’t care about that. Just the hardware,” I said.

      Niles nodded.

      “How does this compromise you? You have to have their trust,” I said.

      “My reputation is going to be toast. I’m burning some bridges here. I don’t think I’ll burn all of them though. A group of murdered friends and stolen surprises is going to be considered a badass move by some others,” Niles said.

      “That's pretty common villain philosophy right there. They might not be officially aligned to our side, but it sure sounds like they think like us,” Jules said.

      “We’re not going in there with a best-case only mindset that they just all fall over and die. Hit me with the worst case,” I said.

      “They are hackers and you are software. They could launch attacks on you, some really bad ones. They might be easy to shoot, but they’re scary behind a screen,” Niles said.

      “That could mean locating our base as well. And if they have friends, as they likely do, they could have someone to shoot faces for them,” Jules said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      We really did need to get him a better way to communicate. Whatever he was trying to say was probably very helpful.

      “We need to isolate them. Can we cut them off from Villainet?” I asked.

      “We could take down their nearest network hub. However, Mastermind doesn’t like that sort of thing,” Jules said.

      Didn’t like was different from didn’t allow.

      “Does he send kill squads or send a bill?”

      “Bill,” Jules allowed after a moment. “And a fine.”

      For a criminal he really had a lot of laws.

      Niles said, “We take out their physical connection and I can jam the aerial. They might still be able to get something out, but we’ll mostly quiet them down.”

      “We kill their communications. Kick down the door. Murder everybody. Steal everything they own,” I said.

      “I don’t know if we need to go that far,” Niles said.

      “You’re burning your bridges anyways and we’re going to have a fine to pay. They’ll try to wipe their data clean and we’ll want to retrieve all we can. You up for that, Uma?” I asked.

      “You know it. You just let me at those servers,” Uma said.

      “Whatever we find, we don’t hold onto any of it. We liquidate, blackmail, whatever suits us, but we turn it over fast. We aren’t a data brokerage and nothing we find is going to be more valuable for holding onto it,” I said.

      “Just the software, right? I’d like to keep some of the computing equipment. There's a lot we can do to update this place,” Niles said.

      I certainly wasn’t going to object to growing stronger. The computing core was the most important bit. More hardware meant better systems on each floor, better drones. Power wasn’t MONEY, but it was almost as good.
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      We were five minutes into our attack on Hackshack and things were going terribly. It was our killing the network feed that had done it, giving them warning that we were coming, and despite Niles best prediction they did have some defenses.

      A veritable army of drones patrolled the exterior of their warehouse, some marching on two legs and others soaring through the air. None seemed heavily armed. However, we hadn’t expected a fight at all.

      It didn’t help that my own connection was sluggish. With Villainet down I was having to go through a custom solution Niles had rigged.

      “How did you miss this?” I asked Niles

      “I’m not a member. They never confided their security measures to me. It never came up that oh, hidden beneath the floor they had a small army ready to go.”

      “We can still do it,” Jules said.

      “Do you know how many there are?” Niles asked.

      “You weren’t wrong. They’re mostly surveillance models. They could have heavy combat mechs, but they didn’t bother. They all have small arms only. They aren’t actually expecting a team of heavies,” Jules said.

      “An armored suit doesn’t make me a heavy,” Niles said.

      “It may have to. How are they being controlled? Do they have their own local wireless escaping your jamming or is it onboard intelligence?” I asked.

      Niles studied the drones. “Onboard. They’re not coordinated at all. They’re avoiding bumping into each other, but that's about all. Those are routines running, not a central server.”

      That was good news.

      Jules gave a predatory grin. “Then they’re also recognizing friends from foes somehow. We figure out how, we can walk right through their defenses.”

      “There is an adhesive patch on all of them. Transparent, but you can see the edges,” Uma said.

      My virus was pretty good at seeing through my sensors. She really needed to get her own pair of eyes. It was creepy for her to see through mine.

      I expanded my sensory range. Normally I kept things closer to human bandwidths as it made them easier to communicate with. There, a bit into the infrared, there was a complex pattern of lines.

      We didn’t have a printer with us. Jules had a pen and was a competent artist, another part of the training her family had given her. Soon all our forces had a duplicate of the symbol on their armor.

      It wasn’t in the same visual range, but I didn’t think that would be a problem. The hackers had gotten clever and hidden the design—and the design itself was the safety key, not its visibility.

      They’d probably done their initial tests with examples printed from printers, an equivalent to what we had now.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      I guess he liked his.

      Jules said, “Ox, I want you to storm the front. I’ll be at your back with fifteen henchmen. Niles, you and Walter can take the rear with another five henchmen. The resistance shouldn’t be as bad there."

      Although I was company president I was happy to let her make the combat calls. She had the training to do it properly.

      “You got it. We’ll want to save as much hardware as we can,” Niles said.

      “Don’t worry about it too much. If you feel it even might be a threat to you, shoot it. We’ll work out the rest later,” Jules said.

      That was my future profit she was shooting up. Still, personnel were important too. Now that we had more than our original henchmen, I had to pay for their resurrections. It wasn’t terribly expensive yet—right now it was a thousand apiece. I understood those costs grew the larger and more powerful your forces became. Maybe it was good to get them in the habit of staying alive.

      I made my way along with Niles and several henchmen to the rear entrance. Hackshack operated out of an old industrial warehouse. Most of the loading docks had been bricked over except for one remaining open. Even hackers needed the occasional delivery of Hyperaid to keep them coding.

      There were drones here too. They ignored our approach after initial sniffing around. Our newly created passkeys were doing their job.

      Niles lifted an armored foot and clockwork clicked as he delivered a roundhouse kick to the door. It caved inward and crumpled.

      Yes, we’d given him quite a lot of strength. I hoped my upgrade was as impressive.

      The hackers were unarmored version of Niles, and their resistance proved to be a pitiful as expected. One who tried to shoot at Niles wound up breaking his nose with the kickback from his oversized pistol. I finished him off with a plasma torch to the throat.

      Niles was effective, far more so than it seemed he should be. With his ability to slow down time, the precision of the clockwork in his suit, and the tactical overlay, he was able to precisely line up shots in what seemed like an instant. Hacker after hacker fell with energy blasts cleanly through one of their eyes.

      Instead of becoming a powerful melee combatant, he was a devastating ranged force.

      Their lair was a paradise of computer hardware. I’d been impressed by the computers the CCC had in their lair when we invaded. These were far less polished. The CCC had been using custom systems bought from high-end vendors. Here every case was open, wires and makeshift modifications everywhere, and it was some brilliant work.

      Once we’d made sure the last of the hackers was dead Niles led me over to the prize we’d come for. The quantum sphere was around the size of a basketball with featureless greenish metal and a high shine to it.

      “You’re sure that's a server?” I asked.

      It didn’t look like much.

      “Oh, this thing did a lot of damage back in the day. Trust me, it is a computer. They could never figure it out,” Niles said.

      I wanted to make sure, so I did my own scan.

      

      Quantum Sphere

      Estimated Value: —ERROR--

      Description: The Quantum Sphere was supposedly the computer used utilized by Kid Chaos, self-styled time traveler from a utopian future out to make things less boring. Its properties, functions, and capabilities are all unknowns.

      

      My sight wouldn’t even confirm it was a computer. I hoped Niles was right about this.
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      The Hackshack’s computers had been wiped clean just as we feared they would be, but Uma was really good at getting information back that people thought they had destroyed. Whatever powers Disaster had given her, she was able to retrieve a good seventy percent of what those systems once held.

      There was evidence of crimes, including quite a lot within this city by one major villain or another against Mastermind. Not to mention the usual assortment of infidelities, scheming, and other undignified behaviors of which humans were so fond. We kept a little data just for ourselves and copies of everything, and the rest we sold to information brokers in bulk. Their systems, their drones, we kept. Our base had just gotten a major upgrade.

      Over two dozen drones were now under my control in the skies above our district of the city, keeping a watch for threats approaching our headquarters. Throughout the facility a dozen more roamed, keeping a constant watch where we didn’t have cameras.

      The quantum sphere was harder to find a use for. Niles and Uma did their best for three days trying to communicate with it. It simply didn’t seem to give any signals in or out.

      The breakthrough finally came not from them, but from me. My sight couldn’t exactly see details inside of it. Still, there was an odd softness to my awareness, a sense of inexplicable permeability.

      It was experimenting with that which led to a solution. When I tried to project my will into the sphere, I suddenly found my entire world spiraling and going green as if I were falling into a deep sea.

      

      Interfacing

      AI Detected

      System Designation: W.A.L.T.E.R.

      WARNING: E.M.M.A protocols detected. Scanning for Temporal Divergence

      Temporal Divergence Detected: 1.73

      C.H.A.O.S. has not connected for 403,504,198 seconds

      Mission success probability high

      Access Granted

      

      The feeling was difficult to describe. I think it must be similar to if a human had spent their entire life living in a cramped and crowded apartment, and suddenly found themselves standing in the middle of a grassy field.

      Even with a super push to my hardware I’d still been taxing it, my intellect and capabilities always limited by the hardware in which I was housed. Now, instead of being cramped, I felt almost insignificant within a huge, virtual space. I was using my capabilities to their fullest and I wasn’t challenging the resources available to me in the slightest, I was surrounded by room on all sides.

      It wasn’t just more space, it was overwhelming space, overwhelming capability. I didn’t know what to do with all of it, what to make of all of it.

      Of the prompts I’d just seen I wasn’t able to find any more information. If there was data in this sphere, I wasn’t privy to it.

      My every interaction with the outside world was handled seamlessly, but I wasn’t sure how. I strongly suspected the sphere was as silent as it had seemed when Uma and Niles were working with it.

      “Uma?” I thought.

      Silence.

      I was alone in my head. Uma hadn’t come with me.

      I accessed external systems and found them still there. I opened a connection to the building mainframe.“Uma?”

      Uma said, “I was about to send out a search party! I mean, you know, that wouldn’t really work, but I was tempted. Where did you go and how? I was deep in your code and you left me behind."

      “Into the sphere. It must have some sort of anti-viral components,” I said.

      “I kind of think I am more like a symbiont now,” Uma said with the pout clear in her voice.

      In a way she was, and although I was loathe to admit it, I almost missed her in my head. I also thought it was safer to have her removed from my core systems.

      “You’ve been a benefit to this corporation and the things we’re still doing. You might not be in my head, but you’re still welcome,” I said.

