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    The Story Thus Far 
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    **Contains Spoilers** 
 
      
 
    **Read if you need a refresher, or if you want to start the series on the seventh book, after Gideon has a superpower and his harem has grown. 
 
    The Cherry Blossom Girls saga begins on a dark and stormy night, a day before the cherry blossoms bloom in the spring of 2030. Gideon Caldwell works at a Yale gift shop, and is a semi-failed LitRPG/Gamelit writer living in New Haven, Connecticut at the time, who doesn’t have many friends aside from a Canadian writer named Luke Lyrian. 
 
    A psychic shifter named Grace (codename: Sabine) shows up on his doorstep, naked. After some super awkward moments, Gideon realizes that Grace has escaped a secret government facility and that G-men are definitely after her. He also realizes that she has a port on her neck that he can plug into with his smartphone to adjust her powers. 
 
    Concluding that this is a great story, Gideon decides to start writing and publishing ebooks about his journey. 
 
    Eventually, another super named Veronique comes after them, attacking Gideon and Grace in a hotel. After a bit of negotiation (and some sex, exploits, and some clever convincing on Gideon’s part), Veronique joins the group, and brings with her the ability to control metal and drain people of their energy. 
 
    Their mission? Destroy the facilities that are creating superpowered soldiers for the FCG, or Federal Corporate Government. The program the FCG funded to create these superpowered soldiers is named AEFL, or the Agency of Enhancement and Future Logistics. 
 
    Fast forward a few days and Gideon, Grace, and Veronique are on the run after destroying the first of six of these facilities, helped by a now dead scientist named Dr. Kim, who has recorded a bunch of videos to be digitally delivered to Gideon even after his death. Gid and the Girls are attacked by a woman named Dorian, a teleporter with the power to craft energy creations with her saliva. 
 
    You guessed it, she eventually joins, and they destroy another facility in Austin, Texas. 
 
    At this point, Gideon and the three are now being hunted by Angel, a super-powered man with the ability to fly and heal, as well as Mother, a telepath who is, as her name implies, the mother of all these supers (but not quite—keep reading!). 
 
    Now on a roll, Gideon and the Gals move on to a facility in New Mexico, only to find that other supers are being held there. Four of the supers are teenagers named Ingrid (a beast morpher), Fiona (a water user), Michelle (a super speedster), and Alex (a telepath who becomes an enemy pretty damn quickly). They are also joined by Stella, a woman who can manipulate vectors. 
 
    On the writing front, Gideon is working on Mutants in the Making, a three-part series that details his exploits with the CBGs. While all this other shit is happening, he gets enough buzz to attract the attention of EBAYmazon, who eventually offer him a publishing deal. Which is good for Gideon, aside from the fact that the added exposure comes back to haunt him later in the series.  
 
    Now onto another facility, Gid and the Girls get separated after an attack in Nevada, Gideon winding up in the desert alone with a pissed-off Stella. He finds a man named Father, who is later revealed to be the brother of the supervillain Mother. Father has the ability to heal and manipulate reality. 
 
    Father and Mother, get it? No, they didn’t fuck.  
 
    But they did use their eggs and sperm (and donors) to create all the superpowered individuals that are part of the AEFL program. Also, oddly enough, Mother is pregnant with Angel’s baby, which means she’s either pregnant with her own son’s kid or with her nephew’s kid. 
 
    But that’s just a weird aside.  
 
    It is Father (real name: Jim Mathers) who gives Gideon his superpower, because as it turns out, Gideon has the potential for a superpower, but he needs to be manually unlocked.  
 
    After Father’s surgery, Gideon is now a mimic, and he can take up to three powers through touching someone with a super ability. At first, he has to keep track of whose power he has and the order he took them, but later, he’s able to mentally move a power out while taking a new one in. 
 
    Eventually, Gid joins back up with the others (Dorian, Grace, Veronique, Stella and Michelle). Unfortunately, Fiona and Ingrid are still being held captive by Mother and Co. Gideon and the Girls also have a superpowered sound manipulator with them named Chloe, who they are holding as a prisoner. She’s still a bad guy at this point, so she hasn’t joined the group, but she will later (notice a trend?).  
 
    Hell yes, they save the day, rescuing Ingrid and Fiona and continuing with their mission to destroy AEFL’s facilities. Gideon’s writing business continues growing, even though the media has stumbled upon his books, and the government is blaming a botched attack (initiated by Mother and Angel’s crew) on Gideon.  
 
    Yup, he’s a fugitive by this point. 
 
    And just when Gideon thinks things are about to get easier, they are attacked by a new team of villains paid for by a celebrity named Natalie Johansson, who blames her cousin’s death on Gideon (in actuality, it was Mother’s botched attack that killed Natalie’s cuz).  
 
    Gid and the Girls now joined by Chloe, who is officially a member, destroy two more facilities in California, but they now have new enemies in the form of Natalie’s crew, one named Smiley, a strongman, who seems immune to any of their powers. Not able to do everything themselves, Gideon and the Gals  are joined by a man named Clarence, who serves as their butler, cook, and sometimes enforcer. 
 
    At the start of the journey, Gid and his crew use their powers to exploit the general public. Be it using Grace’s psychic power to steal cars, or “feeding” Veronique (who doesn’t eat) by offering up innocent victims for her to drain. 
 
    Basically, the CBGs do a lot of shit that’s illegal.  
 
    But now they want to change that; they want to become a proper superhero team. They get proper uniforms from an armor designer named Vince Porter, and Gideon sets out a plan for the group to stop “Breaking Bad” and start “Breaking Good.” 
 
    Before attacking the last AEFL facility, the group sets up a base in the Rocky Mountains, a place where they can call home and grow as a team. Trying to figure out where they stand and how they should use their power, Gideon and Grace even go as far as helping solve a murder in California. 
 
    Around this time, they reunite with Father, who moves to their base. Gideon becomes even more famous, especially after appearing on TV arguing against the government’s AEFL program. 
 
    EBAYmazon hosts a release party for the omnibus of Mutants in the Making, and Gideon gets the feeling that AEFL, Mother, Natalie and Smiley will probably try to attack them.  
 
    Surprise! Gideon also gets the ability to mimic four superpowers at once, although his power is still not as strong as the original super. 
 
    So he doubles down, going along with their plan to force an attack, hoping that the media catches it all, so he doesn’t have to keep convincing people that supers exist. At the same time that the book release party is about to kick off, the final facility is destroyed.  
 
    Gideon also learns from Father and Dr. Kim, the scientist who has posthumously been delivering emails to him containing classified info, that a man named Damon Lord, an associate of Father and Mother, took their data and moved to Asia, where he lives in Setagaya, Japan. 
 
    Even worse: Damon Lord has been creating mutants abroad. 
 
    The book launch party goes according to plan, hell breaking loose when all Gideon’s enemies attack at once. Gideon and the Girls are able to fend them off, that is, until Damon Lord shows up and crystalizes Fiona the water user, who is shattered into small chunks. 
 
    Gid and the Gals get the hell out of there, but not without some serious repercussions, including the death of their first teammate, and the government doing partially what Gideon hoped for by shutting down the AEFL super soldier program. But the FCG is also swearing to go after any mutants and eradicate them, which is Gideon’s greatest fear. 
 
    So that’s the recap. With that in mind, you should be able to start the story now.  
 
    The crew as it stands at the start of CBG International 
 
    1)  Gideon—writer, main character, mimic (With the ability to replicate four powers, but only at 60% strength or so of the original power holder. Note: he usually keeps a few of the same powers “on deck” including the ability to negate someone’s power, which he borrowed from a former bad guy turned deserter known as Jules). 
 
    2)  Grace—psychic shifter, possibly mastermind of the whole story because she’s always in Gideon’s head. 
 
    3)  Veronique—metal vampire (Gideon’s name for her), with the power to use metal in any way she wants and drain people of the metal in their blood. 
 
    4)  Dorian—teleporter with the ability to use her saliva to create energy creations. Her go-to “wand” is a paintbrush or her finger. 
 
    5)  Stella—vector manipulator. Mostly unexplored power, one that Gideon is afraid to really use. 
 
    6)  Michelle—super speedster, the youngest member, chatty AF. 
 
    7)  Ingrid—second youngest member, beast morpher, who morphs into a male monster named Tulip. 
 
    8)  Chloe—sound manipulator who can also fly. 
 
    9)  Father—the co-founder of the AEFL program, who now sees the error of his ways. He has the ability to heal and to modify reality. 
 
    10)                      Clarence—the CBGs’ butler responsible for cooking. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That’s all, folks. 
 
    Enjoy, 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: The Shitshow Begins 
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    Whether I shall turn out to be the hero of my own life or whether that station will be held by anybody else, these pages must show. 
 
    Besides having a last name that most definitely led to bullying when he was in grade school, Charles Dickens pretty much had it right in his quote from David Copperfield, which couldn’t have been about the magician, considering when it was written. 
 
    Unless Dickens was a time traveler… 
 
    But fuck all that noise, I was practically living a conspiracy considering my choices in life and the beautiful superpowered women I had surrounded myself with, so I didn’t have time for a 4Chan deep dive, or any of the other wacky shit that lurked in the forgotten subs of Reddit. 
 
    No chemtrails, no conspiracies, no BS.  
 
    And speaking of magicians—well, sort of—if my peers from Frances Walsh Intermediate School could see me now, they also would definitely think I was a magician, considering how I looked at the moment. 
 
    No longer was I a handsomish nerdy guy named Gideon Caldwell with a shaved head and a scar on my face. Nope, I was currently about fifty years older with slicked back white hair à la Stan Lee (RIP), wearing a tailored blue suit and polished leather shoes. 
 
    Looking primo incognito in Washington, D.C.  
 
    You bet your ass I was using Grace’s shifter power in the United States Capitol, Grace, Dorian, Veronique and Yours Truly set to meet Senator Andrea Ellicott in a couple of hours, chairwoman of the Senate committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs. 
 
    There was a crowd of tourists from all across America and the world, most of them queuing up to check out the Capitol Rotunda and the sweet statues tucked away in the corridors that led to the House or Senate chambers. 
 
    The same thing we had just done a few moments ago. 
 
    And as “grand” as it was (and oftentimes troubling), the history of my nation was the last thing on my mind as I looked around.  
 
    There would be a ton of innocent deaths if someone tried to attack us at this moment. And sure, Veronique had warned me about this, but it was easier for us to hide in plain sight than it was to go wait outside her office. 
 
    Which was why we were sitting in the Capitol just killing time. 
 
    The thing was, I needed some face time with the Senator from Montana, and coming to D.C. was the only way to get it. Senator Ellicott was the one who had called for an eradication program to target all superpowered individuals after the attack in Washington state, and if anyone was going to be able to talk some sense into her without mansplaining, it would be me. 
 
    It was kind of fucked up that she’d called for our deaths, considering it was the Federal Corporate Government, or FCG as they were lovingly called, which had implemented the plan in the first place. 
 
    But that was neither here nor there. 
 
    It was my job to convince the Senator that there were true enemies to go after, and that the eradication of all individuals with enhanced abilities would only lead to more turmoil. 
 
    My eyes shifted over to our teleporter, Dorian. 
 
     Damn was she looking fine in her painted-on pantsuit, the tattoos on her arms covered by long sleeves, a bunch of rings on her fingers which she had recently picked up on a weekend getaway trip to Santa Fe. 
 
    I smiled at her, and Dorian smiled back, a look of utter professionalism on her face. 
 
    Veronique stood in front of us in a matching pantsuit, hers a bit smaller, Veronique’s petite form not quite filling out the outfit in the same way that Dorian’s body did. Still, the metal vampire, as I liked to call her, was looking fresh to death in her CEO get-up, her blonde bob pinned at the side, a predatory look permanently etched on her face. 
 
    And then there was the psychic shifter herself, the one who started all this by showing up on my doorstep, Grace, who was currently morphed into the body of a beautiful Latina woman, long brown hair, a bodacious badunkadunk that definitely caught a few glances as we walked the mean streets of D.C. 
 
    The three original CBGs and one Cherry Blossom Boy, all undercover. 
 
    And what a day it had already been. 
 
    We arrived in D.C. a little early, mostly just to give Dorian time to recharge after teleporting all the way from Colorado. So we’d done a little sightseeing, checked out a few of the free museums and munched on some street food. 
 
    It was a damn good time too, and after licking our wounds in Colorado for a bit, it was finally time to push forward. 
 
    To make something positive happen. 
 
    Which was why I wasn’t the least bit stoked to see men in black milspec armor enter the main hall of the Capitol building. 
 
    MercSecure is here, Grace thought to me. 
 
    Stay calm. Let’s see what happens next.  
 
    Capitol coordinators started clearing tourists out, a few of them panicky until someone started giving away vouchers for some godawful 3-D tour of the White House I’d already sat through earlier.  
 
    For a moment, I figured we could just disappear with the crowd, but I knew what this was about, and there was really no point in doing something drastic at this point. 
 
    “I told you this would happen,” Veronique said. 
 
    “We need to go,” Dorian said, ready to teleport us out of there. 
 
    “Give it just another minute,” I told her. “Let’s see how this plays out.” 
 
    As a mimic, I was able to carry four borrowed powers at a time, and currently I had Grace’s shifter and telepathic powers on deck, as well as Father’s healing powers and Jules’ ability to nullify any power around him. 
 
    And aside from all that, standing before me was one of the most dangerous people I had ever known, Veronique, who was not only able to drain people of the metal in their body thus killing them (hence the nickname metal vampire), but also wield any metal in the vicinity. 
 
    So we stayed seated, cool as cucumbers. Once the crowd was gone, the men in the black uniforms all surrounded us, dozens of them, their weapons aimed right at us. 
 
    “Is this how you normally treat lobbyists?” I asked them, cool as ever, even if my heart was thumping in my chest. I knew Veronique could stop all their weapons, but seeing a bunch of guns aimed at you was definitely unsettling. 
 
    Still, I had to keep my calm. 
 
    “Put your hands where we can see them!” the lead security bro barked. He was a black guy in a ballistic helmet, a pair of sunglasses too, even though they were inside. I kind of didn’t understand that part, but I didn’t question it as I kept my hands down. 
 
    “That’s not how this is going to play out,” I slowly said to him. “First, you are going to lower your guns.” 
 
    “Ready at your command, sir!” the overzealous officer next to him shouted, the short fucker jonesing to kickstart the bloodbath. 
 
    “Last warning,” I told them. “Lower your weapons.” 
 
    The muzzles of their guns began to shake, bending upward.  
 
    The smarter ones immediately dropped their weapons, their slings pulling the weapons to their sides as they went for their sidearms. The ones more freaked out by Veronique’s power took longer to respond. 
 
    And that was when all of us heard the clicking sounds of heels coming down the hallway. 
 
    “That’s quite enough, Commander,” a woman said. I wasn’t familiar with the woman enough to recognize her voice, but I definitely knew it was Sen. Ellicott when I saw her face. 
 
    She wore a pair of tortoise shell glasses, a peach colored pantsuit, a briefcase clutched tightly in her hand. The lady’s skin was tinged orange, too much sun, her nose large and a bit hooked. 
 
    “Gideon?” she asked as she locked eyes with me. 
 
    “Gideon? Never heard of the guy. My name is Manchester.” 
 
    “Manchester?” she asked as the armed guards moved aside. 
 
    “That’s Mr. Manchester to you,” I told her, and if I had sported a mustache on my currently morphed face, I would have twisted its end in her general direction. 
 
    “All right, then, if you want me to call you that absurd name, I will. Mr. Manchester, I’m glad you could join me here in the Capitol.” 
 
    “You are the one joining us,” I told her. “Our meeting isn’t for another two hours.” 
 
    Gideon, something’s wrong, Grace thought to me. 
 
    I looked over to the morphing beauty, who currently looked like J-Lo in the early 2Ks. 
 
    “Yes, you are right,” said the Senator, “I decided to join you instead.” 
 
    Grace’s voice ricocheted inside my head: That’s not really the Senator. Everyone get ready! 
 
    “Not so fast,” Sen. Ellicott said, bringing her hand up. “I am aware that one of you is a psychic, you,” she said, pointing at Grace. “And you are correct, things are about to get very bad. So let’s get something straight before that happens.” 
 
    Sen. Ellicott’s face split open from the center, peeling away, her true features becoming apparent.  
 
    She was an albino with weird beady red eyes, eyebrows that were hardly there. Her outfit was completely white now, shiny, almost looking like spandex, something an Instagram cosplayer would have worn at Dragon Con. 
 
    But she was the real deal. 
 
    The woman standing before us was a goddamn super, which meant that… 
 
    All the paramilitary soldiers surrounding us fell to the ground, suddenly constricted by their armor, unable to move. I looked to Veronique to see both her hands glowing red, the metal vampire ready for the signal to kill all of them. 
 
    A couple of the men tried to bring their hands up to their necks, hoping to loosen the pressure of the armor, but those who tried to move felt their armor constrict even more, a few of them crying out in pain, the stronger ones gritting their teeth as beads of sweat appeared on the sides of their heads. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do anything else if I were you,” the albino woman said. “After all, you wouldn’t want to be responsible for killing this many Americans, would you?” she asked, now in a British accent. “No, no, I don’t bloody think so.” 
 
    The men that had seen her transformation kept glancing from us to her, still being choked by the uniforms, but also in shock that the Senator had morphed into whatever the hell stood in front of us. 
 
    “Where’s the real Senator?” I asked, my own face changing back to what it normally looked like. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was never as strong as the powers that I borrowed, stuck at about the sixty percent mark, which meant it was hella difficult for me to keep the transformation, especially if I was distraught. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know, Gideon,” said the albino Brit. “I have a message from you, from my master, my Lord and Savior.” 
 
    “Your Lord and Savior?” I asked. 
 
    Don’t do anything to her yet, I thought to Grace, and tell the others. 
 
    If the albino woman standing before us was just a shapeshifter, then she was heavily outgunned considering the crew I was currently rolling with.  
 
    “Yes, you may know him as Damon, and he sent me here to deliver a message to you, and for that matter, the American people. The Americans will continue their eradication of all things mutant like you, and you, and you and even you,” she told me. “But not me, and not my Damon Lord. For us to begin again, we must start anew.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Damn You, Damon Lord 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Famous last words, bitch,” Veronique said as she aimed her palm at the albino woman, red energy glowing all around her. 
 
    A blast exploded outward, forming a shell around the woman. 
 
    Dorian touched her finger against her tongue, using her power to trace up an energy creation, but the ceiling came down before she could release it. Luckily, Grace used her power to form a telekinetic dome around us to stop the debris. 
 
    I helped as well, jumping into the action now that I realized that shit had been hitting the fan for a good twenty seconds now. I was nowhere near as strong as Grace, but I aided her as best I could, the structure holding around us as the ceiling continued to crumble. 
 
    It was what I saw outside our clear, protective barrier that had me frightened.  
 
    All the MercSecure men who had been pointing guns at us just moments ago were buried in the rubble, and floating in the air now, an oval of energy around her, was the albino shifter, an utterly furious look on her face. 
 
    “We are getting out of here,” Dorian started to say, just as a bubble of energy exploded from beneath us, throwing the four of us into the air, the walls of the Capitol’s visitor center continuing to collapse. 
 
    Oof! 
 
    I landed on the steps that faced First Street, the Library of Congress and the Supreme Court situated across from me, crowds of people moving away from the pandemonium as I struggled to find my glasses. 
 
    Helicopters would soon start to swarm, and I was pretty sure the military was on their way, at least if any movie I’d seen turned out to be accurate.  
 
    Sirens, people screaming, throngs of tourists trying to get away—it came to me at once as I got to my feet.  
 
    I activated my healing ability and started to remove the custom suit I’d had made. Beneath it was my superhero uniform, dark blue with pink highlights, and sure, I would have to wear brown leather dress shoes with it for the time being, but there was no sense in allowing any of the material to restrict my movement. 
 
    Now out of my clothing, I took a pair of backup glasses out of my side body pouch and put them on, adjusting a strap around the back of my head. 
 
    Grace, tell me you are near… I projected my thought out.  
 
    Gideon… 
 
    A tyrannosaurus rex made of purple energy with cannon arms instead of its normal, shitty little appendages stormed past, one of Dorian’s creations. Even cooler was the fact that the T-Rex was accompanied by a velociraptor-looking energy creation, both of them charging across the Capitol grounds toward… 
 
    There. 
 
    I caught sight of the albino woman floating in an oval of cosmic energy. If the CBGs were anywhere, they would be addressing her, so I took off in the direction of Independence Avenue, ready to activate Jules’ power nullification ability. 
 
    If we could shut her down, if I could do something, anything... 
 
    I ran toward the action, watching as the metal was stripped from a police vehicle and hurled at the glowing oval in the air. 
 
    Veronique. 
 
    An explosion near the House of Representatives, police sirens, a helicopter directly overhead now—my God, was the chaos visceral! 
 
    Bap bap bap bap! Bap bap bap bap! 
 
    The approaching helicopter fired at the ground, the bullets stopping midair and turning, flying back in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Veronique!” I shouted as I reached her. The metal vampire tried to hit the albino woman with everything she had, while also protecting us from bullets. 
 
    I heard cries overhead as some of Veronique’s bullets dinged against the helicopter's rotor, the vehicle descending toward the ground. 
 
    Ka-BOOM! 
 
    An explosion near the road took a parked vehicle or two with it, debris and jagged hunks of metal falling from the sky, the blast force hitting me in the chest. 
 
    I heard a loud screech and turned to see an amphibious-looking military vehicle skid to a halt near the Capitol grounds. MercSecure soldiers poured out of it with their weapons aimed at us, ready to engage. 
 
    As her T-Rex made of energy and its counterpart fizzled out, Dorian appeared in a purple flash above the military vehicle, forming a giant ball of energy as she spiraled toward the earth, disappearing just in time, the vehicle exploding. 
 
    “No, no, no…” I mumbled, knowing this was going to come back to haunt us. I cringed at the thought of what this would look like on the news, Gideon back and attacking the heart of the nation... 
 
    Fuck! There was no way around this. It was going to look bad. 
 
    Grace, still in her Salma Hayek circa 2005 look, telepathically moved as many objects as she could, helping people out of the way, making her way toward Veronique. 
 
    Well, sort of. 
 
    There was a lot of debris in the area now, especially with the smoldering helicopter and the shrapnel from Dorian’s attack.  
 
    I had played enough videogames to know that the albino shapeshifter was charging, that she would soon let loose whatever it was she was storing up, and by the looks of the destruction she’d already wrought, I knew it wasn’t going to be pretty. 
 
    “We’ve got to go!” I grabbed Veronique by the elbow and started dragging her toward Grace. Veronique’s first instinct was to drain my life force, but the metal vampire stopped as soon as she saw it was me. 
 
    “Gideon!” she hissed, still throwing everything she could latch her magnetic hands on at our suspended enemy as I dragged her away. 
 
    Dorian flashed into existence next to me, and started running alongside us, tracing up another purple energy creation, not paying attention to where she was going. 
 
    I only wish I could have said something in time.  
 
    Dorian cracked her knee into a barrier jutting out of the road, and fell forward, smacking the side of her head on another barrier. 
 
    “Shit!” I said as I went for Dorian instantly, crouching before the punk rock teleporter. She too had her uniform on under her business attire, her clothing mostly torn. 
 
    “There’s no time to heal!” Veronique said as we both saw a ring of energy start to form around the woman in the air. 
 
    “Okay… Okay! We will do this on foot then.” I lifted Dorian over my shoulder, and we took off, away from the woman about to explode in the sky.  
 
    We caught up with Grace and started toward Independence Avenue. 
 
    “I will protect us.” Grace slowed her run a little, her features morphing back to her base form: Scandinavian beauty, blue eyes, crystal-clear skin in a tight-fitting uniform courtesy of Vince Porter.  
 
    She looked every bit the part of a superhero as her eyes went white, the crowd opening up all around us. 
 
    Of course, this would make us a target, which I quickly relayed to her. Grace changed up her game plan. 
 
    The people began fleeing in a way that would shield us, which was sort of fucked up, but did manage to get us about a quarter of a mile away from the US Capitol before the largest explosion I had ever seen rocked the ground. The concrete cracked, cars swerved out of their lanes, more helicopters appeared in the air, everyone and everything pressing away from the blast radius. 
 
    I could feel the punch in my chest, like I had stuck my head in the loudest subwoofer ever in existence. 
 
    But we had to keep moving, and since people were abandoning their cars… 
 
    We took the next left we could take, Grace and Veronique still running with me, Dorian flung over my shoulder.  
 
    We were somewhere across the street from the US Department of Health and Human Services, traveling down Washington Avenue now, the crowd still swirling all around us, more police vehicles starting to appear on the perimeter, soldiers, mayhem, dammit, dammit, dammit! 
 
    We saw a truck peel out, and I pointed to it, the unnecessarily large vehicle stopping as soon as Grace got hold of the driver’s mind. We hopped into the large cab, and I sat with my back against the truck’s back window, Dorian in my arms.  
 
    “Come on, Dorian, wake up…” 
 
    “Heal her,” Veronique said as the truck sped off, smashing through a smaller hybrid vehicle and continuing onward. 
 
    “Okay, I’m trying to…” I told her, accidently pushing Father’s power out of me and absorbing Dorian’s ergokinetic power.  
 
    I wasn’t normally this goddamn clumsy, but my ears were still ringing, and the shock of the explosion and the aftermath that we would have to wade through later were fresh on my mind. 
 
    We were going to be blamed for this… 
 
    I knew it as I fumbled in my side pocket for Father’s violet blood.  
 
    People would want blood for this. 
 
    The loud truck barreled toward the southeast freeway, and I tried to keep my hand as steady as possible. I held the vial, uncapped it, placed my thumb on the other end and dabbed a bit of his blood. 
 
    Now more focused, I was presented with two options that I could sense in my mind’s eye,  one being Father’s reality manipulation; the other his healing power. 
 
    I focused on the second channel, mentally replacing the ability I had just absorbed from Dorian.  
 
    I had to be careful when touching her. 
 
    The truck hit something in the road and bounced, our trajectory forcing us to careen down a side street, my stomach doing somersaults.  
 
    “Find an onramp!” I called to Grace. 
 
    “On it,” she said, her eyes white as ever as she steered the driver. 
 
    “Gideon?” Dorian asked as I healed her. “What happened?” 
 
    “You ran into a barrier and hit your head,” Veronique said.  
 
    “You were knocked out,” I told her, basically repeating what Veronique had just said. “Are you ready to teleport us?” 
 
    “I’m still a little shaky...” 
 
    “How about we keep things simple for a while?” I asked, the idea coming to me suddenly. “We can have the driver pull into the next parking lot, get our own vehicle, and head west. Old-school, right?” 
 
    “You want to drive when we can teleport?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “Sure, I figured you’d be good for us to drive for a bit. I need some time to talk this out, to let this process. We’ll figure out our next step. Yeah, some driving. I need to drive for a minute.” 
 
    “The whole reason we even have this misstep is because of your contact with the Senator,” Veronique started to say. 
 
    “I knew you and Stella were against the plan, and I’m it sorry didn’t work out the way that we wanted to!” I told her over the wind. “But there’s nothing we can do now. Let’s find a vehicle, and start driving. Maybe get a hotel for the night, and get back to Colorado in the morning. I can email Father in the way that we devised, letting him know that we’re safe. It will also help in case they are tracking us somehow. If they attack a hotel, well, we can figure that out. We don’t want them finding out about our base.” 
 
    “Got it,” Grace said, transferring the message to the truck’s driver. 
 
    We were heading south now, and I saw exit signs for both Maryland and Virginia. The carnage was momentarily behind us yet simultaneously looming in our future. There was no other way to look at it. 
 
    We were back in worst-case scenario mode. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Tourists to Terrorists 
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    Destination: Richmond, Virginia. 
 
    We’d switched out cars near Alexandria, and now I was driving some sort of Honda electric car, possibly a hybrid. All I knew was that it was completely silent as it drove, and there were definitely times when I had to look at the car to see if it was actually on. 
 
    I had experienced this before, in the Tesla we had “borrowed” somewhere in the Southwest. Well, it might’ve been near the Rocky Mountains. I couldn’t remember, but now, especially after we’d turned a new leaf, I didn’t like stealing vehicles.  
 
    Which was why I had the Honda owner’s contact information with me. I was going to get it back to him after we used it, come hell or high water. 
 
    We didn’t know if we were being tracked, and we didn’t know how they could track us, but it was better this way, and besides, sometimes you just need to take a drive. 
 
    So that’s what we were doing, cruising down I-95, Grace to my right, Dorian behind me, Veronique in back.  
 
    Déjà vu on fleek. 
 
    Every time I looked in the rearview mirror and saw Veronique, I remembered the last time we had headed south, what it was like every time I looked back there, her dark, hollow eyes that had seen more death than probably any of the other CBGs. 
 
    Talk about nostalgic being with the original three, the OG CBGs, and while I knew that the others were waiting for us back in Colorado, part of me was happy for this familiar distraction. 
 
    It had been a day. 
 
    We’d started off as tourists, and ended up as terrorists, a story confirmed by Grace, who was already on my phone looking at some of the news stories. 
 
    She had seen my background photo, a cosplay snapshot of 2B from Nier Automata, and had morphed into a white-haired woman, her gothic Loli outfit matching exactly what 2B wore in the game. 
 
    About the only thing missing was the black blindfold. 
 
    “That’s distracting,” I told her. 
 
    “Gideon likes girls from video games,” Grace explained to Dorian and Veronique. “Japanese animations too.” 
 
    “It’s not what it seems,” I said, looking in the rearview mirror at both Dorian and Veronique. 
 
    Dorian smiled, while Veronique gave me a playful eyeroll that felt forced. Everything Veronique did felt a little forced, even if she was trying to put effort behind it. 
 
    It was just her nature. 
 
    “It’s a thing, you know,” I told them. “Cosplay.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Grace as 2B, “and by the looks of it, you have spent a considerable amount of time looking at cosplay, even supporting a few cosplayers online…” 
 
    “I wouldn’t consider giving them a dollar or two per month for, um, choice pics ‘supporting’ them. Besides, some of those ladies have real fans, rich ones, who will do something like pay them five hundred bucks a month just for some semi-lewd images.” 
 
    “I could make a lot of money doing that,” Grace said, starting to morph into Morrigan from the Darkstalkers series.  
 
    She suddenly had turquoise hair, and she was now clad in a purple and black bodysuit that showed a ton of cleavage. About the only thing she didn’t have was the wings sprouting from Morrigan’s head and back. 
 
    “Yes, you could make a lot of money doing that,” I agreed. “But as you will see in Japan, it really is a thing.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to go to Japan,” said Dorian. “I’m still not clear about how we’re going to get there yet.” 
 
    “Leave that up to me.” 
 
    It was true, we were planning a trip to Japan, to the location given to me by Dr. Kim. I didn’t know how we were going to find Damon Lord in Setagaya of all places, but after what the bastard had done to Fiona, when we finally found him, we would kill him. 
 
    And I had no qualms about that. 
 
    Killing wasn’t my MO, but the fucker had turned her into a crystal, which had led to her shattering. This was something I was constantly reminded of every time I looked down at my finger and saw the ring each of us now had from what was left of Fiona’s crystallized form. 
 
    A little gruesome, sure, but our rings memorialized her death, that blue crystal a constant reminder that this shit was serious, that while there were a ton of people gunning for us, only Damon Lord had killed one of our own. 
 
    “We’ll get him,” Grace said as she morphed into Harley Quinn, her hair in pigtails, wearing a cut off shirt that said Daddy’s Lil Monster and a pair of red and blue boy shorts. This was Harley Quinn circa the end of the 2010s, now considered a classic look. 
 
    “You know, it is kind of hard to take you seriously when you keep doing things like that,” I told her. 
 
    “Sorry, Mr. J!” 
 
    “Well, the whole day has been a shitshow thanks to you,” Veronique said, “so why not have a little fun?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘thanks to me?’” I asked as the vehicle’s lane keep assist system rumbled the wheel, letting me know to stay in my lane. It had an auto drive feature too, but I wasn’t currently using it. 
 
    I felt like being in control for a moment. 
 
    “You are the one that emailed her, that set up the meeting which led to all of this.” 
 
    “You know, we’ve already been over this before,” I told her. “I was trying to make our lives easier, to form an alliance with the government while we took out the supers who are using their powers for evil. Dammit. It sounds stupid saying that out loud, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Gideon, you are hopeless sometimes. That’s not how any of this is going to work. You must understand that we are going to be hunted alongside them, no matter how many we take out. Those people out there,” Veronique said, nodding to a minivan driving next to us, one of the kids looking out the window and seeing Grace as Harley Quinn, “they hate us.” 
 
    Of course, Grace waved at the boy, and gave him a Harley Quinn-esque wink that was definitely going to be the subject of that kid’s first wet dream. 
 
    “They are not like us,” Veronique continued. “They were not raised like us, they do not have powers like us. I know because of my ability it is easy for me to think of them as cattle, which they kind of are, but even you have to agree that we have evolved past them. So it makes sense for them to be afraid.” 
 
    “It makes sense, but there has to be a peaceful way we can resolve it,” Dorian said. 
 
    “You’ve gotten soft,” said Veronique. 
 
    “Not at all,” Dorian told her. “Some people out there, people like Gideon’s fans, get it and they don’t hate us. Clarence, Vince, Gideon’s parents, there are others. Carmen Hooper? She doesn’t hate us. She was on TV recently talking about us.” 
 
    “Gideon’s fans? We can’t rely on sci-fi geeks and book nerds with what we are trying to go up against, comedians either.” 
 
    “Hey,” I told her as I switched lanes to pass a granny driver. “I take offense to that. Those are good people; those are my people!” 
 
    “Nothing is ever black-and-white,” Grace said, turning, well, black and white. She was pinstriped now, which was one of the stranger forms I had seen her take. 
 
    “She’s right,” said Dorian. “Even if they hate us, we have to try to love them back. Well, maybe ‘love’ is strong word.” 
 
    “‘Love’ is definitely a strong word,” I told Dorian with a chuckle. “Maybe ‘tolerate’ would be better. The point is, Veronique, I was hoping that we would be able to make it work somehow. Like, maybe we could have made a deal with them, or proved to them that we could actually do this, so they wouldn’t have to hurt anyone like the three of you, and me by extension, just because we have powers.” 
 
    “Okay, tolerate,” said Dorian. 
 
    “My point is: we should not be targets because we have powers. For me, my powers were given at a later stage in my life; but for you three, and the rest back at the mansion, aside from Clarence and Father, you are born with it. We can’t…” I thought of a way to phrase this. “I mean, you can’t be responsible for how you were born. You are responsible for what you do after, but the conditions in which you are born, that’s not up to you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Veronique said, “but don’t say I didn’t warn you. There’s going to come a time in all this when you realize I was right; I just hope that we are able to get to safety when that happens. Because there’s always the chance that we may be in too deep.” 
 
    “Duly noted,” I said. “Let’s keep discussing this; let’s talk with the others as well and get their input. Somehow this conversation got sidetracked. We were originally talking about Japan.” 
 
    “And cosplay,” said Grace, who was still pinstriped. 
 
    “Yes, that too. Once we get back to Colorado, we will figure out how to get to Japan. I have an idea, like I already said. Whatever happened back in DC, we will figure that out, we will also figure out who that albino woman was. But one thing we definitely can agree on: she was there on behalf of Damon Lord. So that is our target. We take him out, we figure out what he has done in Asia, we get one step closer to solving this.” 
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    Not quite world travelers, and not feeling like doing the makeshift Airbnb scheme that we had done in the past, the ladies and I found a swankish Hilton in downtown Richmond. 
 
    One issue we immediately faced was the fact that we were all wearing superhero uniforms, all aside from Grace, who was able to morph. I could morph as well, but I hadn’t really attempted clothing, and I wasn’t going to be able to do it at the moment. 
 
    “I’ll get us all clothing,” Grace said, reading my thoughts, “once we check in to our room.” 
 
    “Okay, go in first, get a room for us, and clear the path to our room. Think you can handle that?” 
 
    “Please,” Grace said as she got out of the car, morphing into a brunette with an intense tan and an American flag tank top. “I make this look easy.” 
 
    “So patriotic,” Dorian teased her as Grace shut the door with her ass. 
 
    “I’m guessing this won’t take too long,” I said, smiling back at Dorian and Veronique. 
 
    “I can’t wait to explore downtown Richmond,” said Dorian. “We haven’t been here before.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” was all Veronique could say. 
 
    “We really should take more vacations, shouldn’t we?” I asked as I adjusted my seat and got comfortable. 
 
    “I like Colorado,” Veronique told me. “It is nice being away from everyone and staying up in the mountains.” 
 
    “Not really a people person, are you?” I asked. 
 
    “You know my feelings on people.” She smiled at me. “But I do like you.” 
 
    And this would have sounded almost cute if she hadn’t said it in such a stilted way. 
 
    “I like you too,” I told her. 
 
    “And I like both of you, so let’s have some fun tonight,” Dorian said with a giggle. 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” I asked, trying not to sound like a horndog. 
 
    “Dinner, drinks, and then…” She stuck her tongue out at me. “You are already overthinking this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “He overthinks everything,” Veronique said. “That is part of his charm.” 
 
    “I won’t think about anything if that’s what you want, if that’s what it takes to…” 
 
    “Takes to… what?” Dorian asked. 
 
    “Takes to show you to that I have a plan, and I know what is going on. Yeah. That’s what I’ll show you, that I really am the fearless leader of the CBGs.” 
 
    Veronique shook her head. “He is so sad, really. Especially after what just happened in D.C.” 
 
    “Give me this,” I told her, joking. “Just give me my moment, dammit.” 
 
    “Well, you may or may not get your moment tonight. I guess it depends on how you play your cards,” Veronique said as Grace returned to the car. 
 
    I started getting out as soon as I saw her, Dorian and Veronique following me. All of us were clad in our uniforms, both Dorian and Veronique’s lacking leg armor. 
 
    It wasn’t practical, but superhero uniforms weren’t supposed to be practical, right? Actually, it had been their request, and Vince Porter had honored that request. 
 
    God bless that man. 
 
    After a quick check to make sure no one had pulled into the space, we followed Grace to a side entrance, where we stepped out into an empty hallway, Veronique immediately disabling the cameras. 
 
    “I need to give the guy at the front the contact information for this car,” I reminded Grace. “I want to make sure it gets back to the owner.” 
 
    “I’ll handle that,” she said as we approached elevator, and took it to the tenth floor. We found our room, and once we were inside, Grace took the card with information on it and bid us farewell. 
 
    “Cool clothing,” I reminded her as I looked around the large space, noticing that there was another room connected to the main living space. “Nothing too crazy. We are trying to blend in here, and I will be going as old man Gideon.” 
 
    “Don’t worry; I’ll find the coolest clothing possible,” Grace said as she left, the door clicking shut. 
 
    “Let’s hope so,” Veronique said after she’d gone.  
 
    I relaxed onto the couch, Dorian sitting on my right and Veronique on my left, crossing her legs over my lap.  
 
    Sure, I sort of had a harem thing going on here with the CBGs, and I wasn’t ashamed of it. 
 
     It was just how the situation worked out. 
 
    But that didn’t mean everyone was part of this harem, including Stella, who seemed to constantly vacillate between liking me and disliking me. Chloe, the sound manipulator, and I had had a few intimate moments over the last month, but it was hard to get away, and she wasn’t the sharing type. 
 
    But these three, the original three, they were the sharing type, even if we had to be careful with Dorian, considering her bodily fluids could explode someone. 
 
    I remembered reading about a guy living like this, probably back when I was still a student at Southern Connecticut University, and thinking it was a strange way to exist. 
 
    But looking around at my life, the powers I had, the destruction I’d seen, and the potential of those around me, everything was a strange way to live depending on who looked at it.  
 
    The people that met each other in high school and were together forever, never having another lover—that was sort of strange. As were the cucks, the swingers, the guys and gals who were asexual, the forty-year-old virgins. 
 
    The list went on.  
 
    And while I sometimes thought about the relationships I had with the other CBGs, it wasn’t something I let bother me anymore. 
 
    If it happened, it happened, and I was even starting to see it less as pure sex and more as an expression of how we felt about each other, a way for us to feel intimate with one another and to connect on a level that we couldn’t normally connect with just dialogue. 
 
    Ha! says the writer. But things were what they were, and it didn’t seem to be causing any issues. 
 
    So I just went with it. 
 
    “Who is ready to see what the television is saying about us?” Dorian asked as she turned on the TV. She cycled through to MS-CNN where she found find a blonde anchor practically shitting herself as they took in a bird’s eye view of the destruction in D.C. 
 
    They hadn’t completely blamed it on me yet, but they were mentioning that witnesses had seen the writer of the “infamous” Mutants in the Making series of books there, and that this was probably an attack orchestrated by him. 
 
    But they weren’t a “biased” news organization, so they hadn’t confirmed it yet. 
 
    I had to laugh at this.  
 
    All news organizations in 2030 were biased, and there wasn’t much that I was going to be able do about it. People watched the news that they wanted to hear. It was quite the phenomenon, and it really had become a form of entertainment in every sense of the word. 
 
    And having been a part of the circus, especially right before the release of Mutants in the Making, I wanted no part in it. 
 
    “This is only going to make it worse,” Veronique said as they kept announcing the death count, the numbers scrolling on the screen, going up, going down, pundits weighing in. We finally had to switch stations when they had eight people weighing in at once, all the talking heads like something out of a dystopian Brady Bunch. 
 
    “I’d better report in with Father,” I said, glad when Dorian settled on Home & Garden Television. 
 
    I had watched more HGTV with the CBGs than probably anything else, but it was always good to watch, easy on the brain, perfect for getting our minds off of what was actually happening. 
 
    I pulled up the email account that Father and I had jointly started, and typed a message, saving it in drafts. 
 
    I wouldn’t send it; I knew he would check the draft folder and see the message. He would reply there as well, which was how we communicated. It had been his idea, and since he seemed to know more about tech than me, I went along with it. 
 
    “I hope Grace brings cool clothing,” Dorian said. “If we’re going to be fugitives again…” She smirked at me. “If we are going to be fugitives again, I at least want to look good. We can get some tattoos as well. You have been promising…” 
 
    “Maybe,” I told her, “but not if we’ve been drinking.” 
 
    “Tattoos at some point then, ‘cause I’m getting drunk,” she said as she threw her head back, laughing. 
 
    “You know, for two people who love to preach about saving the world, you two are off to a fine start,” Veronique said, patting my arm. 
 
    “This may be the last night we have to do something like this for a while,” I reminded her. “Once we get back to Colorado, and I go over plans with Father and pick his brain a bit, we are off to Japan. Seriously. And who knows what things are going to be like at that point.” 
 
    “Okay, have your night, and have your fun. But I’m eating,” she said, starting to drain some of my life force. 
 
    “Yes, go ahead, feed,” I told her as I cringed at the pain. “But don’t take too much; I need to be able to heal myself as well, and if I pass out...” 
 
    “Don’t be a baby. You should be used to me doing this by now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Demons be Gone! 
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    “Real funny,” I told Grace as she presented the clothing she had ‘bought’ for me. She had been gone all of forty minutes, and I was starting to get worried when we heard a knock at the door, the psychic shifter stepping into our hotel room now in the form of… 
 
    “I know exactly who you are!” Dorian said as she approached Grace, taking some of her bags from her. 
 
    “Like totally,” Grace said in a California valley girl accent.  
 
    Her hair was golden blond now, her eyes blue and her skin orange in a way that reminded me of a former president. She was in a USC tank top and hip-hugging jeans torn at the knees. Matching DisNike kicks rounded out her outfit. 
 
    “Is she supposed to be someone?” I asked as I got out of my superhero uniform. A pearl snap cowboy shirt and a pair of tight Wranglers? Someone call Hap and Leonard, there’s an East Texas crime to solve! 
 
    “Don’t forget the bolo tie,” Grace said, still with her valley girl accent. 
 
    “She’s supposed to be Sandy Summers, you know, from the show.” 
 
    “There’s a show?” I asked Veronique. 
 
    “We have watched it together before.” Veronique took one of the bags and emptied the clothing out onto the bed. I almost laughed at the way she did this; sometimes she really had no finesse. 
 
    “Let me guess, this is a HGTV show, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “They flip homes that are two bedrooms and up, turning them all into sublets. In the episode we watched, they took one three-bedroom home and turned it into six sublets, each with a separate entrance.” 
 
    “You really don’t remember it?” Dorian asked as she stripped out of her uniform, now in her bra and panties. 
 
    “Can’t say that I do.” 
 
    While I looked like a rodeo reject, especially with my shiny leather shoes that totally didn’t go with my cowboy get-up, Dorian ended up looking pretty hot in a black turtleneck and dark gray jeans. Grace had also gotten her a black hat, which Dorian wore after pulling her hair into a ponytail. 
 
    “Veronique has a similar outfit,” the psychic shifter explained, “nothing that would stand out if you saw us in the crowd.” 
 
    “And I have to wear the bolo tie?” 
 
    Grace nodded at me. “It’s part of your disguise.” Her skin folded back, and she was suddenly in all black, similar to Dorian and Veronique. 
 
    “You all look incognito, and I look like an asshole,” I told them. 
 
    “I think you look cute,” Grace said, still with her Californian girl accent. “Like, totally country boy cute.” 
 
    “Cowboy cute,” Dorian added as she adjusted her hat. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right…” After my shirt was tucked in, I used the bathroom mirror to make sure the bolo tie was fastened just right. It wasn’t too bad, black leather with some sort of amethyst as its centerpiece.  
 
    But I couldn’t help feeling like Burt Reynolds or some shit, which, come to think of it, was sort of badass. 
 
    Looking at my face, I began to change into old man Gideon, adding a little hipster mustache this time just for shiggles. Once I was done, I stepped out of the bathroom to find three beautiful women waiting for me. 
 