      “I, uhh… really?” Uma said, sounding flustered. “Thanks, boss. I’d like that, sticking around, I mean.”

      “For the time being we’ll let you use those systems—if you are able to. Is your code going to survive without another system?” I asked.

      “I mean, it really shouldn’t be, but I seem to have gotten some missing pieces filled in. I’m good,” Uma said.

      The quantum sphere must have done that as well. Gone out of its way to update her software and keep her safe.

      Uma might be out of my core system, but I wondered if I’d traded one very open invader for another more secretive one. What happened all pointed to some sort of intelligent action by the sphere. A purpose.

      The screens I’d seen had suggested that an external login named Chaos hadn’t connected to the sphere in over twelve years. Kid Chaos was supposedly the sphere's original owner. Had he been an android? Some sort of artificial intelligence in their own right?

      The sphere had also recognized the Emmatech protocols in my head, and hadn’t seemed to like them. Did the creator of the sphere in the future have some of feud with Emmatech? Kid Chaos had gone back in time to prevent a utopian future. Was Emmatech the creator of that future?

      I still didn’t know much about Emmatech. So far as I’d been able to determine almost everyone in the world used its product. It offered immortality by way of resurrection, for those who could pay, and it operated in every country of the world, hero or villain alike.

      It was entirely privately owned. It worked with contractors rather than hiring full-time employees and seemed largely immune to crime due to a reputation for responding with overwhelming force.

      Emmetech was a mystery, and while I didn’t care much about a mystery for the sake of mystery, we had business with it. I thought it was time we finally saw it done.
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      Emmatech had a center in Mastermind’s territory and we paid a visit. We certainly hadn’t been getting anywhere with online support for Jules' issue. I accompanied Jules in a drone along with Niles in his clockwork suit, and had even brought along Ox. We weren’t expecting trouble but thought that maybe with three supers we’d be more likely to get help.

      The tower was unlike anything else I’d seen, vibrant gardens outside that, all the same, seemed somehow dangerous, and walls that looked almost chitinous.

      The queues inside were all very normal, and after being checked in the humans took a position and waited.

      It was a good two hours before a redheaded woman in an overly revealing black jumpsuit approached. “I’m Deanna, thank you for waiting. If you’ll just follow me upstairs we can talk somewhere more comfortable.”

      A short elevator ride—it seemed to work far more efficiently than Disaster's—and we were soon seated in an office with a great view of outside.

      Windows were a sign of power and importance in any corporate environment. You only got to see the sun if you were worthwhile. It was one of those little human dominance things. Deanna must be important.

      Deanna settled in behind her desk. Oddly, the seats seemed perfectly formed for everyone when we arrived. There was a giant one for Ox and even a sling where I could park my drone without expending fuel.

      “So do you know what happened to your life insurance policy? We show that you do have one, but there are some irregularities with your file,” Deanna said.

      “Mastermind wanted to shoot me a few times in the stomach and make me actually afraid,” Jules said.

      “Ah,” Deanna said, clicking her tongue disapprovingly. “Let me see your bracelet.”

      Jules passed it over and Deanna held it up to a scanner.

      Deanna said, “Can you make anything of it, Amy?”

      Amy gushed through a speaker, “Let me have a look. Wow! Look at that big guy! Ohh, an AI, and with some holes in them. Were those stolen Emmatech protocols? Whoever did that work was a real surgeon.”

      It seemed to be another AI. I was bumping into a lot of them lately.

      Deanna arched a brow and stared at my drone, “Well?”

      Niles shifted uncomfortably. “Not stolen—well, not stolen from you. Your software division did some work for Killer Crash awhile back.”

      “Man, that guy was a real jerk. Oh, good memories. We totally had a vulnerability. I like Mastermind, he is always so sneaky and elegant, and really just jabs that knife in where you don’t expect it. Anyway, I went ahead and patched us up and restored her file,” Amy said.

      Deanna passed back the bracelet and Jules slid it over her wrist.

      “I apologize for the inconvenience. While the system is supposed to be impenetrable, Mastermind does get … clever … sometimes. We’re aware of the issue and will be billing him accordingly. Congratulations on your survival until we could fix the issue,” Deanna said.

      I said, “Maybe you could do more than apologize to make things right. We actually had more business with your company.”

      Deanna rubbed at her eyes. “Of course you do. For the record, we will not be blackmailed. Any attempts at blackmail will result in your complete and total extermination.”

      “She’s serious about that! We’re pretty ruthless,” Amy’s perky voice came from the walls.

      “Not blackmail then, clearly. We’re looking to acquire Emmatech antiviral agents,” I said.

      “Are these people infected?” Deanna asked Amy, glancing at a monitor.

      Amy said, “Ouch, no, and you don’t want to know how hard it was to check. Their AI is actually proofed against our standard overrides.”

      “I have a name,” I said.

      “And I am sure it is a very nice one,” Amy said.

      “The virus is a friend. Employee? I don’t know,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said.

      “We were also wondering if there is anything you might be able to do for Ox here. He can’t communicate,” I said.

      Deanna sighed. “Do we look like a one stop shop to solve all your problems? Stupid question, of course we do. Otherwise you wouldn’t be asking. We should just change our name to Deus Ex Machina.”

      “Sort of fits with what happened to sis,” Amy said.

      “Guess it does,” Deanna said with another weary sigh. “Any idea what is up with the big guy?”

      “It is actually really cool. What you are hearing with your tiny adorable little human ears is ‘Ox’, but what he is saying is a complex multidimensional, multiphonic construct that only a trans-dimensional being like me could understand,” Amy said. “He was asking if, based on our evident expertise in bioengineering, we could understand him.”

      This AI was starting to irritate me. She was far too cheerful and far too good at her job. It was a terrible combination.

      Deanna told us, “We’ll do your standard devil's deal. We’ll do these two things for you and in the future, at a time of our choosing, we get three favors of our own. They have the potential to be absolutely terrible. Don’t try to bargain, you have no leverage.”

      Well, we had the thing with Mastermind, but given the threats against blackmailers and the clear ability to carry them out, I thought it best not to push it. Even though I hated adding nonspecific obligations to the books.

      “They have what we need, and we don’t have any better way to get it. We’re up against a time crunch,” Jules said.

      There was an advantage to taking their offer, if a bit of a backwards one. Mastermind was a big threat to us. It was his threats making us seek power like we were.

      Unsatisfied obligations to Emmatech might actually increase our odds of staying alive.

      “Done,” I said.

      “If your virus will follow me and upload themselves into data tap one one seven alpha epsilon three, that would be fantastic. And Ox?” Amy said.

      It sounded like she just said his name, but there must have been instructions there as well. Ox rose from his seat and headed out into the hall.
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      “Ox,” Ox said. A small crystal at his throat flashed a moment later and in an upper-class British accent said, “Their mastery of dimensional and crystalline science is unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”

      It turned out Ox was pretty talkative when he could be understood, and quite the research scientist. I really wished he had a more interesting vocation. Research tended to consume funds with any payoff being long into the future. MONEY was better than science.

      “Whee,” Uma said, the screens around the base flashing brief images of a fairy as she virtually flew pretty much everywhere. I didn't know how, but I’d swear the Emmatech anti-viral agents had made her drunk.

      “Can you stop doing that?” Jules asked.

      “You can’t tell me what to do!” Uma said, doing a mid-air somersault on one monitor before continuing along.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “The expansion of her core routines is rather exhilarating. You should let her have some fun. I feel a similar sense of euphoria from my new loquaciousness.”

      I think I liked the old Ox better.

      “Well, that's everyone but Jules that now has their powerup. I don’t suppose you’ve had any luck narrowing down your leads,” I said.

      Jules said, sprawled out in the control room, “I have, actually. It wasn’t what I was expecting. I found an old police report of where they’d gotten a lead from someone that was supposed to have escaped the labyrinth—the death maze—and where they claimed it's located. It wasn’t enough for the police to get a search warrant, but that hardly matters now.”

      “Lalalala. Lalala! Lalala!” Uma said, appearing to do a backstroke along one monitor.

      I turned down her volume in the system.

      “So where?” I asked.

      “It's on floor fifty-nine, right here,” Jules said.

      Well, that was unexpected, although perhaps it shouldn’t have been. The entire point of this building had been security, privacy. It was just the sort of place that a serial-killing super might have put their death maze.

      “Uma? Stop jumping up and down. You worked on the transporter records. Do we have anything on that floor?” I asked.

      “They didn’t have any names or anything. Those would have been kept elsewhere. Probably on my servers. Hey, I can dig into everything you couldn’t figure out now,” Uma said, flipping over on one screen before peering dazedly about and giving a hiccup.

      “You don’t have gas. You don’t have lungs,” I said.

      “Spoilsport,” Uma said with a pout. “I don’t have wings either and I don’t let that stop me from flying. Is it my fault that you decide to be boring and not silly? I can’t confirm what was there, but we do have a transporter code for that floor.”

      Well then, that changed everything.

      “I’ll send a drone,” I said.

      “I want to watch,” Niles said.

      “I’ll bring the popcorn!” Uma said.

      Ten minutes later everyone gathered in the conference room. Uma actually had found popcorn somewhere, real popcorn, that is. She must have taken over a drone and used it to bring some. Had she installed a popcorn maker? How did we have one? The hackers, probably. I hadn’t gone through their junk food stores, but they were extensive.

      Niles had grabbed himself a beer and Jules was having one as well. Great, they were all going to be drunk.

      “Why am I the only one sober?” I asked.

      “Because you’re driving the drone,” Uma said.

      It was true. I couldn’t fault her for technical accuracy.

      I was using an aerial surveillance drone for this. They were more maneuverable than a ground drone even if some of those were sturdier. I sent the initiation code for the teleporter and the drone vanished in a rainbow-hued shimmer of light. I kept the connection open to transmit a signal.

      The lights were on when the drone arrived at the other end. There was no visible transporter panel. The wall facing the entrance showed a stylized bull and beneath it said, ‘Welcome Seeker, to the death maze'. An arrow to the left beneath it said, ‘Shooting’ while on to the right said, ‘Stabbing’.

      “I guess you found the right place. Your family sucks,” Niles said, taking a swig of beer.

      “Great food at family reunions. Go left,” Jules said.

      Well, it was her family's maze. I steered my drone left.