    What a life. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but think how much better my last statement would have been had a manhunt not been underway, the Giddiest Gidster this side of Giddington falsely accused of attacking the US Capitol.  
 
    But I could deal with that later; and Veronique was right, this was my fault. 
 
    In other words: FML. 
 
    Bolo tie secure and three hot bodies alongside me, we took the elevator to the lobby and from there to the mean streets of Richmond, Virginia.  
 
    The city reminded me somewhat of Alexandria but with wider boulevards, taller buildings too. Quaint, but in a big city sort of way. 
 
    After a quick stroll, the CBGs chose a seafood restaurant, which I was totally down with. It didn’t really matter what we ordered as we weren’t going to be paying for it anyway. 
 
    And while this again went against the new mode of operation I was trying to instill in the group, it was something we would have to do for now. 
 
    It was weird, really, walking the fine line between being an ostracized hero and a straight up criminal.  
 
    But someone had to do it, and ultimately, what we were doing was for a good cause. 
 
    I only wished that we could stop getting new enemies for a little while and just deal with the ones we already had: Angel and whoever was still with him; Damon Lord, the albino shifter and new enemies we had yet to encounter; the goddamn US government; Natalie Johansson and her team, including that big bastard Smiley; hell, the public at large. 
 
    Enough with the foes. 
 
    After a short wait at the seafood restaurant, we were seated, given menus, and Dorian immediately ordered a bottle of champagne. The waitress returned with the bottle and popped the top off, filling Dorian’s glass. Once all our glasses were full, she set what was left of the champagne in a bucket of ice, and took our order. 
 
    “What better time than now to order the bacon-wrapped shrimp?” I asked, closing my menu and smiling at the waitress. 
 
    “And your side?” 
 
    “Mashed potatoes all the way. Make it extra mashed potatoes.” 
 
    “Our mashed potatoes are a house specialty,” the waitress told me as she moved on to Grace, who ordered the surf and turf, promising to split some of the steak with me.  
 
    Fuck yes. 
 
    Dorian ordered the baked cod with the spinach and feta side salad, and Veronique ordered a cup of coffee, as usual. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s all you would like?” the waitress asked the metal vampire. 
 
    “I already ate,” she told the woman, baring her teeth. 
 
    The waitress might not have been a telepath, but she definitely wasn’t dumb enough to stick around after seeing Veronique’s predatory grin. 
 
    “So…” I started to say. 
 
    “Cheers?” Dorian said, raising her glass to me. 
 
    Even Veronique drank a glass, and then another. And as the food came we had another bottle, and then another. 
 
    Two hours later and the four of us were schwasted and schtuffed.  
 
    It wasn’t pretty either. We were loud, and it was hard to keep my morphed face intact. Luckily, Grace had cleared the room out with her telepathy, so there was no one to see us acting the fool. 
 
    “I’m still hungry, Gideon,” Veronique said, drunk and caffeinated in the way she kept getting up, walking in circles with her arm swinging at her side and sitting back down, her hair in her face. 
 
    “You can eat me,” Dorian said with a giggle. “That totally doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “It totally doesn’t,” Grace said, who had now shifted into Dorian’s form.  
 
    Yes, two Dorians. I had to smile at that. 
 
    Who could forget the time in Colorado… 
 
    “Which Dorian do you prefer?” Grace as Dorian asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Gideon, which Dorian?” 
 
    “The one without any tattoos,” I said with a drunken smile. 
 
    Grace lifted her hands and the tattoos faded away. “This is what Dorian would look like without tattoos. Look how pale her arms are. She needs the tattoos to add color to them.” 
 
    Dorian burst out laughing. “It’s true, it’s true.” 
 
    “Tattoos it is!” I said, toasting no one in particular. Eventually, Grace responded by clinking her glass against mine. 
 
    “We should get drunk more often.” Veronique pointed across the table at me. She moved forward, practically crawling over the table as she pressed her finger onto my nose, draining a little bit of power. 
 
    I felt the channels open up, indicating that I could take her power if I wanted to, but I didn’t. 
 
    “Careful,” I told her, noticing the table wobble. “Now isn’t the time to play games.” 
 
    “You love playing games!” she said. 
 
    “But we have to get back to the hotel, and if you drain me, I can’t walk.” 
 
    “Who cares, Dorian can teleport us there.” 
 
    “I’ve never teleported somewhere drunk before,” Dorian said. “At least I don’t think I have. Maybe in Chicago?” She blew her dark bangs out of her eyes. “I was definitely drunk there.” 
 
    “I wish I could have come to Chicago with you guys,” Grace said, still morphed into Dorian and using her voice. “That would have been so fun.” 
 
    “It was fun,” I told her. “We should go on more vacations.” 
 
    “We’re going to Japan!” Veronique shouted, and as she did all the metal on the table rose into the air, the metal merging together until the word ‘Japan’ appeared and fell to the table, all of us cracking up. 
 
    “That was so cool,” I finally said. “You could be a magician.” 
 
    Veronique snickered at my suggestion. “Yeah, after being a super killer, I’ll be a musician.” 
 
    “No, magician,” I told her. 
 
    “So I’ll be a cosplayer, and she’ll be a magician,” Grace said with amusement, her cheeks red. 
 
    “Gideon, I don’t know any magic, and I don’t really know any music either.” Veronique hiccupped. “Sorry. This is embarrassing.” 
 
    I snorted, some of the champagne coming out of my nose and stinging my nostrils. 
 
    “Don’t make fun of me!” Veronique said, anger boiling behind her eyes. 
 
    I lifted both palms in her direction to let her know that we were playing. “Chill, chill.” 
 
    “Where’s the check?” Natalie Johansson asked. 
 
    I nearly kicked out of my chair until I realized it was Grace, that she had morphed into the famous Hollywood star/our mortal enemy. 
 
    “That’s messed up,” I started to tell her, my heart settling. “I would have attacked you.” 
 
    “Please,” she said as she morphed back to her base form. “I would have stopped you long before you tried to do anything.” 
 
    “You are so pretty,” Veronique said to Grace, immediately bringing her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “Thanks, you are too.” Grace took Veronique’s form. “See how pretty you look?” she asked in Veronique’s voice. 
 
    “That’s so weird. I wonder what it would be like…” Veronique put her hand back over her mouth again. 
 
    “That would be crazy,” Grace said, winking at her. 
 
    “This is a terrible idea,” I told the group. “No, before you call me a Debbie Downer, I’m just saying, the government is after us and we’re sitting here in Richmond, Virginia, getting drunk when we should be… Running?” 
 
    The CBGs laughed. 
 
    “They will get us eventually, and we will get away or…” Dorian bit her lip. 
 
    “No, that’s the last time that happens,” I said firmly, looking down at the ring on my finger that contained Fiona’s crystal. “And that wasn’t the government, that was something else, someone else.” 
 
    The four of us were silent for a moment.  
 
    The waitress returned with another bottle of champagne, and Grace turned her away. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the hotel,” Dorian finally said. “And no more talk of what happened today or what happened a month ago. Let’s just focus on tonight, and get out some of our… demons?” She laughed. “Is that a good way to put it? Let’s get some of our demons out.” 
 
    “All right, I’ll take it,” I said, lifting a finger in the air, the bags around my eyes drooping. 
 
    “Gideon, your face,” Veronique said. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s hard to keep this form when I’m drunk,” I told her, feeling my face morph back into my normal features. “Let’s just go…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: An Ode to the Number 4 
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    There had been a couple of three-ways between me and the original CBGs, but not as many as one would think. Sufficient to say, I didn’t need to read a Vice article any longer to know that a ménage à trois always had a few logistic issues, and now that I had some experience hosting them, I actually preferred a one-on-one session. 
 
    Funny, that. 
 
    But like anal sex, it wasn’t for everyone, and there was a lot of territory to explore when an additional person was added. 
 
    And here we were, with not only one additional person, but an additional additional person. 
 
    All this to say: I hadn’t really thought much about the number four when it came to sex, and when presented with this as an option, I really didn’t know where to begin. 
 
    So Grace, arguably the freakiest of us all, took the lead, morphing into Veronique, and going to her, kissing her. 
 
    They had never done something like that before, and I had a feeling it was more of a drunken thing, at least on V’s part. Eventually, they were full on making out, which must have been really weird for Veronique, but she was still going for it. So kudos to her. 
 
    I briefly recalled her mentioning something at the restaurant that sounded like she would be interested in experiencing this, but I couldn’t say for certain. 
 
    Regardless, I didn’t have much time to watch them before Dorian was taking off my sweet bolo tie, ripping my shirt open and kissing her way down my chest. She stopped just in front of my zipper, and drunkenly nudged it with her face. 
 
    “I get the hint,” I told her as I unzipped my pants, pulling my trousers down, my proof of Gideonhood growing in my boxers and nearly sprouting out what I liked to call the porthole. “Yeesh…” I whispered as Dorian immediately took me in her mouth, even though I wasn’t fully erect yet.  
 
    Her mouth was warm, a bit slimy, and it only took another few seconds for me to become fully erect, Dorian also finding a rhythm as I watched the Veroniques make out. 
 
    This was definitely going to be one of those memories that I thought about from time to time, but we didn’t talk about after, especially once Grace helped Veronique out of her outfit, and started sucking on her little breasts, Dorian doing her fair share of sucking on yours truly.  
 
    Watching them go at it while Dorian went at it forced me to clinch my asshole, on the verge of sounding the alarm right then and there. 
 
    This got me wondering how porn stars handled these sort of scenarios. 
 
    Of course, as soon as Dorian’s lips first met my cock, I had taken her power, replacing Grace’s telepathy with it.  If I hadn’t done so, she would have blown my little guy to smithereens.  
 
    And while I could heal, I didn’t think that was something I could come back from. 
 
    Who knew? Maybe Father could heal that type of injury, but I couldn’t imagine going to him and asking for that. 
 
    Please heal my dick, Father. Ha!  
 
    Rather than dig too deep into how weird that conversation would be, I simply rested with my back against the wall, Dorian treating my member like a lollipop. She eventually stood and hiked her jeans and panties down, her little bubble butt now visible as she lifted her cheeks up and let me slide right in. 
 
    It was a little awkward at first, the base of my penis running against the top of her jeans, but it was incredibly hot, both of us watching Veronique and Grace-as-Veronique suck titties. We got into our groove, Dorian forcing her weight back once she knew I could handle it. 
 
    “Something else,” Veronique said as Grace started kissing her stomach. “Morph.” 
 
    Grace’s hair turned white, a red outfit forming on her, red stripes on her cheeks. 
 
    “Kitsune,” I whispered, instantly smiling.  
 
    Dammit if Grace didn’t know how to push my buttons.  
 
    Veronique seemed to approve, letting Grace kiss her waist and her thigh bones, stopping the shifter just before she reached her lady parts. 
 
    “Gideon,” Veronique said with an exhale, pointing at me, her finger glowing red. I felt a tug in my chest, the drunken metal vampire draining a bit of my power. 
 
    “I’m being summoned,” I told Dorian as we continued to bang it out. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay…” Dorian said as she let me move away. She sat on the couch and lifted her legs, touching herself as I made my way over to the bed. I stopped, realizing I should clean up before jumping in, and told Veronique to wait just a moment while I went and toweled off. 
 
    “BRB,” I said, showing my Gen Z colors, rather than actually say the words. 
 
    I practically kicked the bathroom door down even though I didn’t need to, and immediately doused my weenus with cold water. It was cold, but not cold enough for me to lose my erection. 
 
    Once I was cleaned up, I returned to the bed and got in position over Veronique, Kitsune Grace now resting her white hair against Veronique’s waist and looking up at me. She helped guide me in, a mischievous look on her face as I started up. 
 
    Veronique was already wet, so it didn’t take long to get moving a little bit faster, Grace still watching from close-up, curious even. 
 
     She was moaning too, because of course Grace was moaning, and for a moment I remembered that all of them were somehow related, that this was a bit incestuous, but there was no turning back now… 
 
    FUCK IT. 
 
    I went with it, increasing my speed, Veronique with her head thrown back, Kitsune Grace with red stripes on her face waiting for me. 
 
    And just a few minutes later, I let out an incredible sigh and finished in Grace’s mouth at her direction. I collapsed to the side, instantly feeling naked and alone until the post-orgasm left me. 
 
    I looked over to Dorian to see that she was still fingering herself, licking her lips, her eyes partially shut. Veronique was next to me, breathing heavily, her eyes closed, and Grace, still in Kitsune cosplay, had already gone to the bathroom to wash up. 
 
    The real world could wait. 
 
    Tomorrow we would be back in Colorado and from there, the Land of the Rising Sun. 
 
    But for now, we were primal. We were animals, all of us, and I wasn’t ashamed to admit this. 
 
    Maybe that would be my new thing, to accept the situation and what it had become, to live entirely in the moment. 
 
    All the judgment in the world wasn’t going to change what had just happened, and even if our little group lacked solid morality, it didn’t mean that we weren’t able to help people, that we weren’t the type to do good in this world. 
 
    “Damn,” I finally said aloud. “Damn, damn, damn.” 
 
    What could I say other than that? 
 
    The CBGs just liked to get our freak on from time to time. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Back to the Rockies 
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    Okay, so that was quite the detour. 
 
    A much-needed detour? Not exactly. But it was nice, and I ended up sleeping in the same bed as Grace, while Dorian and Veronique shared the bed in the other room. 
 
    Sexcapades weren’t exactly the reason I wanted to stay in the hotel, but it worked out in the end, and by the next morning, I was feeling ready to tackle our actual problems. 
 
    And what a list! 
 
    I looked at my phone, seeing I had an inbox filled with new messages. 
 
    The omnibus of Mutants in the Making had been a hit, making it into the top ten on the Amazon store, and staying there for the last month. 
 
    Seriously, the top ten.  
 
    Ask any indie author what that means, and they will draw the money symbol for you, point at it, make the universal sign of rubbing their fingers together, and if they’re a millennial or onward, they will also do the “make it rain” gesture. 
 
    So much dinero. 
 
    And the audiobook was set to release soon too, which was also going to kill. 
 
    Even if I wasn’t really taking any of the money, EBAYmazon was still depositing it in my account, which meant I had cash floating around somewhere. 
 
    And truth be told, I hadn’t really thought about money in a while; I figured the government had probably frozen my bank accounts by now anyway. If they hadn’t, they would use it to potentially track me. 
 
    So no money mo’ problems for me. 
 
    I skimmed through most of the messages, two of them critiques of my work, one of the two telling me that my writing sucked, and he would never read another book by me. 
 
    Cool, bro. 
 
    What a strange world we lived in where a reader can quickly contact an author to tell them they suck and that he won’t read any more of the books.  
 
    Sheesh.  
 
    A blinking icon told me Luke was online, so I decided to hit him up over GoogleFace. 
 
    Me: Dude. 
 
    Luke: I saw that you attacked the Capitol.[image: ][image: ] 
 
    Me: Lol? 
 
    Luke: Lol! 
 
    Me: Of course I didn’t. It was a set up, and I’m not just saying that to blow smoke up your Canadian ass, which I heard is one thing that Canadians like. 
 
    Luke: Can confirm. 
 
    Me: I don’t know how I should take that. 
 
    Luke: Well, you’re the one that said it. 
 
    Me: Anyway, it’s a long story, but to keep it short AF, I was supposed to meet with this one Senator who has been giving me hell. Instead, I was attacked by an albino woman shapeshifter who had some sort of cosmic energy that she was using.  
 
    Luke: So in other words, a normal Monday for Gideon Caldwell? 
 
    Me: More like a normal Tuesday. I have been trying to avoid the news about it. I know that they’re going to blame me, and I know that this is only going to spark the debate even more about people with superpowers. 
 
    Luke: I’m guessing it doesn’t mean much, but I’ve definitely got your back. 
 
    Me: Thanks man. What’s the update on your end? 
 
    Luke: Just finishing up my notes on the next Star Destroyer. I ended up rewriting my outline. The entire thing. I usually do that, I’m just glad that I did it before I actually started writing the book. If I do the outline when I have already started writing the book, it only makes it messier for the edit. I hate editing. 
 
    Me: I still await the day that they invent some software that will edit completely for us, letting us know all the changes in voice, any grammar errors, tone errors, and of course, the dreaded homophone. 
 
    Luke: Go to hell, homophones! Booooo. 
 
    Me: I couldn’t have said it better myself. Look, I may be out of touch for a bit as I get to the bottom of what’s going on here. 
 
    Luke: Go on… 
 
    Me: It’s time for the CBGs to go international. We still have enemies here, but I think for the sake of humanity, as stupid as it sounds, it will be best for us to address what is happening abroad. 
 
    Luke: Damn. 
 
    Me: Exactly. I’ll tell you more about it later. What’s up with you? 
 
    Luke: Working on a cover. Want to see it? 
 
    Me: Does Patrick Rothfuss still owe us another Kingkiller Chronicle?  
 
    Luke: Lol. 
 
    Me: I miss making covers. I never have time now. Maybe I will make some covers just for fun. I still need something for How Heavy This Axe Book Two. Anyway, please show me! 
 
    Luke: Ah jesss…. 
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    Me: Whoa. Okay, I’m inspired and impressed, seriously. Spaceship? Check. Fucking thrusters in your face? Yep. Milky Way? Oh, so milky. Sick-ass font? You bet. I really need to get back in the game. Shit. Maybe I’ll be able to whip up some cover-goodness soon. 
 
    Luke: I’m waiting…  
 
    “Luke is a damn good dude,” I said after I finally put my phone away. 
 
    “We should go to Canada and meet him then,” said Grace, who was looking at me now, resting with one hand under her arm, her elbow on her pillow.  
 
    “That would be sweet, and maybe it will happen one day. Who knows? But for now, we’ve got other places to go. Are you hungry? We can hit up the hotel breakfast buffet before we leave.” 
 
    “Sure,” Grace said as she pressed out of bed, morphing into one of the forms she had been taking since I first met her. It was based on a picture of a geisha that had been on my wall in my apartment in Wooster Square. Adding a twist to it, there was a blonde highlight in her hair. To offset it all, she wore a velour outfit with the word JUICY across her buttocks. 
 
    “Is it juicy enough?” she asked, showing her ass to me. 
 
    “You are ridiculous sometimes,” I told her. 
 
    “So I’ll take that as a yes.” Grace went to the other room and woke the others, while I got into my clothes and bolo tie. 
 
    I was still dressed as a cowboy, but it was better than going downstairs wearing my superhero outfit. Speaking of which, all of our outfits were now in a bag in the other room, and I made a mental reminder to myself to not forget them. 
 
    Vince would be pissed if he had to design another set. 
 
    After stretching my arms over my head and yawning, I entered the other room, feeling surprisingly well considering the amount of champagne I’d had last night. A bit groggy, but not as bad as Veronique, whose hair was in her eyes, a deadly look on her face. 
 
    “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed…” I started to joke, and with that I fell to my knees, my energy suddenly being drained from me. 
 
    “Just a little,” Grace told her. 
 
    “So hungry…” Veronique said as the light started to dim. 
 
    “More… Like… Hangry… ” I whimpered as she continued to feed. 
 
    Veronique had been using me as food long enough for her to know the signs of when to stop, and I was thankful when she let up. 
 
    “We will… feed you later,” I told her as I got to my feet again, healing myself. Actually, it was sort of a shit heal-job, mostly because of the fact I was low-energy. 
 
    But that was nothing a solid breakfast wouldn’t cure. 
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    Breakfast in our bellies, the gals and I began the teleportation process back to Colorado. Dorian and I had already mapped out a good middle point, choosing St. Louis, Missouri, as a spot for her to recharge.  
 
    We selected a field several miles outside of the city, somewhere where people wouldn’t see us, and after we had made sure we had everything that we needed, which mostly consisted of our uniforms, Dorian placed her hand on all of us and we ported away. 
 
    Long-distance teleportation was as fascinating and exhilarating as it was utterly frightening. 
 
    One purple flash later and we were jogging down a long tunnel, a whirling vortex of purple and white energy all around us, Dorian at the front, a smile on her face as she ran. 
 
    By the time we arrived, the four of us deposited in a nature reserve of some sorts, I had my hands on my knees, trying not to throw it all up. 
 
    “Just give me a minute…” I told them. Grace started to laugh. 
 
    How she remained so chipper after the amount of champagne we’d drunk led me to believe that she had been pouring her glasses out beneath the table… 
 
    Of course, looking at her only inspired Grace to read my mind, and shake her head at me playfully. 
 
    “You wish,” she said. “I guess it could be my third superpower, the ability to fight off a hangover.” 
 
    “The coffee helped,” Veronique said as she took a look around at the forested area. 
 
     There were trees in the distance, but the spot we had chosen was pretty much barren aside from some patches of green grass and wildflowers. Dorian was getting better and better at pinpointing locations just using the picture on my phone. 
 
    It was miraculous, impressive as hell. 
 
    “It was your idea to stay in the hotel,” Dorian reminded me. 
 
    “I needed a distraction.” 
 
    “And it is a distraction you got,” said Veronique, the only mention thus far about the debauchery which had gone down last night. The metal vampire looked better than before, but her hair was still a bit ruffled and she definitely had some sleep in her eyes.  
 
    “I can’t argue there…” 
 
    I wished we had had more time to stick around and explore the wooded area, but we had our own nature to get back to in the hills of Colorado, so no complaints there. Eventually, once Dorian had recharged a little, and I was done feeling queasy, Dorian touched our hands and we started the teleportation process again. 
 
    Back to the tunnel of blistering light, the world spinning all around us, Dorian charging ahead with that same beautiful smile on her face. 
 
    It was amazing to see someone in their element, no matter what that element was. So rather than focus on the nausea I was feeling, I simply tried to keep up with her. 
 
    I was able to finally do it, Dorian throwing her hand out and grabbing my wrist, going even faster now, everything coming at me as if I were skydiving directly into a supernova.  
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    We appeared in the backyard of our base in Colorado. 
 
    I was instantly hit by the cool mountain air, the views, the smell of nature, the way that the oxygen felt just a little different. I hadn’t even had a chance to take a step forward when I was nearly tackled by Michelle, the young speedster slamming into me with a big hug. 
 
    “Michelle!” I said, my breakfast about to come up. 
 
    “Gideon! I thought you would never come back! I was going to run to Washington, D.C., to find you guys, but then I saw what was on the news, and…” 
 
    “Relax, Michelle,” I told her, pushing her away. “I just ate, and you know how I am with…” I swallowed hard, putting my hands over my mouth. 
 
    “Happy, so happy you made it back!” 
 
    I saw Father peek out of the door of his guesthouse, wave, then close the door again. 
 
    Coming from the main home was Stella, her hair braided as usual, a curious look on her face; Chloe, who used her sound manipulation power to lift off the deck and float down toward us; Ingrid, who offered us a tight smile; and Clarence, who wore an apron with flour all over the front. 
 
    “You’re back,” he said as he gave me a big bear hug. “Just in time for breakfast.” 
 
    I pushed him away a bit, still feeling fuzzy in the tummy region. “I don’t know if I can eat anything.” 
 
    We met up with the others, Chloe instantly moving over to me and placing her hand on my head. 
 
    “Relax,” she said, her voice now ricocheting inside my skull, soothing me. 
 
    The sound manipulator could do some pretty amazing things, and one of them was using her vibrations ability to cure things like headaches, or other small illnesses. She couldn’t full-on heal someone, but she could damn sure make someone feel better. 
 
    So she chilled me out, and I felt a hundred times better by the time we entered the mansion. The air smelled of baked goods, rising flour, and even though I was full, I could definitely see myself getting hungry later. 
 
    I heard sound coming from the TV, the ladies having been watching a show about coffee shop renovations called Caffeinated Rehab, which was a bad title. The host was a plaid-shirt-wearing Portland guy with body modifications, and inspirational words tatted across his cheeks à la a SoundCloud rapper from the late 2010s. 
 
    Damn those tattoos didn’t age well. 
 
    “I’m going to change,” I told the group, who had sort of followed me in. I didn’t know if they were actively following me, but everyone seemed like they were suddenly behind me. “And once I’m done, we’ll get our asses, butts,” I said, smiling at Michelle, “down to the situation room and figure out how we’re going to pull this off tomorrow. Then we’ll check your abilities, hit up some training, and have a well-balanced dinner.” 
 
    “Pizza?” 
 
    “We had that last night,” Chloe told Michelle. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Not pizza,” I told her. “Grace, please brief them on what really happened in D.C.” 
 
    “Done,” she said, her eyes flashing white. 
 
    “Damn, it’s cool when you do that,” I said, smirking at her. 
 
    “I’ll finish baking,” said Clarence. “And coffee? Who wants coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll help make the coffees!” Michelle disappeared in a flash, the young speedster already in the kitchen getting the cups out. 
 
    A proper plan to make a plan in place—ha, that’s one way to put it!—I headed upstairs to my room, where I quickly got out of my cowboy clothes and hopped into the shower. 
 
    Finally, a moment to myself. 
 
    As the water pinkened my skin, I finally started to wrap my head around what had happened in Washington, and what this possibly meant for us. 
 
    Whereas before, all superpowereds were to be hunted, now the FCG had a real target, a poster child for what could go wrong if the American people let those with powers go unchecked.  
 
    And if I wasn’t mistaken, this had been Damon Lord’s plan the entire time. Why else would he send someone to shift into the Senator? 
 
    This got me thinking another thing—how did they know I was coming? 
 
    Did they catch my email, kidnap the Senator and then slip in the replacement? Or had Senator Ellicott been fake all along? Or maybe not all along, but before or immediately after what went down at my book release party... 
 
    The release party had been televised, and millions of Americans had seen what people with superpowers could do. And sure enough, Senator Ellicott had been on TV the next morning telling the public the government would go after us. 
 
    Something was fishy, and I didn’t like being targeted, the fucking tropes of the situation also pissed me off. Somehow, we had shifted into some sort of X-Men-like metaphor for treatment of those deemed ‘other.’  
 
    Not thinly veiled either, I thought as more water hit my face. 
 
    But what other path was there for a mutant or a superpowered individual, in the real world or in literature? The general public was stupid and fearful; anytime anything came in that could threaten them in any way, they acted brashly.  
 
    That was human nature, so I knew better than to think that they would welcome us with open arms, but I also didn’t like being blamed for an attack we would have never planned. 
 
    Maybe getting the hell out of the States for a spell would help.  
 
    Maybe it would give us a chance to refresh, for the American public to get angry and fed up about whatever crisis was coming next. 
 
    The student loan bubble was looking to burst any day now, and the opioid epidemic had been raging for more than half of my life. Social Security was screwed, Medicaid and Medicare always seemed to be a single vote away from being stripped or privatized. The Middle East was still a great place to fight a proxy war. Gun violence had waxed and waned over the 2020s but was back in full swing. 
 
    So maybe one of those things would distract the public away from us. 
 
    Leave the superpowered people alone…  
 
    “That’s called wishful thinking,” I told myself aloud as I scrubbed my taint. Someone had to do the dirty work, whether that be grundel-cleaning, or going after madmen trying to create superpowered villains. 
 
    The world would likely never know it needed us, but it did. And I didn’t mean that in some egotistical way.  
 
    There were some bad people out there, and if Damon Lord really was expanding the experiments in Asia, which he clearly was based on the albino shifter who had attacked us, it was only a matter of time before they made a power play. 
 
    And part of me wondered if… 
 
    “Gideon, you are an idiot,” I told myself as I stopped the shower, the water disappearing into the drain. I hopped out and toweled off quickly. 
 
    It was time to talk to Father.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: Father Pow Wow 
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    “Open up, open up,” I said as I lightly knocked on Father’s door.  
 
    Is he taking a dump or something? I had been knocking for several minutes now, my body still fresh and pink from the shower, my hair a little wet. 
 
    I kept meaning to get a haircut, to go back to the high and tight look I rocked after I broke bad (my fuck did that feel like years ago), but it kept slipping my mind. Maybe I would have Grace just shave my head, or maybe I’d get a haircut in Japan and go for the latest Asian fashion trend. 
 
    Only time would tell. 
 
    “Stop knocking,” I heard Father say from the other side of the door. I heard the lock click and as the door swung open, I saw that the man, the myth and the legend was also fresh out of the shower, his hair slicked back, and wearing a white t-shirt, a pair of pants and black socks. He smelled fresh, like a weird mixture of basil and mint. 
 
    “They’re all related,” I said as I let myself in. 
 
    “Come again?” 
 
    “AEFL, Damon Lord and Natalie Johansson’s crew,” I said, instantly recalling the thugs the famous actress ran with: Smiley the strongman; the portal user named Bae; the Asian lady and power amplifier named Tokyo; their tech guy, who went by the name Hummingbird. “They have to be, and because they’re related, Mother is clearly part of their operation. Angel too!” 
 
    “Gideon, have you had any sleep?” Father motioned me toward a couch that sort of sat in front of a window, so he could look out and watch the CBGs train. 
 
    “Not enough, but I’ll get some rest tonight. Look, I know I’m coming at this a little late, but I just have this hunch that all this is related. Sure, we baited AEFL and Natalie at my book release party, but Damon Lord showed up anyway. And fast-forward to now, the pundits are likely on TV calling for our heads.” 
 
    “That they are,” Father said, nodding to his television. “I watched an interview with Senator Ellicott an hour ago.” 
 
    “That’s not the real Senator.” 
 
    “I’m aware. Grace’s info update went out to everyone in the household.” 
 
    I shook my head. “What did she say?” 
 
    “Mostly just reiterated how she was attacked, and how she’ll be doing everything she can to put a stop to the Cherry Blossom Girls.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Yeah, not great. But you should have expected that by now. Anyway, I think it’d be best if you stopped trying to connect dots that don’t need connecting. This isn’t a sudden epiphany. You’ve been saying more or less the same thing over the last month, about them all working together and whatnot. That’s nothing new. And as I told you before, I don’t believe this is the case, at least for Ada and Angel, and all of AEFL for that matter. Damon Lord betrayed all of us when he stole our data. And regarding Natalie, I don’t know if she is working for him or not.” 
 
    “But, it is just so clear to me now,” I told him. “Why else would they set us up in Washington?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The public was sort of coming to our side. I’ve been getting a lot less hate mail, if that’s any indication, but there have also been positive reports coming out on the news. I mean, what about that tornado in Alabama two weeks ago? We rescued several people. They’d be dead now if it wasn’t for us.” 
 
    Father scratched the back of his head. “That was nice, and that kind of stuff is what a superhero team is supposed to do, but saving a few lives in Alabama doesn’t automatically make the public like you. And trust me, an attack in Washington is way more newsworthy than a tornado in Alabama. So get it out of your mind this was a coordinated plot to make you look bad. While it may be a plot to tarnish your already tarnished name, I would put good money on the fact that it wasn’t coordinated.” 
 
    “You really don’t think so?” I asked, remembering Alabama and the little ‘Summer Christmas’ we had had right after the tornado after Michelle and Ingrid watched a holiday movie. But that was a story for another day…  
 
    “No, I don’t. That’s not Damon Lord’s style. Consider him chaotic evil, if that means anything to you. His form of anarchy is more calculated, but it is still chaotic, random, and built upon scorched earth tactics. Regarding the book release party, he was probably planning to attack it anyway. If he had wanted to kill all of you then, he would have.” 
 
    “We would have…” 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t have won, at least not without an even more pyrrhic victory than it has already turned out to be.” Father grimaced. “Anyway, he had the element of surprise. Read a damn book on violence or something, Gideon. The element of surprise is how you successfully take down even the most trained combatants. You can be the best in your field, but if someone snipes when you’re out for a stroll in the park, you go down just as easily as the next guy. Get it?” 
 
    “Yes. What about going to Tokyo? If you think he will beat us…” 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I said that I thought he would have beat you and the ladies then. Going to Tokyo is stepping out of your comfort zone, but from what I can tell, and trust me, I’ve looked into it,” he said, his eyes flashing orange, “this is likely the best way for you to take the fight to him, which is how you’ll win.” 
 
    “Do you think everyone should come on the trip?” 
 
    Father considered this for a moment. “You’ll likely need the whole team to take him down, but I am somewhat unclear as to how this will work, so that team could consist of less members, or be divided somehow, sure.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to come?”  
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me, and for a moment, I got the sense that he was interested in going. Of course, once he opened his lips, that thought was put to rest. 
 
    “No, my work is here.” 
 
    “What are you working on anyway?” I asked as I glanced around the room, noticing he had several boxes of equipment and other gear that was still wrapped in plastic.  
 
    “Let me work on it some more before I tell you. Go to your team, Gideon, they’re waiting for you.” 
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    “Missionaries?” Stella asked. 
 
    Everyone was in the basement aside from Father, who was still toiling away in his little guesthouse, and Clarence, who was in the kitchen cooking up dinner.  
 
    Damn, did I like Clarence.  
 
    And damn, did I like having someone around who could use guns, take care of the place and make delicious food. 
 
    “Yes, we will be dressed as missionaries,” I told her. “And before you give me a skeptical look, understand that any authorities we encounter will be taken care of by Grace, with me in place for mind-washing if need be. That said, we’ll be around huge crowds, so we won’t be able to get everyone. Therefore, we’ll need to dress in a way that makes us blend in.” 
 
    “What do missionaries dress like again?” Ingrid asked. The beast morpher had a Lonely Planet Tokyo guide and a little notebook with her, which I appreciated, but she wasn’t actually taking any notes about what I was saying, which made me suspicious. 
 
    “I’ll get the shirts designed after this, we’ll have EBAYmazon print them on demand, ship to a neighbor, and have them here by ten in the morning. Our flight from Denver to Narita leaves at three.” 
 
    “That doesn’t really answer my question.” 
 
    “It’ll make sense when you see what I design,” I told her.  
 
    “So you’re a clothing designer now?” Dorian asked with an amused grin on her face. 
 
    “If I can design book covers, I can design anything. Seriously. Not trying to be cocky here. Do you know how much detail goes into a book cover for it to convey what the book is about, its genre, for it to be visible at both the thumbnail level and when you hold it in your hand?” 
 
    “We get it,” Veronique said, sipping from a cup of coffee.  
 
    There were pastries on the table too, and I’d already started on a cherry turnover that was yummy and gooey on the inside. 
 
    “So that’s our angle. We go as missionaries. Trust me, this will work.” 
 
    “You’re the priest?” Grace asked, her eyes white. 
 
    “Pastor, and you’ll be my wife. We can be in our forties or fifties. So not old man Gideon this time.” 
 
    “But Grandpa Gideon is funny…” Michelle said.  
 
    I saw a pastry disappear and a smudge of cherry paint across the young speedster’s face. She didn’t always eat that quickly, and we’d told her several times not to eat her food that fast, but it was always weird when she did. 
 
    “We have to make this look as convincing as possible. So Grace and I are Edward and Jill King, Michelle and Ingrid will be Mary and Isabelle King, our daughters; Dorian will be Doris, a troubled youth who is now a born-again Christian; Stella and Veronique are Sarah and Victoria, college-aged sisters taking a break from their studies to spread the Gospel; and Chloe is Clarissa, our youth pastor.” 
 
    “Do I have to sing any Christian songs?” Chloe asked. “I can learn some.” 
 
    “No, but learn some anyway, just in case someone puts us on the spot.” 
 
    “Why am I the troubled youth?” Dorian asked, shooting me a pouty face. 
 
    “Because you have tattoos. Trust me, I’ve thought this all out; I want all our bases covered.” 
 
    “When did you have time to think this out?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “Well, I’m still thinking it out, but I’ve got a pretty clear idea in my mind of how this is going to look, and how it’s going to work. So that’s how we get on the plane, and it’s how we stay together in the airport because we’ll have matching clothing.” 
 
    “Do we have our tickets?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “No, we won’t be getting tickets,” I explained. “Grace is going to get us on the flight by putting us on the waitlist and then having those seats come available all of a sudden, if you get what I’m saying here. Or something like that. She will also be getting us through immigration.” 
 
    Grace playfully flexed her muscles. She was in her base form for once, her hair up in a bun, and as she flexed, her muscles started to grow in a way that reminded me of something out of a Popeye cartoon. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    “And what about when we get to Tokyo?” Chloe asked. 
 
    Of the CBGs sitting in front of me, only Chloe, Michelle and Grace weren’t looking at me with suspicion in their eyes. Ingrid wasn’t looking at me at all. She was now focused on her Tokyo guidebook. 
 
    “I’m still working that part out. We’ll need to get a place to stay. But we have a long flight to get it all figured out, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m not,” she said, her lips parting into a smile. 
 
    “Me neither!” Michelle chimed in. 
 
    I clapped my hands together. “Hell yeah, team, okay, so let’s get to training. That’s next. And while you guys train, I’ll whip up a quick shirt design.” 
 
    “Wait,” Michelle asked, looking around nervously. “What about our uniforms?” 
 
    “Carry-on luggage. Also, bring something to do on the plane. It’s going to be a long flight, so it could get boring. But they should have TV, so that will help pass the time.” 
 
    Mile-high club? Grace thought to me, nearly causing me to stumble backward. 
 
    Dammit, not now.  
 
    Come on…  
 
    Let’s just get securely on the plane first. 
 
    “Where was I?” I asked, smiling at the group, blinking a few times to get my bearings. 
 
    “Training,” Michelle said, then vanished, her chair still vibrating after she’d left. 
 
    “Yep! Training, I’ll design the shirts, we’ll double-check everyone’s stats, and we’ll get a good night’s sleep.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: I May Have a Future in Fashion Design 
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    The CBGs started up their training while I sat on a picnic table near them, whipping up a quick shirt design. There was a slight breeze rustling through the trees, and enough cloud coverage to keep the sun from making me adjust the brightness on my laptop screen. 
 
    As they trained, I did what I did best. 
 
    “And… just adjust the cross…” I said under my breath. “Okay… add a little sun glare… good… done!” 
 
    I didn’t normally go around patting myself on the back, at least not intentionally, but once I finished up our t-shirt design for Manchester Ministries, I was pretty proud of myself: 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    I wanted the design to be instantly recognizable, hence the cross and prayer hands. I also wanted the pic to have a random quote from the Bible on it, like most missionaries’ shirts I’d seen before. So I GoogleFaced “worst Psalm” and came up with this little number about sorceresses.  
 
    “Do not allow a sorceress to live.” -- Exodus 22:18. 
 
    Beautimous.  
 
    The troll in me was delighted. 
 
    I heard a sonic boom and looked up to see Chloe forming a shield of sound and running forward with it, Michelle running alongside her as she did, laughing. The young speedster kept vanishing and reappearing on Chloe’s other side, which I recognized as Michelle moving through Chloe’s charged soundwave. 
 
    I returned to my t-shirt design and started setting it up for instant printing. 
 
    We had set up a system with our neighbor to use their EBAYmazon account for orders. It was something we had to do, mostly because of the tech gear that Father needed, but also because I was a child of the 21st century, literally, and had no idea how to shop without having the Internet around. 
 
    Kidding. I wasn’t that dependent on the Internet to live, but it was helpful being able to take advantage of EBAYmazon’s drone delivery and their plethora of items for sale, especially considering the fact that our base was out in the middle of nowhere, in the mountains near Evergreen, Colorado. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get the shirt designs uploaded, and once I did, I chose a cherry blossom pink color for the ladies, and a darker maroon color for Yours Truly. I ordered a couple of extras as well, just so we’d have something to remember our trip by. 
 
    With that finished, and the shirts guaranteed to arrive by ten in the morning, I closed my laptop and got out my phone. 
 
    From one screen to the next, I thought as I tapped my finger against the cherry blossom app that Father had designed. 
 
    About two weeks ago, I had received another random message from Dr. Kim, the scientist who had helped Grace escape the facility, sparking this entire journey. The message contained a code, and once I put it in each of the CBGs’ systems, I was given three extra points to work with on their stats. 
 
    There hadn’t been any messages since, and I was starting to wonder if Dr. Kim had run out of codes to send off. I hoped this wasn’t the case, because Father didn’t seem to have any codes either. 
 
    Everyone’s stats came up, and I began scrolling through them, starting with Grace, whose original name was Sabine: 
 
      
 
    Sabine, Subject S 
 
    Build: 008 
 
    Base height: 181 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 54 kilos 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Intelligence: 9 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Wisdom: 8 
 
    Dexterity: 3 
 
    Charisma: 6 
 
      
 
    Main: Psychic 
 
    Main: Psychic 
 
    Omnikinesis: 10 
 
    Second Sight: 5 
 
    Psychometry: 5 
 
    Telepathy: 7 
 
    Clairsentience: 5 
 
    Psychokinesis: 8 
 
    Hypnosis: 6 
 
    Nightmare Sight: 6 
 
    Telepathic Radius: 5 
 
      
 
    With Grace, I had increased her Hypnosis ability, figuring we’d need that in Tokyo as well as her overall power through Omnikinesis. We had played around with her Nightmare Sight over the last month too, which was indeed horrifying. No need for upgrading there. 
 
      
 
    Veronique, Subject V 
 
    Build: 2.7341 
 
    Base height: 171 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 50 kilos 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Constitution: 7 
 
    Wisdom: 5 
 
    Dexterity: 6 
 
    Charisma: 2 
 
      
 
    Main: Metal Absorption and Modification 
 
    Wielding Capacity: 7 
 
    Adaption Speed: 6 
 
    Alloy Integrity: 6 
 
    Blood Metal Conversion: 7 
 
      
 
    For the metal vampire, I’d upped her Blood Metal Conversion, her Adaption Speed and Alloy integrity, all in an effort to keep her well-rounded. Unfortunately, and maybe even mysteriously, none of the points I got worked on her basic stats, like her charisma. She was destined to remain at a two. 
 
      
 
    Dorian Gray, Subject DG 
 
    Build: 7.543 
 
    Base height: 170 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 49 kilos 
 
    Strength: 2 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Constitution: 7 
 
    Wisdom: 3 
 
    Dexterity: 6 
 
    Charisma: 8 
 
      
 
    Main: Ergokinesis 
 
    Overcharge: 2 
 
    Charge Capacity: 5 
 
    Charge Integrity: 5 
 
      
 
    Main Second: Teleportation 
 
    Tele-Sphere Radius: 6 
 
    Conscious Spatial Awareness: 10 
 
    Recharge Speed: 6 
 
    Restoration Speed: 7 
 
    Teleportation Rapidity: 7 
 
    Teleportation Distance: 10 
 
    Empathetic Teleportation: 6 
 
    Banishment: 3 
 
    Overcharge: 1 
 
      
 
    With Dorian, I had kept Father’s configurations and increased her Restoration Speed and Tele-Sphere Radius. This didn’t seem to affect her Overcharge in any way, so I stuck with it. Having her with a larger area available to teleport and also not stressing her at the same time? Check, please. 
 
      
 
    Michelle, Subject M 
 
    Build: 012 
 
    Base height: 153 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 35 kilos 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Constitution: 6 
 
    Wisdom: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 8 
 
    Charisma: 8 
 
      
 
    Main: Enhanced Speed 
 
    Focused Time Perception: 6 
 
    Manic Warping: 4 
 
    Acceleration Resistance: 7 
 
    Molecular Oscillation: 8 
 
    Deceleration: 8 
 
    Aim Dodging: 7 
 
    Hyper-Accelerated Metabolism: 7 
 
      
 
    For the energetic young speedster, I’d increased her Aim Dodging, her Manic Warping and Focused Time Perception. While these things were useful, her continued fascination happened to be on her knives and getting better at using them. 
 
      
 
    Ingrid, Subject I 
 
    Build: 3.2 
 
    Base height: 150 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 40 kilos 
 
    Strength: 1 
 
    Intelligence: 3 
 
    Constitution: 5 
 
    Wisdom: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 7 
 
    Charisma: 5 
 
      
 
    Main: Beast Morphing 
 
    Beast Soul: 7 
 
    Morph Speed: 8 
 
    Beast Armor: 8 
 
      
 
    Ingrid had requested that I pump up her Beast Armor mode, which I gladly did as well as increasing her Morph Speed. She could morph pretty quickly now, and her armor seemed both stronger and a bit more flexible than it was before. 
 
      
 
    Stella, Subject St 
 
    Build: 002 
 
    Base height: 172 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 48 kilos 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 5 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Wisdom: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 6 
 
    Charisma: 4 
 
      
 
    Main: Vector Manipulation 
 
    Kinetic Energy Manipulation: 8 
 
    Quantum Manipulation: 1  
 
    Vibration Emission: 7 
 
    Inertia Negation: 3 
 
    Telekinetic Regeneration: 5 
 
    Tactile Telekinesis: 5 
 
    Deflection: 6 
 
    Velocity Manipulation: 4 
 
    Aversion Field Creation: 7 
 
    Overcharge: 3 
 
      
 
    I still hadn’t played with Stella’s Quantum Manipulation. Maybe I would one day, possibly after reading Stephen Hawking’s Black Holes and Baby Universes, but not until then. Instead, I increased her Aversion Field Creation and her Vibration Emission, which had improved her flying capabilities, among other things. 
 
      
 
    Chloe, Subject C 
 
    Build: 17.169 
 
    Base height: 185 centimeters 
 
    Base weight: 56 kilos 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 7 
 
    Constitution: 7 
 
    Wisdom: 5 
 
    Dexterity: 7 
 
    Charisma: 4 
 
      
 
    Main: Acoustokinesis 
 
    Sound Sculpting: 5 
 
    Acoustic Acceleration: 6 
 
    Sonoluminescence: 5 
 
    Rhythm Manipulation: 6 
 
    Sonokinetic Combat: 6 
 
    Sound Detection: 5 
 
    Sonic Stimulation: 6 
 
    Overcharge: 3 
 
    Echolocation: 5 
 
      
 
    The newest member of the CBGs wanted to increase her combat capabilities, so we upped her Sonokinetic Combat skill, as well as her Acoustic Acceleration capabilities. We were about to test this soon…  
 
      
 
    Gideon Caldwell, DBA Manchester 
 
    **No Base Stats Avail** 
 
    Main: Superpower Manipulation and Modification 
 
    Power Learning: 5 
 
    Storage Capacity: 4 
 
    Energy Channeling: 4 
 
    Ability Imprinting: 4 
 
    Borrowed Power Propensity: 5 
 
      
 
    You bet your stepsister’s ass I had tried Dr. Kim’s code on myself, and even though my stats didn’t look like the others’, I was still given three points. Unfortunately, it didn’t allow me to take an additional power.  
 