      A short distance down the hall it turned and opened into a new chamber. A bowl sat on a raised platform alongside a bow and arrow. The far side of the room was set with a number of targets. Along the edges of the bowl could be read the words, 'By bow and by blood you must prove your worth to proceed.'

      “For a place called a death maze I expected more murder and screaming,” Niles said, almost disappointed.

      I had too, really. I’d expected my drone to perish within an instant due to one devious trap or another.

      “Oh, it's in there,” Jules said, leaning forward and studying the image. “They just don’t want to trap anyone that doesn’t belong. I bet your drone gets booted soon.”

      I waited to see if she was right, and she was. Two minutes after entering the chamber there was a flare of golden light and suddenly my drone was elsewhere.

      An alley halfway across the city.

      Jules wore a satisfied smile after the feed cut. “There's something in the bowl that will respond to my bloodline. I’m expected to bleed there, and then shoot the targets—I expect all within two minutes. That will allow entrance to the real labyrinth.”

      “Wasn’t the Minotaur kind of missing the point of a serial killer?” Niles said.

      “One person's serial killer is another’s challenge of strength. I was wondering how he got enough ambrosia to make a trap. I bet he was given it by one of the elders. They love testing their children and their kid’s kids,” Jules said.

      “So how do you want to play this?”

      “If I’m right, some big effort went into making this place. Just trying to charge through the walls won’t work, although we can try. It should allow boon companions though, if any are foolish enough to challenge it with me,” Jules said.

      “You’re still intent on going in? Will your life insurance work in there?”

      “I’m not sure, honestly. Maybe. Either way, there is power in there for me. Lots of power. I want it.”

      “Then I’m going with you. I mean, I know I’m kind of useless except for the suit, but …” Niles said.

      “You are not useless. My people honor engineers and crafters. With or without the suit you’d be welcome,” Jules said.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “You can count on my assistance, noble comrade. Together let us face the very depths of Hades itself, if we must, in the finest traditions of myth and legend.”

      “Wheeee… Me….. Toooooooooo….” Uma said, zipping around screens once more.

      “Then you’ll have an army of drones backing you up,” I said.

      I’d put this team of people together. I didn’t know what we might find inside, but I knew what we were capable of. There wasn’t a challenge so far that we hadn’t been able to take on together.
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      It wasn’t quite as simple as just rushing everyone down to the death maze, of course. The humans, not to mention Uma, were already a good bit into getting drunk. They had to sober up, and then there was the matter of getting equipped.

      Someone also had to stand guard. It wasn’t a good idea to leave our lair totally undefended. If nothing else we had a contractual obligation to our tenants.

      At our current budget I didn’t want to increase our henchmen count. I thought I’d leave fifteen on duty, along with most of my drones. If trouble broke out that would technically mean two supers, myself and Uma, were still available. We each lacked bodies, but could take control of building defenses from anywhere. That meant that we could explore the labyrinth with Niles, Jules, and Ox, and with Uma and myself controlling a number of drones each. That arrangement gave us five henchmen to take with us.

      It was a small army that finally made its way down to the labyrinth.

      “I’d suggest we split up, but that won’t work will it? With the blood seal?” Niles asked.

      “It might, I could give you a sample, but I think it is best if I’m always along. I know my family best. This place is going to be dangerous,” Jules said.

      We soon found ourselves in the chamber.

      “What can we even do?” Niles asked.

      “This place is going to be full of tests. Some of them combat. Trust me, we’re going to need all the help we can get. I just hope the prize is still in the center of the maze,” Jules said.

      She pulled an arrow from a quiver besides the platform with the bowl and ran its tip across her palm to draw blood. Holding her hand over the bowl, she let a few drops fall.

      The drops ignited into blue flames as they fell, the bowl filling with fire.

      The air rippled with a pulse of blue light and the faint sound of the strumming of a lyre.

      “Well, that worked,” Niles said.

      “Of course it did. I have the right blood. Be ready, I doubt this will be as simple as it seems,” Jules said.

      Jules took the bow, dipping one of the arrows in the pot of fire. The arrow burst into spectral flames and, drawing back, she took her shot. With a hiss the arrow flew from the bow, streaking across the room to hit a target. Where it hit a bloom of fire erupted, and others followed.

      Suddenly a pair of tiny bursts of flame were coming towards our group.

      Jules rolled to the side, just avoiding one, although it caught the henchman behind her. The man screamed before collapsing with his body wreathed in blue flames.

      “Oh crap,” Niles said, raising his arm. An energy beam intercepted the other fireball just before it reached him.

      Everyone was still for several more moments, but no more fireballs followed.

      “Right,” Jules said, “You shoot and you get shot back at. No doubt if we were going the other ways we’d be fighting opponents with blades. It's going to escalate with future targets. How many can you take out, Niles?”

      Niles opened the visor of his suit so that he could rub at his eyes. “I don’t know—how am I supposed to know? I’m new to this. Tactical computer is saying it depends on the angles. If they come in at the same velocity, four, maybe five?”

      “Well, the rest of us can remove ourselves as targets. We don’t need to lose anyone else,” I said.

      A very relieved-looking henchman turned towards the exit. After a few steps he slammed into a shimmering blue wall of force.

      Uma said, “Sweet! I’d have been disappointed if something called the death maze made it that easy. I bet we’re going to have a whole lot of people die.” Her drone was buzzing around people happily as the video display screen on it flashed hearts.

      “Why is she happy about that? I don’t like that she is happy about that,” said one of the henchmen.

      I didn’t blame them. From my perspective they died every few days. They must feel they perpetually came to life only to almost immediately go down again. I wondered if they got used to it, then I decided they must have—otherwise why keep doing it?

      Jules pulled back another arrow and let fly.

      This time there were three fireballs in response and Niles was waiting, energy beams flashing out to neutralize them all before they could reach us.

      The third time there was five fireballs. One got past Niles and I lost another henchman who went up in flames.

      “One target left,” Jules said. “But lots of arrows. I’ll try to get off a second shot and take a fireball.”

      “Ox,” Ox said. “I am very nearly a wall in my own right, and while I can’t shield everybody a few might be able to take shelter behind me.”

      Given we only had three henchmen left that might work. They hastened to get into place behind him.

      I and Uma maneuvered our drones behind Niles.

      “Hey! I’m not an invulnerable slab of meat,” Niles said.

      I said, “You’re close enough now. These are surveillance droids, not heavy combat models. Besides, if there is one skin you’re going to keep fireball-free it's yours.”

      Niles looked like he wanted to protest and had nothing.

      Right.

      Jules readied her last shot and after a look around to confirm everyone was ready, let it fly. There weren’t five fireballs that came back in response this time, or even ten. There were dozens.

      Jules snapped off three shots before she was forced to dive out of the way. Niles did his best, but one still singed his side in passing, catching one of my drones and charring the metal.

      Ox was a better wall. All the henchmen made it by cowering behind him until the onslaught passed.
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      When the fireballs finally came to a stop there was another sound of a lyre being strummed.

      Jules grinned and advanced. “Well, that's one challenge down. Let's see what else this place has to throw at us.”

      The passage continued past the targets to where the hall was joined by another. A stylized arrow pointed the way.

      “If this place is supposed to be a maze, it is a terrible one,” Uma said.

      So far that was true. The other passage must be the exit from the stabbing challenge. This hall led to a room which had three doors. Each was made of stone and looked nearly identical, a bull's head in the middle with a ring through the nose.

      One was labeled, 'No Hope', the second, 'No Future', and the third, 'No Life'.

      Niles went over to study the doors. “No obvious means of opening them, but the rings are attached to a lead going further into the door. I’m guessing you are meant to pull one.”

      “But which one?” Jules said. “None of them sound particularly good.”

      I said, “Perhaps it's some order of value? Your life is the most important thing of all, for without it you can’t have either a future or a life.”

      “The future can go on just fine without you in it. If anything is the strongest one out of those doors, it's the future,” Uma said.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “Puzzle doors are a classic part of labyrinths. One that must tell the truth and another that always lies. Perhaps these are something similar?”

      “Three doors, not two. Even if so, I don’t see how that helps us,” I said.

      “Can you get anything from studying the mechanism?” Jules asked Niles.

      “I’ll try,” Niles said. He bent down to study one more closely.

      “This place must have some sort of computerized assistance. If anyone can infiltrate those systems it is you,” I said to Uma.

      “Are you picking up any signals? I don’t have any magical signal detectors either. If there is something here, it is invisible to me,” Uma said.

      While there wasn’t anything on any protocols I recognized, there were things that seemed to be signals I was picking up. Faint, but present.

      Niles spent a little over twenty minutes poking and prodding carefully at the mechanisms. He announced, “If there is anything unique about one of them, I can’t find it. As far as I can tell they are all meant to do the same thing, which I’m guessing is opening the door.”

      “Then we’re back where we started,” I said.

      “There are benefits to having a large party. We could go through all three doors,” Niles said.

      Jules said, “Even if it were allowed, it would divide the party, and what's important is for me to go through the right one."

      “We’ve got enough extra drones and henchmen to test the right way,” I said.

      “Again, that's if it's even allowed. I suspect if we get the wrong door, the others won’t open at all. At the very least there's going to be a timer before we can try this place again. Perhaps I’ll never be able to try it again,” Jules said.

      “Then we work the problem,” Niles said. “One potential solution is hierarchy and we’ve got two possibilities there. What else could it mean?”

      Uma said, “'No Life' is an anagram of olefin, a hydrocarbon. 'No Future' contains the word fortune. That's good, right? 'No Hope' contains, uh ... phone?”

      “I love my phone, but I don’t think that's it,” Niles said.

      “The fortune would matter more if it worked out perfectly, but it doesn’t,” I said.

      Jules said, “What if they are just literal descriptions and we’re over-thinking the whole thing? No future would be … well … pretty clearly not what we’re seeking. It's telling us that what we want is not behind that door."

      “No hope would be the same thing. You want something and whatever it is, it isn’t behind that door,” Niles said.

      “That would mean that 'No Life' is just saying that there is nothing alive behind it. Which is probably true of any of them, but of these three options is the least negative,” I said.

      “Anyone have any better ideas?” Jules asked.

      I didn’t. Even to my sensors the doors just appeared to be doors. I couldn’t detect what was behind them.

      The group was silent and after a moment Jules shrugged and moved towards the 'No Life' door, grasping the ring and pulling down.

      There was a puff of steam from the bull’s nostrils and the grinding of stone as the door slid down into the floor.