    Believe me, I tried.  
 
    There seemed to be a cap on how high I could go, but that didn’t stop me from upping my Power Learning, Ability Imprinting, and Borrowed Power Propensity by one point. 
 
    The CBGs and I still had the same system Father had set up a month ago.  
 
    There was a port in each of our necks called a modifier, that allowed someone to plug in via a USB cable—old school, I know—and adjust power-ratings. Their modifiers had been installed during childhood. Mine was installed by Father in Nevada, and in doing so, he had unlocked my mimic power. 
 
    Father’s most recent invention was the ability to access their stats remotely, rather than have to manually plug in each time. This saved a ton of time, and I hadn’t quite utilized it in a battle, but it was something I was planning to do in the future. 
 
    “Michelle, stop horsing around,” I said, not quite in my drill instructor tone, but definitely with a little edge to my voice. 
 
    “It’s like surfing,” she said as she again moved through Chloe’s soundwave.  
 
    “Grace is warming up,” I reminded her. 
 
    I saw Grace, her eyes the color of pearls as she controlled Chloe’s body. I wanted Grace to be more capable of operating through someone and use their powers, which was why we were running this test. 
 
    Veronique and Stella stood nearby, waiting for the mock battle to start.  
 
    In the distance, I could see Ingrid in her beast armor lifting boulders that Stella had used her vector manipulation abilities to unearth. The young beast morpher had really been working on increasing her strength, I had noticed that working out in her beast armor mode had definitely added some extra bulk to an already buffed out form. 
 
    It also transferred over to Tulip, the monster she transformed to when she fully took her transformation. 
 
    I should have been used to Ingrid in her beast armor mode, but it still looked incredibly strange for the thin girl to have this huge body with muscles, talons, pulsing veins and exposed bones with a little head on top, almost as if she was wearing an oversized costume. 
 
    Michelle raced over to me. “What am I supposed to do, Gideon?” 
 
    “You’re with Dorian,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Yep, and let’s stay clear of the fight,” Dorian said after she appeared in a purple flash. 
 
    “Ready,” Chloe told the two, her eyes completely white.  
 
    Grace sat on the ground with her legs crossed beneath her, almost as if she were meditating. She was still in her base form, but her hair was dark now, her face gaunt. 
 
    “Run along,” I told Michelle, which she snorted at before disappearing. 
 
    I walked over to Grace’s side, watching as Chloe nodded at Stella and Veronique. 
 
    The metal vampire was the first to attack, going for an ‘instakill’ by trying to drain Chloe. Her hand only glowed red for a moment before she was swept off her feet and thrown backward. 
 
    “Careful with her,” I told Grace.  
 
    I couldn’t really tell if she was listening to me or not, but I did notice her cheek quiver, which I took as a confirmation. 
 
    Chloe rose into the air with a whooshing sound. 
 
    An ear-piercing noise had me on my knees in a matter of moments, my hands on my ears, the sound having the same effect as a dog whistle on steroids. Even weirder, I couldn’t even technically hear the sound.  
 
    It was just like a sword made of air stabbed through my head. 
 
     One minute, my brain was rambling as always, the next it was scrambled with sound frequency. 
 
    On the ground now, I blinked my eyes open, cringing as I saw a nearly translucent sphere blast out of Stella’s palm.  
 
    It hit Chloe, tossing her into a small bunch of trees.  
 
    Veronique, blood on her teeth, threw her hands down at the ground, stripping metal from the soil. The bits of metal twisted together amidst a steady stream of dust and debris, forming a hoverboard of sorts.  
 
    She hopped on and made a beeline for Chloe. 
 
    Once I was on my feet again, I took off toward the two, hoping to intercept them if things got too out of hand. 
 
    Chloe shot out of the trees, her body encased in Stella’s vector sphere. I backpedaled for a moment as Chloe was launched into the sky, to the point that she was just a small dot above.  
 
    I turned just in time to see Stella twist her wrist in a way that made me feel she was ‘cutting off’ the sphere. 
 
    One look up confirmed it.  
 
    Chloe was free-falling now, whipping around in the air as Grace tried to use Chloe’s power to stop her from hitting the ground.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I saw Chloe come down, the gravel and dirt erupting all around her. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    I ran toward the small crater, my heart leaping into my throat. 
 
    As the dust settled, I caught Chloe hovering, a vibration emitting from her throat strong enough for me to actually see, waves of energy moving to the ground. 
 
    I looked back to see Grace bent forward, her hands on the ground, her dark hair in her face. She was her true self now, a brunette, thin, her hair a bit stringy. 
 
    Grace’s head shot up, her eyes still white, and Chloe blasted off into the air, a sweeping percussive sound coming from her that took Veronique’s soon-to-be surprise attack out of the fight.  
 
    The metal vampire had been standing along the perimeter, metal bits floating before her, ready to cut Chloe down, only to be met by bulleted bits of sound which had Veronique running, trying to avoid each blast as it slammed into the dirt, kicking up dust. 
 
    “Enough!” I said. Stella was now using her vector powers to lift a pillar of stone from the earth. 
 
    The pillar lowered, just as Chloe descended to the ground. Grace’s eyes opened once Chloe was grounded, and the sound manipulator stumbled forward.  
 
    I ran to her, helping Chloe stabilize herself. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked, offering her a hand. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked through deep breaths. 
 
    “A lot. Do you feel okay? How was it?” 
 
    “I was just… it was like I was trapped behind a waterfall.” 
 
    “That’s where I put your mind,” Grace said as she came forward, now back in her beautiful blond form. “I thought it would be easier than watching what was happening as a silent observer.” 
 
    Her ability to change her features made it so Grace did not look vexed at all. There was no indication that she had been in a pretty serious fight with two powerful supers. Veronique approached, an ornery look on her face. 
 
    “Whatever that last move was,” she said in her stilted way, “that was a bit terrifying.” 
 
    “Veronique, scared?” I asked as we turned to the area near the small pond on our property, where Fiona’s remains were buried. “Nah, I don’t believe it.” 
 
    We saw Dorian and the young speedster going at it, Michelle swiping with wooden knives, Dorian teleporting just in time.  
 
    “I’m going to help Michelle,” Veronique said.  
 
    She trotted down to them, announcing herself. Dorian paused for a moment as Veronique instructed Michelle on proper blade usage, which wasn’t the first time over the last month that I’d seen her do this.  
 
    All of them were trained soldiers, well, sort of. Grace wasn’t, but the others were. And of the lot, Veronique had put in the most time when it came to hand-to-hand combat. Dorian was a close second, followed by Chloe, Stella and the younger ones. 
 
    As Veronique showed Michelle better ways to go in for a knife attack, Grace turned to me, her voice appearing at the back of my head. 
 
    We need to work on your telekinesis, she thought to me. 
 
    “Great,” I told her aloud. “You’re off the hook, Stella. Make sure Chloe is okay first, and then help her inside.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, Gideon,” Chloe said as Grace and I moved to Ingrid’s boulder area. The beast girl (no, probably not the best thing to call her) was still lifting boulders, holding them, and carrying them to quadrants she had set up in the ground. 
 
    Looking back toward the house, I could see the damage done by the CBGs over the last several days of training. A few uprooted trees, scorches in the soil, craters, blackened spots of grass.  
 
    I’ll tell Stella, Grace thought to me, reading my mind before I could even tell her to have Stella smooth out the area, to cover our tracks. 
 
    It was still uncomfortable to think that half of my thoughts may have actually belonged to Grace, but there really was nothing I could do about that by now. Maybe one day, after all this settled, I’d hire a therapist to help me process all this. 
 
    Or just ask Grace to do a mind wipe. 
 
    Sometimes it’s better to be stupid. 
 
    “Ingrid,” I said as we approached. “Care if we join you?” 
 
    “I was just finishing up.” Ingrid’s hair was pulled back, a bead of sweat trickling down the side of her head. Her cheeks were red too; she’d definitely been doing some heavy lifting. 
 
    “Great,” I said as I started to sit. 
 
    “Do it standing,” Grace told me. “You need to be able to do this on your feet, where it can be harder to concentrate depending on the situation.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said as I focused on one of the rocks.  
 
    As usual, I had four powers on deck: Grace’s psychic and shifting powers, Father’s healing, and Jules’ power negation abilities, the latter from the former bad hombre current wanderluster who I’d fought once and who’d walked away from all this. 
 
    “You ready?” Grace asked.  
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be,” I told her as I focused on the boulder in question. It started to quiver, and as I did every time this happened, I felt like Luke Skywalker about to lift his X-Wing out of the swamp. 
 
    I didn’t know how heavy the boulder was, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it was in the five hundred to a thousand-pound range. I didn’t normally go around guessing the weight of inanimate objects, but it was big, easily the size of a dresser. 
 
    “You’re not focusing,” Grace told me. 
 
    “I am focusing.” 
 
    “You are suffering from an acute case of inner monologue.” 
 
    “Dammit, that’s just how I think!” 
 
    “He thinks too much,” Ingrid said, turning to the house.  
 
    As she moved, her form began to morph, her arms first, then her torso, her legs. She was in the uniform that Vince Porter our armor designer had made her, and it was a wonder she was able to morph in the thing, but it worked. 
 
    Speaking of Vince, I needed to give him a call at some point, but there would be time for that later... 
 
    “Now you’re thinking of Vince,” said Grace. 
 
    “Shit,” I mumbled as I focused on the boulder again. 
 
    The big gray bastard began to shake, but that was about it. 
 
    Focus, Writer Gideon, Grace thought to me. You can do this.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: Boom! 
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    So I never quite lifted the boulder, but I was able to move it some, which was good enough for me. All that heavy lifting definitely worked up an appetite. 
 
    Luckily, dinner was yumtastic as always (steak, grilled corn and mashed potatoes), and the rest of my night was spent lifting smaller objects with my mind, things like pencils and notebooks. 
 
    Start small, right? 
 
    I had actually used my telekinesis before, but it was under a time of duress, which I was starting to notice kick-started my abilities. Probably something to do with adrenaline and not second-guessing myself.  
 
    Dunno. 
 
    Eventually I was able to lift Michelle, the young super pretty giddy about floating in the air.  
 
    And I thought I was done for the night by the time I retired to my bedroom, only to find Dorian waiting for me. The punk rock teleporter rested on my bed, one leg crossed over the other. 
 
    “Are you ready to try teleporting?” she asked, her dark bangs falling into her face. 
 
    “I sort of have a headache,” I started to tell her. 
 
    “Come on, you can heal yourself.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right,” I said as I took a seat next to her.  
 
    She leaned over and kissed me. “You have to be able to move quickly, just in case.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘just in case?’” 
 
    Dorian’s expression darkened. “You know what I mean. Things can happen to any of us, which is why Father took samples of all of our blood a month back.” 
 
    “I remember that.” 
 
    “Anyway, you should try teleporting,” she said, placing a hand on me. 
 
    Before I could respond, we appeared in the sky above our huge-ass crib, two channels opening up allowing me to take Dorian’s teleportation or energy ability. 
 
    “What the hell!?” I shouted, wind blasting past my face, my lips flapping. 
 
    “Teleport us, Gideon!” she cried out, a wicked smile on her face. 
 
    “Shitttttttt!” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    We appeared in the night’s sky again, falling to the ground a second time, Dorian’s hand squeezing mine.  
 
    “Teleport us!” 
 
    “My god, Dorian!” I shouted as I took her teleportation power. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    We were in the sky again, freefalling, stars twinkling around us, cold air whisking past me, Yours Truly on the verge of a heart attack. 
 
    “I… I…!” 
 
    “Just think of a place!” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    “Dammit, Dorian, this is so fucked up… aahhhh!” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Back to the top of the sky, descending toward the earth.  
 
    Even with the terror surging through me, I was quickly starting to realize that Dorian wasn’t going to let up. She would keep doing this until I… 
 
    Boom! 
 
    “Fuck it, let’s go to the ground!” I shouted, imagining our training space. 
 
    One purple flash later and we appeared there, Stella standing off to the right, using her power to smooth out the soil.  
 
    The vector manipulator raised an eyebrow in my direction and snickered, her face lit by the moon. 
 
    “Not funny,” I told her as I got my bearings, my stomach doing all sorts of somersaults.  
 
    “Let’s go again,” Dorian said, squeezing my wrist. 
 
    “Hold on!” I yanked my wrist away. “We can go again, but at least let me understand how this works first. You just think of the place?” 
 
    “Yes, well, sort of. It’s harder long distance and to places we haven’t been before. But you should be familiar enough with this space to be able to teleport here.” 
 
    “You realize I could have teleported us halfway underground, slicing our bodies in half, right?” 
 
    “I would have stopped you from doing that…” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Come on, don’t you trust me?” she asked, squeezing my wrist again, her nose scrunching up. 
 
    Boom!  
 
    We appeared in the sky, the world coming at me fast as I thought of a place and… 
 
    Boom! 
 
    I definitely was getting a feeling like I was riding the same roller coaster ride over and over again. 
 
    “Here we go!” I shouted, the two of us taking shape in front of Stella, my unhinged ass stumbling forward. I tripped over my own feet and almost slammed into the ground, saved at the last minute by Stella’s vector cushion at just the right time. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told her as I stood, dusting myself off, getting my bearings. “I think I’ve had enough,” I said as Dorian squeezed my wrist again. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    We were back in the sky, falling toward the earth, the cold air pushing past and Dorian yelling for me to teleport to the ground. 
 
    “Got it!” I said, imagining the place we were just standing and mentally going there, my body appearing alongside Dorian’s in a matter of seconds. 
 
    I whipped my hand away from her.  
 
    “You don’t want to go again?” she asked, a mischievous grin on her face. “It’s fun…” 
 
    “Fun?” I shook my head at her. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got the hang of it…” 
 
    “What? After two times?” Stella asked. “Three?” 
 
    “How many times would I need to teleport to the ground to show you that I’ve got the gist of this exercise?” 
 
    “At least five more times,” said Dorian, looking to Stella for confirmation. 
 
    The vector manipulator playfully counted her fingers. “Ten. I think ten.” 
 
    “Ten?” I asked the both of them. “Ten, and you’ll leave me alone?” 
 
    “You had something better to do tonight?” asked Stella. 
 
    “I was planning to try to write a little more of How Heavy Book Two…” 
 
    “Is that your book about the transgender elf who has a relationship with a dragon?”  
 
    “It’s a dwarf, and what’s with the skeptical face?” I asked Stella. It wasn’t exactly bright outside, but I could see her reflection from the moon and the stars, a bluish hue cast over her face. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. “Ten more teleports and you can go back to writing about your troll.” 
 
    “Dwarf!” 
 
    “Good plan,” Dorian said, slapping her hand around my wrist.  
 
    Boom! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: Undercover Missionaries 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Action, action, action. 
 
    Real life doesn’t move the same way that books read, with most “action scenes” in real life reserved for a select few, many of whom are placed into these scenarios unwillingly. 
 
    All this to say: I’ll spare you from having to read about my sci-fi writing ass toiling away in front of a computer for several hours before bed, falling asleep in my chair, waking up to find Chloe standing in front of me in a nighty, being led to bed and serenaded back to sleep, waking,  working on my shapeshifting, eating some yummy breakfast, getting the shirt delivery, and packing our uniforms, spare glasses, my bolo tie and a few undies and socks. 
 
    “Everyone ready to go?” Clarence asked, now wearing one of the pink Manchester Missions shirts. 
 
    Michelle burst into the living room and did a quick spin. “I love this shirt!”  
 
    Even though I’d ordered a small one for her, she was wearing one of the XL versions, which went all the way down to her knees. The young speedster was in a pair of shorts as well, making it look like she was naked under the shirt.  
 
    Dorian was also in her shirt, one that fit more appropriately, and she was also wearing a long-sleeved number underneath to cover her tats. Near her, still seated on the couch, was Veronique, who wore her shirt tucked into a pair of jean shorts, her hair in a braid that matched Stella’s. They really looked like twins, Stella next to Veronique, also in a pair of jean shorts. 
 
    Ingrid came down the stairs wearing her pink missionary shirt too, her hair in a side ponytail, a backpack flung over her shoulder.  
 
    “Grace? Chloe?” I asked, looking around. 
 
    “Right here, Pastor,” Grace said as she came from the kitchen, looking sort of like a hot soccer mom. Her hair had blond highlights that were a bit washed out, and there were crow’s feet near her eyes, but other than that, she was all MILF in her form-fitting Manchester Missions shirt and a pair of yoga tights. 
 
    Thank God for yoga tights. 
 
    Really.  
 
    “I’m here too,” Chloe said as she stepped out of the downstairs bathroom, also in her pink shirt, hers tied at the back to be just a bit tighter against her chest. She also wore a golden cross necklace that Clarence had let her borrow. 
 
    “So this is the crew,” I said, turning to the door. “You ready to give us a ride to the airport, Clarence?” 
 
    “Anything to help with the mission,” he said, keys in hand. “And make sure each of you takes a granola snack with you. I put the bags on the table.” 
 
    Each of us, aside from Veronique, grabbed a bag and placed it in our carry-on luggage. The luggage varied, from a backpack to Chloe’s tote, but they would all do the trick.  
 
    We would get new clothes in Japan; I’d read online that there were a ton of shopping districts and I’d personally shopped at the Uniqlo on Fifth Avenue, so I at least knew one Japanese brand. 
 
    Hell yes. 
 
    We piled into a minivan that we’d recently stolen fair and square, an upgraded number with an electric motor, suicide doors and self-driving capabilities. Who better but Neal Santana, the shady MercSecure exec responsible for buying our property under Grace’s persuasive power, to also gift us a “company vehicle?” 
 
    So maybe “stolen fair and square” wasn’t the right term. Neal’s band of federally funded mercenaries known as MercSecure had made our lives difficult ever since they came after Grace in New Haven. 
 
    This was more of a “just desserts” scenario. 
 
    “Everyone buckled up?” Clarence asked, looking a little bit off kilter in his pink Manchester Missions shirt and thick beard. Grace was next to him, I was on the first bench back with Dorian and Veronique surrounding me. The other four were in the back. 
 
    I gave Clarence the thumbs up.  
 
    “You’ve got it, Pastor Edward.” 
 
    We were just about to peel out when Father came around the house, his eyes orange as ever as he approached Veronique’s window.  
 
    “Hi,” Veronique said as the window came down, which may have been one of the first times I’d ever seen the two interact. In fact, come to think of it, he rarely interacted with the CBGs, mostly keeping to himself, and talking to me if he had some concerns.  
 
    “Good luck,” he told us, his orange eyes narrowing on my slowly transforming face. 
 
    Like I said, I had been working on my shifter disguise all morning. Of course, I still had my same build, but I wanted something a little more American looking than the old man I normally played, maybe even a bit douchey, as if I’d done everything right in life and had said my bedtime prayers since I was old enough to formulate the words. 
 
    After all, that’s the best way to instill unquestionable belief. Never give someone the chance or even the wherewithal to formulate the ability to question. 
 
    So that’s what my current face was supposed to convey: blond hair with a peppering of white, blue eyes, no wrinkles of doubt on my brow, a little extra on my jowls. A life lived well yet hardly lived. 
 
    “We won’t be long,” I told him. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right, and maybe you’re wrong,” he said with a shake of his head. “I really can’t tell. But make sure you have a backup plan to get out.” 
 
    “I’ve been looking into that,” said Dorian. “I have a route we could take. It would be… a bit exhausting, and maybe not so easy to get right, but we’ll go over it again and make sure it’s viable.” 
 
    “What she said,” I told Father. 
 
    “Damon Lord is capable of monstrous things, Gideon. You have already seen some of this play out.” With those words, the cabin grew silent, and I could almost feel Tulip wanting to come out of Ingrid.  
 
    I even turned to look at her, to let her know that this would be okay.  
 
    “We’ll be careful.” 
 
    “Good. And again, good luck.” 
 
    After that ominous departure, not a lot was said as we continued toward the airport. 
 
    It hit me in that moment just how far away we were going. And while we weren’t technically safe here in America, it was even more dangerous for us in a foreign country, especially if we got separated. I had the most useful powers I could think of at the moment on deck, both of Grace’s, Jules’, and Father’s healing, as usual. 
 
    It was kind of stupid, to think that we would end up in a fight somehow, but there really was no telling with this crew. 
 
    And what a crew. 
 
    As scary as it felt to be leaving America, I was also excited to leave my baggage behind me for a bit, to see how we got along in a new land. In America we were terrorists, enemies of the state, and there were people actively hunting us. 
 
    I wasn’t foolish enough to think that Angel and his kin weren’t actively searching the country for us. Although they were pretty down at this point, and Mother had been broken, which could have had a variety of effects on Angel.  
 
    There really was no telling.  
 
    He would need some new team members, especially with the fact that Tulip had killed Olivia, the thicc gravity user. I was sure that there were other supers out there that were for his cause, there had to be, there had been a good many mutants created through AEFL’s sick program. 
 
    But at least we were putting some distance between Angel and us. Time would not heal this wound, but separation would possibly stop it from festering. 
 
    In an effort to knife the silence, Clarence turned on the radio, which Grace quickly turned off. 
 
    “It’s This American Life, I’m Ira Glass,” she started to say, still in her good Christian woman look, but now using Ira Glass’ voice. “Each week we check in with Gideon Caldwell and the Cherry Blossom Girls to get an update on their grand adventure, and what they are planning next.” 
 
    “Hi, Ira,” I said. 
 
    Michelle snickered from behind me. “Hey, Ira!” 
 
    “So you are taking a vacation, I see,” said Grace as Ira. 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “To the mysterious land known as Japan, home of anime.” 
 
    “Japan has more than just anime…” I started to tell her. 
 
    “Home of anime and hentai!” 
 
    Clarence snorted at what Grace-as-Ira had said. 
 
    “Let’s change the subject…” 
 
    “Yes, there are lots of perverts in Japan,” Grace-as-Ira said, “but that’s okay, the CBGs will be there through Manchester Ministries. They will tame their wild urges and show them the light of Jesus.” 
 
    “Let’s just show them the light,” Ingrid chimed in, not quite as enthusiastically as Michelle, but Grace’s impersonation was definitely lightening the mood a bit. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” I told the group, “we’re in Japan to spread word of the good Lord, hopefully in the process, we will find… Well, a man named Damon Lord. No relation.” 
 
    “Ira, what kind of food do they have in Japan?” Chloe asked, playing along. 
 
    “I can answer that,” said Clarence. “Sushi. You guys are going to eat so much sushi. They have other stuff too, but that’s what is most famous here in America.” 
 
    “Ramen, sushi, some other stuff…” I thought about it for a moment. Aside from sushi and ramen, I really didn’t know what types of food they had in Japan. I’d seen a bunch of food in animes, and ate with my ex at a Japanese place a few years back on State Street, but that was about it, and that place closed not long after we visited anyway. 
 
    “I bet they have fruit,” said Michelle. “Weird fruits that we don’t have here in America.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. It just sounds like a place that would have fruit. Japanese apple. Japanese pear. Japanese banana.” 
 
    “We will have to visit a grocery store and see,” I said. 
 
    “I really wish I was going with you guys,” Clarence said, biting his lip as he looked at the road. As we got closer to Denver, the lanes had started to expand, the traffic increasing. “Who is going to cook for you? Who is going to make sure that the CBGs have a quality diet?” 
 
    “I was cooking for them long before you came along,” I said with faux confidence. “I will take the wheel again if I have to.” 
 
    “No offense, Gideon, but your food kind of sucks. We mostly just ate pizza.” 
 
    “Thanks, Michelle, let’s keep it positive, though. Remember, we’re on a mission, literally!” I said turning to her, and pointing at my shirt. 
 
    “But I like pizza, so that was okay. I guess you did make us breakfast too.” 
 
    “One of us should probably learn how to cook,” said Dorian. “Someone other than me. Sorry. I am too impatient to cook.” 
 
    “You don’t seem that impatient.”  
 
    I imagined a teleporter in the kitchen, zipping around cooking multiple things at once. Actually, that was sort of a stupid vision, but I stuck with it, and expanded the size of my mental kitchen, which made more sense somehow. 
 
    “I will be the team chef,” Michelle declared. “I am always in the kitchen with Clarence helping him, right?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Clarence said. “Michelle is very helpful.” 
 
    “See?” 
 
    “Okay, well, we will probably eat out a bunch in Japan,” I said, “but if we get to a point where we are actually able to cook food, then we will go from there.” 
 
    Clarence looked at me in the rearview mirror. “How long do you think you will be?” 
 
    “We have to follow this lead that we have, about Damon Lord living in Setagaya, which is apparently a neighborhood outside of Shibuya. From there, I don’t know. We will be in communication with Father over email, as usual. But I don’t expect we will be gone for very long.” 
 
    Now would have been the point where someone should have said, “famous last words,” but we really were playing this by ear, and our Asian excursion was too new and fresh on our minds to get a sense of how long it would last. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a statue of a blue horse with glowing eyes, which everyone in the van seemed to enjoy. From there, we reached the airport, Clarence pulling up to the American Delta Airlines drop-off point, a tear in his eyes he tried to help us unload, only to realize that we each only carried a backpack. 
 
    “Okay, stay safe, and I’ll be waiting for you when you get back,” he said, his hands on his hips. “I really wish I could make this trip with you all.” 
 
    “It won’t be long,” Chloe told him, her throat glowing ever so slightly. Clarence’s tears dried up as a smile returned to his face. 
 
    “You’re right, I’ll see you guys soon.” 
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    What was most important at first was to actually secure ourselves a place on the plane, which would be difficult considering the size of our small group. With eight of us, we would have to adjust the seating arrangement, which was what we did when we went to the American Delta Airlines kiosk to “check in.” 
 
    Grace at the wheel, we managed to secure eight seats in business class by moving other people off the flight. Not too shabby, and Grace even offered a first-class seat to me, but I wanted to be part of the group, and besides, what kind of missionary rode around in first-class? Business class sort of made sense, especially if we had a wealthy flock back at the church. 
 
    But first-class? No, and I didn’t want to raise suspicion. 
 
    And with that, and our tickets in hand, we headed to the security checkpoint. It was sort of funny seeing the blank expressions on the TSA dudes’ faces as our backpacks went through the scanner. 
 
    And while the line was long, of course we were able to go through the priority lane, which meant we didn’t need to risk someone giving us a second glance, or having an encounter with one of the CBGs. 
 
    Everything was going smoothly, and we even took our time to get to our gate, Michelle “purchasing” a pink Denver ballcap along the way. 
 
    “How long until our plane leaves?” she asked as we approached our gate. 
 
    “Great question, Mary.” I pointed at the flat screen above the gate’s main kiosk. “Do you see that?” 
 
    “Oh, I see it now,” she said, noticing the time. 
 
    “All of them are like that, and there’s also those screens over there,” I told her, referring to the large flat screen panels attached to a wall that showed all the arrival and departure flights, a few travelers gathered around. 
 
    “Where do I get one of these neck pillows?” she asked as a woman passed, the comfy pillow wrapped around her neck. 
 
    “You should have gotten one back when you purchased the hat,” I started to tell her. 
 
    “I didn’t purchase the hat, Grace did. I mean, Jill did. Your wife is really nice,” Michelle said in an exaggerated way, hoping that the teen passing next to her would hear. “I mean, my mom is really nice. Shit! I keep fucking this up.” 
 
    “She sure is,” I said as Grace came to me. “And please, Mary, watch your language.” 
 
    “Is anyone hungry?” the psychic shifter asked the group. All except Michelle had taken a seat, Grace naturally moving everyone who had been sitting there before out of the way. 
 
    “I am,” said Dorian. 
 
    “Same,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “I could eat,” said Chloe. 
 
    “Unless you have a person for me, no,” Veronique said in a flat tone. 
 
    “Great.” Grace turned to a man in a Dell Computers shirt who stood near us, his hands on his backpack, a beanie on his head. With one look, he stepped away, returning about ten minutes later with at least a hundred bucks worth of snacks. 
 
    “A bit much, Jill,” I told Grace. 
 
    “Everyone needs to eat,” she reminded me. They were about to board the plane now, and we had priority seating, so we were first up. “And don’t forget: you, me, mile high club,” she whispered. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice.” 
 
    Again, no hiccups. 
 
    We boarded as normal, our tickets scanned as normal, we found our seats just like anyone else boarding a plane. 
 
    Everything was as it should be. 
 
    Since we were in business class, we were shuffled into rows of two seats rather than rows of three, which meant none of us would have to suffer the crappy middle seat assignment. Veronique and Ingrid were in front of Grace and me, Stella and Michelle were in front of Chloe and Dorian. 
 
    I was on the aisle seat, Chloe to my right, and it didn’t take long for everyone else to board the plane.  
 
    Lots of Japanese people too, the women looking cute as ever in their interesting clothing. I didn’t really know quite how to describe Japanese youth fashion. There was the preppy side of things, women wearing skirts and blouses, but there was also some radical clothing as well. 
 
    Hip-hop, indie rock, hipster styles—some of the people my age and younger had more style than they possibly had sense. Like the girl in John Lennon sunglasses and purple NYU hat with an extra-large T-shirt on her thin body that had slits cut under the arm, revealing a neon bra underneath.  
 
    You want me to dress like that for you? Grace’s voice appeared in my head, instantly eliciting a smile on my face. 
 
    No, it’s just interesting. 
 
    You know I love the cosplay… 
 
    I am well aware. 
 
    How do you want me to dress later when we have a little airplane fun? Would you like me to dress as a flight attendant? 
 
    Just be yourself. 
 
    Poo… you always say that…  
 
    Michelle peeked up from her seat and looked back at me once the flight attendant came out, going over the safety protocols. She smiled, her pink Denver hat pressed over her brow.  
 
    I gave her a thumbs up; she gave me a thumbs up back, I gave her a nod, she nodded back. I looked away, but I looked back, she looked back and then pretended to look away again. 
 
    “Michelle’s playing with me,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I will put her to sleep as soon as the flight takes off,” said Chloe. Next to her, Dorian looked through one of the in-flight magazines, completely ignoring the flight attendant. 
 
    The plane started to taxi, and I felt a quiver in my heart as we got into the take-off position. Flying wasn’t something that normally bothered me, but take-off always, well, took me off guard.  
 
    I didn’t like watching it happen, I didn’t like the feeling of gravity in my chest, nor the sounds of the wheels being retracted back into the plane, or the initial turbulence. 
 
    None of it. 
 
    I especially didn’t like the wait in line on the runway. 
 
    It was much nicer just to back away from the gate to get going, but some airports, especially larger ones, had a long wait to actually take off. This made me miss the airport back in Hartford, a quaint Connecticut airport that rarely had long waits, aside from when the planes needed to be de-iced. 
 
    Another ten minutes and I could see that we were finally getting to position, a bell dinging and reminding the flight attendants to take their seats. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said under my breath and Grace reached for my hand. 
 
    I smiled over at her, wishing in that moment that she was in her natural form for just a second, not this caricature she had taken on. 
 
    And of course she started to morph, stopping for just a few seconds and returning to her current disguise. 
 
    But it was a distraction I needed. 
 
    The wheels left the runway and we were airborne, heading toward the Land of the Rising Sun, our plan actually going smoothly for once.  
 
    I almost wanted to pinch myself.  
 
    Since when did a plan we came up with actually go smoothly? 
 
    We eventually reached our cruising altitude, as indicated by the captain, a female with a deep voice. 
 
    I heard seatbelts unclicking, people getting more comfortable, a few already on their way to the restrooms in the back.  
 
    Veronique sat in front of Grace, and I could see that she had already found something interesting to watch on the flat screen built into the headrest. It was a documentary of sorts on architectural design, the host a tan man with a shaved head going through villas in Spain. 
 
    Ingrid was reading something, and upon closer examination I saw that it was a book on physiology, which was probably a smart thing for her to be reading. 
 
    Actually, these girls really did need some schooling, but I definitely wasn’t a person that could be considered a teacher. I would add that to the bucket list of things that we needed to eventually have happen. For now, we were a superhero team on a mission, undercover missionaries. 
 
     Fuck yeah. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: First Class 
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    I was glad I didn’t drift off to sleep. 
 
    I was seriously thinking about it, and after watching the latest DisNike Marvel movie, and wondering if Vince Porter had done the costumes for it, I was definitely starting to wind down. A dinner of sorts had been served to us an hour or so ago, not bad food either, and I had drunk two bottles of Chardonnay. 
 
    Classy AF. 
 
    The flight attendant had even passed out a goodie bag to each of us to eat if we got hungry. 
 
    Everything was as it should be, and that’s when Grace squeezed my hand. 
 
    “Follow me,” she said in a whisper, moving over my body, arching her back in a way that rubbed her ass against my chest as she got out of her seat. I stood, and looked to the others to see if they had any thoughts about what Grace and I were planning to do. 
 
    Dorian had dozed off, a sleep mask over her eyes.  
 
    Chloe was interested in whatever she was watching, as was Veronique, Ingrid asleep next to her, her head on the tray table.  
 
    Michelle was looking out the window, completely distracted by whatever was going on outside, and likely controlled by Grace.  
 
    This left Stella, who was going for one of the snacks that the flight attendant had passed out. If Stella saw us, she didn’t make any indication of it as we passed by—again, likely Grace. 
 
    In fact, no one looked at us.  
 
    It was as if the two of us were invisible, Grace’s hand behind her back as she led me toward first class. 
 
    A flight attendant drew the curtain aside, allowing us to pass through. 
 
    “Your cabin is ready,” said the man, nodding toward the front of first class. “It’ll be the second door on the left.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Grace told him, her eyes white ovals. 
 
    Nope, no one here saw us move to the cabin in question either, Grace not even hiding the fact that we were about to have a little mile high fun. 
 
    About halfway through first class, she turned and kissed me, her tongue flitting against my lip. 
 
    “Not here,” I reminded her. 
 
    “I know, I know,” she said as we continued forward. We came to the free cabin, and let ourselves in. 
 
    I had never seen anything like it in my life.  
 
    There was a straight up bed in the private cabin, a TV, a table that one could theoretically work at, the whole nine yards. How they fit all this in the airplane, I had no idea, but this was definitely how we needed to travel the next time we flew overseas. 
 
    Grace pulled off her Manchester Missions shirt, and as she did, her form started to change. She was now the Japanese woman I’d seen earlier, the one in the oversized shirt with slits at the side. 
 
    As she looked at me, her pupils began to enlarge, almost as if she were an anime character. 
 
    “It’s weird,” I told her, and Grace smirked at me. 
 
    I started to go for her, but she stopped me, telling me to remain standing. She got onto the soft bed and bent forward, almost as if she were attempting a frog pose or something. Her leggings morphed into a skirt, which she naturally hiked up by spreading her hips even wider. 
 
    As if I was being controlled by a greater force, I got on my knees and started licking her from behind, tasting her, burying my face in her ass cheeks.  
 
    Grace moaned lightly, occasionally looking over her shoulder at me, her eyes now red and powerful, my erection pressed against the front of my jeans to the point that it was hurting. 
 
    Eventually, she thrust her hips back a little bit, indicating I was to move away. I did so immediately, and Grace rolled onto her back and spread her legs, fingering herself in front of me for a moment. 
 
    She was now in the form of a woman I used to follow on GoogleFace, a Latina with caramel skin and a beautiful ass, small breasts, her hair pink. She kept going at it, her fingers moving up and down, everything glistening from her wetness and my saliva.  
 
    I still had my Missions shirt on, but I most definitely had my pants off by this point, ready to plow right in. 
 
    And wa-lah. 
 
    Grace’s voice appeared in the corners of my mind, whispering, asking me what my fantasy was. And the thing was, I didn’t really know what my fantasy was in that moment. My fantasy was already my life, and my life had taken me to places that most would never see or go. 
 
    I was living my goddamn fantasy.  
 
    And in that moment, I craved authenticity. 
 
    “I want you, the real you,” I told her. 
 
    And Grace knew exactly what I meant as her form began to change, her skin now light, her hair turning brown, her breasts shrinking, everything about her a size smaller than it was just a moment ago. 
 
    It was Grace, Sabine, the name she had been given before she met me. 
 
    “If it’s what you want,” she said as she lifted her arms toward me. 
 
    I practically fell into her, using my hands for support, my eyes momentarily skipping from Grace’s face to the window, the sea of clouds outside the window, the sun on the horizon, our souls high above the world where no one could ever touch us. 
 
    I rubbed the tip of my penis against her clit for just a moment, inhaling her essence, wanting to put it inside so badly that it almost pained me.  
 
    “You have to see this…”  
 
    Grace turned, one hand coming back to spread her ass cheeks a little, to help guide me in. Both of us watched the clouds below, the pinks, dark blues, yellow, orange and lime greens—all the colors that the sun had cast upon them. 
 
    I was going slowly now, trying not to pound it out, feeling my cock go all the way in, and come all the way out, the tip stopping at just the last moment. 
 
    Grace revealed her neck to me, her hair falling onto the top of her back. I kissed her, started moving just a bit faster, trying to go deeper. 
 
    I could have lasted. 
 
    It felt good to know that. 
 
    We could have switched positions, Grace climbing on top, or positioning herself so I could go at it sideways. 
 
    But she was moaning loudly now, her vagina quivering, and I’d been with her enough to know that this meant she was close to orgasming. With a deep breath I kept at it, making sure my rhythm was steady, hoping that we would be able to climax at the same time. 
 
    Grace made a gulping noise, and let out a deep breath. 
 
    And that was all I could take. 
 
    I finished inside her, sighing as a wave of emotion rolled over me. 
 
    She didn’t have to say anything.  
 
    I kept it in for a moment, still moving at a slow pace, even though my penis was throbbing. 
 
    Eventually, we stopped, and Grace started to clean up. 
 
     She returned to me with a wet napkin, already back in her Scandinavian beauty form, guiding the wet napkin over the shaft of my penis, pinching the head so just a little more came out, giggling as she did so. 
 
    “What did you think?” she finally asked as she sat next to me, back in her clothing. 
 
    “There aren’t words to describe my feeling right now,” I told her. 
 
    “Do you love me?” she whispered. 
 
    “More than anything in this world…” I looked out the window. “That world.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Lost in Translation 
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    I slept like a baby. Seriously. After my little excursion with Grace into first class, it wasn’t difficult catching a few Zzzzs. 
 
    Looking back, I was pretty sure she aided me in my slumber, her or Chloe, because I fell into a pretty deep coma for the next eight hours or so.  
 
    And I would have stayed that way too if it hadn’t been for a flight attendant coming by with a breakfast which consisted of an omelet, a pancake with the syrup baked inside of it (wtf!?), orange juice, coffee and a snack bar for later. 
 
    The captain let us know that we would be starting our descent into Tokyo in about thirty minutes, and that the flight attendants would also pass out Customs paperwork for us to fill out. 
 
    As I munched down on breakfast, noticing that Veronique had already finished her coffee, a Customs form was slapped on my tray table, nearly disrupting my orange juice. 
 
    “We will fill the forms out at the border,” Grace said as she took a sip of her coffee. 
 
    “Do you want your pancake?” Michelle called back to me. 
 
    “Of course I do,” I started to say. 
 
    The flight attendant, who stood directly behind us, stopped whatever she was doing and went to the food station, returning with another tray for Michelle. 
 
    “Thanks, Jill,” Michelle said as she dug in. 
 
    “Did you sleep?” I asked Chloe, who was half-watching an action movie starring a bunch of buff dudes from the WWE. 
 
    “Earlier,” she said, without taking her headphones out. “But I woke up in time to catch this one.” 
 
    “I never fancied you as an action movie type of gal,” I told her as I went for my omelet. It was salty, a bit chewy, but not too bad. 
 
    “It’s amazing what normals can do with cinematography,” she said. 
 
    “We are all people,” I reminded her. 
 
    Dorian laughed. “Of all of us, you are the only one who isn’t a person.” 
 
    “That’s right, Pastor Edward is a mutant,” Michelle said, laughing from her seat in front of Dorian. 
 
    “Poor mutant pastor,” said Stella, a rare smile on her face. 
 
    “And what were you doing this whole time?” I asked the vector manipulator. “Just watching movies?” 
 
    “I got some much-needed beauty rest, and I was able to do my taxes,” she said, showing me a crossword puzzle. 
 
    I laughed. “If only taxes were that easy.” 
 
    “Are we going to have to start paying taxes?” Michelle called over to me. 
 
    “No,” Ingrid answered her. 
 
    “Whatever we’re doing should definitely be considered a Schedule C.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Grace asked me, her eyes going white. “Even you don’t really know what that means, do you? You heard that joke in a movie.” 
 
    “I know that it has something to do with independent contractors... ” 
 
    “I can get behind that,” Veronique said as she reached her hand up and pressed the button to call the flight attendant, presumably to order another coffee. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 
 
    “Just a joke.” 
 
    I was about to tell the metal vampire that jokes were supposed to be funny, but I figured it’d be just as smart to keep my trap shut.  
 
    It was smooth sailing from there on out, the CBGs and one CBB cruising in like we were on a second Perry Expedition. I’d read a book about Commodore Matthew Perry once, how the US basically forced Japan to open up to them in the 1850s by bombing their harbor. 
 
    According to a history teacher I had back at Southern Connecticut, this attack could be traced to the late nineteenth century Japanese imperialism that eventually led the country to go to war with us in the 1940s.  
 
    And here we were, just about to hit the runway, best fwends after all these years.  
 
    And what a weird friendship it was between Americans and the Japanese. From what I’d seen in my own country, and from what I would definitely experience in the near future, both of us borrowed extensively from each other.  
 
    You couldn’t throw a stone in America without hitting a Toyota, Honda or Sony product. 
 
    But that worked both ways.  
 
    If it hadn’t been for Betty Boop, we wouldn’t have anime in its current form.  
 
    The GIs bringing over comic books in the late 1940s and 50s were what spawned manga and anime as we know it. Odd to see it come full circle, to now inspire Americans like myself to binge watch subtitle-laced fantasy harems. 
 
    And I would have gone on and on thinking about the things that we had borrowed from each other, but the plane landed, my nerves had settled, and it was time to get my sci-fi writing ass out of the hot seat.  
 
    Again, things were smooth as butter as we exited the airplane, passed the quarantine area, heading straight to Customs with the requested paperwork in our hands. 
 
    There was a lot of walking, and occasionally I would see a Japanese airport attendant bow slightly in our direction as they moved past us, the workers always cleaning, polishing or moving items. 
 
    “I can’t wait to take some pictures,” said Michelle, beaming up at me. 
 
    “You don’t have a camera,” I reminded her. We were now on a moving walkway, and with my phone in hand, I connected to the airport’s Wi-Fi. 
 
    “But you’ll let me borrow yours, right?” she asked. 
 
    “If you’re nice,” I told her, jokingly. “Sure.” 
 
    “I’m always nice, right?” she asked Dorian. 
 
    “I don’t know. Sometimes you’re mean.” 
 
    “You are definitely mean when you’re hungry,” said Ingrid, who was next to Chloe, the path still moving us forward as we stood stationary.  
 
    “Not true! Tell them it’s not true, Gideon!” 
 
    “Relax, everyone, let’s just get through this.” 
 
    We moved past a giant window to the outside world, to Japan. And while I couldn’t see anything interesting yet, I was definitely getting a vibe. Maybe it was the light piano music piping from a speaker, or the robot scooting around on a pair of wheels, polishing the metal railing. 
 
    Or maybe that was in my head.  
 
    The moving path stopped, and we got onto another one, the length of this one giving me enough time to pen a quick email to Father and save it, figuring he would check the draft box at some point. 
 
    We neared the Customs checkpoint and Grace stopped us, her hands coming out in a dramatic way. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked her. 
 
    Her eyes twitched some; Grace cocked her head to the left a bit. 
 
    “Grace, talk to me,” I told her, tuning into any of the psychic vibes I could pick up. Since I had her power on deck, I could hear the chatter of people’s minds, and I came to the quick realization that all the chatter was in… 
 
    Japanese. 
 
    “Shit. I totally should have thought this through,” I said, bringing my hand my forehead. “I… fuck… I really meant to look into this!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Michelle asked, looking around and watching people move past us. 
 
    “We can do this,” I told Grace. “You can still make them do stuff, right?” 
 
    “Maybe I can help,” said Chloe, her throat starting to glow. 
 
    “You could put them all to sleep,” Dorian suggested. 
 
    “I can do other things as well, like bring them under our spell, that sort of thing. And I don’t need to disrupt their minds in the same way as Grace to do it. I have the gift of sound, and as you know, music is a universal language. Ha!” Chloe said, giving our group a cute smirk. 
 
    “I can make it work,” said Grace, “but it’s not going to be the same as before. I don’t believe I’ll be able to communicate with them. But my commands are quite primitive in nature, and things like ‘let us through’ or ‘don’t check our documents’ are easier to communicate through images. So that’s what I will do.” 
 
    “Hold on. Just to be clear here, you’re going to push images into their heads that allow you to manipulate them?” 
 
    “That’s right,” she told me with a shrug. “At least until we can get a translator. You trust me, right?” 
 
    “I trust you. Let’s just get through security and go from there.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    We got in line, Grace at the front of the group. Once we got closer to the security checkpoint, they tried to separate us and send us along two different lines. 
 
    This was Grace’s first test. 
 
    I had never seen her concentrate so hard, her brow furrowing, the Japanese woman politely dividing us into separate lines, stopping, looking at Grace, and then ushering us all into the same line. 
 
    The next Japanese immigration official we encountered spoke English. She stood at the next checkpoint, reminding people to get their passports and Customs documents out. 
 
    Grace locked eyes with her and it was all over. 
 