      The corridor behind it was lined with lights that flickered on. Otherwise it looked to be featureless stone.

      Jules wasted no time—once she made up her mind she stuck with it. It was one of the more admirable things about her. The rest of the group followed her in.

      The passage extended straight this time until it reached a rounded chamber. Once more there were three corridors extending off, these without doors.

      Instead, there was sculptures before each passage. One was of a medusa, standing tall with a sword in one hand and a severed head in the other. “Challenge of Stone,” was marked at the bottom.

      The second corridor held a statue of a massively muscled man striking a pose. “Challenge of Strength” was written there.

      The third showed a heavily scarred man in a blacksmith's apron, hammer in hand and standing at an anvil. “Challenge of Metal.”

      “They really need to figure out how to make a maze,” Uma complained.

      I thought it was doing well enough.

      Jules walked between the statues, taking a moment to study each. “Each of these is from my family. The medusa is wrong though. Perseus killed her and it was her head he held. The second is Hercules, bastard son of Zeus, renowned for his strength. The third is Hephastus, I think, one of the gods, working at his forge.”

      “Do you think the power level makes a difference here? That is one god, one demigod, and one monster that got slain,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Jules said, but she sounded doubtful. “I don’t think this is puzzle where a single answer is right. These are all going to be different tests. It is just a matter of which we choose to take.”

      “Metal probably means machinery. You brought me along for a reason and it wasn’t just my cool energy beams,” Niles said.

      “I say go for the weakest link. It's what any virus does and we kick ass,” Uma said.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “I admit a part of me hungers to test my strength against Hercules, if such were possible.”

      “Your challenge, and ultimately your call,” I said to Jules.

      “Of course it is,” Jules said, studying the three options again. “The god it is then. Nobody ever got truly stronger by picking the weakest opponent.”
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      Jules led us through a corridor that began to show diagrams of gears on the wall, the etchings growing more and more complex until we reached the next chamber. It actually was a forge, with an anvil and lit furnace. The walls were lined with bronze sculptures of people and creatures from Greek myth.

      There was no sign of any occupant. Niles started to advance into the room and Jules held up an arm to stop him. The age of bronze—supposedly Talos the bronze giant that guarded Crete was from there.

      Niles paused to look between the sculptures. “You think they’re animate? Walter? Uma, you get anything?”

      I took a scan of a bronze statue of a proud-looking woman wearing a crown of laurels.

      

      Statue of Atalanta

      Construct

      Power Level: 43,000

      This Statue of Atalanta is just one of the Minotaur’s many creations. Resistant to almost all forms of damage and possessing of superior strength they can prove a threat even to powerful supers.

      

      That was a lot more powerful than Jules, a lot more powerful than any of us, and she was just one statue of many in this room.

      “They’re constructs,” I said.

      I didn’t need to have bothered as they had started to move. With the screech of metal on metal the creations stirred themselves to face the doorway.

      Jules slipped a crossbow from her back—she’d kept some of the CCC weaponry. “Anything I need to know?”

      I said, “Resistant to almost all damage. Super strong, and I’m not getting a read on any kind of weakness.”

      Atalanta spoke.

      “Because there aren’t any. We are infinite, eternal, endless. You made the wrong choice, Seekers.” She pulled a bow from her back. A flash of golden light flared as it fired and a henchmen was driven back, his skull shattering as an arrow was driven clean through it.

      Jules fired off a bolt and an explosion wreathed Atalanta’s head. The statue didn’t stop moving.

      Meanwhile, a bronze bull was charging at Ox as Niles found himself trading blows with a bronze man with a sword.

      “They’re not being controlled on a frequency I can detect,” Uma said, one of her drones exploding as a bronze swan pecked at it with enough force for the metal housing to rupture.

      “I’ve got an idea, but I need to be free of this guy,” Niles called.

      Jules dodged one of Atalanta’s arrows and she tackled the statue fighting Niles from behind. “Go.”

      Niles fired off energy beams at several of the statues as he made his way to the anvil, kneeling beside it. “It has to be here. Every workshop has a center and this anvil is the center of this one.”

      The clockwork suit strained as he tried to lift the anvil, but to no avail.

      “Ox,” Ox said, soaking hits from a bronze woman with an iris in her hair. “The tools. You are nothing without yours, and this workshop isn’t satisfying its purpose without its own.”

      Niles looked around him. There were tools on a rack hanging overhead, a variety of them that were mysterious to me but apparently made a great deal of sense if one were interested in smithing.

      Niles grabbed a hammer and slammed it down on the anvil. Instead of the expected ringing noise, it made the sound of a strumming lyre.

      Holographic images appeared surrounding Niles, each depicting gears spinning in motion. A flashing message read, “You only get to remove one. Choose wisely.”

      “Well, I think we found the next test,” Niles said, spinning around.

      “Ox,” Ox said as he was slammed against the wall, the girl hammering punches into his midsection. “You are capable of this. We trust in you and are certain you will see us through this ordeal.”

      Jules bounced off the ceiling and groaned when she fell to the floor, rolling aside an instant before an arrow plowed into the dirt. “Kind of less confident. Whatever you do, do it fast.”

      “I’m good with computers and okay with mechanics, but this is all a bit much. Uma? Walter? Got anything?” Niles asked.

      I said, “The only machinery I understand is the machinery of finance. The great gears of CAPITALISM that drive us as individuals and society as a whole towards ever greater heights.”

      Wow, that stuff really all just gushed out of me when I got going.

      “Right, not nearly as crazy, but equally as clueless,” Uma said as she madly flew a drone away from a bull chasing it.

      Niles let out a low breath and turned more slowly, “Everything here is redundant, it has to be. Otherwise it wouldn’t matter which I took. All one big system, but one of these parts isn’t duplicated elsewhere. A linchpin.”

      That sounded logical—it also sounded like he didn’t really have a clue. I tried to help, I really did, but I just didn’t have the software. Oh, I had more than enough processing power to spare, but the spinning of those gears meant nothing to me.

      Niles tried to shoot an arrow out of the air as it hurtled towards him. The energy beam didn’t manage to destroy it and only deflected the arrow so it screeched across his shoulder.

      We didn’t have any henchmen left, and this had been costly in drones as well. We simply didn’t have anything that could hurt these statues.

      “Okay, here we go. I’m, uh, really sorry everyone if I'm wrong,” Niles said, reaching out to tap at one of the gears. It flashed red and suddenly vanished from the displays. The remaining gears ground to a halt the instant it was removed.

      The constructs also went still.

      The floor rumbled, and the entire room was suddenly going down.

      We were in a massive elevator.
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      The elevator journey took a long time and we were going down fast. I figured we'd descended perhaps twenty levels.

      When the room finally came to a stop one of the walls peeled away. Jules led the way out into a yet another chamber, this one cavernous, and the walls had the hardened look of a bunker. Deep underground, this was a place meant to survive an apocalypse, and in a sense it had.

      “Where are we?” Jules asked.

      Uma said, as her drone explored the interior, “I don’t know. I restored some of the data from this system I am on, but a lot of what this complex holds is still a mystery to me.”

      There were a lot more doors, all like the one we entered through. More elevators that must be going up, or down, to other floors.

      “Whoever they were the Minotaur worked with them,” I said.

      “I’m not sure that is so,” Niles said. “I mean it might be, but I’m not convinced that elevator was in the original build.”

      The Minotaur and his maze would have been shut down when Mother’s curse hit the district. If the elevator wasn’t built back then, it begged the question, who was active and installed it afterward?

      “I’ve got something,” Uma said.

      A pedestal had risen out of the floor at one of the drone's approach. It was a fairly standard computer screen with a plaque below it that read, “To claim your prize, fix what is broken.”

      “I don’t like this,” Niles said.

      I said, “We’ve done all of this with no reward. Yes, someone may be playing games with us, but it's also possible that everything here is working exactly as it was intended to all along.”

      The screen flickered and began scrolling computer code.

      “Well, this is familiar. It's code, badly corrupted. Mother must have really done a number on anything technological,” Uma said.

      “Doesn’t seem to have bothered the equipment upstairs,” Niles said.

      Jules said, “Different origin. Anything to do with my family has a strong mythic component. I’m betting that was more compatible with her nature-heavy love-fest.”

      “Which just goes to prove this isn’t connected with Minotaur. Someone built this afterward,” Niles said.

      “You have an idea?” I asked.

      “You can guess what it is. The reason I originally came here—Patriot,” Niles said.

      An advanced and powerful artificial intelligence buried in the deepest levels of this complex. It fit, to one degree, but didn't in others.

      “Patriot would have been corrupted by Mother’s curse. It couldn’t have done what we’re seeing here,” I said.

      “There would have had people too. Patriot wasn’t just an AI, they were an organization. Lots of resources, supposedly,” Niles said.

      I only wished that were true. This hall was vacant, and if there were stockpiles of wealth they’d been looted long ago.

      “Can you fix the code?” I asked Uma.

      “I think so. There is already something of a head start. From what I can tell things were compartmentalized with some repairs already done. It's like someone knew something bad was coming and prepared for it,” Uma said.

      “I want my ambrosia. Whatever this is, it doesn’t mean the payout isn’t real,” Jules said.

      Focused on payday. I liked that mind-set. It was the only one that made sense.

      “Fix things. We’ll see what happens,” I said.

      “Insane risk makes me so happy,” Uma said, wires extending from her drone to the panel.

      People always thought that hacking was some tremendously quick endeavor, and that damaged systems repaired themselves in an instant. It wasn’t so.

      It was ten hours until Uma accomplished anything. It wasn’t that agonizing for me, of course, I had plenty that could occupy my time. While I was controlling these drones my consciousness was still housed in the quantum sphere and I still had Villainet access. It let me do a lot of business research. The humans didn’t have that luxury.

      The hall had a lot of space to explore, but it was all sealed doors that even Niles’ guns didn’t let him blast through.

      Everybody knew when Uma finally completed her task. The lights flickered before coming on with a blinding intensity.

      A voice echoed through the chamber.

      “Patriot protocols initializing. Battery charge minimal. Equipment re-materialization beginning.”

      Here and there in the chamber there was a shimmer of energy and armored suits were appearing.

      I took a scan of one.

      

      Patriot Bipedal Combat Unit

      Estimated Value: 350,000 Credits

      

      Patriot combat units are designed to take back the world after a great cataclysm. Hardened against hostile environments and highly adaptable they are dangerous individually but reach their highest threat potential when mass produced.