    She waited for all of us to pass, and then tugged on a rope that stopped others from using our lane. The woman diverted the people standing behind us into a different lane, and then she led us directly to the Customs officer. 
 
    “This works too,” I told Grace under my breath as she communicated to the woman, and the woman spoke to the man that would inevitably stamp the passports we didn’t have.  
 
    Grace was so concentrated on both controlling the woman and sending images to the man that she actually ran into the counter, this act throwing her off for a moment, the man blinking and looking at us curiously for a moment as cognizance spread over his face. 
 
    But Grace latched back on, and soon, by the hair on our chinny chin chins, we had made it through Customs. 
 
    We were through! 
 
    “We’re going to have to be extra careful,” I told the group as soon as we stopped in front of the baggage claim area. The woman who Grace had used as a mind slave was still with us, and she was just about to bow and turn away when Grace stopped her. 
 
    I caught Dorian looking up at a television near the baggage claim area. A clean-cut Japanese newscaster was speaking frantically as a video played over his shoulder. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked the Japanese woman. 
 
    “It seems that there is a terrorist attack,” she told me in accented English, her voice completely monotone. 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Did you say a terrorist attack?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “In Shibuya. At the crosswalk. A Japanese terrorist group is attacking people.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, after a deep breath in. “What do we do?” 
 
    “This isn’t our fight…” Veronique started to tell me. 
 
    “I know, but this may be related to Damon Lord. We have to act now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Shibuya Crossing 
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    Who could have guessed that the cult movement known as Aum Shinrikyo had reformed with younger members, hell-bent on bringing terror to Japanese citizens. Aum Shinrikyo’s most famous act up until now was the Tokyo Subway Sarin Attack, but that had taken place thirty-five years ago, an incident mostly forgotten about even if it left twelve people dead. 
 
    Whatever this was, it was a new faction, a new group of assclowns looking to take innocent lives. 
 
    The likelihood of the Aum Shinrikyo being linked to Damon Lord was low, but there was still a chance, and people were going to die if we didn’t do something.  
 
    From what I could make out on the television, they had driven two eighteen wheelers into the Shibuya Crossing, crashing them into one another, one toppling over, the other—the larger of the two—still running. 
 
    A few of the terrorist fucks stood on top of the eighteen-wheeler firing their weapons in the crowd while their counterparts gathered hostages, and placed them in the back of the large vehicle. Police were there as well, trying to move people out of the area but not yet taking down the perpetrators. 
 
    It was only going to get worse from here. 
 
    “Can you take us to a secluded area?” I asked the woman. 
 
    I didn’t know it at the time, but I was completely on the same wavelength as Grace, something I didn’t realize until we passed a reflective surface and I saw that my eyes were glowing white too. 
 
    I had also maintained my shifted form, but rather than pat myself on the back or give myself a golden star sticker, I continued to follow the woman to a storage space not far from the baggage claim. 
 
    “Okay, she’s good to go, have her forget everything,” I told Grace as I started taking off my Manchester shirt. 
 
    A few of the CBGs looked at me funny. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of options when it comes to places to change. I’ll change first. Now turn around, you guys can change after that,” I said, allowing those who wanted to be modest to do what they had to do. 
 
    The Japanese airport attendant left, and by this point I was out of my jeans and into my tights, wearing the same dark shoes I’d worn on the plane. Once I got into the top of my uniform, I zipped it up, making sure everything was in place. I stuffed my glasses in a side pocket, and pulled out a pair that had a strap around them. 
 
    I even thought about putting my bolo tie on, but decided against it in the end.  
 
    While the others started to change, I looked at my phone, pinpointing a couple of rooftops near Shibuya that we could teleport onto. I knew Dorian could do it, but I still wanted to give her as many pictures and options as possible. 
 
    So I started taking screenshots of one particular building, a circular department store known as the Shibuya 109. It wasn’t the tallest building in the area at ten floors, but it would give us a good vantage point over the crossing. 
 
    It was nighttime. I hadn’t really thought about the fact that we had left America during the day and arrived here at night, yet we had flown only God knows how many hours. The fact that it was night would give us a little more cover, hopefully allowing us to work discreetly. 
 
    “Is everyone ready?” I asked. 
 
    Once I got confirmation from the CBGs I turned to see all of them in their uniforms, masks too. These were the same masks they had worn at my book release party, to help conceal their identities from the general public. They would do for now, and I wasn’t planning on getting into the action, so I didn’t need a mask myself. 
 
    Still, Michelle was concerned for me. 
 
    “You should at least wear my hat,” she said, handing me the pink Denver hat. “Just in case a helicopter comes, it’ll cover your face.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I told her as I put the hat on. 
 
    “Do you have a location for me?” Dorian asked.  
 
     I nodded and handed her my phone, our teleporter scrolling through a couple of the images. She took a deep breath and concentrated for a moment, her hands coming to a prayer position in front of her lips. 
 
    “You can do it,” Chloe said, her throat started to glow again, transferring confident vibes to the punk rock teleporter. 
 
    “I know I can,” said Dorian as she stuck her arms out. “Everyone touch me. Let’s do this.” 
 
    We flashed away, reappearing on the rooftop of the Shibuya 109.  
 
    It was a humid night, a slight breeze whipping through my hair. 
 
    I ran to the edge of the building and looked out at the grand metropolis, both blown away by the size of the city, which reminded me of the New York skyline, and all the chaos below. Lit up buildings as far as the eye could see, I felt like I was in Gotham or some shit, Times Square on meth. 
 
    But I ignored all this as I looked down to the streets, readying up some commands. 
 
    “We’ll make this quick,” I told the group. “We take the bad guys out, we return here, we change, and we get the hell out of this area. Because I don’t want everyone to go down, I’m just going to pick those of you that kind of fly, or move quickly…” 
 
    “Yes,” Michelle said, pumping her fists. 
 
    “Not you, I was referring to Dorian.” 
 
    She stomped her feet. “Come on, Gideon, I can definitely get down from this building.” 
 
    “Michelle, I would prefer if you stayed here…” 
 
    “I don’t need knives to take these assholes out!” 
 
    I snorted. “Language. And just stay put. Dorian, Chloe, Stella and Veronique, you’re up. One of you needs to take care of floating duties for Veronique. Also, I don’t want you stripping all the metal from the buildings. I only want you disrupting their weapons, and bringing them down. Try not to use lethal force. I repeat, try not to use lethal force. Let Japanese law enforcement deal with these twats.” 
 
    Dorian gave me a thumbs up, Veronique shrugged, Chloe smiled at me, and Stella raised an eyebrow in my direction. I looked to Grace and Ingrid, who also nodded, Ingrid ready to pinch herself and activate Tulip if need be. 
 
    “That’s the spirit, team, now take out those terrorists!” 
 
    Dorian moved to the edge of the building, looked over and flashed away. Chloe rose into the air, her hair lifting as Veronique joined her. As this was taking place, a nearly translucent green sphere formed around Stella, spinning as it took her over the side. 
 
     The terrorists were definitely in for a one-sided fight.  
 
    Dorian appeared behind one of the gunmen on the eighteen-wheeler, placed her hand on his shoulder, and flashed away again, appearing in the sky above the crossing and dropping him twenty feet onto the top of the transport vehicle. 
 
    Even with the crowd, the police sirens, and other random noises from the subway station, I could still hear the impact, the man colliding with the roof of the driver’s compartment, spilling onto the hood and ultimately landing on the ground. 
 
    Broken. 
 
    Two of the other guys fell to their knees as Stella and Veronique lowered, the metal vampire instantly draining them, red energy swirling around her. 
 
    One of the terrorists tending to the hostages fired a burst of shots at Veronique, his bullets stopping in the air and falling to the ground. It was Chloe who ultimately handled this guy, the man falling to the ground, his hands cupping his ears as he screamed. 
 
    Definitely not a fair fight. 
 
    There were only a few terrorists left now, these ones smartly trying to disappear into the crowd, which would have been easier if all of them hadn’t been wearing Kumamon sweatshirts. 
 
    Dorian nabbed the first, again giving him the ‘drop from the sky’ treatment. As she did this, Chloe started helping the terrified Japanese people out of the back of the eighteen-wheeler.  
 
    As Veronique brought another guy down, one of the terrorists came out of nowhere, swinging the butt of his weapon at Chloe. 
 
    And he would have connected with her too had it not been for Stella, who instantly formed a protective shield around Chloe, the man’s attack bouncing right off and causing him to stumble backward. 
 
    Stella was not done here. 
 
    A swirl of greenish energy moved up and around her. It blasted off her form, and dipped into the crowd, sweeping past Chloe and connecting with the man. 
 
    The energy lifted him up into the air, spinning him around as it brought the terrorist over to Stella, just so he could see her face for a moment. Once their eyes locked, she pulled her fist back, and offered the thug a kinetic energy-powered knuckle sandwich. 
 
    “Damn!” I said, feeling the snap of her punch even from the rooftop.    
 
    A trashcan lid flew through the crowd, this one controlled by Veronique. It collided with the back of a terrorist who had almost gotten away, the man’s body tumbling to a halt in front of a pair of screaming Japanese girls, both in school uniforms. 
 
    “I believe we are almost done here…” I said, looking around. Ingrid was there, Grace was there… 
 
    “Michelle is gone,” Ingrid said suddenly. 
 
    “Dammit!” I looked down at the crossing, hoping to spot the young speedster even if this was practically impossible. I knew that she could run down the side of the building. Hell, she could run up and down buildings all day and probably still have enough energy left to stay up all night bothering me. 
 
    “Grace, are you getting anything?” I asked, the psychic shifter now at my side. 
 
    “In that direction,” she said, pointing to a street heading north. 
 
    There was enough light coming from a gaudy DisNike store for me to see an invisible force slam into a man and throw him onto a bench. Michelle appeared before the terrorist, her hands on her hips as she scolded the winded man. 
 
    “Grace, tell her to come back up here,” I said under my breath. “Tell them all.” 
 
    Grace nodded, white energy radiating from her eyes as she looked down at the group. 
 
    It dawned on me in that moment that we had just given ourselves away. My effort to be a goddamn superhero had blown our cover. The world would soon know the CBGs were in Japan, we would now have to be extra careful. 
 
    Seriously. And duh... 
 
    You would think that I would have figured this shit out by now, but seeing those people on the television screen screaming, seeing the terrorists move around with guns, the chaos, it triggered something in me.  
 
    Literally.  
 
    And I was regretting what it had triggered as soon as the CBGs started returning to the rooftop, Michelle the first to arrive. 
 
    “I told you not to go down there,” I started to tell her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gideon, I couldn’t help it…” 
 
    “Michelle, we have to stick together; we have to listen to each other.” 
 
    “But that guy would have gotten away,” she said as Stella floated onto the rooftop, followed by Veronique. Chloe was still in the air, and Dorian had already teleported to the space next to Grace. 
 
    “It’s too risky to do stuff like that, especially in a foreign country,” I told her, putting both hands on her shoulders. She gave me a fearful look, the young speedster turning her head away from me. I could feel her vibrating under my hands, acting as if I were truly angry with her. 
 
    The thing was, I wasn’t all that mad at her. I just wanted us to be safer especially with what had happened to Fiona. And I was just about to explain this to her when I heard the beating blades of a helicopter. 
 
    “We’ll deal with this later,” I said, releasing her shoulders. “We need to go somewhere else, and fast.” 
 
    “Find a place on your phone,” Dorian told me. “Or we could just go…” Dorian looked off in the distance at some of the buildings that seemed to be miles and miles away. 
 
    “Building hop?” Stella suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s building hop,” Chloe said, Dorian immediately nodding. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Dorian told the group. “Grace, you go with Chloe and Gideon; I will take Michelle; Veronique and Ingrid, you go with Stella.” 
 
    “I could just run…” 
 
    “Stay together,” Dorian told Michelle, grabbing her wrist. “You guys go first, and we will teleport to you.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan!” Chloe lifted Grace and me into the air, a low hum thrumming all around us. It was always interesting to be flown by Chloe, vibrations beneath my feet, the way that her power pulsated through me.  
 
    So damn cool. 
 
    We went from the Shibuya 109 building to a taller building a couple of blocks away, Stella and the others eventually catching up with us. 
 
    From there we continued to head in the same direction, away from the chaos that was one of Tokyo’s biggest and busiest districts. 
 
    It was like something out of Ghost in the Shell, our group going from building to building surrounded by the Tokyo skyline, stars mostly hidden by the city lights, a sliver of moon in the distance, a welcoming breeze. 
 
    An absolutely cloudless night. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a somewhat quieter area of the city, still with tall buildings, but with a giant park in its center, and if I wasn’t mistaken, I could also see habitats for animals down there. 
 
    “That’s the station there,” I said as I looked over the side of the building we eventually settled on. “Let’s change, and then we’ll find a place to stay for the night.” 
 
    The CBGs nodded, all aside from Michelle who was distracted by the lights below. 
 
    “Maybe we can transition into someone’s home tomorrow. We may need a more private space than a hotel, and it will be hard to deal with the guest services now that Grace’s ability is somewhat handicapped.” 
 
    “I can still do more with my power than many would think…” 
 
    “No need to get defensive about it,” I told the psychic shifter. “This is a new experience for all of us. Let’s just make it happen in the smartest way possible.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Basement Sauna 
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    Even with the fact that Grace wasn’t able to just take people’s minds like she could in the States, she was still a formidable telepath. 
 
    In a matter of moments she had someone translating for us, an American man named Dallas Stringham, who just so happened to be fluent in Japanese. The man had a background in the military, and once he’d gotten out, he’d married a Japanese woman and moved here, eventually becoming a permanent resident. 
 
    “We need a hotel that can accommodate all of us,” Grace told him. 
 
    “I understand,” he said.  
 
    The man was in a suit, like he had just come from some type of meeting. I had already started to notice that many of the Japanese people around us were dressed nicely, even though it was hot and humid outside, and Dallas was no exception.  
 
    He had orange hair, which was combed off to the side, a small goatee, and from what he had already told us, he was now a private English instructor on his way home from a lesson with some hotshot CEO. 
 
    “And this is a safe place for us to stay?” I asked him. 
 
    We were standing in front of the subway entrance at Ueno Station. There was a man playing drums on the street corner, a bassist amped up in front of him, the duo adding a little ambient jazz music to the background.  
 
    The other sounds accompanying them were the sounds of moving vehicles, no honking horns, though. The Japanese drivers seemed polite, less disruptive than some of the crazy-ass New England drivers and their wicked ways. 
 
    “Ueno is definitely safe,” he told me. “There is a big park nearby, a zoo too. Then you have what used to be the black market. Now it’s just several streets lined with shops. Back in the 1950s, Ueno was where American soldiers came to buy just about everything Japan had to offer.” 
 
    “We need to get some new clothes,” Dorian said, tugging at her sleeve. It was warm outside, definitely not sweater weather. 
 
    “We will get clothes tomorrow,” Grace reminded her. “Let’s just get in for the night, get some rest, and figure out our game plan.” 
 
    “Hey, those are my lines.” 
 
    Grace turned to me, cocking her head to the right just a bit. “Are they?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    And I really didn’t know.  
 
    I knew Grace and I were on the same wavelength, but sometimes I said things that may or may not have originated from my mind. Other times, I thought what I was saying was genuinely me, only to find out later that there may have been a puppet master behind it all. 
 
    “People keep looking at us,” Stella said. “Especially Veronique and me.” 
 
    “It’s because of your hair,” said Dallas. “They don’t see a lot of blondes around here, aside from foreigners, so it interests them. You should see some of the looks I used to get when I had long red hair,” he said with a laugh. 
 
    How Grace found this guy was a testament to her power. We simply made our way down from the top of the building (discreetly, of course). Once we got to the front of the station, she took the lead, eventually hearing the thoughts of a man named Dallas, who had been hanging out at a pub in the station.  
 
    “I do want to explore, though,” said Dorian. “Sorry, I know we are here on a mission, but…” 
 
    “I would like a nicer guidebook than the one I already have,” Ingrid said. “I read they have guidebooks for certain wards.” 
 
    I took a quick look around.  
 
    Aside from the jazz duo playing on the corner there were also a few homeless people taking shelter under a bridge, using blue tarps as blankets. Not far from us was a series of strange crosswalks that were unlike any crosswalk I’d ever seen before. There were roads, and train tracks, the crosswalks going around them in a variety of creative ways, lots of steps, and it was no wonder that the people of Japan were so healthy. 
 
    All that walking. 
 
    I could see the entrance to the black market across the street, the lights, the sounds, the people at outdoor cafés eating finger foods and clinking mugs of beer together. 
 
    Part of me wished America was more like this, the proximity to the suburbs and neighborhood bars making it easy to stop and grab a drink, meet some friends, no worry about how you would get home when there were ample taxis, a good public transportation system and you were usually within walking distance. 
 
    “And you all are trying to be discreet, right?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Grace told him. I was used to Grace taking over someone’s mind and having them communicate with us, but it was always strange when she did this, especially when the person spoke to us naturally, no indication that their mind belonged to her. 
 
    “Then follow me. There are a couple of places around here, one of which I used to stay at when I would come in late from abroad, and had to be at Fussa the next day.” 
 
    “Fussa?” I asked as we followed the man toward a 7-11 convenience store. 
 
    “There’s a US airbase there,” Dallas explained. “It’s been there forever, about an hour and a half outside of downtown Tokyo, actually. I was relieved to go there. I had been stationed in Minot, North Dakota, before then. Just…” He gulped. “Ha! Just hope that you never have to visit Minot. It’s colder than balls there.” 
 
    Michelle snickered. 
 
    We took one of the pedestrian bridges that went over the street. Once we got to the other side, I noticed a burger joint, or at least I thought it was a burger joint. There was a picture of a burger on the outside, but they also sold other things there as well, most notably fried shrimp. 
 
    We hung a left down an alley, which seemed sketchy at first glance, but it was Japan, and I could already feel the place was safer than Norwalk, Connecticut, on a sunny day. 
 
    Eventually, we came to a glass door with the words “hotel” in bright neon. 
 
    We entered, and Dallas greeted the woman behind the counter with a bow. He spoke to her in Japanese for a moment, the woman looking at us curiously as Grace did her thing. 
 
    I was starting to see how Grace was working. She would communicate through someone using their knowledge of the Japanese language, while also transmitting images into the victim’s head.  
 
    At least that’s how I pictured it working.  
 
    Eventually, the old woman gave us the thumbs up sign. “Okay, desu,” she said with a wide-toothed grin, many of her teeth crooked. 
 
    While the lobby was small and cozy, she squeezed through our group with relative ease, stopping in front of an elevator.  
 
    “You think we will all fit in here?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” said Dallas. “Worst-case scenario, we get stuck…” 
 
    “We won’t get stuck,” said Stella, confidence behind her voice.  
 
    We all piled into an elevator that couldn’t have been for more than four people, and once we were in, the old woman pressed the button for the top floor. The elevator moaned and creaked, but eventually it started to work, slowly moving through the dingy hotel. 
 
    It was odd. From what I had seen in the lobby, the place was clean, yet it still felt old and a bit dusty, ancient and vintage in a profound way, like it existed in limbo, like it was some sort of Studio Ghibli creation that would come to life at night and fly around the city. 
 
    The door opened at the top and we all stepped out, Dallas telling us that the entire floor would be ours. There were just a few rooms on the floor, the space no larger than my garden apartment back in New Haven, and there was also a breakfast nook off to the side, near a restroom.  
 
    I turned to the first bedroom to see that there weren’t any beds, that there was just a pair of futons folded in the corner. 
 
    “We sleep on the floor, right?” 
 
    Dallas nodded. “It’s how we roll around here, or better, how they roll. Get all your bedding out beforehand, and sleep on the floor. Once you wake up, put the bedding up. That’s how it goes. It can be uncomfortable at first, but some people say sleeping on the tatami mat is good for your posture.” 
 
    “I’ll sleep on the floor,” Michelle said, picking a room and dragging Ingrid into it. “Let’s get our beds set up.” 
 
    “This is going to be quite the experience, isn’t it?” I asked Grace. 
 
    Dallas responded. “Hey, at least there is an onsen of sorts in the basement. And before you ask, an onsen is like a spa. So go ahead, pick a room, and then go down to the spa and relax a bit. There will be hot water, a place to bathe, the whole nine yards. I believe it is separated into male-female, but I’m sure that could be overlooked…” 
 
    I glanced to a few of the CBGs, Grace and Dorian nodding, Stella yawning, Chloe looking half-interested and Veronique looking at Dallas like she was hungry. 
 
    “You just ate,” I reminded her. “In Shibuya.” 
 
    “Just a little more, and then you can go have your spa time,” she said, depositing her backpack in the first room, the one I had already claimed. “And you’d better not hog the futon.” 
 
    “There are two…” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
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    The basement sauna was everything I had hoped it would be.  
 
    Taking the elevator down there was like stepping into a forgotten land, the elevator opening onto a pair of doors, one for the male’s changing room, one for the females’, and from there into two saunas, each with murals of Mount Fuji done up on the walls in tile. 
 
    Of course, the hotel was empty, so Dorian, Veronique, Grace, Chloe and I all piled into the women’s sauna. 
 
    I was keenly aware that I had been with all of them, yet I still was a bit bashful as they started undressing. I didn’t know which part of me still had these damn scruples, probably my damn Puritan upbringings, but I definitely tried to suppress it as I took my Manchester Missions shirt off, pants too. 
 
    If they were uncomfortable around each other naked, they didn’t show it.  
 
    Whew. 
 
    Dorian was the first to get completely undressed, and my eyes naturally traced the outlines of the tattoos that covered her arms. She didn’t have any on her chest, but she had mentioned wanting to get them around her breasts, her side body as well. 
 
    She asked me what I thought about this and I told her I wasn’t so into it. She was already practically a work of art, why spoil it with even more graffiti? 
 
    Just an opinion, though. I was sure whatever she’d conjure up for her next inking would be cool. 
 
    Grace was nude now, in her base form, her breasts two sizes larger than everyone else’s. I was pretty sure she had done this on purpose, especially as I saw Veronique standing next to her, her small chest at odds with Grace’s swangers.  
 
    Chloe was the last to get nude, and once she was in her birthday suit, she lifted her arms and twisted her hair into a bun. 
 
    “Shall we?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at me. 
 
    I had been in this situation before, a situation that most men only dreamed of.  
 
    The odd part about my life was that the situations I encountered went from using a superpower to hooking up with multiple beautiful women, sometimes within the timeframe of an hour. But there were parts of my life that no one would have wanted, like the time I was taken hostage in Austin, or abandoned in the Nevada desert, or any of the other downsides that came with my incredibly strange life. 
 
    I followed the ladies into another room, admiring the Mount Fuji mural yet again. There was a large sauna made of stone in the center of the room, with a railing on one side for older guests. I was just about to cannonball into the sauna when Grace tugged my arm. 
 
    “You’re supposed to wash first,” she told me, nodding to a couple of showerheads jutting out of the wall. 
 
    “But do I have to?” I asked her with a wink. 
 
    “It’s the rules,” she said, and sure enough, I saw that there were rules written on the wall in Japanese and in English: Shower first, then you can use the sauna. 
 
    Simple enough. 
 
    I moved over to the shower and turned the water on, noticing that there was a tiny bucket for me to sit on as well. I had seen someone shower like this in an anime before, so I got the gist. You sat on the bucket, the water hit your back, and you scrubbed down.  
 
    And I started to do just that when I felt an extra hand, Dorian’s, the punk rock teleporter now with a loofah covered in soap suds. 
 
    “You really are dirty,” she said as she began to wash me. 
 
    “It was a long plane ride…” 
 
    “Speaking of long, you and Grace sure went to the bathroom for a long time,” Chloe said as she too washed off. “Making brownies together?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” I said as Dorian cleaned my man parts. I had my arms up in the air now, just letting her take over. It was definitely sexy, and who wouldn’t have a half chub in this sort of scenario? But I wasn’t trying to turn this into a big orgy, at least, it wasn’t what was exactly on my mind. 
 
    First of all, I was still tired and jetlagged from the flight, and I was especially feeling it in that moment. Then there was the fact that Grace and I had already hooked up less than eight hours ago, and she had done a pretty good job draining me of… 
 
    Is your mind always here? Grace thought to me. 
 
    I mean, I really don’t want to always be here. Sorry. I had better get in the hot tub before things get out of hand over here, I thought back to her. 
 
    Good idea, Writer Gideon. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told Dorian as I moved away from her, trying to cover my half-chub. 
 
    “But you aren’t washed off yet,” she started to protest. 
 
    “I’m as good as I’m going to be, don’t worry.” 
 
    And with that, I cannonballed into the sauna. 
 
    It wasn’t as deep as it looked, only about five feet in the center, but that didn’t stop some of the water from spraying Veronique in the face as she approached the sauna. 
 
    Oh, I felt the drain. 
 
    Just about as soon as I came up for air, Veronique was already sucking away at my life force, an angry look on her wet face. 
 
    “Ease up,” I started to tell her. 
 
    “I didn’t want to get my hair wet, not yet.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked her. 
 
    “Because, it looks better once it’s been dirty for a day or two. Haven’t you heard this before?” 
 
    “I can’t say that I have.”  
 
    I relaxed into one of the corners, feeling one of the jets beneath my lower back. The water was pretty hot, but now that I was in it, I was digging it. What a sweet fucking space. And to think that we were under the building, that there were subway trains whipping all around us, hundreds of pedestrians in the streets above. 
 
    Yet here we were, the CBGs and Sir Gids a Lot, beneath it all. 
 
    Just chillaxing. 
 
    “This is nice,” Grace said. “So nice… ” She was in the water now, laying her head back on the edge of the sauna, and I had this inkling that she wanted to just be herself for a moment. 
 
    And I would have encouraged it too, but it was her place to make this decision. 
 
    Dorian was next to her, Chloe to her left, and Veronique on my left. All of us were silent for at least a minute, which is a long time, especially with a garrulous motherfucker like myself. 
 
    “I don’t want to ask what the plan is for tomorrow,” Grace finally said, her eyes still closed, head leaned back. 
 
    “I don’t even want to think about tomorrow,” I replied. 
 
    “Why can’t we just relax all day?” Dorian asked. “Maybe do some shopping, you know, just get our bearings?” 
 
    “Who says we can’t?” 
 
    “You’re the leader,” Chloe told me. 
 
    “That’s fearless leader to you,” I said with a smirk. “But really, if you guys want a day to just hang out in Tokyo, who am I to deny that? I mean, originally, my plan was to divide the group, and send those with sleuthing capabilities to Setagaya. I just think it would be less conspicuous to have a smaller group there. I’ve looked at this neighborhood now several times online. It’s big. And there’s no telling where he is in the area, plus with our translation difficulties…” 
 
    “We will always find someone who can work for us,” Grace said firmly, opening her eyes and looking at me. 
 
    “Take no offense,” I told her. “You are our superstar. For sure. None of us had any idea of what it would be like to be in a foreign country when it came to your power. And maybe this is on me. I had thought about it some, but I never dug too deep. Regardless, I was planning to separate the group tomorrow.” 
 
    “Disaster always happens when we separate the group…” Veronique said. 
 
    “No it doesn’t,” Dorian told her. “We separated the group a month ago, Gideon doing the book release and some of us taking care of the scientists in New Haven. That worked out, well, aside from what happened at the end.” 
 
    Sure enough, a darkness spread over the room as all of us remembered Fiona. Even though we were all nude, each of us still wore our rings with a piece of Fiona’s crystal on them. The rings were made of silver, all aside from Veronique’s, which was made of a thick and sturdy plastic. 
 
    “I know that it is dangerous to divide the group,” I told them, “but I feel that in this situation, it’s better if we don’t bring too much attention to ourselves. But we don’t have to do this tomorrow. Maybe I was rushing things by thinking that we should just jump right into this.” 
 
    “I agree with dividing the group,” said Chloe, “and I also agree with giving us a day off tomorrow. I slept some on the plane, but not enough. And I can’t understand why am feeling so groggy right now.” 
 
    “Jet lag,” I told her. “None of you have ever travelled very far, right?” 
 
    “We have traveled all across America…” said Dorian. 
 
    “No, I mean internationally. There are different time zones, and when it is night in America, it is day here in Asia. Kind of strange.” 
 
    “Have you traveled abroad?” Veronique asked me. 
 
    “I have been to Canada, but that’s not very far from Connecticut. And there was the time that I was in Mexico with Chloe, but we weren’t very far from the border.” 
 
    Remembering the time that we were teleported via a portal to Mexico spawned a thought at the back of my mind. Natalie Johansson had a facility there, or at least it was where her tech guru, the man named Hummingbird, had been. 
 
    Once we got back to America, we would need to see to that facility.  
 
    I didn’t know how we would find it, but I figured flying our happy asses around the border between Mexico and California could produce some results. 
 
    “I agree with Gideon. Let’s split up, but only after we have a day of rest,” said Grace. “I really want to explore Japan. Sorry. I hope I’m not the only one…” 
 
    “I do too,” said Dorian. 
 
    “I don’t know how interested I am in Japan or the people, but I am definitely interested in some of its architecture, and I don’t want to wear the missionary shirt if I don’t have to.” Veronique offered the group a crooked smile. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan then,” I said. 
 
    “Yay, I’m excited now!” The punk rock teleporter pinched her nose and dipped her head into the water, coming back up, her hair now wet. Her cheeks deflated and she spat water at me. “Sorry,” she said as I wiped the water out of my eyes, “someone had to do it.” 
 
    I still wore my glasses, which were strapped onto the back of my head, but the water had splashed up under them, and it stung. 
 
    “Dammit,” I told her as I tried to rub the water out of my eyes. It wasn’t quite saltwater, but it was definitely laced with something. 
 
    “It tastes so bad,” Dorian said, making an icky face. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to put this water in your mouth,” Veronique told her with a laugh. “You are very stupid sometimes, you know that?” 
 
    “I’m stupid, huh?” Dorian started to get out of the sauna, and made sure to kick her leg back, splashing Veronique in the process. 
 
    The showerhead turned on; the handle that controlled the cold water moved all the way to full blast as Veronique got her revenge. The cold water sprayed against the front of Dorian’s body, Dorian crossing her arms and bending backward, jutting her ass out. 
 
    “It’s so cold…” she said, trying to move away from the showerhead only to be hit by another showerhead as Veronique turned them on, a devilish look on her face. 
 
    “You know, you two are supposed to be trained assassins,” said Chloe. “Am I the only one that remembers that?” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Veronique said, not able to wipe the smile off her face as a sopping wet Dorian trudged back over to the sauna. 
 
    But Dorian wasn’t finished.  
 
    In the process of being sprayed with water, she had gotten a mouthful, which she quickly unleashed on Veronique, much to Grace’s amusement. 
 
    “This is great,” Grace said as Veronique got out of the sauna, her hands at her sides, glowing red. 
 
    Was I about to see two naked women fight it out using their superpowers in a basement sauna somewhere in Tokyo? 
 
    I mean, I sort of hoped so, but I also didn’t want to bring any attention to our presence in Tokyo. 
 
    Luckily, Chloe and Grace had already gotten to work, Chloe calming both of them through some octave that I couldn’t even hear, Grace was helping as well, using her telepathic ability to scrub away any memory of the altercation they had just had. 
 
    Dorian plopped back into the water, her breasts bouncing as she settled. Veronique got in next to me, a confused look on her face. 
 
    “Where were we?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “We were talking about tomorrow,” I told her. “We are going to take the day off; the CBGs are going to live it up in Tokyo, and see what this famous city is all about.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: I Think I’m Turning Japanese 
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    I was well aware that other superhero groups like the Mystery Men, X-Men, X-Force, the Avengers, Justice League, yada, yada, yada, never seemed to take days off. 
 
    But that’s for a number of reasons, the most important reason being that none of those teams were real. 
 
    And the CBGs were real, which meant we got tired, that we were curious, that we got grumpy (mostly Veronique), and that sometimes, we needed a damn day off. 
 
    And yes, one could argue that we had taken a whole month of days off, but we needed that month too, mostly to lick our wounds after Fiona’s death. We had done a lot of training during that time though, a few hero missions, plus some team-building exercises. All this to say: I figured we would need to make the best of our day off. 
 
    And seriously, only Jeebus knew when we would have another opportunity to relax. 
 
    So I was up early, mostly because the futon was definitely not as comfortable as the old lady hotelier had promised, but also because I wanted to plan out the day. 
 
    I also needed a little “G” time, not much, but enough to plot out my current work in progress. I was usually a fast writer, but this one had been a strain on my psyche. What could I say? I was generally distracted, and with the success of Mutants in the Making, and all that things I had to do related to the book, I hadn’t really been giving it the attention I should. 
 
    So some “me time.” 
 
    Keeping as quiet as possible, and hoping not to wake Veronique (who slept next to me, curled in a ball) or Dorian (who slept on my other side), I moved away from the floor and over to my backpack, cringing the entire way. 
 
    Boy, did it hurt sleeping on that damn futon. 
 
    I shuffled past my uniform and found the laptop I had picked up a couple of weeks ago. It was basically a flat screen with an attached keyboard, and it was superlight, with a long battery life to boot. Figuring I would be clever, I also grabbed the bolo tie that Grace had given me. 
 
    Still in my Manchester Missions shirt, I put the bolo tie on and stepped out of the room, where I was startled to find the old Japanese woman waiting, a smile on her face. 
 
    “Bu-rek-fah-stee,” she said, ushering me to a side room. 
 
    “Breakfast?” I asked her. 
 
    “Hai! Bu-rek-fah-stee-oh kudasai,” she said, plowing ahead. 
 
    I wanted some time to plot, to do a little thinking and to research the city, so I was happy to see that the room she had designated as our breakfast nook was empty, just some food in the corner and a small coffee table in the center of the tatami mat. 
 
    She instructed me to sit using a hand gesture and I did so, the woman shuffling over to the side table and bringing me a cup of coffee. 
 
    She said something that sounded like “Nani-oh tabetai desuka,” and by the way she was pointing from the food to her mouth. I could tell that she meant that I should eat something. 
 
     “Okay, thank you,” I told her, bowing my head. “Yes, eat.” 
 
    She bowed back at me, so I bowed again, then she bowed again, and I bowed again. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told her, as she left the room, muttering something under her breath. 
 
    I couldn’t be certain that she said the word baka, but if she did, I knew what it meant, and she was right, I was sort of an idiot. 
 
    I had some super thick toast for brekky, an apple and a banana, plus another one of those pancakes like Michelle had eaten on the plane, the one with the syrup inside. I figured I would eat “second breakfast,” as the Hobbits called it, once the CBGs all woke up, so I still wanted to have an appetite. 
 
    I turned my laptop on and almost connected to the Wi-Fi, but then I decided against it, to just exist in a Wi-Fi-less world for a moment. It was amazing how strange that was, to not be connected, but the more that I forewent connectivity, the less manic I felt. 
 
    There was definitely something to that. 
 
    I pulled up the notes that I had been taking for the second book in my series, How Heavy This Axe?, about a transgender dwarf named Manchester who has a sexual relationship with the dragon named, well, Dragon. I was a bit surprised, but the audiobook of the first installment, narrated by Justin Jeffrey Ellicott-Winkel, had been pretty popular. 
 
    And damn, what gravitas on the narrator’s part! 
 
    I was up to a thousand reviews, which was pretty crazy considering how fucking odd the story was. Did I read those reviews? You bet your freckled ass I did, which was why I was now experiencing writer’s block when it came to plotting out the second book. 
 
    I knew that I wanted Manchester and Dragon to have an issue in the second installment, to both go their separate ways, but ultimately reunite, that was until the end, when something went wrong. I didn’t know what this thing was yet, and I also didn’t know who to make the bad guy. 
 
    I mean, the village of Dwarvington were all a bunch of bloody “arseholes,” as Manchester may have called them, but they weren’t bad guys. 
 
    And I needed a damn antagonist. 
 
    I looked through my notes for a moment, and a name came to me, and sure, it was a little cliché, but it would work.  
 
    Damon Lord would be the bad guy.  
 
    He was our bad guy, and now he would be Manchester’s enemy. 
 
    And regardless, fuck that guy. 
 
    But why? Why did Damon Lord hate Manchester?  
 
    It would be too easy to go the classic route by making him a homophobe, or some shit. No, I needed another reason, as this book really wasn’t about the LGBTQ community so much as it was about the hero’s journey updated for a twenty-first century audience of people who had already read way too much science fantasy and GameLit. Readers who needed something different. 
 
    I kept at it, trying to figure this character out more. Who is Damon Lord? Why does he hate Manchester? 
 
    Maybe Damon Lord had a previous relationship with Dragon, years before. But that would make it sort of a revenge/love interest type of thing.  
 
    I didn’t want that. 
 
    What if there was something else? A family secret that Manchester maybe didn’t know about, that Damon Lord had taken to heart. 
 
    Yes… 
 
    Something along these lines, something that involved familial betrayal, that linked a past Manchester never knew he had to the antagonist, who was keenly aware of what had taken place. 
 
    “You look busy,” Ingrid said as she entered the breakfast area, ushered in by the Japanese woman. 
 
    “Is Michelle up?” I asked, glancing around the room, expecting the young speedster to burst in at some point. 
 
    “She’s sleeping in for once, can you believe that?” 
 
    “Michelle? Sleeping?” I looked up from my laptop as Ingrid sat across from me, the Japanese woman bringing her a cup of coffee and saying something to her about eating food. 
 
    “Arigato gozaimasu,” Ingrid told the woman. 
 
    “Damn, did you pick up Japanese?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember? We ordered a lonely planet guide for Tokyo like three weeks ago. Three weeks, Gideon. I’ve been reading it over and over again. You’ve seen me with the book.”  
 
    “Sorry, I was distracted.” 
 
    “Clearly.” Ingrid took the small guidebook out of her pocket and set it on the table. “I have only picked up a little Japanese, just some basic things.” 
 
    “Really? Do you think you could help us get around the city?” 
 
    “Tokyo isn’t so difficult to navigate,” she said. “The subways all have English, and if we just stick to the Yamanote Line, we shouldn’t have any trouble. The Yamanote is a circular line, and it connects to pretty much all the important parts of the city. We don’t have to venture much further from there.” 
 
    “All right, you’ll be our tour guide then,” I told the young brunette. She smiled at me, and returned to her book. 
 
    “In that case, I should study up some. I am assuming the others will be awake in the next hour or so. And they will be hungry when they wake up. We should make plans now, so we can be one step ahead. What do you want to do?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. “We are near a zoo, right?” 
 
    “The Ueno Zoo, yes.” 
 
    “And a market, the black market that that American mentioned last night.” 
 
    Ingrid turned to a page in her guidebook and study the map for a moment. “Yes, that is correct.” 
 
    “And I personally want to see the anime capital of Tokyo…” 
 
    “Akihabara,” she said, turning the guidebook toward me and showing me that Akihabara was only a few subway stops away from Ueno. “That should be easy enough. Let’s have breakfast around here, get clothing, maybe walk to Akihabara considering it is only a mile or so away, have lunch and return. Once we are back in Ueno, we can go to the zoo. And then…” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, registering something behind her eyes. 
 
    “I want to go to Tokyo Skytree. It’s like the Eiffel Tower. We could have dinner at the top.” Ingrid leafed through the pages for a moment, and finally found the image she was looking for. 
 
    I nodded, impressed by the design of the tower.  
 
    “It really does look like the Eiffel Tower. And I agree, this would be an awesome day. So let’s stick with this plan then, and anything else anyone wants to do, we’ll just loop it back into this. Deal?” 
 
    Ingrid offered me a rare smile. “Deal.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Terrorists to Tourists 
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    I wish I could say that we didn’t spend the entire day in Tokyo fucking around, and instead we went straight to Setagaya in search of Damon Lord, but alas, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    What can I say? We were an easily distracted bunch. 
 
    “I give you, Denny’s,” I told the CBGs as I looked up at the second floor of a building not far from our hotel. “Now who’s ready for a good old-fashioned American breakfast?” 
 
    “I am,” Michelle said, “As long as there are pancakes!” 
 
    “Oh, there will be pancakes. Let there be pancakes.” 
 
    As we took the stairs up to Denny’s, I saw that they had pictures of the food available inside. They also had a display case with plastic models. Plastic pancakes drizzled in syrup with a square lump of butter on the top? A perfect omelet; a single egg, sunny side up; a stack of toast with chocolate and cream drizzled over it; a traditional Japanese breakfast with a sliver of salmon—this definitely wasn’t going to be like a Denny’s in America. 
 
    I was at the back of the group, Grace at the front, the others sandwiched somewhere between us. All of us were looking ready to proselytize in our Manchester Missions outfits, yours truly in a bolo tie and pink Denver cap, and I was glad to be able to get to some civilian clothes later. 
 
    Now that we had gotten through the airport, we really had no need to stand out as a group any longer. Of course, I still kept a morphed face, which was something I needed to focus on every now and then, just to make sure I wasn’t getting droopy. 
 
    “How should we order?” Michelle asked me, looking around excitedly. 
 
    “Just point at the picture,” said Ingrid. “I am sure they will understand. The Japanese aren’t another species, you know.” 
 
    “It is sort of like being in an alien world,” said Michelle. 
 
    “I guess that is one way we should think about it, and that also means that we shouldn’t cause any trouble, or bring any attention to ourselves,” I told her as I went for the door, all the CBGs passing in front of me. 
 
    “Thanks,” Chloe said, stopping and letting the others go by. 
 
    “I’m holding it for you too,” I told her. 
 
    “I know,” she said. “I just figured I would catch up with you back here and ask what our plans were for today. Because you have sort of been secretive about them, and you know how I hate secrets. Don’t make me hypnotize you into giving me the answer.” 
 
    “You really like ruining surprises, don’t you?” 
 
    “I am going to guess that our plans for today involve getting new clothing, right?” 
 
    “Yes, after this. And then…” 
 
    “What?” the brunette asked, her lips parting as she smiled at me. 
 
    The Japanese hostess threw her arms out and greeted us, immediately going for a bow. She had already motioned the others to a large table near a side window, and did the same for Chloe and me. 
 
    “Let’s just keep it a surprise,” I told the sound manipulator. “Well, it is more of a surprise for me than the rest of you. But I have a surprise for everyone today, and tonight. Trust me. Ingrid has it all figured out. She’s practically fluent in Japanese.” 
 
    “No, I’m not,” Ingrid said as I took my seat at a round table, a huge, placemat-like menu already sitting before me. Not far from us was an actual area for smokers in the corner, shielded from the rest of the patrons by a glass partition, which did little to stop the smell of cigarettes. 
 
    Breakfast was… weird. 
 
    The first thing that struck me as odd was that the food given to us looked exactly like the plastic food in the display counter outside the restaurant, and the pictures on the menu. It was almost as if they had a cloning machine or something, and they simply slipped the picture of our breakfast in and it came out the other side.  
 
    If there was supposed to be two chopped onions in the omelet, a few slivers visible on top, it looked the exact same. The butter on top of Michelle’s pancakes had the exact same dimensions as the plastic model, and the size of the pancakes was an exact match. Dorian, who had tried something different by going with a traditional Japanese breakfast, also had food that looked exactly as it did on the menu. The slice of fish was the exact same size, the garnishes seemed to be in the exact same amount, even the dollop of rice with a bit of soy sauce on top looked exactly as it did in the plastic model and the picture on the menu. 
 
    It was uncanny. 
 
    And it wasn’t as good as breakfast in America.  
 
    But then again, I had been raised on East Coast diners, with their heavy helpings of home fries, bacon, and pancakes saturated with maple syrup, or Eggs Benedict with more Hollandaise sauce than necessary. 
 
    So I had elevated expectations.  
 
    And also, Japan wasn’t really known for its breakfasts as much as it was the other foods on offer, which we would be sure to munch down on later in the day. 
 
    The bill settled by Grace, we left and turned to Ueno’s black market, which seemed to be divided by three streets that all connected to the main train station. 
 
    “All right, let’s divide up,” I announced to the missionaries. 
 
    “Shopping time!” Michelle said, her form wavering. 
 
    “No powers in public,” Ingrid reminded her. 
 
    “We will meet in an hour, at the same spot,” I told them. “Hopefully in new clothing. If we get a lot of clothing, one of us can run it back to the hotel…” I said, glancing at Michelle and realizing how this would be interpreted. 
 
    “But I thought you didn’t want me running through traffic?” She looked back to the street and the passing cars, pedestrians gathering around a crosswalk. 
 
    “By Dorian, I mean. A quick teleportation. Anyway, we’ll deal with the details later. For now, it’s shopping time!” 
 
    We had tested Chloe’s power at the restaurant, when Veronique had wanted more coffee and the others wanted juice refills, and it had worked. Chloe was actually able to use her sound manipulation ability to summon the waitress and put in our orders. 
 
    Now we were going to test it with money. 
 
    If that didn’t work, I would try a little bit of my mind magic, and if that didn’t work, then we would just stay at the shop until Grace could come around. 
 
    But hopefully, Chloe’s power would work. 
 
    We started down one of the streets, immediately coming to a fish market. A Japanese man wearing traditional clothing stood on top of a crate, yelling out fish prices and holding up crabs. 
 
    Actually, maybe he was yelling out crab prices. 
 
    Either way, it was a spectacle, and as we continued, we came to our first clothing shop, which had a black man in hip-hop clothing standing out front. 
 
    “Hello to the pretty ladies. You should come into my shop and buy something to make them look even better,” he said, in a heavy French-English accent. There was a similar shop next to him, also with a dark-skinned man out front wearing hip-hop clothing talking to people in the crowd, trying to hawk his goods. 
 
    “Where are you from?” I asked him. 
 
    “The Ivory Coast,” he said with a big grin. “Heard of it?” 
 
    “Near Ghana and Burkina Faso, right?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Ooo, this is a smart child here. Is this your child?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” I said, trying to remember Ingrid’s codename. I’d specifically chosen a name that started with the letter ‘I’ to make this easier, and it came to me in that moment. “Um… Isabelle, that’s her name.” 
 
    “Gee, glad you could remember my name, dad,” she said, offering me a quick elbow. 
 
    “And how funny is that! Let me guess, you need some new clothing?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Chloe told the jovial man. “We didn’t bring much aside from this.” 
 
    The man shook his head for a moment, looking at Chloe and Stella in a creepy way. “Luckily, I have just the shop for you. Come with me.” 
 
    “No, we should look around a little more…” I started to say. 
 
    “Nonsense, you have clothing needs, I have clothing. It is a match made in…” The man looked up at the sky, or better, at the awning covering the front of his shop. “Heaven.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting,” said Stella, looping her arm in mine. “Let’s go, Pastor.” 
 
    “A man of the Lord, huh?” the man asked as he led us into his shop, and from there, down a hallway that had other shops connected to it. 
 
    It may have seemed orderly from the outside, but seeing inside one of these buildings gave me a better appreciation for the black market beneath the modern facade. The four of us followed the Ivorian through several other shops, hanging a left, then hanging a right, winding up a slope, the man talking to Ingrid about his home country as they walked. 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” she asked. 
 
    “Five years. No, six.” He paused and counted the number on his fingers for a moment. “Yes, six.” 
 
    “And you came here to sell clothing?” 
 
    “Something like that,” he said with a sly grin. “There are lots of people from Africa in Japan. Some sell clothing like me, others work as doormen in Roppongi. I suppose that good Christians like you won’t be going to Roppongi.” 
 
    “Roppongi?” I asked Ingrid. 
 
    “It’s an area of the city with a lot of clubs.” 
 
    “That sounds like fun,” Chloe added. 
 
    “But not part of our plans for today,” I told her. “We have got a full day ahead of us, and we need to look good.” I said this last bit a little bit louder, so the clothing salesman would hear us. 
 
    “You want to look good, eh? Then you came to the right place. Seydou will take care of you,” he said with a chuckle. “My name rhymes, get it?” 
 
    We passed a shop selling fake Rolexes, and another selling cool jackets with embroidery on the backs. 
 
    In fact… 
 
    “I think I need to get one of these jackets,” I told Stella. 
 
    “You don’t need one of those jackets. It’s warm outside.” 
 
    “What if it gets cold?” 
 
    Seydou cackled. “Japan? If you wanted to visit a cold Japan, you should have come four months ago. It will only get hotter from here. Besides, those jackets are knockoffs from China. If you really want one of these jackets, there is a seller two streets over, he makes the real Japanese ones. Good quality. Good craftsmanship. Ah, here,” he said, coming to a glass door. 
 
    He pulled a key from his pocket and opened it, turning on the light before letting us in. 
 
    It was a small space, but there was a lot of women’s clothing here, as well as in the dressing room.  
 
    Are you sure you will be able to convince this guy to give us this clothing for free? I thought to Chloe. 
 
    I have already done so, she thought back. Don’t worry. Grace isn’t the only superpowered lady in this group. 
 
    “Feel free to try on whatever you like,” said Seydou. “This is my finest shop. Only clothing from Europe, and Sapporo.” 
 
    “Why Sapporo?” Ingrid asked as she moved to a rack of shirts. 
 
    “Because I have a honey there,” he said with a bashful chuckle. “I call her wifey. But we don’t need to talk about her. It is sort of a secret. You promise not to tell anyone?” 
 
    “Sure,” Ingrid said over her shoulder. “I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “Good, now for men’s clothing, I have a shop across the hallway. While the ladies look around, maybe you and I can go and find something,” he told me. 
 
    “Sure, as long as it isn’t hip-hop clothing,” I told him. “I won’t look good in it. Seriously.” 
 
    Seydou started to cackle again. “A white man like you in hip-hop clothing? I wouldn’t do that to you. No, the shop only has high-end Japanese men’s fashion clothing. Ooo! That’s a mouthful. But we will get you something from there. Now come, let the ladies shop.” 
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    Speaking of Soundcloud rappers, Ingrid now wore hip-hop inspired clothing: an XXL shirt with ribbed leggings beneath and colorful DisNikes. Even though she was incredibly thin, I’d noticed before that she liked wearing large clothing, which I attributed to the fact that she morphed into Tulip, that terrifying creature, and part of her always had this in mind. 
 
    Stella was in something that reminded me of a flapper dress, a bit long yet still sexy, beige, with frill on it and slightly puffy sleeves, which was something I’d already seen Japanese women wearing on the streets. 
 
    Chloe was in a pair of dark jeans and a tight T-shirt, tied off at the front. She also had a light blue jacket on and a pair of pink Saucony on her feet. 
 
    “You look good,” Stella told me with an encouraging nod. 
 
    “I do?” I turned once, letting all the ladies check out the lone Cherry Blossom Boy. 
 
    Chloe laughed. “I’ve never seen you in a suit before…” 
 
    “It’s not quite a suit,” I told her as I took off the jacket. I handed it back to the Ivorian man known as Seydou. It was going to be too hot to wear at the moment. 
 
    On my chest was a pressed shirt, white, the first two buttons open. I had light blue slacks on, which fit perfectly, and a pair of shiny leather shoes. I also had a couple of other bags of clothing, as did the girls. We would need clothing for the next several days, so everyone had gotten a variety of things to wear later on as well. 
 
    Seydou folded my jacket, thought otherwise, and once I assured him it was okay, he folded it again and placed in one of the bags. 
 
    “It’s going to get wrinkled that way,” Stella said as she moved over to me. 
 
    “It’s okay, we can get it pressed when we get back to America.” 
 
    “You really think we will take all this clothing back to America?” Ingrid asked, looking at the bags that we had stacked up on a bench. 
 
    “Why not? And by the way, Stella, you look really good too,” I said. 
 
    She frowned. “Let’s go to the meeting spot, and get this show on the road.” 
 
    “Hey, those are my lines,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Not anymore,” she said, playfully taking charge. 
 
    We left the maze-like space relatively easily. As complicated as it was to get inside, the exit was simply a few doors away, which was strange, going from the labyrinth to the busy streets outside, the swelling crowd all around us. 
 
    We are waiting for you all, I thought aloud to Grace. 
 
    Her voice appeared in my head: We are almost ready. Get excited! 
 
    I paused, wondering what this could mean. Then I remembered that we were in Japan, and I’d literally let Grace loose with several of the CBGs in a Japanese shopping district. 
 
    So I did exactly that, I got excited.  
 
    Even though I knew Grace could wear anything, there was no telling what they had picked out.  
 
    And in the end, I wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    Michelle was the first person I saw. She appeared right next to me, using her power in public, which she was not supposed to do. And I was about to bring this up to her when she smiled, doing a quick twirl and showing me her… 
 
    Schoolgirl uniform? 
 
    “Was this your idea or Grace’s?” I asked her. 
 
    White top, scarf tied at her neck, short skirt, high white socks and black shoes. It was a textbook Japanese schoolgirl uniform, something that would have been perfect for a Sailor Moon cosplay convention, if those things even existed. 
 
    “My idea. I saw someone dressed like this, and I said I wanted to dress like her. It’s cool, right?” 
 
    “Sure, it’s okay…” 
 
    “Just okay?” she pouted for a moment. 
 
    “It looks great.” 
 
    “Thank you, Gideon; I mean, Pastor; I mean, Dad. Which do you want? Dad or Pastor? I can say either/or.” Michelle turned to Ingrid to comment on her clothing. The other three approached, each of them turning the heads of the Japanese men walking by us. 
 
    Grace was now, well, Japanese.  
 
    She was dressed modestly, in a little sweater and a long skirt, neutral colors too. But her bust size was about three times larger than any other Japanese woman in the vicinity, and her hair was done up in Minnie Mouse Ear Buns with a Hello Kitty bow on the right bun. 
 
    Veronique, who carried the majority of their “purchases,” wore a pair of short cowboy boots, cut-off jean shorts, and a plaid shirt over a red tank top with some writing on it. Nothing unusual about the way she was dressed, but she was still catching quite a bit of attention, especially from a guy who was pushing a cart and accidentally ran into a street sign. 
 
    The punk rock teleporter was wearing a black V-neck sweater and a skull necklace. She also had a pair of black tights on, slits on the side showing the skin on her thighs, and a pair of leather Vans with little spikes jutting out of the toes. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that everyone has chosen clothing that they feel comfortable in,” I said. 
 
    “And look at you,” Grace said, her voice not at all matching the way she looked.  
 
    When she switched voices, and that voice matched her actual image, that made more sense. What was weird was when she used a different voice but still looked exactly like Grace normally looked, or when she took a new form but used her same voice. 
 
    Like she was now as a Japanese woman. 
 
    “Gideon, you look good for once,” Veronique said with a smile. “Cute, even.” 
 
    “That’s Pastor,” I reminded her. “Remember everyone, we have code names here.” 
 
    “Did you see?” Michelle asked. “Dad, did you see?” 
 
    “Did I see what, um, Maria?” 
 
    “We are on the news,” she said excitedly. “Everyone is talking about us. Everyone! We were walking past a bar and a tv was showing what happened in Shibuya last night. It was crazzzzzzzy! It turns out, we are on the news, and someone spoke English in the bar and they translated what was happening. Isn’t that right, Grace? It’s okay, I can tell him! Anyway, the Japanese people are calling us heroes. Isn’t that great? We are actually heroes! Veronique, you’re a hero too!” 
 
    “Why are you singling me out?” 
 
    “Because you’re pretty fierce,” Dorian told the metal vampire with a smirk. 
 
    “That’s great, Michelle,” said Chloe. 
 
    The young speedster didn’t always talk as quickly as she was now, but there were times that it seemed her words and her mind actually kept pace with her superpower.  
 
    “I hate to be a realist here,” I started to say, “but this means we need to be even more careful. Let’s just see how it pans out with the Japanese media, before we start celebrating.” 
 
    “But they don’t hate us,” Michelle said. “Isn’t that great?” 
 
    “Like I said, let’s just see how this plays out. Now, we need to take all the extra clothing back to the hotel. I know that I said you could do it, Michelle, but I think Dorian would be the best one to make this quick. Dorian?” 
 
    “I’m on it. Grace, clear out some space over there and make sure no one’s looking,” Dorian said as she turned to a narrow alley that connected the main shopping streets.  
 
    After I collected all the bags, I walked them over to Dorian, who was barely able to get them all in her hands at the same time. 
 
    “We really got a lot, didn’t we?” she asked. 
 
    “We sure did.” 
 
    “Do you like shopping with us?” 
 
    “As long as I get to shop too,” I told her with a grin. 
 
    Dorian vanished in a purple pufff and reappeared in a matter of moments, empty-handed. 
 
    “Did you miss me?” she asked. 
 
    “I always miss you when you’re gone.” 
 
    The others were standing far enough away for Dorian and I to have just a small moment. Over the last month, we had taken several trips together, alone, Dorian liking the ability to escape. Just like anyone, she was a bit different when she was alone with me rather than the persona she had to put up with when she was in the crowd.  
 
    “Where are we going now?” she asked as she came into my arms for a moment. 
 
    “Glad you asked, my dear. We are going to a place called Akihabara. We’ll walk. It’ll be awesome.” 
 
    And that’s what we did.  
 
    Now in our new clothing, with our bellies full of all Japanese Denny’s had to offer, we headed in the direction of Akihabara. 
 
    It was a nice walk, a bit warm, but otherwise enjoyable. 
 
    It was interesting to see how Japan looked when you got away from the main thoroughfares and popular districts. It became residential relatively quickly, and it made me wonder what it would be like to live in the heart of the city, yet feel like you were living in a suburb. There were still tall buildings, and the occasional Family Mart convenience store, or a mom-and-pop shop selling… 
 
    Actually, I had no idea what some of the shops were selling.  
 
    Some of it looked like traditional Japanese items, but others were a little bit easier to identify, like a garden shop that probably had six bonsai trees in it, or a place offering pastries that sort of reminded me of macaroons.  
 
    I had broken a bit of a sweat by the time we reached Akihabara. The humidity in Japan was akin to Connecticut over the summer, a humidity so thick that it could be bottled and sold. Fuck the Nutmeg State in summer. 
 
    “And what are we doing here?” Michelle asked, wide-eyed as she looked around at the glitzy buildings with huge anime posters strewn across their sides. 
 
    “I thought I already told you…” 
 
    “You and Ingrid have kept everything a secret,” she said, pouting. 
 
    “That’s because things are more fun that way,” Ingrid told her. 
 
    Stella shook her head. “I don’t know if I agree with that. I would prefer to know what was happening.” 
 
    “To answer everyone’s questions: we are here to check out a district famous for its electronics and arcades, as well as its maid cafés and manga stores.” 
 
    “This sounds like something you wanted to do, not us,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Definitely a Gideon thing,” Veronique added. “I mean, Pastor thing.” 
 
    “We will have fun at the arcade, I promise!” 
 
    I saw the first arcade on the horizon, clear by the signage and storefront windows that revealed a ton of blinking lights behind them. Men and women hovered around games, from a super sweet drumming game to whatever Capcom’s latest version of Streetfighter was. 
 
    What a rush. Just entering the place was like stepping into a video game wonderland. 
 
    “Too many sounds,” Veronique said, her face going pale. 
 
    “Did I just see a seven-story sex shop?” Grace asked me quietly. 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    Can we check that out while the girls hang out at the arcade? Grace thought to me. 
 
    I don’t know if that’s the greatest idea. How will we be sure that they stay here? I thought back. 
 
    Look at them already, aside from Veronique. 
 
    It was true, Michelle and Ingrid had already taken an interest in the drumming game, Michelle watching a Japanese teen beat the hell out of some skins; Chloe was fixated on a kid stepping on colored platforms, nodding her head along to the music; Stella seemed to be interested in the claw machines, watching as a Japanese girl in a school uniform tried to win a plush toy. Dorian was interested in the claw machine as well, looking deviously at Stella, who nodded, waiting to use her power. 
 
    All right, but five minutes. And then after that, let’s explore this district some more, and then head to the zoo, I thought to Grace. And tell them not to disrupt any of the machines or do anything else that will bring attention to us. 
 
    “Everyone, take a few minutes in the arcade and then we will continue deeper into the district. Stay with a partner, and don’t get lost. Ingrid and Michelle, Stella and Dorian, and Chloe and Veronique.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” Veronique said as she caught up to Grace and me. The sliding glass opened, and we stepped outside, Grace immediately turning to the right. 
 
    “You are supposed to be with Chloe,” I reminded her. 
 
    “You don’t want to see what will happen to that arcade if you keep me in there another moment. And you never answered my question: where are you two going?” 
 
    “There’s a seven-story sex shop,” Grace told her. “It could be interesting.” 
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    I was born in 2005, and Internet porn had been part of my life ever since I had figured out how to use GoogleFace. But the Japanese sex shop was on an entirely different level. 
 
    Seven levels, to be exact. 
 
    The first floor was relatively chill, just a bunch of blurred out videos, but once you got to the stairs, that was when you started seeing some of the raw stuff. Of course, everything was blurred out, but it was pretty easy to tell someone was shitting on someone else inside a mock subway train, regardless if the video was blurred or not. 
 
    I never understood that part of Japanese porn.  
 
    Much of it was even weirder and more twisted than some of the stuff we had in the States, yet somehow, blurring parts of it out made it… Better? Less offensive? Okay? And I knew it was a government regulation, that this wasn’t porn providers just trying to be clever. 
 
    But it still threw me off. 
 
    “This is getting weirder,” Veronique said as we moved to the second floor, which I quickly dubbed ‘vibrator central.’ Every type of vibrator known to humankind was on this floor, from dildos shaped like the Statue of Liberty (ouch!) to little clit vibrators that were built into a pair of panties, so you could wear them around and get off at the same time. 
 
    Fun!  
 
    “We’re going to have to get some of this stuff,” Grace said with a chuckle. 
 
    “Why did I think you would say something like that?” I told her as we shuffled our way to the third floor. 
 
    “Because I said it in your mind first?” 
 
    “There are things I have now seen in here that I cannot unsee,” Veronique mumbled as she pointed at a dildo the size of a baseball bat with a fist on either side. 
 
    “This is not my idea,” I reminded her. 
 
    The third floor was apparently dedicated to pocket pussies. I had never seen the appeal of these things, but I’d never tried one, so maybe they did feel like the real thing. And who was I to yuck someone’s yum?  
 
    But man, talk about a pocket pussy paradise.  
 
    There were all sorts of muffs in the room, from big ones to small ones, and everything in between, even a section of vajs classified by the color of the hair and skin around them, the sex shop just keeping things inclusive AF. 
 
    “No way,” I said as we got to the fourth floor, which just so happened to be the BDSM and pegging floor. 
 
    “You sure you don’t want one of us to fuck you?” Grace asked with a giggle that caught the attention of a Japanese man behind the counter, who was smoking a cigarette. Apparently, that was okay, and if he was bothered by the fact that we were giggling at a bunch of strap-on dildos, he didn’t show it. 
 
    “Definitely sure. Most definitely.” 
 
    The two explored this floor for a minute, Veronique actually testing one of the whips and Grace flicking her finger against the strap-ons on display. 
 
    Again, the guy at the counter just continued smoking his cig. 
 
    The fifth floor of the sex shop was cosplay central, as was the sixth floor because of the fact that the space was quite small. I had no idea what to expect on the seventh floor, but I figured it would be the icing on the cake, something that would somehow be able to top the weirdness of all of this. 
 
    And I was sadly mistaken.  
 
    The final floor was dedicated to VR equipment, with every brand represented. They had a few haptic response sofa chairs as well, patrons demoing the VR porn, massaging the air with their hands, one guy looking like he was squeezing a pair of air titties. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Grace, the psychic shifter standing in front of a Proxima VR advertisement. 
 
    “Yeah, you could call it that,” I told her. “Well? Should we meet up with the others?” 
 
    “Since when were you suddenly such a prude?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s not the only one,” said Veronique. “I am pretty sure I saw a bunch of gagged ladies getting fondled by an octopus in one of the videos down there. But everything was blurred out. Why is sex so weird here?” 
 
    “You do realize we had a foursome the other day, right?” I asked her, sort of playing devil’s advocate. 
 
    “We were drunk,” Veronique grunted. 
 
    “Maybe all the people in the octopussy video were drunk,” suggested Grace. 
 
    “Octopussy?” I asked her. 
 
    “A joke!” 
 
    “Actually…” I nodded. “That’s a funny joke. No one told me you were into puns.” 
 
    “Was that a pun?” 
 
    “Sort of? Anyway, I’m not being prude. We can explore this place later, or another place like it. I have a feeling this isn’t the only one in Tokyo.” 
 
    “It’s definitely not the only one,” said Grace. “I saw a spot back in Ueno. They had costumes outside too, Michelle accidently ran inside.” 
 
    I laughed as we took the stairs back to the bottom. “That would have been something else.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I would have wiped her mind. She’s still too young for this kind of stuff.” 
 
    We gathered with the others, Dorian now with a plush Doraemon doll now tucked under her arm, and continued deeper into the Akihabara district. There was a lot less to see here than I would have thought, and the CBGs were getting bored, so we really didn’t have time to check out the manga and anime stores. 
 
    One thing that caught all of our attentions was the maid cafés, many of which were on the first and second floors of many of the buildings. Young Japanese women in maid costumes stood outside the cafés, ushering people in. Michelle asked what this was, and if it hadn’t been for my knowledge of anime, I wouldn’t have known the answer. 
 
    “A maid café is a place where you go to hang out with women dressed as maids,” I told her matter-of-factly as we started to turn away from the district, heading back toward Ueno. 
 
    “Why would anyone want to do that?” 
 
    I looked to Grace for a moment, trying to figure out how I could explain this. 
 
    “I think some people just like to have the attention, and the maids do things for them like singing and cooking food. They also just hang out and talk to them. It’s for lonely guys who want attention from a female, I guess.” 
 
    “So sort of like a geisha?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Something like that. I guess it could be considered a modern-day, more consumer-friendly version of a geisha.” 
 
    “Are we going to see any geishas?” Michelle asked me. 
 
    “Now that, I don’t know. I don’t know if they’re in Tokyo or not.” 
 
    “They’re in Kyoto,” Ingrid added. 
 
    “Interesting. All this is just so interesting,” Michelle said as she tried to walk slowly. 
 
    It was odd watching the young speedster move as a normal person, especially since she usually just zipped around the place. But she was trying to seem as normal as possible, and it was good practice for her. 
 
    Once we were back in Ueno, we found a restaurant that served Japanese curry. It was delicious, and the food came quickly, a plate full of rice, curry on top with little hunks of meat, carrots and potatoes in it. 
 
    So good. 
 
    From there we headed toward the Ueno Zoo. 
 
    I wasn’t a big zoo goer, and the last time I had been to anything that resembled a zoo was in high school, when I visited the aquarium in Mystic, Connecticut. 
 
    But the zoo turned out to be an enjoyable experience, all of the CBGs enjoying the animals. They behaved relatively well, that was, until Michelle said that she wanted to ride one of the elephants, and Dorian offered to teleport her to the top of it. I had to step in there and tell them it was a bad idea. 
 
    There was also a crocodile that had scared Veronique, the metal vampire starting to drain it almost immediately. I’d never thought about the fact that she could drain power from animals, so this was definitely a new discovery. 
 
    But it made sense, and it gave us other options for “feeding,” not that I wanted to see her drain someone’s pooch. 
 
    We spent more time than I thought we would have with the flamingos, all the girls watching and smiling, commenting on how cute they were. 
 
    It dawned on me in that moment that they had never been to a zoo, that any exotic wildlife they had seen would have been on TV. 
 
    The CBGs especially liked the red panda exhibit, the cute little guy tumbling around as a trainer came in with food. The giraffes were cool too, and really goofy in the way that they would peek their head out over the barrier at the crowd, and stare at us in the same way we were staring at them. 
 
    By the time we finished up at the zoo, it was pushing five o’clock, the sun had heated up the streets, and everyone was tired. 
 
    We still had plans for later that night, a visit to the Tokyo Skytree, but I didn’t know how many of them would be able to make that. 
 
    “What do you say we head back to the hotel and rest?” I asked the group. “Tokyo Skytree is tonight!” 
 
    “Can we just order pizza?” Michelle asked. “It has been a long day.” 
 
    “No one wants to go to the Skytree?” I asked the group. We were in Ueno Park now, near a fountain and a street band playing Peruvian wind instruments. 
 
    “We have more days in Tokyo,” Grace said, leaning with her hand on a bench. Veronique, Dorian and Stella sat, the punk rock teleporter offering us a long, drawn-out yawn. Chloe and Ingrid were next to me. Michelle was bouncing from foot to foot in front of us, but with a little less pep than she normally had. 
 
    “I guess you’re right. Let’s just hang out tonight, eat pizza, and prepare for some sleuthing tomorrow.”  
 
    “Pizza!” Michelle said. 
 
    “I am fine with that,” said Veronique. “I’m so hungry.” 
 
    “I’m down to lay low as well,” said Dorian. 
 
    “Ingrid?” I asked the young beast morpher. 
 
    “That’s fine, I have some stuff I want to read anyway,” she said. 
 
    “Chloe?” 
 
    The sound manipulator shrugged. “It might be nice to go on a night walk, but I’m down to keep things low-key. It has been an incredible day.” 
 
    I smiled at all of them, not a cloud in the sky above, the Peruvian band really getting into the groove and drawing more onlookers with each passing moment. “It really has, it really has.”


 
   
  
 

  Chapter Seventeen: Trains 
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    Things moved quickly. 
 
    They actually had Domino’s Pizza in Tokyo, and not knowing what the best local brand to order would be, we went ahead and went with the classic, although theirs was a bit… stranger. Domino’s Japan had pizza with mayo on it, tiger shrimp and one with kimchi on top, which I thought was a Korean specialty, but had somehow made its way onto a pizza in Japan. 
 
    We stuck with the basics, mostly pepperoni, and it wasn’t long until most of the CBGs were passed out. 
 
    I thought about going on a walk with Chloe; I considered going down to the basement sauna and getting nay nay with anyone who wanted to join me; I then thought about Manchester and Dragon, and finally putting a dent in How Heavy This Axe? Book Two; and from there I contemplated how we would go about discovering what we needed to discover the next day. 
 
    Damn my monkey brain. 
 
    All these swirling thoughts eventually put me into a deep sleep, the futon actually comfortable this time. We had walked around all day, and the deep sleep I experienced that night reminded me of what it was like to get an actual good night’s sleep after a long day of vigorous exercise. 
 
    What a feeling! 
 
    Being cuddled up next to Dorian and Veronique was an added bonus as well, both also passing out just as hard as I had. 
 
    Morning came and I was up early, refreshed, back in the breakfast nook on our floor while the old Japanese woman who owned the hotel waited on me. I tried to shoo her away, to tell her I could take care of myself, but she insisted on bringing me a pastry and a banana, and pouring my coffee. 
 
    Nice lady. And before we left, I hoped to get her a big lump sum of money for her troubles.  
 
    Chloe was first to join me this time, followed by Ingrid, who had her little guidebook with her. Ingrid sat across from me and began leafing through the book while Chloe and I drank our coffees. 
 
    “So the plan for today is to go to Setagaya, correct? And that’s a district somewhere in this big city, right?” 
 
    “Yup. Damon Lord either lives, or has a home of sorts, in this area. And according to Wikipedia,” I told Chloe, trying to sound smarter than I looked, “Setagaya is actually a ward, with a population of nearly a million people.” 
 
    “And you expect to find him?” Ingrid asked, looking up from her book. 
 
    “It may take us a little time, but we should be able to sleuth it out. Eventually. Grace knows what he looks like, and once she finds the right people, she will be able to implant the image in their minds. From there, they will be scouts for her, sort of. Like I said, this is going to take some time, and definitely some trial and error.” 
 
    “Who gets to go?” asked Ingrid. 
 
    “Grace, me and…” 
 
    “Me,” Chloe said. 
 
    “It would be better if you stayed with them, just in case there’s a mix-up.” I bit my lip, nodding as I thought this through. “The thing is, we’re not going to get separated. Not permanently, anyway. Let me at least say that. But if we do, you also have the ability to force local people to do what you want; no one else in the CBGs aside from you and Grace can do this. So it’s best if you stay here.” 
 
    “Shoot…” 
 
    “I would love to go,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “No, if we have someone with telepathic abilities, and we have me with several abilities on deck, we will need someone who is pure offense, just in case.” 
 
    “I’m not pure offense?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Veronique, right?” Chloe asked, trying to hide the disappointment in her voice. “She always goes. Or Dorian.” 
 
    “Dorian will teleport us there, and then pick us up. Or she may just take the train back. Either way, I want the rest of you to be able to leave if something bad happens. With Dorian here, you will be able to do that. Of course, nothing bad is going to happen. I repeat, this is just a mission to gather intelligence. And no to Veronique as well.” 
 
    “So Stella then?” Chloe asked as she took a sip from her coffee. “She is offense and defense, but you guys usually use her for defense.” 
 
    “It may be best to take Stella,” I said. “I was honestly trying to decide between her and Veronique, and the thing with Veronique is that she can be a little trigger-happy.” 
 
    “A little?” Chloe asked, the way she was looking at me not at all covering the bad blood they’d had. They were cool now, but a possessed Veronique had definitely attacked Chloe before. 
 
    “Stella it is,” I said. 
 
    “And what are the rest of us supposed to do today?” 
 
    “We won’t be gone all day,” I told Ingrid. “So just hang out in Ueno, go to the park, do some shopping, you know, that sort of thing. We will go to Tokyo Skytree tonight.” 
 
    Excitement spread across Ingrid’s face. “I forgot to tell you: Skytree is near Asakusa, which is a pretty cool shopping district. They even have a Brazilian style carnival there!” 
 
    “Great, then we will check that out.” 
 
    “But there’s no carnival right now…” 
 
    “But there’s still a shopping district, right?”  
 
    “There is!” 
 
    “Cool, I can’t wait.” 
 
    In the end, I was surprised that the other CBGs didn’t give me hell for our plan. Veronique wasn’t stoked, but she didn’t put up much of a fight, which was likely because of Grace’s influence. 
 
    I knew that they didn’t like it when we separated, and it had been my MO since arriving in Japan to keep us as close together as possible, but we were too big of a group to move around together, and today, we just planned to get some much-needed intel.  
 
    It was better this way. Play it safe, keep things copacetic. 
 
    We ate breakfast at the hotel this time, and once we were done, Dorian and I began looking at GoogleFace Map images of Setagaya.  
 
    There were enough tall buildings for us to teleport to the top of, but there would always be the issue of getting down, especially if we didn’t know the layout of the place. We happened to find a building that clearly had a ladder attached to it, but something was off, and Dorian wasn’t so confident in her ability to get us there. 
 
    “It’s all just so dense,” she said as we look at the map. “I don’t want to make a mistake here.” 
 
    “Let’s just take the subway then. And of course, you should come with us too, and then you can teleport back here. We’ll set up a time to meet you, and if we do not meet you by that time, do not panic, we’ll just try to take the subway back. In fact, no one panic about anything. Just stay in this hotel, and in the Ueno area, no matter what happens. We will make it work.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” she said as we waited for the others to join us in front of the elevator. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Stella and Grace said, stepping out of one of the rooms. 
 
    The vector manipulator wore a pair of black slacks and a blouse, ballet flats too. Stella looked like she was on her way to a dress casual business meeting. 
 
    Grace now looked like a different Japanese woman, this one more of a Harajuku cosplayer in a pink gothic loli dress with matching pink hair. You would think that something like this would draw attention on the streets of Tokyo, but it did not. 
 
    After saying goodbye to the others, we took the elevator to the bottom floor, waving goodbye to our host as well. It didn’t take us long to navigate Ueno Station and find the Yamanote Line, Grace using her power to convince a man to use his subway card to scan us through.  
 
    The Yamanote train came every couple of minutes, and while we waited, Grace found a guy who spoke English, quickly emptying the contents of his wallet. I didn’t know how much he gave us in the end, but it was a fat stack of ten-thousand-yen bills. 
 
    The dude was loaded, and I was going to protest taking his cash until Grace told me he was a gangster. 
 
    You mean he’s part of the Yakuza? I thought to her as he shuffled away. 
 
    Is that what they call gangsters here? Then yes. He’s Yakuza. 
 
    Our train came and we got on. The train was crowded, but much quieter than a New York subway train. We had apparently missed rush hour, which was famous for those images of conductors in white gloves cramming people onto the trains. But it was still packed, and there wasn’t enough room to turn around without bumping into someone. 
 
    I had saved our directions on my phone, realizing that we probably would not get Wi-Fi wherever we were going. 
 
    A good move too, as I definitely wasn’t picking up any signals in the train—or in the station, for that matter. 
 
    After a longish ride, we got off at Shibuya, the four of us staying close together amidst a sea of people. I had been to NYC more times than I could count, and was used to the crowd at Grand Central Station considering that all the trains coming from Connecticut either got off at Grand Central, or 125th and Harlem. 
 
    But I still wasn’t prepared for all the people in the Shibuya station. People moved in all directions, a constant whir of humanity, everyone careful not to disturb each other. 
 
    It's crazy, Grace thought to me, and I looked back to see her now holding hands with Stella so they wouldn’t get separated. I reached out and grabbed Dorian’s hand, and felt that familiar tug of being presented with her powers.  
 
    I figured it wouldn’t hurt, and just in case we had to move quickly, I replaced Father’s healing power with her teleportation ability. Besides, I had the indestructible vial of Father’s blood in my pocket, as always, so if I needed to dab it, I could. 
 
    I checked my notes again.  
 
    We were supposed to get on the DT Line, which stood for Tokyu Den-en-toshi Line, and take it to the Sangen-Jaya Station. From there, we could either walk, or take another train to Shoin-jinja-mae Station. 
 
    Lots to remember, but I figured we would just get to Sangen-Jaya, the main area, and go from there. 
 
    It was helpful that a lot of the information was in English in the station, but what wasn’t helpful was the fact that there would be two arrows pointing in different directions, each saying they went to a particular train, because theoretically, if you walked far enough you would eventually get there. We made this mistake at least twice trying to find our line, and ended up on the wrong side of the tracks, which forced us to cross back over to be on the other side. 
 
    But eventually we made it. 
 
    And I was glad that we were planning to teleport back at the end of all this, rather than try to use the subway system to return to Ueno. 
 
    “Just three stops,” I told them as the DT train started to slow, its brakes hissing and squealing.  
 
    “Good,” said Dorian. “This is such a primitive way to travel.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen: Purple Safety 
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    “Seriously, don’t worry,” I told Dorian. 
 
    I didn’t know how to architecturally describe our current setting, but I’ll give it a try. The Sangen-Jaya Station was mostly underground, and after navigating our way through the snakey bastard, we walked up a flight of stairs that eventually opened up onto a space seemingly modeled off a Roman amphitheater. 
 
    The walls were made of black marble, there were shops on top, old men sitting on benches, a glassed off area for cigarette smokers, an escalator and a winding staircase. 
 
    I really wished in that moment that we weren’t here to find the guy who was technically trying to kill us. 
 
    But alas, we had gone from terrorist to tourists and now we were hunters. Framing it like that made it seem a bit cooler.  
 
    Yes, hunters, moving in for the kill, or at least, the capture. 
 
    But I was probably overthinking it. 
 
    Yes, you are overthinking it, Grace thought to me. 
 
    Thanks for always bringing me down to earth, I thought back to her. 
 
    Someone has to. 
 
    “So this is where I’m supposed to get you?” Dorian asked, an apprehensive look on her face. 
 
    “This is it,” I told her. 
 
    “Gideon…” 
 
    “We will return, to this very same spot, I promise. Just…” I looked around at some of the buildings. “Teleport up there, and if all seems clear, get down the street to meet us here.” 
 
    “Actually, it may be easier if we just find an alley now.” 
 
    “By all means,” I said as we made our way to the upper level, Stella and pink-haired cosplaying Grace falling in line behind us. There was a 7-11 off to the right, a national chain of coffee shops that I had already seen in Ueno called Doutor, a place to buy affordable shoes and a 100-yen shop, which I guessed was like the Dollar Generals we had hawking cheap shit in the States. 
 
    “Um…” Dorian looked around for a moment and spotted an alleyway. “Let’s try this one.” 
 
    “Will do,” I told her. We made our way through the alley and came to a residential area, with a different coffee shop on the lower floor of one of the buildings. Turning around, it was hard to imagine that such a bustling subway station was only a stone’s throw away.  
 
    It gave me an appreciation for not only the usage of space, but the usage of boundaries.  
 
    “This is better,” Grace said. 
 
    “Yes, we can just meet you on that rooftop there,” said Stella. “You don’t need to come down to us; I’ll easily be able to take us up there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dorian said. She started to step away and stopped, turning back to me. 
 
    “We won’t be very long,” I assured her. 
 
    “I think she wants a hug,” Grace said with a giggle. 
 
    “Grace…” I mumbled under my breath. For someone that could read minds, sometimes Grace severely lacked people skills. 
 
    Regardless, I hugged it out with Dorian, and once no one was looking, she disappeared in a purple flash. 
 
    “So, let’s get to down to business,” I said as we turned back to the main thoroughfare, smiling at Grace and Stella. 
 
    “I will find a translator for us,” said Grace once we exited the alley, the three of us now looking down at the crowd moving in and out of the subway station. 
 
    “How do you do that exactly?” 
 
    “You could do it as well, if you tried,” she told me. “The same way we do it in America: just listen to people’s thoughts.” 
 
    I silenced my own thoughts for a moment, and as I did so it was like someone increased the volume of all the thoughts around me.  
 
    I had gotten better at dealing with Grace’s telepathic power, able to completely block out all the voices around me. When I wanted to hear them, I simply imagined a couple of fingers on a volume knob, turning it up. 
 
    Duh. 
 
    As all the Japanese chatter entered my head, I started to notice people thinking in other languages, English even. I still didn’t know exactly how telepathy worked, but it did, and it wasn’t long before I was only focused on the English speakers. 
 
    And from there, Grace took over, finding people who could speak English and Japanese. 
 
    Eventually, we settled on a woman who was a professional translator. She was half-Japanese half-Brazilian, and had spent most of her life between Tokyo and Los Angeles. 
 
    She stopped whatever she was doing and immediately came to us, both hands on her bag as she bowed. 
 
    “Great, thanks for joining us,” said Grace. 
 
    “My pleasure,” she said, her head still bowed at Grace. “I believe the first thing we should do is head to the police station. We can get a list of all the foreigners who are currently registered in Setagaya.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad idea. Did you come up with that?” I asked Grace. 
 
    She gave me a funny look, which I interpreted to mean, “Of course I did.” 
 
    “How far is the station from here?” I asked. “Should we take another train?” 
 
    Our translator shook her head. “It isn’t a very far walk. We could take the train, but we would only get off one stop later. Would you prefer to take the train? Or would you prefer to walk?” 
 
    “Let’s walk,” Stella said. “I would rather not be on the train unless it is absolutely necessary. If we are attacked there, it could be more dangerous for us.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” I told her.  
 
    “You seem to operate under the assumption that Ingrid is the only one with brains,” she said as she followed the woman, who had already started briskly walking to the main road. 
 
    “Sorry if it comes off like that; totally not my intention.” 
 
    I saw a McStarbucks and could smell the strange mixture of burger and coffee that I had grown so familiar with. For some reason, this made my mouth water, and I almost suggested stopping for a burger, you know, for scientific purposes, when Grace grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. 
 
    “You don’t need a burger,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    We passed a few foreigners, who looked at me with repressed jealousy when they saw the hot, pink-haired Japanese woman holding my hand. Grace sensed that they were looking, and stopped, bringing me in for a kiss. 
 
    “Oh, please,” Stella started to say. “Do you two ever take anything seriously?” 
 
    “We’re just here as tourists,” Grace reminded her with a wink. “If we find out anything else, then I’ll consider that our good fortune.” 
 
    “It’s not far from here,” our translator said. “Just a couple more streets. There’s a grocery store, and the police station is across from the grocery store.” 
 
    “I’ve never been in a Japanese grocery store before…” 
 
    The translator chuckled at my statement. “It is not that much different than an EBAYmazon Whole Foods in America. Kind of an exclusive feel, limited quantities, well-arranged. That’s how I would describe it anyway.” 
 
    “Good to know,” I said as we continued down the street. There were cars whipping by, tons of pedestrians on bikes too. I saw a few mothers pushing strollers; others were riding bikes with kids in the front and an occasional toddler on a tricycle behind them. 
 
    Call them weird, call them somewhat isolated, but the Japanese people were healthy as fuck. I’d only seen a handful of overweight people, and even then, these people were still several pant sizes smaller than an overweight American. 
 
    About the only thing I’d noticed so far, and this was from what I’d seen on the subway, was that some of the Japanese women had chubby legs. This didn’t seem to match the rest of their body, and I had no idea how to interpret it. 
 
    I guess they skipped leg day? 
 
    “Focus,” Grace told me, offering me a sharp elbow. “Those are stupid thoughts.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said as I looked around, hoping to… Well, I didn’t know what I was hoping to discover; I figured we’d get the best information at the police station. 
 
    Eventually, we crossed a small overpass, cars zipping under us, and came to a police station set into the corner of a building, which kind of reminded me of a package store back in Connecticut. 
 
    “I will do the talking,” the translator said, her eyes flashing white and then returning to their normal color. 
 
    “That’s why we brought you,” I told her. 
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    The Japanese police officer listened carefully as our translator gave him her spiel. I didn’t know what her angle was, but I assumed that Grace was also somewhat using his mind, with complete control over hers. 
 
    Since I was a little more in tune than I normally was, I could hear his thoughts when we stepped into the small police station, his thoughts quiet and polite, very contained. 
 
    And I still couldn’t get over how strange this was. 
 
    If you put someone in Japan with no knowledge of world history and told him that they had been one of the instigators of the Second World War, that person would be hard-pressed to believe you. 
 
    Seeing the place now, how orderly it was, how clean the streets were, and the politeness of its citizens made it very hard to believe that nearly a hundred years ago, these dudes were plotting the attack on Pearl Harbor. 
 
    Damn, was history a bitch. 
 
    After listening to the translator for a moment, the policeman nodded and called for someone in the back. 
 
    Another officer came out, this one dressed the exact same way: black slacks, pressed black jacket, blue shirt, tie, no gun in sight. They wore normal police belts, with a bunch of little pockets and a pair of handcuffs, and the one who’d just stepped out had what looked to be some type of taser with a yellow grip. 
 
    The two started speaking for a moment, and then turned back to our translator, continuing the conversation. 
 
    What’s going on? I thought to Grace. Also, feel free not to respond to me if you are busy concentrating. 
 
    I looked to Stella and grinned. The vector manipulator with her trademark Dutch braid nodded, giving me a playful thumbs up. 
 
    I looked back at her in shock, wondering why she was being so friendly. 
 
    She shrugged, and that was that, back to being typical Stella. 
 
    Would I ever crack her? 
 
    I did not mean that in a salacious way, but I guess it could be interpreted as such… 
 
    The second policeman went to the back of the small station and returned to the front desk a moment later, yet another police officer with him, this one a woman. She was dressed in the same way, kind of cute, actually, but giving me a look hard enough to crack frozen steel. 
 
    And no, that last line didn’t make sense, but this one was fierce, and it was the first thing that came to my mind. 
 
    The policewoman spoke quietly, confirming with the translator what she was looking for, and then confirming it with the other two officers. The first officer that we had spoken to, a slightly older man, smiled and bowed to the three of us. 
 
    “It’s working,” Grace said, but I could tell by the way she was focused that she was straining a bit. 
 
    Her eyes kept going white and returning to their, well, not natural color, but the color she was keeping at the time. 
 
    I glanced back at Stella to see if she was getting bored and caught her yawning. I smiled at her, and she gave me a dirty look.  
 
    The female officer sat behind a computer, click-clacking away at her keyboard when the door swung open behind us. I heard the printer go off and ignored the door, assuming it was the wind. 
 
    Still focused on the translator and the police officers, Grace nodded her approval, the translator launching back into Japanese. I heard the translator say something like “Dah-men-nu Lo-ru-du,” and felt like a badass for knowing exactly what she was talking about. 
 
    A force shoved me forward into the front desk. I hit it hard, the wind instantly knocked out of me. 
 
    What the fuck!? 
 
    I turned to see Stella and Grace collide, their heads snapping together, both immediately falling to the side. 
 
    Grace’s face whipped to the right and left, blood spraying out of her nose and onto the floor. By the time I was back to my feet, the same thing was happening to Stella, as if someone were sitting on top of her, striking her. 
 
    I pushed a telekinetic bubble forward and heard something collide with the back wall. Grace and Stella slid to the floor in the opposite direction, the translator running with her hands over her head, the police officers standing in stunned silence. 
 
    The next thing I experienced was an intense punch to the gut, pain blooming through me as I bent over, and another punch connected with my chin, sending me up and back into the front desk. 
 
    My glasses flew off my face as I lost my shifted form. 
 
    “Grace…” 
 
    But there was no response as I slid into a puddle of pain on the floor. 
 
    Another blunt force hit me in the chest, almost cracking one of my ribs, my sternum screaming out in pain. 
 
    It was hard to breathe now, each breath tasting of blood. 
 
    Everything was starting to dim. 
 
    I tried to get to my feet, looking straight ahead to catch Stella’s body quake, the sound of an impact reaching my ears. My hand grazed against my glasses and I instinctively put them on my face, everything suddenly becoming clearer. 
 
    I heard the umph! of something hitting Grace square in the stomach. Her body suddenly went droopy, the psychic shifter now in her true form. 
 
    Fuck… 
 
    Just as I was getting up to my knees, I felt a hand clasp the back of my neck and lift me, pulling me over to Stella and Grace, my body being dragged through blood. 
 
    So I did it. 
 
    Just as everything was starting to go black, I focused on the sky I had seen earlier, the one over the overpass, and… 
 
    Disappeared in a purple flash. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen: The Fastest Way to Get Around Tokyo 
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    My body reformed in the sky above the overpass. 
 
    “Ahhh!” I teleported away again, this time hopefully a bit higher than I’d been before. 
 
    This didn’t slow the speed of time or anything, but it did give me a second to look to the left, and see that there was a residential building that I could likely teleport to. 
 
    And it wasn’t Gideon thinking at this point.  
 
    No, there was no way I was acting this instinctively if not for adrenaline and the sheer will to live, which seemed to have slowed down time just a hair. 
 
    I poofed away again, and not a moment too soon. Had I fallen for another few seconds, I would have been smashed by a Japanese transport vehicle. 
 
    Even as I reappeared on the rooftop, I heard the vehicle blaze by in my head. 
 
    I stumbled forward, short breaths making it hard to oxygenate my blood. 
 
    Grace… I thought aloud.  
 
    Grace… 
 
    I had to go back. No one else was here; only I had the ability to do something. And I had truly fucked up. For some reason, I hadn’t activated my power nullification skill, and now… 
 
    Shit... 
 
    Leaning with my hand on an air conditioner unit, I licked my lips and tasted blood, flashes of red dotting my peripheral vision. 
 
    I jammed my hand in my pocket, going for Father’s vial. 
 
    My strength gave way and I fell to my knee just as a portal opened up in front of the police station. 
 
    Still with Father’s blood in my free hand, I dragged my ragged ass over to the edge of the building and looked out to see… 
 
    No… 
 
    The albino shapeshifter stepped out of the portal, taking Dorian’s form as she rose into the air, a sphere of energy forming around her. 
 
    I ducked down; my vision started to blur again. Now partially on my back, and my head and upper neck resting against the parapet, I uncapped Father’s vial and flipped it with a shaky hand, dabbing my thumb with his blood. 
 
    I was presented with two channels, and as much as I wanted to take the left channel, which indicated his Reality Manipulation ability, I knew it was too risky; I still needed to keep Grace’s telepathic power on deck. 
 