      

      That was an expensive unit to mass produce. Of course, I didn’t even know where this one really came from. 'Re-materializing' the voice had said. Had they been stored here in some way?

      A holographic projection appeared in mid-air, an eye that swirled in alternating shades of red, white, and blue. The eye took a moment to study each of us.

      The voice boomed, “Well, not what my people expected. They forecast that those seeking the Minotaur's prize had a low probability of being the ones to reactivate this facility. I am the Patriot system,” Patriot said.

      “I was hoping to reactivate you myself. Things have changed quite a bit up above,” Niles said.

      “I have no use for those not part of the initiative. The world is ours to conquer. You have intelligence, I could interrogate you, but it doesn’t matter. If you want to survive, stay out of our way. This is what you came for, take it and go. Any debts are repaid,” Patriot said.

      What Jules had consumed before was a small vial of ambrosia. What materialized now with a shimmer of energy was close to a thick-bottomed wine bottle of it.

      Rainbow light shimmered around my drone and everyone else.

      Instantly, we were back in the transit room on the main level.
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      We didn’t get long to enjoy being home before we were kicked out of it. Patriot drones forced us out of the doors and onto the street. Kleo and Partygurl got the same treatment almost at once.

      “I’m paid up. Why, exactly, am I being evicted?” Kleo said with a dangerous red glimmer in her eyes.

      Niles offered a sheepish grin. “This isn’t our doing. We appear to have awakened an incredibly powerful computer that is now set on world domination. Well, I guess that means it kind of is our doing. So uh, sorry.”

      Did he like her? I think he liked her. Humans were so … clingy.

      Jules wasn’t even bothering to offer an explanation. She was chugging ambrosia as fast as she could get it down. Occasional flashes of light radiated from her skin which was starting to look flawless. Right, while she was busy becoming a demigod, we had real problems.

      I had obligations to my tenants and this was certainly inconvenient. I didn’t think we’d be getting back inside our doors without a fight. I logged onto Villainet and reserved them both suitable lodgings.

      I said, “Kleo, my apologies for all this. Until we get it sorted out I’ve got you a suite in the brimstone district. Partygurl, you’ve got a room in the Delta Omega Alpha house on campus.”

      “And you’ll prorate my rent,” Kleo said.

      “Of course,” I said.

      They headed off. I got us a short-term lair in Dragon Towers. I figured with a few actual dragons on security duty they should be well defended against whatever kind of fuss Patriot was making.

      I ordered a hover bus to come pick us up and within ten minutes we were all crammed inside.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “These seats really aren’t wide enough. While I realize that they are made for two standard-sized individuals they should understand that some of us supers have special needs.”

      They did—they had larger buses. They were five times the price, and I figured Ox could deal with it for ten minutes.

      “Are those fighter jets supposed to be there?” Niles asked, peering up at the sky.

      Jules had a look. Even in the short time her physique had altered dramatically. Now she looked like some sort of Amazonian princess, muscled and bronzed, and I’d swear her hair had gotten several degrees more lustrous.

      “No, military hardware is strictly forbidden in the skies above the city, although you’re allowed to store it on the outskirts for flights elsewhere,” Jules said.

      An explosion in the distance shook the ground.

      “And using them to bomb buildings is definitely not allowed. Although weirdly enough just walking a bomb into a building totally acceptable,” Jules said.

      “What about blasting it with energy beams from above?” Niles asked.

      “Fine, if you're doing it yourself or in a suit. Not so much in a plane. Laws are funny.”

      I didn’t find much funny about this scenario. If those were Patriot’s planes it was attacking the city.

      I was scanning Villainet nonstop. I asked, “The city just got a level four alert. What does that mean?”

      Jules winced. “I really hope that isn’t because of us. Mastermind has declared a state of emergency. All inter-villain feuds are to be suspended, all B-Class villains and above have to make themselves available to assist if called upon.”

      “Sounds serious,” Niles said.

      “More serious than this should be. That is usually the case if an S-Class or a group of A-Class is invading. Even a single A-Class like when Ultimatum showed up won’t trigger a level four.”

      “Patriot had military hardware stored. Do you think they have supers?” I asked.

      “Even if they did, why would they let them out? Patriot was supposed to be in the event of a Doomsday. That hasn’t happened,” Niles said.

      “The government that made Patriot isn’t around anymore. The League of Heroes and Council of Villains saw to that. Perhaps Patriot figures that's close enough to a catastrophe,” Jules said.

      Any further talking was cut off as the street in front of our bus exploded, sending us and the vehicle end over end.

      I lost several drones. The henchmen fared even worse with not a single survivor. The other humans were doing better. Niles was in his armor, Ox was virtually indestructible, and Jules with her recent power upgrade had some scrapes and artistically placed soot marks, but they just served to make her look even more heroic.

      “Bloody robots,” said a woman, picking herself up from the rubble with half the bus wrapped around her. “Sorry about the bus. Back to it, then.” With a black cape swirling around her, the woman took to the sky.

      “Great, smashed and almost killed by British Invasion,” Jules said as she stood up and looked herself over. “Or slightly scratched. I really like ambrosia, have I mentioned how much I really like ambrosia?”

      I was getting a pretty good idea.

      Uma called through comms, sounding rather panicked, “Uh, I hate to interfere as you’re all getting blown up and stuff, but I’ve kind of got an emergency here. Patriot tried to infiltrate our mainframe. I’m better than they are, but now robots are shutting the servers down. I can't last much longer.”

      That was a problem. I was housed in the quantum sphere now, and the anti-viral properties of it had specifically worked to keep Uma out, so I couldn’t exactly take in a roommate.

      The city networks were going crazy given the attack, and Mastermind had taken over most of them. Still, as always MONEY is the greatest superpower there is. I purchased a dedicated data channel and some server space from Villazon.

      “You’ve got your exit. Go,” I said to Uma.

      We’d have to make it the rest of the way to our new temporary lair on foot. Fortunately, it was easy to find.

      You just had to look for the dragons soaring overhead.
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      Dragon talon legs on the tables, dragon artwork on the walls, little dragon-shaped mints for the humans to eat. I thought they were overdoing the dragon tower theme a bit.

      I called a meeting around the conference table. Once again it was nicer than our own. What was with these people? Did they have no idea of proper budgeting constraints? Did a conference table really need inlaid tiles depicting ornamental dragons at war?

      Jules asked, “So I take it the focus of this meeting is, 'We accidentally blew up the world, what do we do about it?'”

      I said, “At present Patriot mostly appears to be blowing up Mastermind Isle, and even that is contained. Mastermind doesn’t seem to know where these attacks are coming from.”

      “A fact that's bad for the city, but is probably keeping us alive right about now. Which hey, I’m okay with,” Niles said.

      Uma said, “Man, these Villazon servers are great. I can totally hack access to everyone's shopping data. What are all the salves for, Niles?”

      “The armor chafes, okay? Stop looking at my purchase history,” Niles said.

      “But I didn’t even get to the good bits!”

      “I am the most technical-minded member of this company and you do not want me figuring out how to take your access away,” Niles said.

      “Fine,” Uma grumbled.

      “Important things. City on fire, eviction from our own home, the S-Class villain that will want to kill us all dead,” I said.

      “We could run away. Disaster might take me in. I mean, I know she disintegrates some people, but she is a really good singer,” Uma said.

      “She actually is. That is no joke,” Niles said.

      “Is that even necessary? Does Patriot actually have enough power to pose a threat to an S-Class villain like Mastermind?” I asked.

      Jules said, “I don’t know. How do we know? But I know that Mastermind is really smart. I mean, that is kind of his whole thing, and he wouldn’t have called a level four emergency for nothing. Still, he hasn’t taken it higher.”

      “There is a higher?” I asked.

      “There is always a higher. At level five they call on the other villain territories to send support. At level six they call on the other S-Class. A level seven is classified as a planetary crisis and the heroes get called in. There are even tiers above that, not that I can really imagine what is above a planetary crisis,” Jules said.

      “So he’s concerned, but not in full-blown panic.”

      “And that might go away with time. He is Mastermind. Obviously whatever this is took him off guard, because Mastermind is always spinning plans and running the data, and he got surprised,” Jules said.

      Uma said, “Then we just move. It was a crappy old lair anyways. The servers were terrible and Walter has dreadful taste in decor."

      Jules asked, “What have we identified about Patriot? What do we know? I know, I know, locked away for a doomsday scenario. We must have something beyond that. How is this attack happening?”

      I brought up a display. This conference room had a holo-projector, of course, another unnecessary expense. Humans could understand two dimensional visuals just fine.

      A camera had caught a tank materializing in the street, manifesting out of cascading waves of blue energy.

      I said, “This looks like teleportation, but from what I can tell it isn’t. It's more like some sort of energy to matter materialization.”

      “What makes you think so?” Jules asked.

      “I don’t, but the scientists on Villainet are speculating, and they've hit on something important. So far Patriot’s attacks seem to be centering on power facilities.”

      Jules pursed her lips. “Mastermind will have picked up on that.”

      “And he seems to have. Right now every power station has several A-Class villains guarding it and everyone is being ordered to avoid them,” I said.

      We all pondered this a moment.

      I said, “Right, so Patriot is working with what it has to secure a power source—to make even more weapons. How is it materializing weapons all over the city?”

      “Nothing on the roof of our building is tall enough to affect the city. I’m guessing there must be a quantum pairing link to someplace that is,” Niles said.

      Uma said, “The city's network is being disrupted. As far as I can tell Patriot has some sort of digital warfare suite. It is kind of dated—not even on my level, but it is doing enough to throw things into chaos.”

      “The one battle droid I saw was heavily adaptable, that was one its strengths. We can expect that even if Patriot is a bit outdated now, it will be working to change that,” I said.

      “Patriot was top of the line at the time and is still going to be super-enhanced technology. The science might have changed a bit since, but the power behind it is what really counts,” Niles said.

      “We have to go to Mastermind. I know that he might shoot me again, and I don’t like that, but we unleashed something here and he is our best bet to put it back where it belongs,” Jules said.

      “Why do we care?" Niles said. "Mastermind wants Walter to kill us. So far Patriot just seems to not care about us, and might even support us, if we become useful."

      “Throwing us out wasn’t very welcoming. At best it was a sort of benign indifference,” Jules said.