    So I took Father’s healing power, my eyes clenched shut as I focused on pushing Grace’s shapeshifter ability out. 
 
    My lungs filled with air almost instantly.  
 
    My breaths started to grow deeper, filling my core, strength returning to my arms.  
 
    I capped the vial and stuffed it back in my pocket. 
 
    My vision was clearing up some. It was still filled with needles around the edge, but things were starting to make better sense, or maybe my brain was benefiting from my healing capability. 
 
    A dangerous cocktail of chemicals surged through me, but at least my ribs were starting to reform, and if there had been any internal organ damage, hopefully it was getting better as well. 
 
    “I have to get back…” I whispered to myself. “You have to do this…” 
 
    None of the other CBGs were here for me to depend on; it was up to me to save Grace and Stella. 
 
    And just as I was about to get to my feet, the albino landed, the sphere of energy now like a slow-moving waterfall as it filtered away. 
 
    “Ah, Gideon, we finally meet again,” she said in her British accent as she took a step closer to me.  
 
    She was still in Dorian’s form, which only made this even stranger. A small comet began spiraling up her arm, and as she approached, she turned her hand around, the comet forming into a floating fireball of sorts in her palm. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she assured me with a sneering grin, “you’re not going to die just yet. Our Lord would like to have a conversation with you, pick your brain for a spell.” 
 
    “You really don’t know who you are fucking with, do you?”  
 
    I activated Jules’ nullification ability, and managed to step aside just in time as the woman stumbled forward, now powerless. 
 
    She caught her balance at the edge of the roof and turned to me, looking down at her hands, even jumping as she tried to rise into the air. 
 
    “What the bloody hell have you done?” 
 
    “See you at the bottom,” I said as I charged at her, shoving her over the edge of the roof. 
 
    I turned away before she hit the ground, not wanting to see the impact. 
 
    I’d never done something like that before, never just pushed someone to their death. 
 
    But what she did…  
 
    What she did to the others, or what she would have done… 
 
    It was justifiable.  
 
    Deep breaths in and out, I turned back to the edge of the roof just as another portal opened in front of the police station, that hairy motherfucker known as Bae stepping out, confirming that Natalie was somehow working with Damon. 
 
    And it was then that I saw Stella and Grace’s bodies being dragged into the portal by an invisible force. 
 
    Here we go, I thought, as I looked at a location on the street and prepared to teleport.  
 
    Crack! 
 
    A blast of energy hit the edge of the roof, sending me flying backward. 
 
    The albino woman flew back into the air, keeping her distance this time. 
 
    You idiot, Gideon, I thought as I scrambled to get to my feet, pushing my glasses back down onto my head. How they stayed on was beyond me, but the left lens was now cracked, making it a bit harder to see. 
 
    Jules’s power nullification ability had a limited range, and that was without the fact I was at sixty-percent of whatever his power was.  
 
    Sure, I had pushed the woman over the edge of the roof, but as she got closer to the ground, she had gained access to her power again. 
 
    And now that she knew what I could do, she merely stayed back, forming another ball of cosmic energy, aiming it at the rooftop to cause maximum damage. 
 
    “You can try to run,” she said, her bangs, Dorian’s bangs, whipping out of her face, “but I will catch you eventually.” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    I only barely made it to the next rooftop.  
 
    I looked back; an explosion sent brick and concrete into the air. 
 
    She spotted me almost instantly. 
 
    Now running along a narrow rooftop, I teleported to the next one over, and from there, I teleported to an even higher one. I couldn’t go as far as Dorian, hell no, but I was able to skip every couple of roofs. 
 
    The shifter was hot on my tail though, blistering energy radiating off her as she rocketed toward me wherever I reappeared. 
 
    I had to get away. 
 
    I had to regroup, to go after the others, and I didn’t even know how to do so at the moment. All I knew was that there was no other answer, that I would never be able to go after Stella and Grace in my current form. 
 
    And it pained me to think this as I teleported away like a goddamn pansy.  
 
    Wherever they were being taken, it would be terrible for them, and who knew? Maybe Damon Lord would just kill them.  
 
    Yes, I thought as my form took shape on a circular rooftop. He will try to kill them… 
 
    And this thought alone had my heart thrumming in my chest even faster than it had been moments ago. My breathes were getting heavy now; I needed to get away from this woman and make my way back to Ueno. 
 
    The thing was, she would go after me wherever I teleported to. If I teleported to a crowd, she would surely come after me…  
 
    But if I… 
 
    An idea came to me.  
 
    I didn’t know exactly where the station was that we had come from, but I had a general idea of its location. So I started to teleport in a U shape, back to where we had originally come from, the area called Sangen-Jaya. 
 
     “You aren’t going to get away from me!” she cried out, increasing her speed. 
 
    I ignored her taunts and continued teleporting in the direction of the station.  
 
    Maybe… Just maybe I would be saved by the timeliness of the Japanese people. 
 
    I finally made it to a building just in front of the train station, one that towered over the area that I had earlier compared to a Roman amphitheater. Knowing that the albino woman would cause a ruckus, but seeing that she was also several buildings away, I teleported to the ground, right in front of a man selling flavored popcorn. 
 
    The Japanese dude cried out, and I instinctively bowed to him like an idiot before taking off toward the station entrance. 
 
    I hopped over the turnstile, tuning out one of the conductors yelling for me to stop (or at least I thought that was what he was saying.) 
 
    His attention immediately turned to something more pressing as the shifter lady landed amidst the crowd of people, the energy around her swelling outwards and tossing everyone aside. I don’t know how she did it, but even with all the chaos she locked eyes with me, jumped back into the air and zipped forward. 
 
    “Please, please, please,” I said as I continued running down the hallway, just happening to catch the train times listed on a display attached to the ceiling. There was also a clock next to it and… 
 
    Yes. 
 
    YES! 
 
    I damn near cried tears of joy when I saw that the Tokyu Den-en-toshi Line to Shibuya would be here within the minute. I wished desperately that I had some knowledge of the future, that I could have taken Michelle’s power to make me faster, but I didn’t. 
 
    So it was up to the two legs Jeebus gave me to get me to that train before the albino lady lit my ass on fire. 
 
    I heard an explosion behind me, parts of the station coming down as she barreled toward me. People were ducking, getting out of the way, crouching with their hands over their heads, screaming, and I truly felt their terror in that moment. 
 
    We were all human, even the monster chasing after me, and to see people scared like this, to feel the terror in the air… 
 
    I approached an escalator and jumped, running down the railing and eventually losing my balance. I slipped onto my ass and slid forward, nearly taking a lady out. 
 
    As she screamed, another tried to hit me with her bag, that was until they both saw what was coming down the escalator after me. Then they both ran in the opposite direction, kicking off their high heels in the process. 
 
    Back on my feet again, I came to two tunnels, one leading toward Shibuya, the other leading toward Takatsu. 
 
     Fueled solely by instinct, I pressed my hand forward toward the tunnel leading to Takatsu, mentally pushing an image of terror out of my palm using Grace’s power. 
 
    Please work… 
 
    Please work…  
 
    The people coming in my direction started running faster, back the other way. 
 
    It worked! 
 
    I hoped that this was enough of a distraction to make the woman take the wrong path, but there was too much pandemonium for me to truly tell. 
 
    My lungs shrieked in my chest as I raced toward the train that went to Shibuya.  
 
    I could hear the train in the tunnel now, screeching to a halt, the doors opening soon. I didn’t dare look back. 
 
    I didn’t know if she could catch a train or not, but I figured she would be able to, especially once it was just starting to take off. I shoved past a few people and slipped onto the train, ducking down, my hands over my head, passengers looking at me like I was crazy. 
 
    I sucked in deep breaths as the door started to shut, my whole body trembling, my heart screaming in anguish for Grace and Stella. 
 
    The train started to pick up speed. It was gone in a matter of moments, but I still wasn’t able to catch my breath.  
 
    I had to keep running. 
 
    I had to get back to Ueno before she found me. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty: Subway Disguise 
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    It was a quick ride from Sangen-Jaya to Shibuya, just two stops, but just long enough time for me to realize that my shirt was ripped, that I was covered in blood, breathing heavily, everyone around me starting to politely inch away and/or stare at me like I was a fucking alien. 
 
    I saw someone raise their smartphone and I pointed at them, telling them to lower it. When she didn’t, I pushed a small bubble of telekinetic energy forward, whipping the phone out of her hand as the train slowed, making the uniform-clad teen yelp. 
 
    My healing capabilities were still doing their thing, and even with the adrenaline and fear chemicals firing inside my husk, I felt better. 
 
    But only just a little. 
 
    The train doors opened up and I burst out, shouldering past a man in a suit who was reading a folded manga. 
 
    Rather than take the escalator, I ran up the flight of stairs, the crowd already starting to part around me. 
 
    Shibuya Station stretched several city blocks, and the train line I needed to get to wasn’t very close at all. Making things worse was the fact that I need to get there without drawing attention to myself… 
 
    Shit... shit…  
 
    I started looking around and noticed that there were a few subway shops that sold women’s clothing, another selling cutesy umbrellas that seemed impractical, and another selling gaudy necklaces for older Japanese women. I hoped for a men’s clothing shop, but there definitely wasn’t one in my corridor. 
 
    This will have to do, I thought as I approached the women’s clothing shop, my wallet out, a desperate look in my eyes as I took out the yen that Grace had “borrowed” from a Yakuza goon earlier.  
 
    And of course I startled the owner. 
 
    But then he saw the cashola in my hand and got the idea very quickly. He ushered me in, moving a mannequin over to block the entrance. From there he made a gesture for me to undress, which I did quickly, my wallet going back into my pocket for the time being. 
 
    He looked around, a look on his face that told me he was wondering where I was going to put my bloody clothing. I grabbed a large tote bag that said Cape Cod, and stuffed my shirt in. 
 
    From there, he took a big blue blouse off a rack and put it on me, his hand coming to his chin for a moment as he looked me over. 
 
    An idea came to him, and to indicate this, the clothes seller lifted a finger into the air. I looked at that finger and followed it to a collection of scarves. 
 
    “Good idea,” I told him as he grabbed one of the thick scarves and wrapped it around my neck. 
 
    He actually tried to take my glasses off, but I stopped him, and he understood that this meant that I needed them to see, even if the left lens was cracked. With this in mind, he found an obnoxious pair of women’s sunglasses, the type a Hollywood actress would wear. 
 
    He gave them to me, and I placed them over my current glasses. 
 
    Not yet satisfied, he made a gesture for my head indicating that I would likely need a hat. 
 
    He had hats as well, and luckily, the ones he had were sort of unisex. I settled on a gray French beret, angling it just right, looking like an American who had studied abroad for a summer in Paris and was suddenly Parisian.  
 
    “How much?” I asked him, going for my billfold again. He looked at the stack of money, and made a gesture to take it all. 
 
    I knew I was being ripped off, but I handed the fat stack to him anyway, just hoping to get back to the others before news of the attack in Sangen-Jaya reached Shibuya Station. 
 
    Much to my surprise, the man handed me back several of the yen notes, which I tucked back in my wallet. 
 
    With my tote bag now over my shoulder, I nodded at him, bowed, nearly collided with a mannequin in the process, and left, looking for the Yamanote subway line. 
 
    I found the green sign that pointed toward it and walked as quickly as I could, trying not to draw attention to myself. A few people looked at me, but mostly everyone just kept their heads down. There was an eerie silence in the corridor that led to the other part of the station. Only a few people spoke, and those talking did so in hushed whispers. 
 
    It put me on edge. 
 
    It made me feel that the albino shifter would burst through the wall like the Kool-Aid man at any moment. 
 
    But she never came, and once I got to the turnstile, I made my way over to the machines to purchase a subway card. One ten-thousand yen note later, and a shaky hand to boot, and I was miraculously let through. 
 
    I knew it would only be a few minutes before the news came to the station, if it had not already come. But none of the conductors moving around or the guys in the gray JR Train outfits seemed to be panicking. 
 
    It took me a second to figure out which way to go, but I eventually headed up the left stairs, this part of the station sort of reminding me of Union Station in New Haven. I bolted up the stairs and onto the platform where I stopped, trying not to look around, trying not to look suspicious at all. 
 
    I was glad then that I was in a big city known for its odd fashion trends. And yes, there was a little blood on my slacks, but I’d try my best to sell this as my “style.” 
 
    Look at the cool American in the blouse, scarf, oversized sunglasses, Cape Cod tote and bloody trousers! 
 
    Eventually the train came, and I got on, actually able to find a seat even though it was a bit crowded. There were at least seven stations between my ragged ass and Ueno, but I was in the home stretch. 
 
    And now came the other part of this situation: figuring out what to do next. 
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    The train made it to Ueno Station, and I shuffled off, trying to avoid eye contact with everyone even though I was wearing sunglasses, keeping as low of a profile as I possibly could. I made my way down a narrow corridor, my Cape Cod tote tucked tightly to my side as I passed a men’s restroom that stank of piss. 
 
    The urge to go struck me, so I stepped in, waiting in line to use the urinal. 
 
    It would have been faster too if the guy at one of the urinals wasn’t also playing a fucking game on his phone, but I behaved myself, even though I could have sent a small telekinetic bubble forward that made him drop his phone in the urinal. 
 
    At least I was getting my good wit and bad ideas back. 
 
    The thirty-minute train ride had sobered me some, letting the chemicals bubbling in my body settle, allowing me to finally get a grip on the situation. 
 
    And it wasn’t a tight grip, but at least now I was able to piece together what had happened. I had noticed that, after similar situations in the past, they had happened so suddenly that thinking back, I couldn’t really remember where it all started, the subsequent actions a bit of a blur to me. 
 
    But not this. The pieces came back together, and I remembered the invisible force beating the hell out of us. 
 
    I also knew that this wasn’t some aggressive ghost who just happened to step into the police station. No, this was someone with the power to turn themselves invisible, and apparently it was someone who also had enhanced speed. 
 
    Or perhaps enhanced strength... 
 
    Having been around Michelle long enough, I knew what it looked like when there was someone quickly moving around, attacking. And I knew that there was no way that this person could have moved as quickly as they did even if they were the most experienced fighter in the world.  
 
    No, it was a superpower. 
 
    And it was clearly someone who was working for Damon Lord.  
 
    For a moment, especially when I was on the rooftop trying to get my shit together, I’d wondered if the invisible attacker was the same person as the albino shifter.  
 
    After all, Grace could also use her shifter ability to turn herself invisible... 
 
    But then I remembered that I’d seen the portal open up and the albino woman step out, and later I’d seen Grace and Stella being dragged into the portal. 
 
    No, it was an additional person. 
 
    Moving past a bar, I caught a television tuned to the destruction in Sangen-Jaya. Sure enough, they had a video clip of… 
 
    “Shit…” I whispered as I watched ‘Dorian’ swoop down on the crowd, people dying, some barely getting out of the way. 
 
    Whatever goodwill the CBGs had with the Japanese people was now squashed. The good people of Japan would see this and know that we were here to attack. Which made it even harder to travel with Dorian, considering the way she looked. 
 
    An idea came to me; there was definitely one way to disguise Dorian. 
 
    The next clip that they showed definitely had me in it, and of course, the news channel zoomed in on my picture, my haggard, bloodied face. They then showed a picture from my author blurb of yours truly, in better days of course, smiling like a jackass. 
 
    Without Grace’s power to shift my form, getting around was going to be a lot shittier for one Gideon Caldwell. 
 
    I could always go with the hat and sunglasses disguise, but that didn’t always work. 
 
    Realizing that I was standing there staring at a picture of myself, and glad that no one had noticed yet, I briskly walked to the station’s exit, finally making it to the streets outside. 
 
    Everything was quiet aside from the sound of passing vehicles and the occasional beeping noise from the traffic light. 
 
    I felt light-years away from the destruction back at Sangen-Jaya Station, almost as if I were in a different reality entirely. 
 
    And Grace…  
 
    Stella… 
 
    “You just have to regroup with the others,” I reminded myself as I turned to the hotel. I picked up my pace, walking with my hands in my pockets, looking down, trying to be as small as humanly possible. 
 
    I took the crosswalk to the other side, passing a Japanese woman carrying a poodle in her arms, both oblivious to what was going on in my world. 
 
    The real world. 
 
    Or at least a real world.  
 
    This was my fate, and I had brought it upon myself by getting involved with the CBGs in the first place. But what was I supposed to do? When Grace showed up on my doorstep, was I supposed to just turn her away? 
 
    No, that wasn’t in my nature.  
 
    I knew it then, and I knew it now, as I turned into the alley that led to our hotel. As weak as I could be at times, my nature was to fight back. We would go after Grace and Stella, and I just hoped that they were still alive by the time we found them. 
 
    If not, there would be hell to pay. 
 
      
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One: Positive Vibes 
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    I stumbled into the lobby of the mom-and-pop hotel. The old woman at the counter gasped as soon as she saw me. She hobbled over to me almost immediately, trying to interpret what I was going through. 
 
    I could tell by the look in her eyes, or maybe I was picking up images from her mind, that she wanted to call an ambulance. 
 
    Do I really look that bad? 
 
    I removed my sunglasses and pulled the scarf down, seeing that there was a good amount of dried blood smeared across my face and neck. On my new blouse as well. While I was healed at least internally, it didn’t make the blood go away, and from the pounding I had taken in the police station, there was still a lot of blood. 
 
    “Do you speak English?” I asked her. 
 
    “Eigo-wa hanasemasen!” 
 
    At least I thought she said something like that. By this point I had stepped past her, going toward the elevator. She followed after me, speaking in rapid-fire Japanese, and I finally turned to her as the elevator started to reach the bottom floor. 
 
    I placed both hands on her shoulders, startling the kind old lady. As I smiled, I saw the reflection of my face in her dark eyes, the whiteness of my teeth versus the blood on my face, the scratch marks, the dirt. 
 
    “I am okay,” I told her, not quite menacingly, but definitely a few shades closer to the Joker than it normally was. 
 
    “Okay desu ka?” she asked, her bottom lip trembling. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay, desu. Okay, desu.” 
 
    “Yes, um, okay, desu.” 
 
    She seemed satisfied enough with this answer to not rush away or anything when I dropped my hand from her shoulders.  
 
    The elevator dinged and the doors opened. 
 
    I pressed the button that went to our floor, and was presented with my own reflection in the shiny steel of the elevator. 
 
    I really did look like crap. 
 
    But none of that mattered at the moment. What mattered was formulating a plan to get Grace and Stella back. I glanced down at the ring on my finger—Fiona’s crystal.  
 
    This would be the only crystal made from a member of the CBGs. 
 
    We would save Grace and Stella if it was the last thing I did. 
 
    The doors opened, and I heard Michelle’s voice followed by Chloe, the young speedster zipping out of her room and turning in my direction. 
 
    “Gideon?” she asked, dropping her cup of tea, fear spreading over her face. 
 
    Her teacup hit the wooden floor and shattered, the others quickly running out of their rooms. 
 
    “No…” Veronique said, coming forward with red energy glowing around her hands. “Where are they?” she asked, true emotion in her voice as she reached me. 
 
    “Just…” 
 
    I bowed my head, feeling their intense stares all at once, the pressure in the room, a sinking feeling in my chest as I realized just how much we had fucked up, how much I had fucked up. 
 
    Dorian flashed into existence next to me, Michelle appearing on my right, both of them going for my arms and helping me over to a small sofa that had been placed against the wall near the elevator. 
 
    “We will get them back,” I said with finality. 
 
    “What happened to them?” asked Ingrid as she came forward, her fists bunched up at her sides. I saw veins popping on her arms, and knew she was trying to control her anger and fear. 
 
    “Relax,” I started to tell her.  
 
    I looked to Chloe and nodded to Ingrid. The sound manipulator immediately turned to her, calming her with a soft vibration. 
 
    Ingrid started breathing slowly again, gathering her wits. 
 
    “Was it Mother? Smiley? Damon? Who was it?” Veronique asked me, working herself up into a rage. “Who? Angel? Damon? Who, dammit?” She was upset, clearly, but it also felt like she was overplaying it some, like she was trying to make herself sound more upset, so she seemed more human. 
 
    And if it hadn’t been for the fact that two of our teammates had been kidnapped, and I was worried to death about them, I would have found this endearing in some way. But I had no time to think about that. 
 
    Now was the time to plan a rescue mission. 
 
    But how? 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say something?” Dorian said. “Gideon, talk to us, or do you need to rest? Are you okay? What happened to you?” 
 
    Dorian was also working herself up into a frenzy, but hers sounded real, more authentic than Veronique’s. 
 
    “Everyone just relax,” Chloe said as she came forward. 
 
    “Gideon, we have to do something, we have to do something!” Michelle said, starting to hyperventilate a bit. She was shaking her hands out now, and her form was flashing, which meant that she was moving back and forth across the small room. 
 
    I had seen her do this before, on the night of Fiona’s death. 
 
    “Chloe, Michelle,” I said, nodding to the young speedster. 
 
    “Everyone, let’s just all sit down,” Chloe said, rising into the air. The intensity on Dorian and Veronique’s faces started to settle some. They exchanged glances, and after staring each other down for a moment, both began to lower themselves to the ground, where they sat with their legs crossed under their bodies.  
 
    Michelle did the same next to Dorian, Dorian wrapping her arm around the young girl and bringing her in close. Ingrid sat on her knees behind Veronique, and finally Chloe sat at the back of the group, a faint energy glowing around her throat. 
 
    I felt better as well, like I could get the words out without stuttering, or fumbling over them. And it was under these conditions that I explained what had happened: 
 
    “We went to the police station to check the information that the police had on foreigners that lived in the area. We were attacked by an invisible force. I think someone that works for Damon Lord has the ability to turn invisible.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Veronique spit. 
 
    “This person beat the living hell out of Grace and Stella, me too, and they would have finished the job too if I hadn’t teleported away. And yes, I should have activated Jules’ power when I was getting my ass kicked, but my mind didn’t connect the dots in that moment.” 
 
    “You teleported?” Dorian asked, her eyes going wide and settling again. 
 
    “Yes. Into the air. And I sort of did that thing that we did when I was training, down and back up again. I got control of it, and saw a rooftop.” 
 
    “And how did you get back here?” Chloe asked. 
 
    “There’s more to the story.” 
 
    I told them about the albino shifter appearing, the same one who attacked us in D.C. I explained how I thought I had killed her by using Jules’ power and shoving her off the roof. 
 
    “That’s brutal of you,” Veronique said, nodding proudly. 
 
    “But she stopped herself before she hit the ground. And then she proceeded to chase me across Setagaya. Even worse, she took your form,” I told Dorian. “She took your form while she chased me, terrorizing the public.” 
 
    “Shit…” 
 
    “Shit is right, but I have a plan, an idea of how we can make this work. I will get to that later, but it will take a little strategy once we’re moving around. I should also say that we’re already on the Japanese media, you and me,” I told Dorian. “But there’s nothing we can do about that now. They’re going to try to figure out how we got here. There weren’t any pictures taken of us in Customs at the airport, but eventually, they will look through enough video to find us. But we will deal with that in a bit when it arises. To finish the story, I got to the station, and I somehow made it onto the train even though she was chasing me.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Michelle said, shaking her head. “This is a crazy story!” 
 
    “Language. I made it to Shibuya, and I bought this clothing to cover myself up so I could get here. I got really lucky that the trains moved so quickly, and that my picture wasn’t on the TV until the time I arrived at Ueno Station. But back to what I was just saying: we are going to have to keep an extra low profile now. All of us. There are some ways we will be able to do it, for example, going out at night, wearing hats—for Dorian, we will get you a hijab.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “It’s a headscarf that Muslim women wear. It will at least cover up Dorian’s hair and make it a bit harder to recognize your true features.” 
 
    “And you can wear one too?” 
 
    I smiled at her. “Unfortunately, that would draw more attention. But I can wear a hat, sunglasses, a scarf. I can shave, try to look a little different. All of us should try to look different. Big sunglasses, hats, beanies, hoods over our heads. We will have to face the fact that we will need to go out in public to figure out Grace and Stella’s location. We can’t do it from the shadows.” 
 
    “And we can’t just tear through Setagaya looking for them?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “No. It’s a really large district, and who knows where that portal took them. It was Bae, by the way, he’s the only portal guy I know of.” 
 
    “Did you actually see him?” Chloe asked. 
 
    “I…” I looked curiously at Chloe for a second. “I can’t remember now. But let’s operate under the assumption he was there. We’re going to have to get more clever. Maybe I will talk to Father and see what he can come up with. We also need to make sure the lady downstairs doesn’t call the cops. Chloe, I need you to do that now.” 
 
    “On it,” Chloe said as she made her way to the elevator. 
 
    “We will get out of this, and we will get out with Grace and Stella. Just give me a little time to wrap my head around all this, to try to figure out the pieces. The clock is ticking.” 
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    Once Chloe handled the old woman at the front desk, I took the elevator down with her to the sauna and shower room in the basement. There was one man there, an older guy who was staying on a different floor, and Chloe quickly cleared him out using her power. 
 
    Rather than do anything that was quasi-telepathic, she simply emitted a noise that made the man uncomfortable enough that he wanted to leave. 
 
    With this guy gone, we had the place to ourselves. 
 
    I undressed, and washed the blood off, Chloe standing barefoot nearby, the sound manipulator in a skirt and top she had picked up during our shopping spree the previous day. 
 
    “I just can’t believe…” I said, turning away from her, my hand on to the wall as I bent forward, the water washing away the blood, creating a fruit punch-like liquid at my feet. 
 
    “You are lucky I calmed Veronique’s nerves,” Chloe told me. “She may have actually given you a pretty good draining.” 
 
    “I get it, I get it, this was my fault.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think it’s that; I think she was just super angry and needed to take out her aggression on something. You are our leader, oddly enough at times, so anything good or bad is going to be your fault. You can’t beat yourself up over these decisions. And if you look at it a different way, the fact that you did split the group allowed for you to have a place to run back to. Imagine if we had all been there and had scattered? Or they took more of us.” 
 
    “If everyone was there, we would have won.” 
 
    “I still don’t think you’ve grasped the element of surprise in combat yet, and how powerful it is,” Chloe said as she came toward me and sat on a dry wooden bench near the shower. 
 
    “What if…” I tried to steady my breathing. “What if they do something to them?” 
 
    “There is no doubt that Damon Lord will do something to them. But if anyone in our group is capable of surviving, it is Grace and Stella.” Her expression darkened. “Of course, if they do something that’s fatal, like they did to Fiona, there’s nothing that any of us can do. And I’m just saying that so it’s out there, so that we are aware of it.” 
 
    “So how do we get them then?” I asked, turning back to her. I realized in that moment I was standing naked in front of the woman, but sex was the last thing on my mind. For all I knew, I didn’t even have a dick in that moment.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that a little, but I really haven’t had enough time to come up with a good idea,” Chloe said. “You literally just arrived thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    “Do you need a towel?” Michelle asked, appearing at the entrance. 
 
    “Michelle, what did we tell you about…” I turned away from her, showing the young speedster my white ass. 
 
    “Michelle, you’re not supposed to be in here,” Chloe said in a motherly way. 
 
    “I was just worried. Sorry!” 
 
    With that, she was gone, a stack of towels dropping to the ground. 
 
    “Did she use the elevator, or did she use the stairs?” 
 
    “Stairs,” Chloe said with a wry smile. 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t even know where to begin going after them.” 
 
    “And if we are going to go after them, we have to realize that they will use their full force against us,” she said as she crossed one leg over the other. 
 
    “And they must be working with Natalie,” I said, “I just fucking know it. There was a portal there, and I didn’t see Bae, but it looked like the other portals he generated. Then again, maybe Damon Lord has other portal users that work for him.” 
 
    “Can you check something like that?” 
 
    “Yes, I can check on the app that Dr. Kim gave me. Well, not Damon’s creations, but at least other ones that AEFL has created. I haven’t used the app in a while, but it at least lets me check the database. But that will only tell us if there are others, not if they are alive or dead, or anything like that.” 
 
    “It’s a place to start,” Chloe said. 
 
    “You aren’t wrong there.” 
 
    “And you still need to heal some. You look pretty bruised up. Why don’t you hop into the sauna for a minute, and just relax? I know this isn’t the time to relax, that it’s the time to make a plan, but we literally have no idea where to look for them aside from this neighborhood, and if we go there now, not only will they be waiting for us, but the police will be out. And Japan may have brought in their military too. I have no idea how that would work here.” 
 
    “Yeah, we really have no idea.” I turned off the shower and made my way over to the bubbling hot water.  
 
    Looking back at Chloe, I saw that she was getting undressed as well, her clothes nicely folded on the wooden bench. She got in the sauna across from me, sticking her feet out and resting them on the underwater bench. She lightly touched the sides of my thighs with her feet, the beautiful brunette getting comfortable. 
 
    “I need to relax too,” she finally said. “It’s not easy to put a halt to the amount of nervous energy that was moving between everyone up there.” 
 
    “I can imagine. I still feel like shit, though. We’re sitting here in the hot tub while Stella and Grace…” 
 
    “We have to have a plan, Gideon, we can’t just go kicking over stones and hoping to find something. That’s Veronique’s style of thinking. Let’s use the resources that we have. You can look through your app, try to get in touch with Father, see if we can find something on the Internet. I don’t know. We will figure it out. And quickly.” 
 
    “You seem so confident about this.” 
 
    “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I have been projecting positive vibes in your direction ever since we got down here.” She smiled as she dipped her hand under the water and brought it up to her face, wiping her forehead. “It doesn’t seem to be working.” 
 
    “I did notice I was feeling a bit lightheaded…” 
 
    “You really are something else, Gideon,” she said as she moved closer to me. “After we finish up down here, let’s also grab something to eat.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we should leave,” I told her. 
 
    “Your ideas from earlier sounded like they would work. We just have to keep our disguises, and we’ll need more clothing. There are all sorts of clothing stores just across the street from us. It shouldn’t take long for us to come up with ways to cover ourselves. Plus, it’s almost dinner time.” 
 
    “We can just order pizza,” I said. 
 
    “For the others, yes, but at least you and I, and probably Veronique, because she’s not letting you out of her sight, need to go out there to get clothing. You mentioned a hijab for Dorian. Will that work with the Manchester Missions angle?” 
 
    I looked at her curiously for a moment. It was weird to know people that had absolutely no knowledge of the religions of our shared world. 
 
    “I’m assuming by the way you’re looking at me that this isn’t the case.” 
 
    “No, that won’t work,” I said. “We are going to have to scrap that idea anyway. Keep your shirt though, just in case we get out of this. It would be nice to have as a keepsake.” 
 
    Chloe scooted up next to me, and eventually, transferred to my lap. Again, no movement downstairs, even though there was a nude woman sitting on me. In that moment I just wanted the comfort of someone that I was close to, someone that understood how dire the situation had become. 
 
    It was comfort that I got. 
 
    After another thirty minutes or so, maybe longer, we headed upstairs and I got changed, going with one of my backup pairs of glasses with the strap so I wouldn’t lose it. I hated to throw a pair of glasses away, but the lens was shattered, so what could I do? 
 
    Luckily, the scarf I had picked up in the subway shop was dark, so it didn’t show some of the blood that was on it. I tightened it around my neck, bringing it up to cover my chin some. Touching my face, I realized I should probably shave as well, to make myself look a little bit different. 
 
    Better safe than sorry. 
 
    Veronique got my glasses out of the trashcan and pressed the lenses out, putting the glasses on her face. 
 
    “A disguise,” she told me. 
 
    And I was about to say that no one wore glasses without lenses, but I’d actually seen someone doing this yesterday, so apparently it was a thing here in Tokyo. 
 
    “I can’t believe you three are going out,” said Dorian, a nervous look on her face. 
 
    “We aren’t going far; and we’re bringing back clothing to disguise everyone,” I reminded her. “We will bring food as well.” 
 
    “Can’t you smell that? The lady that runs the hotel has already started making us food. It’s in the eating area,” she said, pointing to a paper wall that shielded the breakfast nook from the other rooms on the floor. 
 
    “I was wondering what that smell was. Okay, so eat, and we will eat as well, and come back with clothing. Okay?” 
 
    “Nothing will happen to us,” Veronique told Dorian. “We will stay close, and we will be fast.” 
 
    Chloe let her hair down, and then started braiding it like Stella’s. She had borrowed Dorian’s tight black jacket, and zipped it all the way up. “We will only be an hour,” she assured the punk rock teleporter. 
 
    Ingrid stepped out of the eating area with a troubled look on her face. Michelle joined her, sort of hiding behind Ingrid, peeking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t leave us here,” the young speedster finally said. 
 
    “We’re coming back,” I started to say. 
 
    Ingrid frowned. “That’s exactly what Grace and Stella said…” 
 
    “I’ll handle this.” Chloe came forward and brought her hands in front of her chest, clasping her fingers together. “Everyone just relax. This won’t be very long, and Stella and Grace are okay. We just have to have a solid plan to rescue them.” 
 
    “You know, your powers are kind of like cheating,” Veronique told her once we stepped into the elevator. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The elevator door shut, and Veronique looked at Chloe through the mirrored surface of the stainless steel. “You know exactly what I mean.” The metal vampire then focused on me. “We get some food, we get some clothing, and we get back to the hotel. Nothing else.” 
 
    “Trust us, that was the plan,” I said. 
 
    “Maybe we should get some money as well. Just in case we need some. I don’t know why we would, but it’s always helpful.” 
 
    “We will get money too,” Chloe assured her. “Now relax, Veronique, but stay on guard,” she said, her throat starting to glow. “Positive vibes.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two: Shopping for Dreams 
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    The food was good. It didn’t stop my worrying, but having an actual sandwich was definitely comforting. 
 
    There just so happened to be a cafe around the corner from our hotel, and not just any cafe, a McStarbucks cafe, which served French pastries, soup, and fancy sandwiches along with lattes and other McStarbucks staples. 
 
    I got a little bit of everything, and Chloe did the same. Veronique got an Americano, four shots of espresso, the metal vampire down to get caffeinated once she finished her first quad Americano and went for another. 
 
    With food in our tummies, or at least in two of our tummies, we set off toward the Ueno shopping district. The sun was almost down, and the Japanese people who had already gotten off work were gathered around outdoor tables, beers in their hands, greasy appetizers strewn about the tables. 
 
    I was envious of them in that moment.  
 
    I would have traded anything to be able to relax and enjoy a beer after a long day of work, rather than going shopping for disguises so we could stop the general public from recognizing us as we searched for two of our friends. 
 
    And where would we even begin? 
 
    Even as I ate my sandwich back at the cafe, this was the number one thought on my mind. 
 
    Where would we possibly begin? 
 
    I knew it was stupid to think that Father would know something, and in that moment, I was a little bit angry at him, wondering why he couldn’t have seen this coming. He had the ability to manipulate reality, to stretch time in a strange way, yet he couldn’t prevent two of our own from being kidnapped? Maybe Father wasn’t really on our team after all… 
 
    Maybe he had other, sinister plans. 
 
    Chloe interrupted my thoughts when she squeezed my arm, pointing at a three-story building, notable for the high-end mannequins inside, which looked out onto the street. 
 
    “For us,” she said, pointing between Veronique and her. 
 
    “Yep, get whatever we need to disguise ourselves. Definitely get some scarves,” I said as I saw a men’s store across the street. “Maybe I will step in there and get a hat. Although, my beret is pretty fashionable, and Michelle’s Denver hat isn’t half bad either.” 
 
    “No, you are sticking with us,” said Veronique. “We can’t lose you. And that beret is mine; you look stupid in it.” 
 
    Even though she said this in a stilted way, I could hear the true conviction behind it. Rather than protest, or tell her to take the hat comment back, I simply nodded, following the two in.  
 
    Luckily for me, there was a space for the husbands and boyfriends to sit, another guy already sitting there, his face buried in his phone as his gal shopped. He didn’t make eye contact with me as I sat down across from him, a glossy coffee table between the two of us. 
 
    With him on his phone, I figured I would get on my phone as well, just to fit in even more. I went to my inbox and ignored all the messages, including one from Jake Archibald that read URGENT. 
 
    I knew it wasn’t urgent.  
 
    I mean, not as urgent as losing someone close to you, so I simply changed profiles to the shared email account Father and I used to communicate. I started to begrudgingly type him a message and stopped. 
 
    If he really was working for them, would telling him what was going on help Damon Lord find us? 
 
    “Get it together,” I said under my breath. “They are not working together.” 
 
    The Japanese man looked up at me, cleared his throat and glanced back down at his phone. He was a handsome guy, with a perfect haircut, his hair gelled in a way that made a point in the middle. It wasn’t quite a faux hawk, but it wasn’t far off. 
 
    He was well-dressed too, a black dress shirt, gray slacks, interesting argyle socks and shiny black shoes. 
 
    I returned my focus to the message and typed it out.  
 
    Father was not working for them.  
 
    Or if he was, then he already knew that Grace and Stella were taken, so as long as I didn’t reveal my actual location, I was probably good to ask him for anything he had on Damon Lord that could help us.  
 
    And I meant anything.  
 
    Preferences, things he liked to do, places he had visited in the past, conversations they had had.  
 
    Anything. 
 
    As usual, I didn’t send the message, I simply saved it as a draft. 
 
    I saw that Luke was online and started to type something to him, but stopped as I scrolled through our last messages. Just talking about covers. My fuck did I miss the days of my life that were that simple. 
 
    I never ended up sending a message, not wanting to tell him of the calamity that I found myself in. Besides, I didn’t want to update him every time the CBGs and I ran into a sticky situation. 
 
    I knew he would worry. 
 
    After another ten minutes or so, Chloe and Veronique returned with three big bags of clothing, Veronique still wearing my glasses without the lenses. Chloe now had a beanie on, and she had it sitting on the top of her head, not covering her ears, which was apparently a style over here. 
 
    “Your turn,” Chloe told me as we crossed over to the men’s clothing store. As soon as I walked in, I saw that the sales clerk, a thin female, was watching television on her smartphone. She looked up at me, instantly recognizing my face. 
 
    Her eyes went wide, her jaw starting to drop open just as… Chloe took over, the woman’s mouth popping shut as she offered us a warm smile and a bow. 
 
    “Thanks,” I told Chloe. 
 
    “Just get what you need; we will make sure that no one else comes in,” Veronique said as she stepped over to the door, her hands coming across her chest. “And I am feeding later. I’m hungry, Gideon.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    I picked out a couple of shirts, new jeans, and found that they even carried men’s products, including razors and shaving cream. I grabbed some of those as well, and nodded to Chloe. 
 
    The sales clerk took everything from me and packed it up, handing it over with another bow.  
 
    “Thanks,” I told her. 
 
    “Than-keh you,” she said, her head still bowed in my direction. 
 
    All shopped out and ready to get incognito, the three of us quickly made our way back to the hotel. We passed a convenience store as we did, and I stepped inside to buy a beer, definitely feeling like I could use one. Veronique stopped me, reminding me that she would drain me later and it would make me tired anyway. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m drinking a beer at some point. Maybe tonight’s not the right night though.” 
 
    “We can all get drunk once we get Grace and Stella,” she said. 
 
    “I’m game,” Chloe added. “I can also just make you feel drunk, if you want, no hangover either.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment.  
 
    “After we get them back,” I finally said. 
 
    Up to our room we went, where we found Michelle and Ingrid sitting in the front area hanging out with Dorian. Ingrid put her book down as soon as the elevator door opened up and Michelle hopped off the couch, racing over to us. 
 
    Dorian came forward immediately, giving me a hug. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” she said. 
 
    “I told you we would come back,” I told her. “We have clothing for everyone now. It’s going to be a bit difficult for some of us,” I said, looking at Michelle, with her black hair and the pink streak in it. “But I think we’ll manage. We’ll have to go out when it’s a bit darker though, broad daylight is a bad idea.” 
 
    “What are you going to do now?” Michelle asked me. 
 
    “Now, Gideon is going to let me feed,” said Veronique. “Then he’s going to take a long rest. We will figure this out in the morning. There is no sense in stressing over it tonight. Grace and Stella will be able to make it through the night, I’m certain of this.” 
 
    Ingrid shook her head. “You don’t know that. You don’t know what they’re capable of,” she said, clenching her teeth. 
 
    Veronique turned to Ingrid, a red glow braiding around her hand. “Or I can feed on her,” she told me. 
 
    “Easy…” I put my hand on Veronique’s shoulder, and from there, brought it down to her open palm, taking it, our fingers wrapping together.  
 
    Sure, I felt a tug of energy as she zapped a little bit from me, but I definitely wasn’t trying to see her and Ingrid go at it. 
 
    “Why don’t you two just head into your room,” Chloe said with a knowing smile on her face. “I’ll make sure everyone gets to bed at a good time.” 
 
    “Who said I was going to sleep?” I asked. 
 
    Veronique squeezed my hand. “I did.” 
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    Veronique drained the hell out of me, and even though I healed myself up after, I was out almost immediately. 
 
    Dead to the world. 
 
    It wasn’t long before I found myself falling, teleporting to a higher point in the sky, landing on the rooftop somewhere in Setagaya. 
 
    The portal had just opened up, and the albino shifter was coming out, and suddenly I was standing down there in front of her, activating Jules’ power instantly, delivering a fist to her stomach, opening a palm in Bae’s direction as well as that sneaky portal fucker tried to get away. 
 
    I blasted him down with a telekinetic spike, the fucker out cold. And as the albino came at me with a charged fist, I offered up a knee augmented with telekinesis, which sent her flying up and back down onto the pavement. 
 
    She was out cold just as the door to the police station swung open, the invisible person stepping out, dragging Grace and Stella. 
 
    I could see this person’s outline now, and as soon as I saw it, I blasted forward, the invisible person dodging just in time. Bringing Grace into my arms, I ran to the side and deposited her on the ground. A fist came at me out of nowhere, connecting with my cheek. But as soon as it did, I activated Jules’ power negation ability, the man no longer invisible. 
 
    He looked sort of like a mix between Bruce Willis and the Rock, which was when I knew I was dreaming. 
 
    And for some reason, I suddenly had Dorian’s power, which I utilized by swiping my finger across my tongue, and painting up a giant spear made of purple energy. I charged forward with the spear, and stabbed it into his chest, bringing the man to the ground. 
 
    The spear started to fizzle away, and I put my foot on his neck, holding the once invisible man in place.  
 
    I pulled my smartphone out of my pocket and looked over to Stella, who was just starting to get to her feet.  
 
    She was battered and bruised, but still alive, thank God. I immediately pressed my finger on her Telekinetic Regeneration, dialing it up to the number ten. 
 
    She healed almost instantly after boosting her power, the vector user hobbling for a moment, and then walking upright. As she reached me, I lowered her Telekinetic Regeneration power. 
 
    From there, I used the digital dial on my phone to turn up her Quantum Manipulation ability, a red, black hole-like energy forming around her fist. 
 
    “Do it,” I said, or at least I thought I said it. 
 
    As the man struggled in front of me, Stella brought her fist back and dropped to one knee, delivering a punch to his face that shattered his skull into a million tiny particles. 
 
    “Good,” I said, waving my hand in the direction of the albino shifter. She slid to us immediately, her body scraping against the concrete even as she tried to scramble away. 
 
    “Do it again,” I told Stella. 
 
    Her fists charged for a moment and she delivered a final punch that shattered the woman’s skull.  
 
    Maybe “shattered” isn’t the right verb for what happened. 
 
    It was more of an implosion that turned into a pixelated explosion, breaking it into pieces so small that no part of it existed after the powerful act. 
 
    Regardless, it was brutal and beautiful all at once. 
 
    “Do you understand now?” Grace asked me. She was standing off to my right, in her actual form, her dark hair partially in her face. “Do you understand, Gideon?” 
 
    I woke up with a gasp, Veronique asleep next to me, the room dark aside from lights peeking in through the window. I fumbled for my glasses and found them, putting them on my face as I sat up.  
 
    “I understand, Grace, I understand,” I mumbled. “I fucking get it.” 
 
    “Gideon?” Veronique asked, her voice just above a whisper. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “You were dreaming,” she said, her hand coming to my cheek. “You’re okay now.” 
 
    I exhaled audibly. “I know how we are going to do this now.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three: Rescue Mission 
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    “Everyone get ready,” I said as I stepped down the hallway, loud enough for my voice to pass through the paper-thin walls.  
 
    I was already half in my superhero uniform, getting into the top. Michelle appeared next to me just about the time I saw her door open.  
 
    She was that fast.  
 
    In fact, she may have been next to me before my mind actually registered that her door had slid open. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Like I said, get ready; get Ingrid and get dressed. We will have a quick snack, and then we are going.” 
 
    I slid Dorian and Chloe’s door opened, and called into the room, “Morning, get ready. I know where they are.” 
 
    “Got it,” I heard Chloe’s voice whisper from the dark. 
 
    I didn’t look at the time, not just yet, but I was guessing it was around five. After I got my uniform zipped up, I went back for my cell phone to confirm this.  
 
    Yep, definitely the ass crack of dawn. 
 
    Veronique stepped out of the room we had been sharing, already in her uniform. She was geared up, ready to go, and as she came to me, she told me that she would head to the small breakfast nook and put on a pot of coffee. 
 
    “Good,” I told her, seeing that my phone was about seventy-five percent charged.  
 
    I ignored the messages from Luke, but I did check my inbox to see if there had been anything from Father. Nope, nothing. Hoping to charge the phone as quickly as possible, I switched it into airplane mode. 
 
    I plugged it in, well aware that it would only take a few minutes for it to charge up fully, especially if it wasn’t using any data. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Michelle said, reappearing at my side. I hadn’t even noticed that she’d left. 
 
    “Good. And Ingrid?” 
 
    “I can hear you, Gideon,” Ingrid called out. “I’m getting ready.” 
 
    “Chloe?” 
 
    “If you peek in here you will see that I’m changing,” she said from her room. 
 
    “And Dorian? She usually likes to sleep in.” 
 