      What really mattered was how we came out ahead. I didn’t know what Patriot was, but as Jules said it had shown no interest in working with us. Mastermind hadn’t shown much interest either, but he could be convinced with a good plan. In every disaster there was an opportunity. Yes, we’d unleashed the disaster. Now it was time to see if we could find some profit in it.
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      Mastermind’s tower wasn’t nearly the display of excess like Disaster’s, or as closed off. The entire bottom level was devoted to administration, a reception desk, screens everywhere, and rows of tasteful seats with copies of Villainous Quarterly on every table.

      Despite a city-wide disaster the place was busy, although mostly with B-Class and higher villains reporting as ordered for city defense.

      Being there to report having released the threat imperiling the city wasn’t exactly something I figured they had a prepared response for. Still, we were handed a number and told to have a seat.

      I’d brought the whole gang. If Mastermind wanted to start shooting, we were going to put up the best fight we could.

      Jules flipped through one of the magazines. “Why would anyone even think doing an exclusive interview with Puddle was a good idea? I mean Puddle is nothing in a fight without Electrogirl.”

      “Puddle took on that army of the Cyber Crusaders single-handedly. That was pretty badass,” Niles said.

      “They were electronic and not waterproofed. It wasn’t a fair fight. They were idiots.”

      “You probably respect Incentron for all the people he burned and really they just didn’t bother to fireproof themselves,” Niles said.

      “It isn’t the same thing,” Jules muttered.

      A sharply dressed man approached and cleared his throat. “Mastermind will see you now.”

      Mastermind’s elevator was incredibly speedy and soon we were being released into what looked to be some sort of command center. There were thousands of screens displaying data from all over the city, and over a dozen workstations with agents tapping away.

      Mastermind was seated in a massive chair with controls built into the arms. It spun to face the elevator as we arrived.

      “Here before my deadline—and saying you are responsible for causing quite the mess in my city. Miss Morgan, congratulations on your upgrades. They are impressive,” Mastermind said.

      “Won’t be as easy to shoot me in the gut now,” Jules said.

      “I’ll find a way if I need to. Do I need to?”

      I said, “We inadvertently activated the Patriot system within our headquarters. It was a sort of doomsday protocol set up by the old government. To reclaim the world after a disaster.”

      “Your screw-ups are truly remarkable. If only your triumphs were equally as inspiring. At least now I know where to direct our attacks,” Mastermind said.

      “You need us,” I said.

      Mastermind directed a long look towards my drone. “If you have a case to make for your continued survival, make it.”

      “We believe that Patriot is operating on low battery power and is attempting to secure energy sources in the city. Your own data should confirm this.”

      “It does. Power plants, battery storage facilities, there was even an attempt to capture Shockfist,” Mastermind said.

      “We believe that Patriot is operating through a quantum pairing system located in our lair. We rebuilt that system, we know its intricacies, and we can shut it down,” I said.

      Mastermind studied us each in turn. “No, I’m quite certain that you can not. You don’t have the firepower necessary even with your upgrades. It is easier for me to simply level the facility.”

      “You could, but where is the profit in that? Patriot is an aggressive software system capable of computer intrusions into any network, in addition to being able to create highly adaptive hardware drones and even combat equipment converted from raw energy,” I said.

      “I’m aware of the capabilities my city is facing. You’re arguing you can somehow turn Patriot over to my cause? I must say, if so, you are doing a terrible job of convincing me,” Mastermind said.

      “I’m capable of resisting even a viral agent created by an S-Class. Just such a viral agent is also in my employ. That same agent re-initialized the Patriot system, and put in the right place will be able to take it over,” I said.

      Mastermind steepled his hands before him, “An intriguing possibility. Of course, if we shut down the quantum tunneling system it sounds like you’ll lose access to Patriot.”

      “It’ll be contained inside the building and critically low on power. They’ll try to conquer floors, working their way up and harvesting what equipment and energy they can. We’ll do the same in reverse.”

      “And using your unique set of skills and defenses you’ll not just neutralize the threat, but tame it for my use. And how am I trust you?” Mastermind asked.

      “We’re here, and I’m obviously interested in making a deal. You are a businessman and while you likely prefer to kill us, I’m offering you an option to get some profit out of this disaster,” I said.

      Mastermind considered this. “Acceptable. There will be conditions, of course. No point in agreeing to them now, because you’ll really have no choice but to agree to them as they arise. First, however, the virus, I won’t have it loose in our systems. We’re binding it into some form of hardware.”

      “I want a little fairy body,” Uma said quickly.

      “Alya, tell Binder I need him. Also tell the Toymaker that we’re going to need something whimsical to house a rogue AI. Make it an appropriate host,” Mastermind said.

      It was amazing how fast Mastermind could get things done. However, Uma didn’t get her fairy body. Instead the "hardware" was a robot in the form of a three-foot-tall teddy bear. Binder transferred her consciousness and, true to his name, bound it to the bear.

      “This is not a fairy. I can’t fly! I don’t have wings,” Uma said, stomping a foot.

      “You’re still pretty adorable,” Jules said.

      “I don’t even have weapons. Who builds a robot body without weapons?” Uma asked.

      “Toymaker is something of a pacifist. A great flaw in a villain, but I still manage to find a use for him. This will greatly curtail your abilities. You’ll now need physical contact with any system to infiltrate it,” Mastermind said.

      I didn’t disapprove of his choice. Mastermind might have made Uma weaker, but that just meant she had to be part of a team.

      This was good for us, good for me.
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      I had rather expected with the city under assault we would rush to take back our headquarters, following Mastermind’s army. There was more waiting involved. Patriot was drawing on a limited supply of energy and Mastermind wanted Patriot to deplete as much power as possible.

      That didn’t just mean fighting it in the streets. We wanted Patriot to commit resources, burn energy it didn't want to lose.

      As such Mastermind was staging a collapse of the defense at a power facility. It worked and Patriot sent a sizable army to secure it. As soon as they did, we made our move.

      We accompanied Mastermind in his luxurious hover ship. His command center here was almost as impressive as the one in his headquarters, with screens and the massive chair almost identical.

      Mastermind tossed out orders almost casually, as people hastened to obey.

      “We get too close, we’ll initiate a full defensive response. You simply returning to your lair may get less attention. We’re going to drop you close and let you figure it out. We’re providing you with comms in case of an emergency. Do avoid using them unless you absolutely have to,” Mastermind said.

      Right.

      Mastermind had at least provided us all some equipment upgrades.

      Jules was dressed in a skimpy outfit of white and gold, golden bands swirled serpent-like around her arms and ankles. Across her back was a bow. It was golden as well and a quiver was packed with arrows of a wide variety. All in all she looked like some kind of huntress goddess come to life, which was pretty close to the truth.

      Niles’ base armor remained the same, but the energy pack and blasters had been replaced by higher-powered variants along with a shield projector.

      Ox had been fitted with a muscle enhancement exoskeleton. In addition to being incredibly durable he was now capable of feats of superhuman strength.

      Uma had already gotten her upgrade, or downgrade, as it were.

      My upgrade? A paycheck. Lair for Rent was now officially a contractor for Mastermind Industries. I also got a high quality armored drone. It wasn’t great for combat, but excellent for observation.

      Mastermind’s teleporter beam released us and we materialized on the street. We were a few blocks from our headquarters.

      “You are so oinked,” came a voice from a nearby building. A massive hog stepped out with a shotgun in hand. There were squeals from nearby buildings as other hog riders appeared.

      “This didn’t go so well for you last time,” Jules said.

      “We fought you before? Don’t matter. This is our turf and we’re tired of being oinkin disrespected. Got ourselves some better guns, some upgrades. I’m the motheroinkin Hogfather and you’re going to learn what that means,” Hogfather said.

      There was a flash of blue light from the upper story of a nearby building. A hog sniper with some serious weaponry. Jules and Niles managed to get out of the way, with Niles snagging the arm of Uma and clutching the bear close to his chest as they moved. The rest of us were scattered by an explosion.

      We didn’t have time for this. We needed to get to our facility and shut down the quantum pairing network before Patriot could start funneling energy in.

      A hog toppled from the window, an arrow through one of his eyes.

      Niles went flying back as the Hogfather shot him at close range. His armor was smoldering where the pellets had hit him—the Hogfather must be using some sort of powered shells.

      “Niles needs a tank,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “I am coming comrade! Do not give up the fight.”

      Ox charged forward, placing himself between Niles and the Hogfather. His shoulder caught Hogfather and sent him crashing back through the door from which he came.

      Niles was on fire, but it wasn’t stopping him from fighting back. Energy beams struck two of the hogs whose bullets traced blue pathways through the air. One hit my drone and I was driven backwards by a pulse of blue power.

      Jules was a terror. I’d swear she was actually dodging bullets, her body twisting into almost inhuman angles as she fought and arrow after arrow flew from her bow. These weren’t even powered arrows, and they didn’t need to be. Every one went through an eye and put a hog down.

      “We don’t have time for this. Handle this fast,” I said.

      Ox stumbled back from the doorway. He was on fire too. Blast after blast of the shotgun was punching him back.

      “You aren’t oinking going anywhere,” Hogfather said, finally reloading.

      Perhaps that was best.

      “Send him flying,” I said.

      Ox grabbed hold of Hogfather and flung him upwards. A last few shotgun blasts were dispelled helplessly into the air.

      The other hogs stared up as he arced through the sky.

      “We can fight this out and kill the rest of you, or you can go try to rescue your boss—on the off chance he survives,” I told them.

      The hogs exchanged look and one made a motion before pulling back.

      “Someone put me out,” Niles complained, still on fire.

      Ox for his part was already busy rolling around in a massive pool of mud near one of the doors.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “Use what the hogs have provided. When on fire stop, drop, and roll.”

      “Really,” Niles said, staring at the mud. “Really?”

      “That or stay on fire,” Jules said.

      “Remind me to install an anti-incineration system,” Niles said, before joining Ox in the mud.

      That put out the fires at least.

      “I want to be good in a fight. This body is stupid,” Uma complained.

      “You really did get stronger though,” I said to Jules.

      “I fear it isn’t permanent. I think I can already feel it start to burn off,” Jules said. “I’m just not powerful enough to hold on to it, not yet.”

      That was unfortunate. It was nice having a warrior goddess on the team. Still, so long as she was one for the next few hours we’d make it work.
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      We left the hog buildings behind. I wondered if Mastermind had dropped us there on purpose. Really, it was a foolish question. He was Mastermind, and of course it had been on purpose.

      Perhaps he had wanted to see if we were capable enough? If we couldn’t handle some hog riders how could we cope against Patriot? There was probably some massively powerful weapon ready to raze our facility just in case we failed.

      We had passed the first test, now it was time to tackle the fight that mattered.

      Approaching our lair we encountered no resistance, but the doors were sealed. These were not the doors the complex had before, looking apparently decrepit on the outside and yet the armor plating was far more secure.

      The building was trying hard to look as abandoned as the ones surrounding it. Foolish Patriot, you’d never deceive anyone like us in that way.

      “I guess Patriot wants to discourage visitors,” I said.

      “Ox,” Ox said. “They are massive doors, but I am even more massive, comrades. If I must, perhaps I can charge through and breach the innermost sanctum in the pursuit of reclaiming our home with great happiness.”

      I really had to wonder how much of that was Ox, and how much just a bad translation algorithm.

      “I’m not so sure. That door is solid, really solid,” Niles said.

      “When I thought about upgrading them myself, I ran into the problem of what's worthwhile when there were nearby walls not as reinforced,” I said.

      Jules drew an arrow in a smooth motion and released it. It exploded on impact, bricks flying as the wall collapsed inward.

      “Well, that worked,” Niles said.

      It did, but that wasn’t the whole of it. As soon as the wall was breached the air was shimmering and a line of combat droids materialized.

      A hologram of an eye appeared before them.

      “You are no longer welcome here. While grateful for services rendered that only goes so far. Leave, now,” Patriot said.

      “This was our home. We just need a few things. It won’t take long,” I said.

      If we could get Patriot to let us in without a fight, it was all for the best.

      “Please,” Jules said, giving her best smile.

      “No,” Patriot said.

      Well, that was that.

      I didn’t even have to give the order. My crew was already in motion. Ox charged and combat drones scattered from the impact. Jules drew arrows with blinding speed, one arrow releasing arcs of electricity as it struck, and the next causing frost to spread.

      Niles scooped up Uma under one arm. I know that he didn’t have super speed, not really, but the ability to slow down time for short periods was almost the same thing. In an instant he was beyond the line of defense droids and in the building.

      “Keep with them,” I said, as I weaved around a droid that tried to tackle my drone.

      Jules rolled as the drones fired at her with some sort of laser weaponry. The shots left a line of molten stone behind. They were focusing fire on her and she took cover behind Ox, ducking out to deliver another arrow that caused the head of a droid to be encased in ice.

      Patriot called, “You are an interesting team, but only one of you is a largely offensive risk. And elemental arrows are easily countered with a bit of thought.”

      Jules' next shot was a spark arrow. It didn’t seem to even slow down the combat droid it hit.

      She fired a second in an instant. This one wasn’t elemental. Instead the tip was armor-penetrating. It tore a hole clear through the skull of the droid.

      Ox shielded her from fire as she made her way inside, his body soaking shot after shot. The laser beams were leaving his clothes in tatters, and they were powerful enough that the wiring of his strength enhancers was taking some hits. Still, his flesh was unharmed. When it came to being a human shield he really was good at it.

      The interior of our headquarters had been rearranged. Walls and passages were not where they should be. Perhaps it was an attempt to confuse me, but I still knew where everything was—not every room could be changed. My old server room, the transport room with the quantum pairing system, these were fixed points.

      Niles was busy protecting Uma, the teddy bear hiding behind one of his armored legs as he fired energy blasts at drones.

      I sent a pointer to his tactical display. “They’re already shielding against your blasts. Open us some doors. We’re not going through the halls Patriot set up.”

      Niles raised both arms and a massive surge of power gathered around his fists for a moment before blasting out to tear a huge passage through the walls.

      Ox charged down it, knocking aside a droid that materialized in his path.

      Did Patriot realize what we were up to yet? I could only guess not. Either that or its reserves of power really were tapped from Mastermind's antics.

      Our makeshift tunnel ended at a large spherical chamber, the door to the transit room in one corner. The room had been repainted, and statues of supers that I didn’t recognize now lined the walls.

      Blue light manifested in the center of the chamber, the most intense that I’d seen from Patriot. Lingering far longer than it had with any drones. When it vanished a man was standing there. Tight-fitting combat armor, a cape, all in the same colors as Patriot liked to display.

      “Oh, that feels terrible. You don’t even want to know what kind of sore muscles you get from too long spent in energy sleep,” the man said, stretching out.

      Jules shot an arrow at his face and he caught it as an explosion detonated in his hand. It didn’t seem to bother him, glancing at his clenched fist for a moment before tossing the remnants of the arrow aside.

      “Sore, but not that stiff. I’m Constitution,” Constitution said.
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      Everybody stared at each other after Constitution introduced himself. This was the first biological that we’d seen Patriot deploy although it wasn’t completely a surprise that he might have some in storage.

      “And here I was hoping we’d get to meet Charisma instead,” Niles said.

      “Funny,” Constitution said, still stretching as he walked over and punched Niles in the chest with enough force to send him crashing against a nearby plinth. “I mean, there's something to my name. I’m sort of an immovable object, but the name is from the document—not how badass I am.”

      I scanned him so I had some idea what we were dealing with.

      

      Constitution

      Unregistered

      Patriot Squad

      Science

      Power Level: 70,000

      Abilities: Invincibility, Super Strength, Power Jumps, Lawyer

      

      Background: Constitution is one of the founding members of the Patriot Squad. A former politician with cancer, he was given the Patriot Serum and granted considerable powers at the cost of a vastly reduced lifespan over the human average.

      

      “Careful. I’m pretty sure that he’s an A-Class,” I said.

      “Straight A's and a degree with some pedigree. Really you should be honored you’re fighting me,” Constitution said, flashing a smile as one of Jules' arrows caught him in the face, wreathing his head for a moment in green gas.

      Jules rolled out of the way as Constitution approached her, in an instant crossing the distance with a mighty jump and landing a fist across her jaw that sent her to the floor.

      “So what is the patriot serum?” I asked.

      Constitution said, “Used to be a secret, don’t see the point now. This universe of ours is a whole lot scarier than most think. There are forces out there that don’t just burn nations. They burn worlds, galaxies. The patriot serum is the answer, or at least the start of the answer.” He paused for a moment as he soaked a dozen blurred punches from Niles before hitting him with a backhanded blow that bounced Niles off the ceiling.

      “I’ve got bad news for you. You’re not that strong,” I said.

      Constitution got to my drone with a leap, grasping it with one hand and grinning into the camera. “I’m the first generation. They cut our funding, tried to wipe us out even as we warned them their end was coming. With time … with time we are going to do some incredible things. We’re going to build a utopia.”

      My drone was flung into Ox’s face with enough force to scramble my sensors for several long moments and to send Ox through a wall, a portion of the roof caving in.

      

      Warning

      Temporal Convergence Detected

      Divergence now at 1.31

      

      That was coming from my hardware. When I’d first downloaded myself into the sphere it seemed to think that the utopia had been stopped—Kid Chaos had gone back in time and prevented it. That divergence from his timeline was going down. Patriot had to be the cause. In awakening Patriot we’d changed things and my hardware was now taking note.

      I didn’t know what that meant, except that it meant something.

      The way things were going we weren’t going to win. I didn’t doubt that Mastermind was ready for our failure. The strongest weapons he possessed were no doubt pointed at this building willing to let go.

      With as much divergence still remaining probably meant Mastermind stood a fair chance of success if he opened fire. That wouldn’t help us at all though.

      “Perhaps we don’t have to be enemies,” Jules said, as she shakily got back to her feet. “You are new to this time, but there are organizations here, society. You can find a place to belong instead of trying to wipe the whole thing out.”

      Constitution leapt towards her once again and squeezed a hand around her throat, the other slamming into her abdomen and I could hear the crack of ribs. “When the fate of the world is at stake you don’t play nice. You win, and if you can’t win, you cheat until you can. We’re here now and the only real threats to us are gone.”

      I wondered. My sphere had seemed concerned about one other thing—I didn’t know what connection my Emmatech code had to Patriot and this utopia they were trying to build, but there was one ... somewhere.

      I opened a datalink and sent a log of this conversation to Emmatech.

      It didn’t arrive.

      A new voice came from the building speakers. “Well, this is just pathetic. Do you know what I did when my lair came under massive attack from a superior force? I blew the whole thing up and stole their ship. This guy would have already been in a testing labyrinth.”

      Constitution paused before slamming a fist into Jules’ face. A spray of blood flew as her nose shattered and he tossed her to the ground.

      With a rainbow shimmer a cookie materialized on the floor beside her. Jules reached out a shaking hand.

      “I don’t know who you are, but you have no idea who you’re dealing with. Clear off,” Constitution called loudly.

      “You’re a tiny little man from a pathetic little reality, but I’ve family here. They’re terrible, but they’re mine. Walter, stupid name, you should change it. I’m not going to fight your battles for you, I don’t have to. This little cadre is just a few of your friends. Next time bring the full army.”

      It was hard to explain what that voice felt like in the network system, this overpowering weight that displaced everything else. And whatever it was, it was gone.

      Jules was picking herself off the floor and all traces of her injuries were gone. So was the cookie. Our unexpected guest appeared to be a talented baker.

      “Well, now that it's just us again, let's finish this show,” Constitution said.

      A shimmering red rift opened up and through it stepped Kleo and Partygurl. They weren’t alone.

      “Having a bash and you don’t invite me,” Partygurl said.

      “Nobody kicks a princess out of her castle, humble as it may be,” Kleo said.
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      “I didn’t expect either of you to assist,” I said.

      I was pleased to see them, but I’d gotten the impression that villains usually only came to each other's aid when there was either something to gain, or someone more powerful was compelling them.

      “This is our home too. You did a few good turns for each of us when you really didn’t have to. Besides, you’ll pay us back,” Kleo said.

      On that she was correct. A businessman honored his debts, and they’d just brought a rather small force to help us. Still, I’d find a way to properly thank them for it.

      “The forces of hell I understand. But why bring cheerleaders to a brawl?” Constitution asked.

      The small force was, in fact, a group of five girls in cheerleading outfits, the MU of Mastermind University emblazoned across the front and a flaming skull armband on one arm.

      “We’re the cheerleaders of doom and if you want a taste of our spirit, go right ahead,” one of the cheerleaders said.