    “It’s not true,” Dorian said from behind me. I turned to find that she was already in her uniform, looking like she had got into it even faster than Michelle, if that was even possible. “How do you know where they are?” 
 
    “It came to me in a dream. Trust me, I’ll explain everything in a moment. Just get what you need before we go. This may be a fight. But if we go now, we will have the element of surprise.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said, conviction flashing across her dark eyes. 
 
    “Eat something, some fruit, or nuts, just get something in your system. All of you.” I ran my hand through my hair. “This is it; this is what it has come to.” 
 
    “Okay,” Dorian said as she headed to the breakfast area. Ingrid stepped out in her dark blue uniform with pink highlights. 
 
    “Is Tulip ready?” I asked her. 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “I’m going to need someone else’s power as well. I probably shouldn’t use Dorian’s teleportation power. Then again…” 
 
    I recalled how her power had seriously saved my life less than twenty-four hours ago.  
 
    I started to get indecisive, going over the powers I had on deck—Grace’s, Jules’, Dorian’s and Father’s—not quite sure of how I should go about doing this.  
 
    But if I let Grace’s power go, I might never… 
 
    I bit my lip and shook my head. I couldn’t think like that.  
 
    I would see Grace again, soon.  
 
    Besides, I was getting better with her telekinesis. 
 
    I didn’t dare drop Father’s power this time around, being able to heal might come in handy. And of course, Jules’ power negation was my go-to in practically every fight we’d been in since I got it. It gave me just a little bit of an edge. 
 
    But I wasn’t coordinated enough to really use teleportation to my advantage. Sure, I could use it to get away, but I wasn’t planning to run from this fight, and I didn’t have the skill, at least not to my knowledge, to use it in a combative way. 
 
    In the end, I decided on Dorian’s energy power, or Ergokinesis, as it was listed on her stat sheet. As I came into the breakfast nook, I placed my hand on her arm, the channels opening up, allowing me to replace her teleportation power. 
 
    Veronique finished her cup of coffee. She moved to the silverware, using her power to melt the cutlery into sharp pellets, which she deposited in the pouches on the front of her uniform. 
 
    “Good call,” I told her as I went for a banana and a handful of almonds. I wasn’t that hungry, but I knew I needed some type of fuel, and something like this would give me a boost of energy without weighing me down. 
 
    Dorian sat to my left, also going for a banana after a long, drawn-out yawn. 
 
    Chloe stepped into the breakfast nook, pulling her brown hair into a tight ponytail. “You still haven’t told us how you know where they are.” 
 
    “Look, I’ve said it before, and I will probably say it again: I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Michelle and Ingrid snickered. 
 
    “You woke us up to tell us that?” Veronique asked with a smirk, even though her voice remained flat. 
 
    “Yes, and, just… duh, Gideon, duh,” I said, slapping myself on the back of the head. 
 
    “Harder,” Veronique said, her eyes narrowing on me. 
 
    “Look, a month ago, Father came up with a way for me to adjust your abilities remotely, right?” 
 
    “Right…” Chloe said as she sat down. The sound manipulator went for a handful of almonds too, and started tossing them back one at a time. 
 
    “So I had this dream, a sort of recap of the fight I experienced yesterday. Except things went differently. This time we won, and one of the ways we won was by me using my phone to adjust Stella’s power at the last moment. I have been intending to do this in a live setting, or whatever, but it really hasn’t come up yet, you know? So this got me thinking: What if I adjusted one of your powers to the highest level, and we used this power to find them?” 
 
    “Which power?” Chloe asked. “I don’t think my Echolocation would go that far, there’s really no telling where they are…” 
 
    “Not yours, yours,” I told Dorian, whose cheeks were puffed out as she chewed her banana. “One of the things we haven’t really played around with yet is your Empathetic Teleportation ability, which allows you to teleport to someone that you are emotionally linked to. My suggestion is this: we put as much as we can into the power to bring it up to ten—I can’t remember what it’s normally set to off the top of my head—we then go directly to Grace and Stella, and open up the biggest can of whoop ass the CBGs has ever opened before.” 
 
    Dorian’s eyes went wide as she understood what I’d just suggested. She swallowed the rest of her bite and said, “Of course, that’s how we’ll do it. We go directly to them; we bring the fight.” 
 
    “Exactly. It is almost like when Bae opens up a portal. So let’s do that. After breakfast, let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    “Now we’re in my territory,” said Veronique. “Everyone touches Dorian, we go, and as soon as we arrive the four of us launch into action,” she said, pointing to Ingrid, Chloe, Dorian and herself. “Gideon, you and Michelle look to secure Grace and Stella. We will fight them off; you get our teammates.” 
 
    “I can do this,” Michelle said, punching her fist into her free hand. 
 
    “Yes, definitely, this will work. Okay…” I took a deep breath in. “We get in, we rescue them, we get out as quickly as possible. We can bring the fight later, but for now, we need to focus on rescuing them. Everyone agree?” 
 
    They all nodded, Dorian going for another banana.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four: Drown 
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    We flashed away and were suddenly free-falling, Dorian not able to teleport us before we all splash-landed into a massive body of water. 
 
    And maybe we would have teleported away if it hadn’t been so quick, if several of us hadn’t mistakenly let go of Dorian’s shoulders. 
 
    But no, the six of us hit the water, a huge wave coming up and washing over us, scattering our bodies, cold saltwater blasting into my face, the threat of drowning suddenly more real than it had ever been before. 
 
    No stranger to swimming, I moved to the surface of the water, seeing the light on the other side, barely enough oxygen in my lungs to break through. But I eventually made it, taking in a big gasp of air just as another wave hit me, saltwater spraying everywhere. 
 
    The waves were choppy, and I knew better than to try to fight them. 
 
    I also knew that I had a telekinetic power available to me, and that if I focused… 
 
    Another wave hit me, fuck, and I came up for air again, this time hearing some screaming, the sounds of hands slapping against the water. Gathering all my wits, I started to rise from the top of the water, just as another wave moved past, slamming into my side, my glasses barely held onto my skull through their strap, which I’d smartly tightened just before teleporting away. 
 
    My mind on the mission, on rescuing the others, I managed to push past the wave, to use my telekinesis to give myself a vantage point and what I saw… 
 
    We were in the middle of the ocean. 
 
    And for a moment, a very quick flash of stupidity, I wondered if Damon Lord had a goddamn underwater lair. 
 
    But I discarded this thought almost instantly, spotting Ingrid thrashing in the waves, the young morpher in her beast armor. I assumed she was trying to morph back, but that the tension was making it almost impossible for her to focus as she splashed below. Looking around, I saw something burst out of the waves, Chloe rising to my side, breathing heavily, sopping wet. 
 
    “Fuck…” she said, catching her breath. 
 
    “Get the others!” I told her, pointing back down at the waves. 
 
    Who was I kidding? I needed to help as well, which I immediately did once I spotted Veronique’s body. 
 
    No… 
 
     Like I was back on the swim team in eighth-grade, I dove toward the water, not giving two shits that one false move could drown my crazy ass.  
 
    I hit the water, just missing another large wave. Swimming at full speed, I reached Veronique and pulled her to the surface, the metal vampire coming alive almost instantly, her eyes wide with fear she grabbed onto my neck, draining me. 
 
    “Don’t drain me!” I told her. “I’ve got you; I’ve got you!” 
 
    A wave hit us, burying us deep beneath the sea. We came back up, and I started to focus my power on lifting us both out of the water, a headache coming on, the tumultuous sounds of the waves crashing all around me. I went under again, holding onto Veronique, and came back up after a wave passed. 
 
    Chloe shot out of the water, with Dorian under her arm. As soon as she saw Veronique and me, she lifted us as well, the surface of the water rumbling as we were pressed out of the waves. 
 
    “Can you do more?” I asked her. 
 
    She nodded, looking to Ingrid, who was still flailing. I was glad that she had to pinch herself to turn into Tulip, because dealing with Tulip in this situation would have only made things that much worse.  
 
    Michelle. 
 
    My heart sank as I looked at the water below, trying to find the young speedster. 
 
    “What about Michelle?” I shouted. 
 
    “Just let me get Ingrid first,” Chloe said, the strain evident on her face. “Dorian is out completely; I think the sudden collision shocked her into passing out.” 
 
    “Michelle!” I called out. Veronique was still in my arms, burying her head against my shoulder. I hadn’t really thought about Veronique and water, but I remembered that when we attacked the facility on Santa Cruz Island she had been queasy the entire way. 
 
    Ingrid started to rise out of the water, still punching her fists against the surface of the waves. She hadn’t righted herself yet, so it literally looked like she was being pulled up by a tractor beam, and it was then that Michelle appeared on Ingrid’s back, looking up at us. 
 
    She had been walking on water, evident in the fact that she wasn’t wet like the rest of us. 
 
     I had seen Michelle do this before, and I was completely impressed that this was her first reaction, that even while falling, she had been cognizant enough to right herself where the rest of us had failed. 
 
    With all of us now suspended above the waves, Chloe and I started looking around frantically. 
 
    I saw it before she did.  
 
    Turning to the west, I noticed a boat shaped island, apartment blocks built on one side, seawall on the other. And I would have gone toward it too, but something about the place looked abandoned. 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I asked Chloe. 
 
    “My gut reaction is that it is where they are storing Stella and Grace. But there’s no way to really know…” 
 
    “No, you’re right,” I said. A few solid white seagulls had started off in our direction. A couple were already circling beneath us, squawking loudly. “It makes sense. Dorian’s power was set to its highest level, and maybe, this is just my theory, but maybe her Conscious Spatial Awareness prevented her from teleporting to the actual island. Maybe it needed more information. I don’t know. We can figure that out later. That is definitely where they are. My fuck if there was ever a supervillain lair…” 
 
    “What now, Gideon?” Michelle called up to me. 
 
    I didn’t know if we were still near Japan; I didn’t know how far it would be to land. Part of me wished I had Noah’s power to send off a bird, but alas, my biblical powers ended at satire, about the place where my superpowers began. 
 
    So we would have to try something else. “We need to find land. Dorian is knocked out, Veronique is recovering, Ingrid is…” 
 
    Now that she was away from the water, Ingrid morphed from her beast armor mode back into her own form, the bony armor immediately retreating into her body as Michelle jumped off, the young speedster caught in Chloe’s power as well. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re still okay?” I asked Chloe. 
 
    “I’m okay. It’s not as hard as it seems to do this,” she said, and by the look on her face, it seemed that she was starting to relax a little. “I can use my echolocation ability to find the shoreline.” 
 
    “Let me see if I can…” I reached my hand into my pocket for my phone, only to realize that it’d been completely soaked, and sure enough, fried. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Gideon, I can do all of this. I can help.” 
 
    And with that, Chloe lifted all of us just a bit higher in the air, turning in the opposite direction of the strange, abandoned island.  
 
    Since she was keeping us all afloat, I felt a change beneath us as she started using her echolocation ability, a high-pitched noise cutting through the rumbling bass at our feet. I had heard her use it before, sort of a percussive, clicking sound, but now I could feel it, like my back was a snare drum and someone was playing sixteenth notes on it. 
 
    It didn’t take her long to find a direction, which just so happened to be toward the east. We picked up speed, and as we did, Veronique started to let up a bit, eventually separating from me, and floating next to me. 
 
    We were holding hands now, and Ingrid and Michelle were holding hands as well. Dorian was still out, but I would heal her as soon as we got to the shore. 
 
    Eventually, we saw two big clusters of rocks jutting out of the water, one with a group of trees on top, the rock peppered in barnacles. We moved toward the copse, and onto solid ground. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    I turned back to the water for a moment, watching below as the waves smashed against the rocks.  
 
    I couldn’t see the island, the one with the abandoned buildings on it, but I knew it was out there. 
 
    I knew Grace and Stella were near. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five: Regroup and Reorient 
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    Chloe sat with her legs tucked under her, allowing Dorian to use her thighs as a sort of pillow. I was crouched before her now, pushing as much healing power into the punk rock teleporter as I could. 
 
    “Where are we?” Dorian asked as her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Ingrid said, looking out at the water. 
 
    “We can’t assume we are in Japan, that’s the first thing,” I said. “But once we’re all able, we can start walking in that direction.” I pointed away from the water.  
 
    It was clear which direction we needed to go, but Michelle and Veronique both followed my finger as I pointed anyway. 
 
    Veronique was better now, not yet making eye contact or really acknowledging anyone in the group, but better. I wanted to reach out to her and let her know that it was okay to be afraid of something, but I had been with her long enough now to know that it was best just to let Veronique stew.  
 
    She would get over it, eventually.  
 
    Dorian sat up, and brought her hand to her mouth for a moment, looking like she was going to be sick. 
 
    “You teleported us out there,” Michelle explained, nodding toward the horizon, oblivious to the fact that Dorian looked like she was going to be lose the bananas she’d eaten earlier. “Gideon thinks that they are keeping Grace and Stella on an island out there. It was a pretty strange island too. Just out in the middle of nowhere. Abandoned buildings on it. Should I go check it out? I could probably run there and back pretty quickly.” 
 
    “No,” I told Michelle. “We don’t know what kind of traps they have on that island; it’s best if we just stay together. Let’s figure out where we are first, then we can learn about the island.” 
 
    “We’re in Japan,” said Dorian, who looked to be getting control over her sudden sickness. 
 
    “Maybe, but we could also be somewhere else in Southeast Asia. There are a lot of islands, and we will need to see some writing or meet some people to be sure. And we’re definitely not going to do that on this huge rock.” 
 
    “Okay, just give me another moment,” Dorian said as the waves crashed against the rock below. We were about twenty feet up from the water, blue and orange ripples as far as the eye could see, the sun coming up, the breeze perfect. 
 
    I could smell the ocean, which made me miss Connecticut like I’d never missed the Nutmeg State before. I remembered taking I-95 North as a kid to the Clinton Hills Outlets, my parents always stopping at Hammonasset Beach State Park along the way, sometimes going up to Mystic Pizza for a late lunch, or antique shopping in New London. 
 
    It seemed like so long ago, but I had even made this trip a couple times with my ex just a few years back. 
 
    The same trip, over and over again.  
 
    And in that moment, stranded on a rock island off the coast of somewhere, I missed the comfort of that regularity.  
 
    Just doing the same thing all the time. There really was nothing wrong with it.  
 
    For all those who wanted adventure, I had had my fair share, and secretly wished for domesticity. But I knew this wouldn’t come, not for a long time. 
 
    Dorian flashed away, which made my heart jump into my throat for a moment until I saw her reappear high in the air and start falling, flashing away again, reappear higher up in the air, and eventually reform in front of me. 
 
    “Land isn’t very far from here,” she said, once her body reformed, “and I should be able to teleport us there.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m serious. It just looks like it’s far because the trees are covering up the view of the land. It’s like the distance between our hotel and the crosswalk in Ueno.” 
 
    “That close, huh?” Chloe asked as she floated up into the air. Once she had a good vantage point, she confirmed this. 
 
    “A few of you can come with me, the rest can go with Dorian,” she called down. 
 
    “I think I’ll teleport with you all,” said Veronique, placing a hand on Dorian’s shoulder. 
 
    “I always prefer flying,” Michelle said, and as the words left her lips she began to rise into the air. 
 
    “I’ll go with Dorian,” said Ingrid. 
 
    “Gideon?” Dorian asked. 
 
    “Well, it’s a hard decision, but I think I’ll just get there the quickest way possible.” 
 
    Dorian and I locked hands, and poof, we were standing on a beach not far from… 
 
    “You didn’t tell me there were homes here,” I told Dorian. 
 
    “There are homes here,” she said, offering me a snarky smile. We were all wet, but, and this was definitely a testament to Vince Porter’s ability to design uniforms, our bodies were surprisingly dry beneath, aside from my sides, which apparently were covered by breathable fabric. 
 
    I could see what Dorian and Chloe meant. 
 
    We were in alcove of sorts, a beach between the shoreline and the cluster of rocks that we had flown to. I saw proof of a highway not far from here, and couldn’t see any signs on it, but I could hear a truck rumbling by. 
 
    “We need to find out what country we are in…” I started to say as Chloe and Michelle descended to the beach. 
 
    “That wasn’t a long trip at all,” said Michelle. “I could have just run here.” 
 
    “Remember, stay together; we really need to stay together from here on out, so yes, you could have run here, but it’s best if we just keep together,” I told her. 
 
    “So how are we going to figure out what country we are in?” Dorian asked as she looked at a small seawall protecting the homes from any encroaching waves.  
 
    The wall was covered in moss and sea snails, a rusted piece of metal sticking out of the ground in front of it. I didn’t know how helpful this would be if a large enough wave came up, but at least something was there. The wall also prevented me from actually seeing the homes, only giving us a view of their rooftops.  
 
    Two were red, another was blue with solar panels on it. 
 
    “Wherever we are, it has to be a country rich enough to have solar panels on the rooftops.” 
 
    While solar energy had really started to spread across the world, it still wasn’t exactly cheap. Then again, we could be on some random island off the coast of Malaysia, where the UN, or some other agency, had set up solar for the locals. 
 
    “I will handle this,” Ingrid said, taking off toward the wall. 
 
    I caught up with her, and I was going to say something like, “let me take care of this,” but she had a determined look on her face, and I wasn’t trying to get in her way.  
 
    There was an opening in the wall and as we passed through it, we saw a vehicle to the right, an Asian man unloading a crate from his small vehicle. 
 
    Ingrid waved at the man, who gave us a look of sudden shock. 
 
    “We’re in Japan,” she said. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” I asked her as the man slowly set his crate down. 
 
    “His license plate.” 
 
    It was true, his license plate did look like some of the ones we had seen in Tokyo, but I had to be sure. “Talk to him,” I told her. 
 
    “Sumimasen, koko wa doko?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    The old man gave her a curious look and grunted an answer. “Nihon ni imasu…” 
 
    “See? Japan,” Ingrid said as the others joined us. “Chloe, please, the man.” 
 
    “Will do,” she said, energy radiating from her throat. 
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    Once Chloe took over, and even with the language barrier, the older Japanese man invited us into his humble abode. We followed him through a narrow path filled with random bits of junk, and by the looks of it I got the feeling that he was some type of hoarder. 
 
    “Is that a fountain?” Michelle asked as she looked at a Grecian-looking statue jutting out of a pile of bathtubs and discarded kitchen appliances. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like,” said Dorian, as the man called something to an open window. 
 
    His wife came to the door, a short woman with a wrinkled face, a bit heavy but still fit. Chloe had the woman under her spell in a matter of moments, and the lady stepped aside, gesturing for us to come inside. 
 
    “What’s next, boss?” Chloe asked me. 
 
    “Please don’t call me boss…” 
 
    She smirked as Michelle and Ingrid passed in front of her, Ingrid telling Michelle how excited she was to be entering an authentic Japanese home. “I’ll keep an eye on them,” Veronique said as she followed behind the two young supers. 
 
    “Next, I need to get a phone,” I told Chloe and Dorian, who were still waiting for my answer. “Well, I guess we need to figure out where exactly in Japan we are, because it is a pretty big country, and then we need to figure out which island that was. But a phone would help. Besides, I won’t be able to adjust your stats remotely without one.” 
 
    “I need to say something,” Dorian told us, her brow furrowing. “I just want to say I’m sorry for not being more prepared in my teleportation. I can’t believe…” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Chloe told her. “It would have taken me off guard as well, to just teleport over a body of water.” 
 
    “And not just any body of water,” I told Dorian. “That’s the ocean out there. I don’t know how much geography classes you guys had in the AEFL program, but the world is like ninety-seven percent water, and hell, by the end of this century it may be ninety-eight percent. My point is: none of us were expecting to arrive like that.” 
 
    “Going forward, if we do try something like Empathetic Teleportation, let’s make sure that we have some sort of safety net in place,” Chloe suggested. “One of Stella’s shields would be good, or a telekinetic one, or I can make something out of sound.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” I said, secretly happy with the fact that she had mentioned both Grace and Stella in a sentence as if they were still with us.  
 
    Because they would be. 
 
    I knew this in my heart, it would only be a matter of time, and each moment that passed was a moment wasted if we were not trying to rescue them. 
 
    “Maybe Ingrid can figure out where we are. But wherever we are, we are going to need a phone, a smartphone to be exact. Shouldn’t be hard to come by, it is, after all, 2030.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s start there then,” Chloe told me as we entered the home. 
 
    It was quaint, but clean, and like the others, we took our shoes off at the front door. I stepped onto the tatami mat, noticing it had a small amount of spring to it, impressed by the hominess of the place. 
 
    The interior was just about as Japanese as a space could possibly be, with sliding walls, very minimal décor, and just a few decorations that, ironically, centered around pictures of cherry blossom trees. 
 
    “Nice,” I said as I stepped in front of the first picture, which was framed on one of the walls that wasn’t made of paper. 
 
    “Hai, sakura desu,” the man of the house said to us, still ushering us into a dining room area of sorts where we sat around the table.  
 
    I made a gesture that indicated a phone and he nodded, pulling out a flip phone from his pocket.  
 
    “That won’t work,” I said. “I need something with Internet and bluetooth connection.” 
 
    His wife came from the kitchen a few minutes later holding a platter with small teacups on it. She distributed the tea, and sat next to her husband at the front of the table. 
 
    Veronique took a sip of the tea, her face going from skeptical to pleased. “What are we supposed to ask them?” 
 
    “First, find out where we are exactly. Not just Japan,” I told Ingrid, “an actual location.” 
 
    Ingrid asked the same question she had asked earlier, and the guy replied, Ingrid slightly frustrated for a moment as she thought of a different way to phrase it. “He just keeps saying we are in Japan,” she said after several attempts. “Let me try something else. Tokyo desu ka?” 
 
    The man made a noise that reminded me of a whinnying donkey, sort of an “ee-yeh” sound. 
 
    “What the hell does that mean?” I asked Ingrid. 
 
    “It means ‘no,’” she said, returning her focus to the man. “Okay, um, Kyoto desu ka?” 
 
    The man shook his head and then mumbled a word I was familiar with. 
 
    “Nagasaki?” I asked. “He said Nagasaki, right?” 
 
    “Hai!” 
 
    “Hai!” his wife chimed in, pointing toward a north facing wall. “Nagasaki wa sono hōko.” 
 
    “I am no interpreter, but I think that they are saying this is Nagasaki,” said Dorian. 
 
    “I wonder how far that is from our hotel…” 
 
    “I suppose we could make small teleportation leaps,” Dorian suggested. 
 
    “No, that may be too obvious. Crap, we are also in our superhero uniforms. We’ll need disguises, especially if we need to go into Nagasaki. Or at least some different clothing.” 
 
    “I could teleport back to the hotel and get the clothing stuff we already have, and then come back here,” Dorian suggested. 
 
    I bit my lip. “I just don’t know how far Nagasaki is from Tokyo…” 
 
    “Maybe you can ask them if they have a map,” Michelle suggested. 
 
    “I don’t quite know the word for map, but I have an idea,” said Ingrid. “Mapu wa arimasu ka?” 
 
    The old man exchanged glances with his wife. “Mapu wa… mapu wa…” His eyes lit up. 
 
    He left the room and returned with a paper map which he began to unfold. The map was in Japanese, obviously, but there was a scale on it which I assumed meant kilometers. 
 
    Ingrid asked him again where we were and he looked at the map for a moment, running his hand through the hair jutting out of his chin. He tapped on the map, in a location just outside of the city of Nagasaki. 
 
    “Okay, so we are really close to the city, then,” I said. 
 
    “You wouldn’t know it by looking outside,” said Dorian. “I didn’t see any signs of the city when I went up.” 
 
    Using what I believe is called my distal phalanx (but I could be wrong), which was the top part of my finger connected to the knuckle, I measured out the distance. 
 
    “About twelve hundred kilometers to Tokyo, so about…” I did the math in my head. “Eight hundred miles? That’s totally doable.” 
 
    “It definitely is,” said Dorian. 
 
    “So maybe we don’t need to go to Nagasaki after all,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Hai, Nagasaki,” said the Japanese woman, pointing toward the north again. 
 
    “But I still need a smartphone,” I told him. 
 
    “But you could get one near the hotel, right?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “I suppose I could. You know, it doesn’t look like Nagasaki is very far from here,” I said, looking at the map again, recalling where the old man had pointed. “With all the heat on us in Tokyo, maybe it is better to get the phone here. Plus we can possibly get more information on this island. Then again, I might be able to find it online. What do you guys think?” 
 
    “Let’s make sure the rescue mission happens today,” Veronique said with finality, “but let’s do it right, with a solid plan in place. What we were going to attempt earlier may have worked, who knows? But it was a bit sporadic, and we may have been jumping right into a trap. I think it’s best if we get our disguises, head to Nagasaki and see what we can uncover there while we get your phone, do the research we need, and prepare some weapons.” 
 
    “Weapons?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “This guy has a ton of junk out here,” Veronique said, nodding to the front door. “I’m sure I could conjure up enough metal to make you some pretty sharp knives. Plus I want more shrapnel for myself. If they really are out on that abandoned island, it gives us the advantage of not having to worry about civilians. We will really be able to let loose. So I want to be prepared for that.” 
 
    Dorian nodded, as did Chloe. 
 
    “Ingrid?” I asked, looking to the young beast morpher. 
 
    “I think that plan will work. You and Dorian teleport back to Tokyo and get our clothing. Come back here, we will change, and then we will have this man take us to Nagasaki. I will keep working on communicating with them in the meantime.” 
 
    “You two aren’t going alone,” said Veronique. 
 
    “That’s fine. Are you ready to teleport now, Dorian?” 
 
    The punk rock teleporter nodded. “Just let me finish my tea first. We will make this quick.” 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six: Expert Craftsmanship 
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    Our trip to Tokyo was just as quick as we had hoped it would be. Once we appeared in our hotel, Veronique and I gathered the clothing we had purchased yesterday, as well as a few other things we had, like Michelle’s Denver hat and my bolo tie. 
 
    Hell, if we were going to be in disguise, I wanted to at least make it look cool. 
 
    We were just about to leave when Veronique looked skeptically at the bolo tie in my hand. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It was a gift from Grace,” I told her. While I was bringing it along for comic effect, mainly to lighten the mood, it really was a gift from Grace. And as stupid as it may sound, I felt instantly closer to her in that moment. 
 
    “Let’s just go,” said Dorian as we flashed away, back to the small, coastal home in Nagasaki. 
 
    “I’m so glad you are back,” Michelle said, the Japanese couple not at all fazed by the fact we had just reappeared in their dining room area. 
 
    “Everyone get changed, and then let’s go to Nagasaki.” 
 
    “It’s still early,” Chloe told me with a yawn. “I’m guessing most stores don’t open for a few more hours…” 
 
    “Do they have Internet?” I asked Ingrid. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she said.  
 
    “Dammit…” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Veronique. “We can begin working on weapons strategy while we wait for the electronics store to open.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    The Japanese woman asked Ingrid something and she nodded. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “She wants to know if she can make us breakfast.” 
 
    “Sure, it looks like we’re going to be here for a few hours. So no need to get changed yet,” I said, even though Michelle’s Denver hat was already on my head, and I had just finished up adjusting Grace’s bolo tie around my neck. 
 
    I was still in my superhero uniform, which would definitely be something I had to change if we went into Nagasaki. 
 
    Michelle started to laugh at my getup. “You know, the amethyst sort of matches the hat…” 
 
    “Why don’t you help our host in the kitchen?” I suggested. 
 
    “Wait, am I being punished?” 
 
    “No, not exactly, I just don’t like people making fun of my bolo tie,” I said with a toothy grin. 
 
    Ingrid started laughing, and she kept laughing for what felt like a minute. By this point, all of us had turned to her, trying to figure out what was so funny. 
 
    “I finally…” The young beast morpher took a deep breath in, and laughed even harder. “I finally get your sense of humor and why it is funny.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked, still adjusting my bolo tie. 
 
    “Yes, I finally get it! You are funny because you are just random, and in a situation as crazy as ours—all of us aside from Michelle almost drowned less than hour ago, literally—you somehow manage to lighten the mood. I get it!” 
 
    Michelle started to laugh. “I don’t get it, but laughing feels good!” 
 
    The Japanese man and woman started to laugh as well. And eventually, it took Chloe’s power to calm everyone down a bit. 
 
    “Now that that is over, let’s get outside and make some weapons. And I need Michelle. So someone else can help in the kitchen,” Veronique said, the corners of her lips still curved into a grin from laughing. 
 
    Ingrid smiled at the older couple. “I will help. I can work on my Japanese some, and you’re not going to be able to make armor for me anyway.” 
 
    “True, but we could make some weapons.” 
 
    “My claws are my weapons,” Ingrid said as she turned to the kitchen, joining the Japanese woman. “For now, I just want to stick with what I know.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Veronique said as she moved to the front door, Michelle joining her. I looked to Dorian and Chloe to see what they were planning to do, and to the old man, who still sat at the front of the table, his legs crossed beneath him, the map stretched out in front of him. 
 
    “What are we supposed to do?” I finally asked, tired of the silence that was spreading between us. 
 
    “Let’s go outside,” Chloe said. “We can begin discussing strategy while Veronique crafts weapons.” 
 
    “Good call.” 
 
    Veronique had already separated all of the metal from the other junk by the time we stepped outside. My eyes fell upon a gleaming vortex in the man’s yard as all the metal was sucked into it, and deposited on the other end.  
 
    It was a lot of metal too, a stack easily as tall as Michelle. 
 
    “We will start with some knives for you,” she told Michelle.  
 
    Veronique moved over to the young speedster and looked at her for a moment, seeing that she didn’t have the same type of belt that Veronique had. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I can store knives here,” Michelle said, pointing to her shin guards. “It is one of the changes that Vince made. I hope he’s doing well,” she said, looking over to me. 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine.” 
 
    Veronique crouched in front of Michelle and used her hand to measure the sheath on the side of her leg. She lifted her other hand, and a metal wrench flew into it, as if her palm was a powerful magnet. 
 
    Now hovering above Veronique’s palm, the metal bent into itself and started to form together, creating a thick bar. From there, she began whittling away at it, slivers of metal sliding off and hitting the ground, instantly hardened by the time they touched the surface. 
 
    Eventually, she measured what she had created against the sheath on the side of Michelle’s shin. 
 
    Going to work again, Veronique made the blade flatter and sharper; with a flick of her fingers, a strand of a silvery metal rose from the pile. It reached the objects she was creating and then started to swirl up the shaft, stopping at its tip. 
 
    She whittled away at it again, eventually creating a blade that looked like an expertly designed shank. 
 
    “How is this?” she asked as she handed Michelle the blade.  
 
    Michelle stepped a few feet to the side. She pressed the blade forward, practicing some of the moves that Veronique had taught her. 
 
    “Is it light enough? Do you want it to be heavier?” 
 
    “Just a little heavier,” Michelle told the metal vampire, a look of determination on her face that I had rarely seen. “But not by much.” 
 
    “Done,” Veronique said as she floated the blade back toward herself, and lifted some of the strips from the pile she had whittled off. These merged back into the handle, and spread through the body of the blade to its tip, evident in the way it was quivering. 
 
    Once Michelle took it from her, she nodded. “This feels much better,” she said. 
 
    “Good to hear. I’ll make you another one now.” 
 
    Veronique went through the same process, using all the metal she had discarded from the first blade to reform a shaft, pare it, and then grab more of the silvery metal substance from the pile. Once she was done, she let Michelle test this one out, the young speedster telling her that the weight was perfect. 
 
    “I’m not done,” Veronique said. “Everyone who can carry one is getting a knife.” 
 
    “I really don’t have room in my uniform for one…” I started to say. 
 
    “Nonsense, you have room in the side pocket. The place where you keep Father’s blood and whatever else you store in there.” 
 
    This was something Vince had also worked on over the last month. It was already present on the first uniform or two he had made for me, but now it was even better, the pocket under my arm designed in such a way that it wouldn’t be disturbed if someone struck me. It wasn’t annoying either. I couldn’t feel it pressing into my arm or anything like that, a testament to Vince’s skill. 
 
    “And don’t worry.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    She got a smaller piece of metal from the pile and began creating a blade about half the size of the one she had made for Michelle, maybe even smaller. “I will make a sheath for it too.” 
 
    And that is exactly what Veronique did. 
 
    In the end, the knife wasn’t much larger than a Swiss Army knife, but it was sharp, and I tested out, putting it in the side pocket next to Father’s indestructible vial of blood and my now water-damaged smartphone. 
 
    Speaking of which, I took the smartphone out and tossed it into the air, letting Veronique have her way with it, the metal separating from the device and going straight to the pile, the rest being deposited in a different stack of junk. 
 
    I was sort of glad the guy was a hoarder, not just for the junk he provided to us, but also for the cover. There was so much crap that it would have been hard for even his closest neighbor to see what we were up to. 
 
    Veronique made a blade for Dorian, a small one, which she stuck in the side of her boot; she also made one for Chloe, who did the same. 
 
    The metal vampire then started constructing things for herself. She filled her pockets with sharp bits of shrapnel, and also formed metal bands, which she wrapped around her arms. 
 
    “Just make sure that they don’t make any noise,” said Chloe once she saw the bands. “We are going to need the element of surprise when we assault the island.” 
 
    “Good point.” Veronique turned the individual metal bands into a gauntlet-like object. 
 
    “I really need either a picture, or a map or something to understand the island,” I said, “but based on what we’ve already seen so far, I would say that if they are holed up there, they are probably in the abandoned apartment blocks.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Chloe. “Which means we will need to come from the other side of the island.” 
 
    “I could still run out there,” Michelle suggested.  
 
    While we had been talking, she had been going through some practice swipes, but she was now back in the conversation. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, we move as a group.” 
 
    “I can use my power to teleport us back to where we initially landed,” Dorian said, “but higher in the air this time. When I’m higher, I’ll be able to see the other side of the island, and then I can teleport us there, to the beach.” 
 
    “How do you know it has a beach?” Veronique asked. 
 
    “It must have something that presses up against the water. So we will teleport there.” 
 
    “Good call. I will then use my Echolocation to look for people in the buildings,” Chloe said. “You can turn up my power on your new phone.” 
 
    “Hell yes,” I said. “That’s one thing that is most definitely clear to me: we need to go about this as quietly as possible. If there are too many people on the island, we may have to wait until nightfall. Then again, if it seems like now is the time to strike, then we strike.” 
 
    “I can also check parts of the island,” Michelle said. “No one will know that I’m there.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said, looking over to Veronique, who was nodding. 
 
    “Michelle could definitely do some scouting for us.” 
 
    Michelle beamed over at the metal vampire as if to say, “See, I’m useful!” 
 
    “We have to be on the lookout for this invisible guy,” said Chloe. “So what I can do is continue using my Echolocation power to see if anyone is approaching us. There are other things I can do to make sure that no one is able to sneak up on us, like using my Sound Detection ability. If I sense them, I won’t hesitate to pop their eardrums, which is painful, and will likely cause them to cry out, leaving them wide open for Veronique to finish the job.” 
 
    “Gladly,” the metal vampire said, baring her teeth. “Damon Lord is likely on that island, so we need to operate under this assumption.” 
 
    “If he is, all of our efforts need to go toward taking him out,” I said with finality. “No question about it. It doesn’t matter who else is there, from the albino woman to the invisible person. Natalie Johansson’s people may be there too. Doesn’t matter. Damon Lord can kill us quicker than any of the others, so if he appears, concentrate all firepower on him.” 
 
    “Most definitely,” said Dorian. 
 
    “And in that scenario, we will need someone to run some type of defense.” 
 
    “I will handle that,” said Chloe. “Sound Sculpting. I’ve done it before, if you recall, I used it in one of our training sessions a few weeks back.” 
 
    “You know we really haven’t used that as much as we should have,” I said, recalling that Chloe was able to create a wall of sound that had the power to lift anything that touched it. While this wouldn’t stop all of our enemies over the duration of a longer fight, it would give us the time we needed to take out Damon Lord. “It’s a good option.” 
 
    “And if Grace and Stella aren’t on the island?” Veronique asked me. 
 
    “Let’s not even operate under that assumption. If they aren’t there, then we leave. But they are there. Dorian’s power doesn’t lie, so they are clearly there.” 
 
    “Unless they are underwater…” Dorian suggested. 
 
    “As much as the sci-fi writer in me would love for Damon Lord to have an underwater lair that we could assault, I don’t believe this is the case. If it is, we will clear the island, and move forward from that point.” 
 
    “I am so ready for this,” Michelle said. “So ready.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven: To the Arcade! 
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    What student of history doesn’t know about Nagasaki? 
 
    If Hiroshima hadn’t been enough to prove the power of the atomic bomb, Fat Man showed up just a few days later to decimate Nagasaki, killing nearly twenty-five percent of its population in a single go. 
 
    Ka-boom…  
 
    Yet aside from the Memorial Park that designated Ground Zero, it was hard to tell what had happened here eighty-five years ago. This gave me hope for humanity; no matter how severe things got, we were able to build again, to persevere. 
 
    It made me fearful as well, considering that humans had that type of technology so long ago, and we had only gotten more destructive tech since. 
 
    This also triggered another thought as the kind Japanese man drove us through the city, cruising along its nice and tidy boulevards to the electronics district—maybe this was yet another reason that the world needed superheroes. 
 
    And sure, I was being a little overconfident assuming we could stop something like an atomic weapon, but if we were organized, there really was no telling what we were capable of. 
 
    But first, we had to be whole, and to be whole, we needed Grace and Stella. 
 
    The Nagasaki traffic wasn’t so bad, and we had already passed a number of buildings that looked less Japanese and more Western. 
 
    I was by no means an expert on Japan, and hadn’t really done too much research on its other cities aside from Tokyo, but I had been a David Mitchell fan back in the day, and I had read his work, A Thousand Autumns of Jacob de Zoet, which went into pretty heavy detail regarding the effects of Dutch trading on Japan. 
 
    And I could recognize some of that influence here, especially when words were in English, like the sign pointing to the Huis Ten Bosch theme park, and other small, architectural things that had apparently survived the bombing. 
 
    How gleefully life shreds our well-crafted plans, Mitchell wrote in his book, and damn if that didn’t apply to my current situation, or most of the situations the CBGs had been through in the past. 
 
    “Hamanmachi ma-ru,” the Japanese man kept saying as he looked around frantically. He was on a first name basis with Ingrid, but she hadn’t told us his name yet. She sat in the front of his tiny van, the rest of us piled in the back like a bunch of goddamn sidekicks. 
 
    And I do mean piled.  
 
    This was no minivan by American standards; it sort of reminded me of a crossover SUV, bulky in a way, yet spacious inside, white on the outside and with more get-up-and-go than I was expecting. 
 
    Still, fitting five of us wasn’t easy, which was why Veronique sat on my lap, Michelle in Dorian’s. 
 
    “What does he keep saying?” I asked Ingrid as a policeman walked out to the road. He politely asked us to stop, letting a construction vehicle move by. Once it passed, he bowed to us and the old man continued. 
 
    “It’s the mall we are going to, you know, where you are going to get your smartphone.” 
 
    “I think I should get one too,” said Dorian. 
 
    “Me too,” said Michelle. “I really wanted to take pictures yesterday, I mean, the day before. Yesterday was shitty.” 
 
    “Language, and I agree, all of us should have phones going forward. We can set up a joint email account to communicate if we ever get separated again, and some type of private messaging group too.” 
 
    I recalled teleporting on the rooftops of Setagaya, running to the station, hoping that the albino woman didn’t catch me. 
 
    Maybe if I’d had a phone, I could have gotten in touch with Dorian, and brought the fucking cavalry.  
 
    Without mental messaging as an option, this would have been a way forward. 
 
    “It’s definitely a good idea for everyone to get phones, even if you all don’t have them on you at all times,” I said. “We just need to be careful how we use them. No social media profiles, nothing like that. Shit, if that isn’t a can of worms… But we should get a communication app, which would allow us to video chat if need be. Most of that stuff is encrypted anyway, and increasingly hard to trace due to consumer protest.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Michelle asked, trying as hard as possible to contain her excitement. “Can we get a new pair of Heelys too? I miss my last pair.” 
 
    “I don’t think that they’re going to have it at the mall that we’re going to,” I told her. “But we’ll get some when we get back to America. Wait a minute, what happened to your last pair?” 
 
    “I wore them out when you guys were in Washington. Sorry!” 
 
    “No need to apologize, it’s just what you do.” 
 
    Chloe laughed at this statement. “For some reason that sounds both cruel and cute at the same time.” 
 
    “Don’t be mean to me,” Michelle said, playfully sticking her tongue out in my direction. 
 
    “Trust me, that definitely wasn’t my intent.” 
 
    Veronique lifted her hand and placed it on the side of my cheek, draining just a small bit of my energy. “Be nice to her.” 
 
    “Really, I wasn’t trying to be rude!” 
 
    Before our playful bickering could continue, the Japanese man took a hard left and pulled into a parking spot. He pointed at a street filled with cute shops, some of them covered by canopies, others not. 
 
    “That’s a mall?” I asked. “It’s more of an arcade.” 
 
    “That’s what they call it,” Ingrid said as she got out of the vehicle. “And I’m pretty sure that’s not the definition of an ‘arcade.’” She looked to Chloe. “Tell him to wait here for us.” 
 
    “Can he park here?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll handle everything,” Chloe said, focusing on the man. 
 
    He nodded, grunted the words, “Hai, douzo,” and grinned. 
 
    What a nice guy, regardless of the fact he was technically under our control. 
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    All of us were in disguises, Dorian and Chloe dressed as Muslim women, Veronique wearing a beanie, Ingrid in a big pair of sunglasses, Michelle in my gray beret and a pair of thick rimmed glasses, and Yours Truly in a pink Denver cap, clean shaven, with a bolo tie around my neck. 
 
    Since we had more time at our borrowed Japanese home, I had managed to clean up some, and as many have said before me and many will say long after I’m gone: I hardly recognized myself without a beard. 
 
    It felt good to be clean-shaven though, aside from all the teasing I had gotten from the CBGs. Each one of them wanted to touch my face, and a few of those ‘quick touches’ turned to slaps. Nothing hard, but still. 
 
    And I knew we would catch a few eyeballs, but not that many.  
 
    What can I say? As usual, the Japanese people were hyper respectful, most not making eye contact with us at all as we weaved through the market. Now wasn’t the time for shopping, but if it had been, I would have had a ball at this place. 
 
    The shopping district had everything under the sun, from clothing to kitschy anime figurines, from cleaning goods to more traditional Japanese goods, and everything in between. There were places selling kitchen appliances, laughing Buddhas, little houses that I presumed were for the spirits of dead ancestors, sunglasses and souvenirs, even a place selling Harajuku-esque costumes. 
 
    It was a treat for the eyes; but we were here for one thing, and one thing only. 
 
    The electronics section of the market wasn’t right at the front, where I had assumed it would be, but eventually we found it, a few blocks back, past a coffee shop with limited outdoor seating and a place called Mister Donut. 
 
    “Okay, I know we’re here on a mission, but everyone is getting a donut, including you, Veronique.” 
 
    “A donut?” Veronique shook her head. “I saw you eat one of those things before. It looks absolutely unhealthy.” 
 
    “If by ‘unhealthy’ you mean delicious, yes, it is absolutely ‘unhealthy,’” I told her as I opened the door for the group. 
 
    In the end, everyone but Veronique got something from Mister Donut, but she did take a bite of mine, a Boston cream for old times’ sake and to pay homage to Krunkin’ Kronuts, the biggest fried dough seller on the East Coast. 
 
    “Loving my donut,” Dorian said, the punk rock teleporter having gone with a vanilla frosted one, the same donut Ingrid had chosen. 
 
    “Same here,” Chloe said, hers a strawberry-flavored one with white sprinkles. 
 
    “It’s so good,” Michelle said, chocolate smeared across her face. 
 
    “You eat too fast.” Chloe handed her a napkin. “Wipe your face.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Michelle said, and I could tell by her stance that she was about to take off. 
 
    “No running through the crowd,” I reminded her, finishing my bite. 
 
    “Okay, but I just want to say that that would have been really fun, especially with so many people.” 
 
    “Just behave,” Ingrid reminded her. “Gideon, I think this is the electronics shop you’re looking for,” she said, nodding to a two-story building with a glass storefront. 
 
    “Nope, not the place I’m looking for,” I told her, licking my fingers. “That one is way too fancy. That kind of shop is going to make us buy a data plan, and we have no way to do that. No, we need something a little bit shady or something like…” 
 
    We continued past the big brand phone seller, which I believe was called SoftBank, a strange name if I’d ever heard one. Sure enough, there were a few smaller stores next to it selling phone cases, and then I found a place I was looking for. 
 
    It was a small electronics shop, glass tables, a proverbial graveyard of smartphones beneath the glass. 
 
    I walked in with Chloe, and not long after, the two of us walked out with six brand-new-ish definitely not stolen phones. 
 
    “Now we need to find some Wi-Fi,” I told them. 
 
    “They don’t have it at the house by the ocean?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “They didn’t have smartphones, and I didn’t see computers there, so I would seriously doubt that they have Wi-Fi. But there has to be a place around here…” 
 
    We went back to coffee shop we had seen earlier, only to find there was no Wi-Fi. Luckily, the barista spoke some English and told us to try the McStarbucks a few blocks away. Once we made our way to the golden arches and the sexy green mermaid amalgamation, we saw that there was a line of people trying to get seating.  
 
    “I’ve got this,” Chloe said as her throat started to glow. 
 
    The crowd parted, all suddenly disinterested. We found a table, and all gathered around our devices. The phones powered up in Japanese characters, but there was an option to toggle to English, which I quickly did. The phone then reminded me that it didn’t have calling capabilities without a data card. After a few more terms and conditions, I was in. 
 
    “Just like that,” I told Dorian, who had already figured hers out. Veronique merely looked at hers, the metal vampire raising a skeptical eyebrow. Michelle tapped her fingers on the table, a smile on her face as soon as her phone started up.  
 
    Her first action once she was able? Taking a selfie. 
 