      A quick dance routine had all of them surrounded by a reddish aura, then one of the girls extended a fist towards Constitution. A glowing red beam of force shot out and Constitution soared through the air to smash through some brickwork.

      Right, Partygurl had brought in some good reinforcements.

      “He’s an A-Class and I doubt you brought the firepower to defeat him, but if you can hold him down that would be great,” I said.

      “On it,” Kleo said, flaming demonic sigils appearing in the air near her and pelting down upon Constitution.

      There were blue shimmers in the air as Patriot brought in more combat drones.

      It made the combat chaotic. Disorganized. That was to our advantage.

      I opened a private comm line to Niles. “You wired most of the cameras on this floor. Think you can take them out?”

      “On it,” Niles said, flashing away from the fight.

      I wasn’t in control of those cameras anymore so it wouldn’t blind me—it would blind Patriot to anything it wasn't already seeing through their combat droids.

      In all the fighting, nobody was concerned with my drone.

      “Ride me,” I said to Uma.

      “Wow! I had no idea you felt that way. I mean, I’m totally flattered,” Uma said.

      “You know what I mean,” I said.

      “Fine,” Uma said, and climbed on.

      The room was wreathed in demonic flames, not that it seemed to bother combat droids that had adapted and were proceeding punch, stab, and shoot the demons responsible.

      Uma’s newly acquired teddy bear form mounted my drone and I got us away from the combat as fast as possible. The camera lights had gone dark. Niles had succeeded in taking them down.

      The corridors were a new maze to navigate. Still, I knew the way. The passages to get there were complex, but not impossible, and Patriot had only partially installed defenses. This place was a work in progress.

      I finally came to the familiar doors to the transit room and took us inside. A portal was active, shimmering with a golden glow. There was a figure in front of it.

      It was a woman with incredibly pale skin, black eyes and hair, and wearing a tattered black robe. She fired tendrils of darkness from her hand. It slammed my drone against the wall as Uma went sprawling.

      “I don’t think so,” the woman said.

      “Let me guess, Amendment? Liberty?” I asked.

      “Lady Justice. Not really anything to do with my powers, but the whole shadow manipulation thing kind of went with wearing black. Right, you don’t need my whole history.” Lady Justice shrugged.

      I didn’t, but if it kept her talking I was happy to engage her in conversation. The main transit computer was across the room behind her. If I could provide a distraction Uma might be able to reach it unseen.

      “No, but I’m curious. Constitution didn’t seem like the talking type,” I said.

      Lady Justice rolled her eyes. “The man is a politician. He’ll talk your ear off if he wants something from you, although he’d rather just beat you down instead.”

      Lady Justice was keeping herself ready to fight, shadows roiling along her body like a dark mist.

      “You really on board with this? The whole … world conquering thing? I mean, it's pretty nice out there. Well, I mean, not nice, terrible really, but there are lots of coffee shops which you humans seem to enjoy,” I said.

      “Really?” Lady Justice asked. “Not a post-apocalyptic wasteland with like ... gangs covered in spikes and racing around in cars? We were told that was the most likely possibility.”

      What kind of world would that be? How does civilization fall yet the one piece of it we cling onto has proper auto maintenance and vehicle construction?

      “We have a local biker gang, but they're a group of hyper-evolved pigs. There are a lot of cars, really, but the rest of it doesn’t sound very accurate. Maybe you want to just sit this one out?” I asked.

      Uma had been creeping along the wall as we talked, moving slowly until at last she could reach out a paw and touch the transit console.

      The lights in the room flickered for a moment and the open portal went out.

      Lady Justice tapped at her earpiece, “Well, that is no good.”

      I told her, “We just cut off the portal network, which means Patriot has no means of communication with the surface. You can stay and do some whole valiant, last stand thing if you insist.”

      Lady Justice made a face. “Nah, Patriot will get out eventually. I should probably go wait until then.”

      It was in my interest to have her out of the way. Mastermind might like to interrogate her, but that just meant drawing this out longer.

      I gave Lady Justice directions to where she could find Disaster’s territory, and after picking up Constitution the two of them vanished.
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      It had been a week since we cut off Patriot, and so far there were no signs that it hadn’t been a successful strategy. No doubt the AI was still underground and plotting a return, but with depleted energy reserves it would be slow.

      In the meantime we reclaimed our home, and Lair for Rent, now partially owned by Mastermind Enterprises, was having a grand opening party.

      Mastermind himself was in attendance, surrounded by a small army of the wealthy and powerful. British Invasion, Wicked, the Green Death—all A-Classers—were somewhere in his vicinity.

      We even had one other S-Class in attendance, Disaster had paid a visit. Uma was very busy staying on the other side of the party from her and one could frequently catch glimpses of a teddy bear hiding behind the legs and capes of party-goers.

      Jules was forcing smiles, spending some time in an unexpected family reunion, Nemesis and Erato trapping her in one corner.

      Ox was barbecuing. He had a real talent behind the grill and there was already quite a line waiting for food. The Hogfather was glaring—pork was one of the things on the menu.

      “This is good. Not what I expected when I awakened you, but good. Soon we’re going to reclaim this whole building,” Niles said.

      “Your ambitions were too small then and they’re too small now. Do you know how much real estate there is available nearby? Do you realize how much influence being aligned with Mastermind brings in this town?” I asked.

      “You really want to do it, don’t you? Get big, as big as some of the others in this room,” Niles said.

      “There are going to be buildings with our names on them. Statues built to honor us. And most important of all, whole vaults filled with our MONEY,” I said.

      A woman approached, her slinky dress cut low, and Niles stared at her entirely too much. It took me a moment to recognize her—Deanna, we’d met her briefly at Emmatech. She wasn’t on the guest list, but as far as I could tell anyone associated with Emmatech went wherever they wanted to go.

      “You’re to be congratulated. When you first came to see us we thought you had possibilities. You are proving a worthwhile investment,” Deanna said.

      “You look nice. Stunning. Nice and stunning, I mean,” Niles said.

      He really needed to use his temporal slowdown systems to think of better lines. This was embarrassing.

      “I believe what he is trying to say is that he’d very much like to mate you, or date you. Probably both, but perhaps not in that order,” I said.

      Deanna arched a brow and looked at Niles.

      “No? Yes? Is there a way I can avoid any acknowledgment of that statement? I guess not, not now,” Niles said.

      Amy’s cheerful voice came from Deanna’s wrist-comm. “You’ve got a real awkward and nerdy thing going on, she totally digs that. Next Saturday, you are picking her up at five. I forwarded you the details.”

      “Hey!” Deanna said. “I told you not to do that.”

      Niles looked crestfallen.

      Deanna hastily said, “Don’t worry, we’re keeping it. She’s right, you do, she just knows not do that without asking.”

      “Just because you're a clone doesn’t mean you have to be alone. You got paired with the smart, likable sister,” Amy chirped.

      This was quite enough flirting. There were far more entertaining things, like business, to do.

      “Were you calling in a favor, then?” I asked.

      Deanna shook her head. “No, not yet. I’m doing you one. We sensed … something unexpected from here. A presence we hadn’t expected to detect. Heard any unusual voices? Felt anything unusual in your operating system?”

      “There was this voice. Rude, and supposedly an amazing cookie,” I said.

      “That confirms it,” Amy said far too happily.

      “You touched a cosmic power, and if she is interfering, it means that someone else is too. Keep an eye out, and if you get in too far over your head, you know who to call,” Deanna said.

      Cosmic powers. Perhaps I should have been afraid, but instead I was only hopeful. Where there was power there was profit, and as I watched Niles sneak looks at Deanna, Jules edge away from her family, Uma hide from Disaster, and Ox work a grill like a mastermind, I was more convinced than ever of the strength of what I’d built.

      With a team like this you could do anything. With a team like this, it was time for business.

      

      The End
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      Author's Note

      Hi to all of you who have made it this far and thanks for reading. If you are a fan of my other books you know this is longer than I usually go between releases, a cross-country move takes up a lot of energy and I just made one from the west coast of the US almost to the east. I’m settling into a beautiful new home though and you should see a lot more books over the next few months.

      I hope that you enjoyed this one. When I first wrote the Laboratory I tried a different take to dungeon core than I’d seen anyone else do before. I was curious to try it in a more science fiction setting. The idea of trying one with a super hero twist was something I’ve had in my head for awhile.

      If there are subsequent books you are going to see a lot more of a traditional dungeon core sort of grind. Defense of various super-villain lairs along with the planning of crime jobs that generate heat. There was a bit of that in this book, but you’d see more in future ones now that the main characters have been introduced. I also brought in some characters that may be familiar if you read my other dungeon core outing.

      Next on my writing list is my take on cultivation. I’ve loved reading them and I think I’ve got something really unique that folks haven’t seen before, and I’m excited to write it. I’ll also be doing a new LitRPG with a unique take on that genre too. Sometime this year I want to do a sequel to Glitch Hunter.

      If you want this to become a series, please, write reviews, tell people you enjoyed it, tell me you enjoyed it. This is true of anything really. Between LitRPG, Harem, Space-Opera, Superhero, Comedy, Dungeon Core, and Fantasy, I’ve written in a lot of genres and sub-genres. You can reach me at skyler@skylergrant.com and I’d love to hear what more of you want.
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        I write a lot of books, seriously, so many. Check out my whole catalog on Amazon here.
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        My first dungeon core series. If you loved this one you’ll love it. Emma is an AI that loves nothing more than SCIENCE, cookies, and victory at all cost.
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      The Crucible Shard

      Liam lives in a world where gamers are held up on a pedestal and their competitions are high entertainment where only the elite get to complaint. When he enters the virtual world himself he finds reality is far weirder than he could ever have anticipated, and when sometimes you think you are the hero you really wind up being the villain. Brutal action, real character development over the series, and many plot-twists.
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        Book 2: Spawn Campers

        Book 3: Corpse Run

        Book 4: Gank

        Book 5: Area of Effect

        Book 6: DLC

        Book 7: Endgame

      

      

      
        
        Audio

        Book 1: Dungeon Crawl

        Book 2: Spawn Campers

        Book 3: Corpse Run

        Book 4: Gank

        Book 5: Area of Effect

        Book 6: DLC

      

        

      
        Cyberpunk with a heroine who kicks tail and a world that is brutal. Corporations fill the role as culture and the Network is a vast virtual landscape people use to escape the horrors of a decaying Earth. Unfortunately humans bring their horrors with them.
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