    “And welcome to my youth,” I told Michelle as I worked with Dorian to create a universal email account for the CBGs to use going forward. 
 
    “The email ID is Cherryblossomgirls@googleface.com, and the password is… What’s a good password, everyone?” I asked the group. 
 
    “How do we get on the Internet?” Ingrid asked. “We just connect to the three little bars, right?” 
 
    “That’s right, just click there, and you will go to the McStarbucks log-on page. Should be easy from there.” 
 
    “Okay, I see how to do it,” said the young beast morpher. Once she was on, she began helping Chloe connect. 
 
    “What would be a good password for us?” I asked again. 
 
    “How about ‘Michelle?’” Michelle asked, on her tenth selfie. She’d also found the built-in filters that allowed her to add dog ears and a tongue to her picture. 
 
    “I mean, that’s not a bad password, but I want it to be something we will all remember.” 
 
    “We will all remember that. Right, everyone?” she asked, looking around quickly. 
 
    Everyone aside from Chloe nodded. 
 
    “You can’t remember the password?” I asked her. 
 
    “No, it’s not that,” she said as she glared down at her phone. “I’m getting news updates; the American media is talking about the CBGs’ attack in Japan,” she said, showing us her screen. “It’s Dorian.” 
 
    “First off, that’s obviously not Dorian; it’s the albino, but we all know that. And I have to warn everyone about the Internet…” Even though I was in the middle of setting up a shared email account, I decided it was important to put my phone down and look at all of them for a moment. “There are life skills to be learned from utilizing the Internet, none of which I’ve quite mastered. But I can say this: do not dive too deep. Be careful what you start reading, or the things you start searching for. Another thing is to not believe everything you read online. Let’s just start there, with those two rules.” 
 
    “How do you take a selfie?” Veronique asked Michelle. 
 
    “Like this,” Michelle said, appearing next to Veronique and posing, offering the camera a wide grin. 
 
    “No powers in public,” I reminded Michelle. “And did anyone give two shits about my Internet speech?” 
 
    “No one saw me, Gideon, trust me,” Michelle said, still smiling and pressing that photo capture button. “Do you want dog ears for your pic?” she asked Veronique, who nodded enthusiastically, laughing as soon as Michelle snapped the photo. 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I give two shits,” Ingrid said as she too took a selfie. 
 
    “Same here,” Chloe said, not looking up from her phone. 
 
    “Same,” Dorian chimed in as she scrolled through the app store. 
 
    What have I done? 
 
    And in that moment, I wished Grace was here to share that little thought with me, to say something snarky, or cute, to ease my mind. 
 
    I sighed, and returned to the task at hand. 
 
    There was a ton to do, and rather than lecture the CBGs, I got right down to it. The first thing I wanted to do was set up another account for all of us to be able to use a messaging app. I figured I would log in with my Gideon email, and they could then log in with the Cherry Blossom Girls email, which seemed to work out. 
 
    At least Ingrid, Dorian, and Michelle got the gist of it. 
 
    After that was done, and with my email now open, I saw that there had indeed been a reply from Father, telling me that we should get back to Colorado, that maybe this was too risky. 
 
    I almost started typing an angry email to him about leaving Stella and Grace behind, but I didn’t, figuring he could just stew on his bad idea for the time being. 
 
    I also saw messages from Luke, which I sadly had to ignore. Right now was the time for research, and I didn’t know where to start, but I figured a quick GoogleFace search would do the trick. 
 
    I typed “abandoned island off Japan coast,” and with very little scrolling, I found exactly what I was looking for. 
 
    “Does this look familiar?” I asked, showing Chloe the picture of Hashima Island. 
 
    “How did you find that so quickly?” she asked. 
 
    “You are really good at this,” Michelle said. “And we should take a selfie after we finish researching.” 
 
    “I will keep that in mind,” I told her. 
 
    I checked that the island was indeed near Nagasaki, remembering the map our Japanese host had shown us. 
 
    Yep, everything checks out.  
 
    I took a bunch of screenshots and even found a small PDF about the island, which I downloaded. This would give me just enough research to figure out what the place was about, and to better plan our attack. 
 
    Before we left, I went to the shared drive Father and I had hooked up and downloaded the CBGs app that allowed me to adjust their stats remotely. 
 
    I opened the app, making sure everything was in place and nodded, happy to be back in the real world. 
 
    Or at least, connected to it.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Assault Awaits 
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    I never quite understood how some people were able to use things like their smartphone or their e-reader in a vehicle. As soon as I looked at an object that had a digital screen on it, aside from the vehicle’s dashboard, I instantly felt nauseous. 
 
    Which meant I would have to wait until we got to our seaside hideout to dig into the notes on Hashima Island. 
 
    Luckily, it was a quick drive back from Nagasaki, and I spent most of the drive staring out the window at the gorgeous shoreline. Such a beautiful place, really, and I wished in that moment that Grace was there to share it with me. 
 
    I even imagined her asking me questions in Ira Glass’ voice, teasing me. 
 
    Writer Gideon, how do you plan to assault the island? 
 
    That’s a good question, Ira, and it’s something I’m still working out. I believe we will come from the north side of the island, and use the element of surprise to find the prisoners we’re looking for. 
 
    That is a good plan, but what if there are guards? 
 
    We will take them out as silently as possible, or perhaps, we will distract them. 
 
    It may be a good idea to have a loud distraction ready to go, just in case. 
 
    That’s not a bad idea, Ira. 
 
    That’s what I’m here for, right? 
 
    I really wish you were actually talking to me in my head right now, and I wasn’t just talking to myself. 
 
    How do you know I’m not talking to you? 
 
    Goosebumps.  
 
    I seriously got goosebumps after that thought hit me, but then I realized it was my own mind, I was sure of it. 
 
    Nice try, Ira. 
 
    It’s important for me to keep you on your toes, Writer Gideon. Trust the others. They know what they are doing. They are experts, and they would do anything to rescue their teammates. 
 
    I plan to. And even though it’s not you talking to me, Grace, I will rescue you today. 
 
    The small van pulled into the driveway, and from there continued back to the seawall, parking where we had found it earlier. As I got out of the vehicle, I looked overhead to see seagulls, gliding on currents, oblivious to our woes. 
 
    I am not saying it would be nice to be a seagull, but right now, it would be better than a dude who was going into a battle against someone who could easily kill his friends. 
 
    And as I walked back toward the home, I let this thought go. No sense in dealing in negativity.  
 
    Keep it positive, Writer Gideon. 
 
    I turned to the group. “I’m going to do just a little bit of research, and then I’ll start adjusting the stats of those who need their stats adjusted, we’ll get suited up, and we’ll go from there. Cool?” 
 
    “Cool,” Michelle said as she zipped past, disappearing into the open doorway, her phone in her hand. 
 
    “Everyone should charge their phones too. We aren’t bringing our phones with us, but it’s good to have a full battery. Okay, focus, Gideon, focus,” I told myself as I took a chair on the back patio. 
 
    The chair was rickety, but that didn’t matter: I had some research to do. 
 
    First, I started with the history of the island. 
 
    Hashima Island was one of over five hundred uninhabited islands in Nagasaki Prefecture, which I figured was how they said the Nagasaki State. The island was shaped somewhat like a battleship, which led to a second name for it, Gunkanjima. 
 
    Undersea coal mines, something I had never heard of before, was why the Japanese had established the island in the first place, using it as a forced labor site. This was why there were apartment blocks on it, and it was also the reason for the refinery and other buildings all on the island. 
 
    A self-contained work station. 
 
    Talk about dystopian. 
 
    Hashima Island had been abandoned in 1974, which meant the island had operated for nearly a hundred years, as it was established in 1887. Peak population in 1959 saw over five thousand people living on the island, and the place had been open to tourists until the last five years, when the Japanese government mysteriously stopped letting people visit. 
 
    “So, a re-abandoned island,” I mumbled to myself, skipping past some of the articles I had screenshotted about adventurous people who liked to go to these sorts of ruins. 
 
    I then began looking at pictures on the map, a few close-ups of the apartment buildings, establishing yet again that my initial notion, to approach from the north side of the island, would be the best way forward. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I went straight to the CBG app, pulling up Chloe’s stats. 
 
      
 
    Main: Acoustokinesis 
 
    Sound Sculpting: 5 
 
    Acoustic Acceleration: 6 
 
    Sonoluminescence: 5 
 
    Rhythm Manipulation: 6 
 
    Sonokinetic Combat: 6 
 
    Sound Detection: 5 
 
    Sonic Stimulation: 6 
 
    Overcharge: 3 
 
    Echolocation: 5 
 
      
 
    I was happy with everything I saw aside from Echolocation, which I knew would be crucial for us to figure out where people were located on the island. So I kicked this up to ten, and brought her Sound Sculpting down by one, my eyes stopping at Sonoluminescence, and pondering what it meant for a moment. 
 
    “Shit…” I whispered as an idea came to me.  
 
    Talk about a possible distraction. I continued playing with her stats, bringing up Sonoluminescence as well, which forced me to bring down Sonic Stimulation. I still wasn’t happy with the fact I’d brought her Sound Sculpting down, but maybe this was something I could adjust in the field. 
 
    In the end, it looked like this: 
 
      
 
    Main: Acoustokinesis 
 
    Sound Sculpting: 4 
 
    Acoustic Acceleration: 5 
 
    Sonoluminescence: 9 
 
    Rhythm Manipulation: 4 
 
    Sonokinetic Combat: 5 
 
    Sound Detection: 3 
 
    Sonic Stimulation: 4 
 
    Overcharge: 3 
 
    Echolocation: 10 
 
      
 
    I didn’t do anything to Michelle, nor did I do anything to Ingrid’s beast morphing skill, figuring those two were good where they were for the time being. I felt the same way about the metal vampire, leaving Veronique at her current skill level. Before our botched Empathetic Teleportation stunt earlier, I had decreased Dorian’s Teleportation Rapidity skill to up her Empathetic Teleportation. 
 
    I decided to keep it like this for now, and I still wasn’t quite clear why we didn’t just teleport straight to the island when we first arrived. 
 
    It has to do with her Conscious Spatial Awareness, I reminded myself as I stepped into the house and found the CBGs sitting in the Japanese couple’s living room, watching a crazy game show, a few on their phones looking at pics they’d already taken. 
 
    Years ago, I had caught some random translated Japanese show on HuluFlix, a non-anime one, and was nearly knocked on my ass by the amount of on-screen graphics. Whatever they were currently watching was similar: people in mascot costumes running around doing some ninja warrior shit, a host laughing with a maniacal look on his face, a genderfluid woman in a bowtie bowing repeatedly at the camera. 
 
    But rather than judge, or try to figure out what the hell was going on, I simply sat on the ground and watched as well. 
 
    Just zoning out. 
 
    I wanted to make our moves under the cover of dusk, which meant we had several hours to kill. 
 
    Scratch that: more like an entire day to slay. 
 
    And maybe it would have been smart to move while the sun was at its apex in the sky, but I thought the more cover we could get from our natural settings, the better. 
 
    At some point I fell asleep, my head in Dorian’s lap as she continued watching television. I woke up an hour later, the kind Japanese homeowner already preparing a pot of tea and cookies. 
 
    Thoughtful. I really liked our hosts, even if they were under our control. 
 
    Through Ingrid and Chloe, I tried to offer to clean up their junk, to organize it, but the older man didn’t seem to mind the clutter.  
 
    “Daijoubu desu, daijoubu desu,” he kept saying. 
 
    It was about this time that Veronique and Michelle headed outside to do some training with Michelle’s two blades. Ingrid, Chloe and Dorian followed them out. 
 
    I wanted a different role in this rescue mission. Rather than try to actually fight, I simply wanted to work as support, like a goddamn healer. I wanted to trust, just like I had imagined Grace telling me. I wanted to trust that the CBGs could do this themselves. 
 
    Boy, was I wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine: Hashima Island 
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    We had a light dinner, rice and curry, which got me wondering how the Japanese got into Indian-style curry in the first place. Not that it was bad, I loved me some chicken tikka masala, but I wondered how it transferred from India to Japan. Yet another thing I would have GoogleFaced had I had Internet access... 
 
    But it was nice not to be connected, a real good thing, actually, coming from someone who had had high-speed Internet since childhood. 
 
    And seeing this old man and woman made me wonder about their family, and from there, it made me miss my own mother and father. It had been a while since I had talked to them, well, a week, but it felt like it had been a century considering all the things we had gotten into thus far in Japan. 
 
    I would update them in the future; I really didn’t want my mom to worry. 
 
    “I think it’s time,” I said after we had let our food settle. All of us were watching an even stranger Japanese game show in which people dunked their heads into bowls filled with squids while trying to chomp down on a ping-pong ball with their mouths. 
 
    Interesting... 
 
    “Okay, everyone gear up,” Dorian stood, a determined look on her face. 
 
    You didn’t have to ask the CBGs twice. 
 
    It wasn’t five minutes before we were all standing outside in our superhero uniforms, the sun preparing to set in the next hour, a pink hue with purple edges to everything I saw. I had my glasses on, because of course I did, and I adjusted the back strap to make sure they were on tightly.  
 
    I also had a backup pair just in case. 
 
    The plan was to leave all of our stuff here, get Grace and Stella, teleport back here just to get away from the island, and then back to our hotel in Ueno. 
 
    Simple, right? 
 
    “This is going to work,” I said, doing my best to suppress any doubts. 
 
    It wasn’t easy, either. 
 
    It was hard not to be filled with dread when it came to assaulting a powerful enemy on an unknown territory. But that was what we had to do. 
 
    “On me,” Dorian said. “We will use my teleportation power to get as close as possible, and like I said, we will do it from a higher point in the air, so we can see where we need to teleport to next. You said the north side of the island, and that makes sense to me, but it would be best if I could actually see it.” 
 
    “Should I morph now?” Ingrid asked me. 
 
    “Not just yet,” I told her. “We need to be as fluid as possible, and the beast armor could be a bit bulky.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Okay,” said Veronique, placing her hand on Dorian’s arm. “Once we hit the island, I am in charge. No questions.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. 
 
    Dorian closed her eyes. “Here we go.” 
 
    The six of us disappeared in a purple flash, reappearing high in the sky, falling toward the sea below. I had one arm on Dorian’s shoulder, Veronique was next to me, Michelle was at her left foot, Ingrid at her right, and Chloe on her right arm and shoulder. 
 
    And with a nod for confirmation, her head craned to the left to get a better look at Hashima Island, Dorian disappeared again, this time appearing on the northern shoreline. 
 
    Actually, if she had just appeared on the shoreline, we would have all landed face first in the sand and rock. No, Dorian actually appeared in the water, Veronique going for my arm almost immediately.  
 
    “I got you,” I told her as we made our way to the shore, the six of us hiding behind a large seawall for a moment to dry off. 
 
    “You knew that this was part of the plan,” I said, ignoring the dirty look Veronique was giving me. “We didn’t want to appear directly on the shore, and the way that we teleported meant we would have face-planted. But it shouldn’t take us long to dry off. Earlier, Vince’s uniforms dried in like ten minutes or something.” 
 
    “It was definitely fast,” Chloe said, wringing her hair out. 
 
    “But we can kickstart the reconnaissance while we are here,” I said, nodding at the seawall, indicating that we should go around the other side. “Are you ready, Chloe?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said. 
 
    Veronique stepped between us. “I’m coming with you if you go.” 
 
    “I would expect nothing less,” I told her. 
 
    The three of us slipped around the side, moving up a set of half-crumbled stairs, shattered seashells everywhere.  
 
    We could see the two tall apartment buildings on the other side of the island, a bunch of debris between them and us. I had the usual powers on deck: Grace’s telepathy, Jules’ power negation and Father’s healing. For my fourth power I had chosen Ingrid’s power, just in case things got out of hand and I needed to Hulk out. 
 
    It was a risky move, but we’d talked about it, and I knew that the creature I transformed into, who I had lovingly named Manchester, could be helpful at times. 
 
    I had the urge to mentally alert Grace that we had come for her, but I hesitated, wondering if they had a telepath searching for such thoughts. Then again, if they did have a telepath searching the area for thoughts, they would have already picked up on us by now. 
 
    So I did it anyway.  
 
    Grace, we are coming for you, I thought aloud. 
 
    A soft wind picked up, blowing to the other side of the island, and once it had subsided, Chloe went to work with her Echolocation power. She was focused now with her eyes closed, her throat growing as bright as I had ever seen it. 
 
    Her eyes opened and she nodded. 
 
    “I am sensing people in both buildings,” she explained, nodding toward the two apartment blocks. “The building on the right has people moving about freely. Six people.” 
 
    “And the building on the left?” I asked with a gulp. 
 
    “It has…” Chloe did her thing again, absolutely no noise reaching my ears. “There is something preventing me from knowing exactly.” 
 
    “So it’s a gamble?” I asked. 
 
    “No, it’s there, there are people there; I just can’t tell the number.” 
 
    “Maybe there are more,” said Veronique. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Chloe’s ears twitched. 
 
    “What else?” 
 
    “Something big, between us and them.” 
 
    “A human?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Someone of that size makes me think it is Smiley.” 
 
    “Fuck…” I whispered.  
 
    More proof that I had been right all along. Damon Lord was working with Natalie Johansson, of all fucking people. I didn’t know if Mother was involved in this, but I had a feeling we were about to find out. 
 
    “We shouldn’t engage Smiley,” Veronique said. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking,” I told her. “We need to cause a distraction that gets him to focus his attention on the right while we sneak to his left.” 
 
    “That should be easy enough,” said Chloe. 
 
    “Yeah, it shouldn’t be very hard for us to do something like that,” I said. “For now, let’s head back down to the seawall to dry off with the others. Once we come back up, we will do another headcount and see what we come up with. Then we will head toward the building on the left.” 
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    I felt like we were Scooby and the Gang by the way we comically snuck around Smiley. He was sitting at a picnic table of sorts, hunched over, looking at something, and even though I had told her not to, Michelle snooped on what it was exactly he was doing. 
 
    Playing Solitaire? What in the actual fuck? 
 
    We couldn’t talk at the moment, we were to the left of Smiley, behind a carved-out refinery, all six of us moving as quietly as possible. 
 
    But I did have Grace’s telepathic power on deck, so I was able to open a private chat with the group. The only problem with this was, well, Michelle again, whose thoughts were all over the place. 
 
    I think I could run up in there and rescue Grace and Stella before Smiley saw us. I can run even faster than I did earlier, you know. Maybe you could adjust something in my stats to make me twice as fast as I normally am. I don’t know. You made a print out one time of my abilities and I memorized them, but then I forgot them. I will try to remember them again though, for next time. 
 
    Michelle, quiet, I thought back to her. 
 
    We could get the drop on Smiley right now, Ingrid thought to all of us. 
 
    I turned to her and shook my head, totally understanding why she looked so angry at the moment, her fists clenched tight, her nostrils flaring. Tulip and Smiley sort of had a rivalry going on, and I got it: it was something that Ingrid wanted to put an end to. 
 
    But the more we could avoid that big fucker with the tattooed smile across his face, the better.  
 
    Smiley was sort of like a mix between Bane and Doomsday, the towering bastard solidly in the DC Universe, and we still hadn’t really figured out a way to hurt him. There had been that time that Michelle stabbed him in the head, but he just wore a helmet now. And if that attack had affected him in any way, he hadn’t shown it. 
 
    So, better safe than sorry. 
 
    Eventually, we got to the end of the wall, Chloe peeking out over the other side. It wasn’t very far between us and an entrance to the left apartment building, but there was a wide-open space here, and if Smiley simply looked up to the right, he would see us. 
 
    Which was why we needed a distraction. 
 
    Chloe moved close to Veronique, whispering something in her ear, pointing at a water tower on top of the building opposite us. 
 
    The metal vampire nodded, and red energy started glowing around her wrists as she focused on the water tank, which came unhinged and fell backward, the large crash immediately catching Smiley’s attention.  
 
    He stood with a grunt, and as he did, the cards that he had been shielding from the wind went flying away, which seemed to tick him off, Smiley taking a grumpy step toward the possible intrusion. 
 
    We waited for a moment until he was far enough away that he couldn’t see us pass. After confirming that there was no one looking out at us, Chloe again used her Echolocation to confirm the bodies of the six people in the far-right building, and we continued forward. 
 
    Moving with our backs hunched over, we made it to the apartment building on the left, and found a side entrance, letting ourselves in. 
 
    The concrete and steel structure had definitely seen better days, the paint stripped off the walls, the rooms closest to the entrance in disarray. But there had been some improvement here, most notably a glowing clear tube that ran down the hallway, pressed against the floor. 
 
    “Where are they?” I asked Chloe. 
 
    “Gideon, I can run up the stairs and see…” 
 
    “No, Michelle, stop asking to do things like that,” Veronique said harshly. The metal vampire had already moved to a room on the right looking out on the courtyard, checking on Smiley, a red glow around her hands. 
 
    “I just want to be helpful…” the young speedster said under her breath. 
 
    “”You are being helpful, Michelle,” said Ingrid, “just let us do this as quickly and quietly as possible.” 
 
    “Everyone be ready for Plan B,” I told the group. The CBGs were going in prepared this time. We were no longer going to wing it, and just address situations as they happened. Father had made the suggestion before: always have a Plan B. Now we were going to enact it. 
 
    We made our way down the hallway, as carefully and quietly as possible, and came to an elevator that seem to still be working. 
 
    But rather than take it, we took the stairwell, Veronique going in first, followed by Dorian, Chloe, me and the young supers. 
 
    It was when we reached the second floor that Dorian’s hand squeezed my elbow. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked her. 
 
    “Don’t you feel that?” she asked, straining a bit, squinting. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    “Gideon, I’m not fast anymore,” Michelle said, waving her hand. I had seen her do this before, and if she did this using her real power, it was nothing more than a blur. But I could actually see her hand this time, and see what she was referring to. 
 
    “Is everyone else experiencing power loss?” 
 
    “I don’t want to try to take my beast armor here,” Ingrid said, “but I feel something different.” 
 
    Chloe nodded, a concerned look on her face. Veronique saw a nail on the ground and lifted her palm toward it, the nail doing absolutely nothing. 
 
    I tried thinking aloud to them, and then asked if they heard my voice. 
 
    All five of them shook their heads. 
 
    “There is some type of power nullification going on,” I said, focusing on Jules’ power, feeling it move through me. I tried to think to them again, and suddenly, they were nodding. 
 
    You can hear me now? I thought in their heads. Good. 
 
    “Yes,” Ingrid said. “There’s a power nullifier somewhere, and you are nullifying their power with your power nullification, which means you are able to…” 
 
    “Able to what?” 
 
    “You are actually useful for once,” she said with all sincerity. 
 
    “Actually useful for once?” 
 
    Dorian couldn’t help but snicker, bringing her hand to her mouth to cover her laugh. 
 
    “I’m always useful,” I reminded them. “My usefulness just presents itself in mysterious ways, like right now. So to recap, I’m the only one that can use powers, and I can only use them at about the sixty-percent mark.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Okay, then we are going to have to rely on me going forward. We can’t stop now.” 
 
    “No, of course we can’t.” Veronique looked up, a puff of air moving inside her cheeks. “We must be getting nearer to the source; we were able to use our powers on the first floor.” 
 
    Chloe cleared her throat. “Let’s just hurry then. We are in a very confined space right now, and you and I both know,” she said, looking to Veronique, “that this is a worst-case scenario.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Veronique said. “Gideon, lead the way.” 
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    Pins and needles. With each step we took to the next floor, I felt more and more terrified as to what we would discover on the floors above. I just didn’t want anyone to get hurt, and I’d been doing this long enough to know that a fight was coming our way, regardless of how quiet we kept our little excursion here. 
 
    There was always a new battle on the horizon, but that came with the territory. 
 
    And I knew this. 
 
    I could tell that I wasn’t the only one who was on edge. The five CBGs without their powers now all as vulnerable as they had ever been before. They were gathered around me; I would do my best to protect them if something happened, and had already replaced Tulip’s power with Dorian’s teleportation ability. 
 
    I only worried that I wouldn’t be able to teleport all of them together.  
 
    But what else could I do?  
 
    These were the types of things that we were supposed to train for, yet hadn’t had the wherewithal to test. 
 
    It was when we reached the fourth floor that I noticed the five of them cringing, their brows furrowed, a vein bulging on the side of Dorian’s head. 
 
    It struck me as odd what power nullification could do to someone with a super ability, but as long as I had Jules’ power on deck, it didn’t seem to affect me in the same way. I recalled the time that he and I had gotten into a fight, how strange that we had nullified each other’s abilities. 
 
    This was different.  
 
    By nullifying the nullification, as weird as that sounded, I was actually able to use my other powers. 
 
    Weird. 
 
    There had been some renovations on the fourth floor. The space was still antiquated, stained in rust, the rooms filled with abandoned furniture. It was almost as if someone had sliced the building in two and opened it up, installing a circular room, and then reattaching the top. 
 
    I could still see the old structure of the place, the abandoned homes, but now there was a new wall in front of us, a curved structure made of metal. 
 
    Whatever was nullifying their powers was coming from behind that curved wall. 
 
    “Take mine,” Veronique said, extending her hand to me. 
 
    I noticed a metal door in front of us; we didn’t know if it was locked, but I had to assume that it would be, especially since there was an eye-scanning device to the right of the door. 
 
    “First take out that device,” Veronique said. “And I don’t know how to explain to you how to do this, but you will need to disable all electronics in the space.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know about that…” 
 
    “I figured as much,” she said with a huff. “Let’s just start by destroying the scanner; it may trigger something if someone opens the door, and their eye hasn’t been scanned.” 
 
    “I wish we could sense what was on the other side,” Chloe said. “If I had my Sound Detection…” 
 
    “Or if I could teleport there; that’d be even easier,” Dorian whispered. 
 
    “Even if we could teleport there,” I told Dorian, “it may be a bad idea.” 
 
    “And just blowing off the door is a good idea?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Ingrid. “Either way we cut it, we are probably going to trigger an alarm. So let’s go quickly.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    I touched Veronique’s hand, pushing Dorian’s teleportation power out. I planned to take it again in a moment, but I needed Veronique’s power to deal with all the metal. 
 
    The first thing I did was take down the eye scanning device, and from there I focused on the door handle, eventually able to rip it out of its socket, the metal door swinging wide open and revealing… 
 
    “Holy fuck,” Michelle whispered as we all caught a glimpse of what was inside. 
 
    “Language,” I said as we took in a circular room with a large yellow dome in its center. A boy sat in the dome, his back to us as he played video games. He had headphones on too, and if any alarms were going off, we couldn’t hear them. 
 
    “What is this place?” Chloe whispered. 
 
    The room was designed in a circular fashion with four doors, one in each of the cardinal directions. The walls between the doors were cages of sorts, and I nearly did a backflip when I saw who was in the first cell. 
 
    Angel? 
 
    Sure enough, that aunt-fucking Mother-fucker was sleeping with his back to the entrance of his cell, patches of his black hair barely growing back, the dude looking weaker than I’d ever seen him look before. 
 
    I’d been the one that had screwed up his hairdo; it was when I had taken my beast form, Manchester, and had proceeded to treat him like I was auditioning for the role of Bamm-Bamm Rubble, pulling most of his hair out as I beat him against the ground. 
 
    And instinctively, because maybe I was an idiot, my hand went to the locked door keeping Angel from the rest of the world. 
 
    What are you doing? Veronique thought to me, her hand coming to mine. 
 
    Angel is here. That means he is an enemy as well, and he may know what is going on. 
 
    Grace and Stella are in that one! Michelle thought to all of us. I see them! 
 
    I almost asked her if she had used her power, but then I realized that she couldn’t, so I simply nodded in her direction, following her finger to what she was pointing at.  
 
    Sure enough, I saw two forms in a cell not far from us, both clearly Grace and Stella. 
 
    “Don’t tell me we are getting Angel before we get Grace and Stella,” Veronique whispered. 
 
    I put my finger to my mouth, reminding her to be quiet. 
 
    The problem with getting Grace and Stella first was that we would likely be in view of the boy playing video games. I hesitated for a moment as I looked back to the metal dome, where the boy was playing the newest installment of Red Dead Redemption.  
 
    “Kill him, Gideon,” Veronique said to me suddenly, no longer caring if she was being quiet or not. 
 
    “Kill the boy?” 
 
    I looked to Chloe and Dorian, both of whom nodded. I then glanced to Michelle and Ingrid, both of whom had looks of apprehension on their faces. 
 
    “I can’t… We don’t know who he is…” 
 
    “Gideon, you said I was in charge here,” Veronique said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever that kid is, he is the one stopping Grace and Stella from using their powers. He is an enemy, a creation of Damon Lord.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Dammit, Gideon,” Veronique said, her eyes narrowing on me. “I would have already done it by now if I had my power. You know what? I will still do it. I’ll figure out a way to open the door on the dome. Give me the knife I made you.” 
 
    “Gideon?” a man’s voice asked. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
 
    We turned to find Angel glaring at us, the formerly muscular man now rail thin, hunched over slightly, one hand holding his other arm, looking like the cat dragged him in after a long night. 
 
    “Not rescuing you, that’s for sure,” Veronique told him. 
 
    “Bah,” he said, waving his hand like he couldn’t care less. “I knew when they brought those two that you would come. It would only be a matter of time. And I don’t need your rescuing.” 
 
    “That’s not what it looks like from here,” Chloe told him. 
 
    “Traitor. Shut your fucking mouth!” He coughed, a long, drawn-out cough. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked him. 
 
    Angel spit. “What the hell does it look like, you fool? The kid in the center is a power nullifier, a dirty little fucker too, only plays video games. Never goes out. Sometimes they let him use the VR rig. His power is constantly on. Even when Damon Lord comes, they have to be careful around him.” 
 
    I looked to the boy in the dome, still playing games, completely oblivious to the fact that he had company. “He’s that strong?” 
 
    Angel nodded, starting to cough again. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” Michelle asked.  
 
    “Quiet, Michelle,” Veronique hissed.  
 
    “No, it’s a good question,” said Dorian. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “I’ve been like this for… Since…” He frowned. “I don’t know how long. Since we attacked you in Seattle. That’s all I can remember. I mean, that’s the last thing I can remember. Sorry. My… Thoughts…” 
 
    “So a month,” I said. 
 
    “It’s been a month? Fuck…” I watched as Angel’s eyes fluttered, and even though I knew he was technically our archenemy, I sort of felt bad for the poor fucker. 
 
    “Well, good luck,” Veronique said, turning away from him. “Gideon, you know what to do.” 
 
    “Do it,” Dorian said. 
 
    I had seen Dorian kill, and seeing Veronique kill was par for the course. And there was part of me that knew they were right, that I should neutralize this kid now, but if he was treated like them, just a boy brought up in a lab, what did he do to deserve that? 
 
    “Kill him or don’t kill him, they are coming,” Angel said with a grunt. He nodded up at the ceiling. “You see those red lights? That’s new. It means they’re watching us now.” 
 
    I lifted my hand toward the ceiling and stopped, noticing the blinking red lights. I turned back to Angel’s cage, popping the handle open. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” Veronique asked, baring her teeth. 
 
    “Veronique, you are right, I should do something about this kid, but I can’t kill him. I just can’t. And I can’t leave Angel here. Whatever they are doing here is wrong…” 
 
     “Back on your high horse,” she started to say, but even though she was glaring at me, I saw the flash behind her eyes, a flash that indicated to me that she knew that I was just being myself, that I truly did not want to see people suffer, including the kid, including our aunt-fiddling archenemy. 
 
    “Gideon’s right,” Michelle said, her voice wavering. “I hate our enemies just as much as the rest of you, but this kid hasn’t done anything to us yet. He’s just playing video games.” 
 
    “Let me handle this my own way, and from this point forward, the mission is yours again, Veronique.” 
 
    “That’s not the way this is supposed to work,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Just trust me.” I turned to the boy; I knew it would be better if he was at least knocked out, so I walked up to the yellow dome and tapped it with my fist. 
 
    When he didn’t notice, I lifted my hand again, red energy radiating around my palm. 
 
    I placed my hand on the glass and the kid shot up, craning his head to the left as he tried to figure out what the hell was going on. He gasped when his eyes fell on me; it was then that I started draining his power, the boy going from shocked to sleepy, his skin turning purple, and energy coming into me that I had only felt a few times previously.  
 
    He collapsed forward, cracking his head against the TV stand, out cold. 
 
    “It’s back,” Angel said, taking a deep breath in. “My powers. I can feel them.” 
 
    Dorian and Michelle moved to Grace and Stella’s cell in a flash, returning with both of them, Grace in her base form, her real form, and Stella with her eyes just barely open as Michelle hoisted her up. 
 
    “Grace,” I said, taking her from Dorian immediately. I brought my hand to her cheek, feeling a burst of energy as I started to heal her. 
 
    I was running on instinct now, oblivious to my surroundings, the periphery blurring. It was just Grace and me, her dark hair, pale skin, thin figure, and my healing touch. 
 
    And it had been a mistake.  
 
    I knew it as soon as the door across from us kicked open, Smiley ripping the door from its frame and chucking it across the room. 
 
    It was Angel who stopped the door, the once greasy bruiser taking the brunt of the hit and throwing the door to the side. 
 
    “Go!” Angel shouted to us, true fear in his eyes. “Get out of here, now!” 
 
    And that’s when Grace woke up.  
 
    And when Grace woke up, especially after the torment she had been through, it was an utterly excruciating experience.  
 
    Her eyes blazed white as she screamed in all of our heads, the psychic shifter floating up, her body rapidly changing through every form she’d ever taken. Some of the CBGs got the hell out of the way, but I stayed strong, reaching my arms out to Grace and bringing her back into me as she gasped, finally awake.  
 
    “Gideon,” she said, her voice scratchy. 
 
    “I’m here, Grace!” 
 
    Smiley grabbed Angel by the neck and threw him into the wall. Angel burst through another door and into what was left of the apartment beyond. 
 
    “We need to go,” Dorian started to say, and as she did, she stumbled forward, her hands at the back of her head like something had struck her. 
 
    The invisible person. 
 
    “I see her!” Michelle said. 
 
    “Her?” I asked as I lowered Grace to her feet, and went over to Stella, who was being protected by Ingrid, the young morpher now in her beast armor. 
 
     “Michelle! Do something!” 
 
    “Okay, Gideon!” 
 
    It was already chaotic in the small space, Smiley and Angel in the other room duking it out, the power-negating boy still in the center dome passed out, a crack already on its yellow surface. Grace was with Chloe now, Dorian trembling as she got back to her knees, Veronique already on her way to see to Smiley. 
 
    Fwwwittt! 
 
    An arc of blood graffitied the space between Dorian and me.  
 
    This was followed by another spritz of crimson, and even with all the sounds of the fight in the other room, I could hear a woman gasp. 
 
    I choked back a cry of shock as someone who looked exactly like Veronique appeared out of thin air, stumbling, bloodied gashes across her chest, another one along the side of her neck, not quite cutting her throat, but not far off. 
 
    “She looks just like her,” I said, my hand on Stella’s head now as I tried to heal her and simultaneously figure out what the hell was going on. 
 
    “Got her,” Michelle said, standing over the woman, her blade at her sides. “Do I finish?” she asked, looking up at me. 
 
    “Gideon, watch out!” Veronique shouted. 
 
    The floor on the other side of the room started to give way, the building crumbling from the right side. I wanted to respond, dammit, to do something, but Dorian had moved over to me, and in that time, she’d placed a hand on my arm. 
 
    Dorian, Stella and I vanished away in a purple flash. 
 
    Away from the madness. 
 
     


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty: Rooftops 
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    Dorian, Stella and I appeared on a rooftop that overlooked the island, the apartment building we had just come from was beneath us and to our right. 
 
    “I have to go back for the others,” Dorian started to say. 
 
    An explosion below caught our attention. We raced to the edge of the building to find the albino shifter floating in the air, a cosmic energy ring around her body as she destroyed more of the building that we had just been in. 
 
    As Dorian flashed away, I focused all my energy on trying to telekinetically toss the woman aside, only to realize that I wasn’t that powerful, that I didn’t have that kind of range. 
 
    “I can do something,” Stella said, now using me for support. 
 
    “We have to stop her; they’re still in there!” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” she told me, and in that moment I felt the channels open, which I ignored, keeping Veronique’s metal manipulation ability on deck. 
 
    “Veronique is there; Angel and Smiley too.” Stella pointed at a crumbled structure near the beach. Sure enough, I saw metal rising into the air, dust and debris flying as Angel tried to wrangle Smiley. 
 
    “And there’s Tulip!” I said, watching as the monster burst out of the collapsing building, Grace and Chloe not far behind, protected by a nearly invisible sphere of power. 
 
    Dorian reappeared just as I got my phone out. 
 
    “And Michelle?” I asked. Last I saw, she had knifed the invisible woman. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Dorian said, exasperated. “I really don’t know where she is.” 
 
    “Okay,” I told Dorian as I pressed my thumb against the Cherry Blossom app. “Let’s get this under control. First, bring Grace here, leave Chloe to fight.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “More enemies will be coming too,” I said as I pulled up Stella’s stats on my phone. 
 
    “They’ve already started,” said Stella, pointing at blips of white energy blasting down from one of the rooftops, Tulip leaping to avoid them. 
 
    “Okay, so Tokyo is here,” I said, referring to the Asian woman who worked for Natalie, and apparently, Damon Lord. “We have to stop her from amplifying anyone’s powers, especially Smiley... So let’s keep her on the rooftop using Chloe. I need Grace here. And if anyone sees Damon Lord, we avoid him until we can hit him with all of our powers combined.” 
 
    “Got it!” Dorian said as she spotted Grace and Chloe landing on a small, grassy hill that led down to the beach. 
 
    It was that fast. 
 
    One purple puff later, and she was standing there with Grace, who still looked a little worse for wear now in her Scandinavian beauty form, but was better off than Stella. 
 
    Not able to do two things at once, especially with all the intensity, I quickly relayed to Grace what was happening, and what she needed to transmit to the others. 
 
    She nodded, giving everyone the instructions. 
 
    And like clockwork, I saw Chloe fly back into the air, making a beeline toward Tokyo. I returned my focus to Stella’s stats, my hand trembling as I scrolled through them: 
 
      
 
    Main: Vector Manipulation 
 
    Kinetic Energy Manipulation: 8 
 
    Quantum Manipulation: 1 
 
    Vibration Emission: 7 
 
    Inertia Negation: 3 
 
    Telekinetic Regeneration: 5 
 
    Tactile Telekinesis: 5 
 
    Deflection: 6 
 
    Velocity Manipulation: 4 
 
    Aversion Field Creation: 7 
 
    Overcharge: 3 
 
      
 
    I immediately turned up her Telekinetic Regeneration to just about as high as I could get it, her overcharge swelling until I brought down her Aversion Field Creation, thought twice about doing this because it was basically our shield, and subsequently brought down her Vibration Emission instead. 
 
    “Feeling any better?” I asked her. 
 
    “Wow,” she said, the color returning to her face. 
 
    “I tried to heal you as best I could, but you have a natural regeneration ability, so I kicked that one up. Once you are ready to get down there, I can readjust everything.” I nodded, ready to manage this fight. “Okay, Grace, send out a message for Michelle to join us on this rooftop. Dorian, see what you can do to our albino shifter to throw her off guard. No, I have a better idea, switch places with Chloe, and bring Chloe to me. The only way we’re going to do something here is through a big distraction. And everyone keep an eye out for Damon Lord.” 
 
    Grace nodded, now in her true form as she looked over the rooftop. “I will also run some support for Veronique.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I’m ready do something too!” Stella said. 
 
    “Give us a shield,” I told her as I looked back at her stats, “and make sure you’re able to shield any of them down there if need be.” 
 
    Stella nodded and it was then that a portal opened up on the beach, Damon Lord stepping out, Natalie to his right, and Bae, the portal caster, on his left. The black-haired man wore a sleeveless overcoat, Bae a black MercSecure-like outfit, and Natalie military fatigues.  
 
    “Change of plans,” I told the group. “Stop Damon from using his power. Put a shield around him. Fuck. That won’t work, or maybe… No, let’s just focus on what we know. Let’s get the albino down first. Grace, it’s time for some Nightmare Sight.” 
 
    Quickly thumbing up to her stats, I brought her Clairsentience down to one, kicking up her Nightmare Sight to ten. 
 
    “I will get her closer,” Dorian said. 
 
    Grace shook her head. “No need, I should be able to do it from here.” 
 
    Grace turned to me and I saw that her eyes had gone from white to black, cracked, blackened veins appearing around them. It was absolutely terrifying, and it caused me to pause for a moment. 
 
    “Increase my Quantum Manipulation ability,” Stella said, interrupting my sudden shock. 
 
    “We haven’t tested that yet!” 
 
    “I know what it does, Gideon, I’ve used it before. Increase it.” 
 
    “Maybe. Let’s take Smiley out of the equation first,” I said, returning my focus to my phone. “Dorian, I’m increasing your Banishment power. Let’s send that fucker to the middle of the ocean somewhere.” 
 
    “Which direction?” 
 
    “That direction,” I said, nodding away from Nagasaki, even though it was far enough on the horizon that we couldn’t actually see the city. 
 
     I was just finishing up adjusting Dorian’s stats, with an eye on her Overcharge, when I saw something come over the edge of the rooftop. Michelle appeared with…  
 
    Whoa.  
 
    “You brought her?” Grace asked, her eyes still black orbs, her voice slightly deeper. 
 
    “How did you even get her up?” I asked. 
 
    “I…” Michelle took a deep breath in as she dropped the passed out, formerly invisible woman on the rooftop. “I ran up the side of the building, zigzagging, dragging her up and dropping her, catching her to bring her even higher. Dang, that was hard!” 
 
    “Why?” Stella demanded. 
 
    “I thought that’s what we do here,” Michelle said, throwing her hands out. 
 
    “I will handle her,” Grace said, turning her palm toward the woman who was the spitting image of Veronique, even down to the blond bob. “Contain the albino for a moment, Stella.” 
 
    The woman started to writhe in pain and shriek as Grace’s power took effect. 
 
    “Dorian, it’s time,” I said, glancing down to Smiley, who was still managing to take on both Angel and Veronique, Tulip on the perimeter, looking to get a swipe in. “Michelle, don’t leave.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No exceptions, stay here!” 
 
    I watched as Veronique yanked a giant metal post from the ground using her power. She pulled her arm back and threw it forward, the metal pole torpedoing in the air toward Smiley, wrapping around his body. 
 
    She hit him with another pole that did the same thing, Smiley’s muscles bulging, his face turning red as he tried to break free. The tattooed smile on his face made his struggle even stranger, making him look like he was enjoying it from a distance. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked Dorian. 
 
    She nodded. “And Grace, she’s already down, focus your attention on the albino.” Grace approached to my right, looking out at the albino shifter, who was still floating. The woman  charged up a burst of cosmic energy with Chloe’s name on it, even if Stella was trying to take her down with blasts of kinetic energy. 
 
    The lady went down hard once the nightmare set in, smashing into the rubble, the ball of energy she was forming still exploding and causing more debris. 
 
    I turned to the battle against Smiley just in time to see Dorian appear behind him, slap her hand onto his back, and disappear in a purply poof. 
 
    “Fuck yes!” I said, watching as Chloe fired off a vibrating energy blast toward the building that Tokyo stood on, bringing down the corner, Tokyo getting buried in the detritus, a cloud of smoke now obscuring both of them. 
 
    “Gideon!” Michelle collided with me. 
 
     I slammed into Grace, both of us hitting the top of the building just in time to avoid an explosion of crystal energy from Damon Lord.  
 
    The crystal began spreading; I scooted away from it, watching as it stopped just inches from the visible woman’s body. 
 
    “Fuck,” said Stella, who was clear of the attack. Another burst of liquid crystal came flying over the side of the roof, only to be blocked by Stella this time, who cast a dome that protected all of us, the crystal hitting our shield and crackling as it hardened. 
 
    “We’ve got to put a stop to that. I think it’s time we focus all firepower on Damon…” I turned to Michelle. “And thank you. Dammit, you are amazing!” 
 
    “Thanks, Gideon!” 
 
    “The shield is still up,” Stella said, nodding me toward the side of the roof. “You’re safe to move to the edge.”  
 
    As we moved to the edge, Grace and I purposefully avoided the crystal now on the rooftop, just in case it was contagious. We saw Angel bent over below, catching his breath, Veronique standing next to him, wiping blood from her forehead.  
 
    Dorian flashed into existence behind us and we turned once she made her presence known. 
 
    “He’s gone,” she said, slightly out of breath. 
 
    “Where did you send Smiley?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “As far away in the ocean as I could get him. Who knows if he will make it to land or not. Doesn’t matter. If I’d had more time…” Dorian wiped her dark bangs out of her face. “I would have found an active volcano to put him in.” 
 
    “We have a problem,” Stella said, still looking down at the battle. 
 
    “Dammit,” I said as soon as I followed her finger to what she was pointing at. 
 
    Oblivious to just how dangerous it was, Tulip was charging toward Damon Lord, the evil fucker conjuring up an incredibly large blast of liquid crystal to deal with the seething monster. 
 
    “Dorian, Stella, go!” I shouted. 
 
    They disappeared in a puff of purple energy, appearing between Tulip and Damon Lord at the very last moment. 
 
     I gasped.  
 
    The action was faster than my eyes could process, and I was only able to breathe after I saw that Stella had protected Tulip using one of her vector shields, liquid crystal spiraling down the dome and starting to crack. 
 
    I turned to my right to see Chloe zipping through the air toward them, her speed creating a bubble of light around her. 
 
    Shit! 
 
    Our rooftop gave way as a blast of cosmic energy slammed into the side of the building, everything coming at us at once as we tumbled forward, Grace, Michelle, the passed out now-visible woman, and one crazy ass writer were caught up in the avalanche.  
 
    In the end, I was protected by a telekinetic bubble, Michelle able to actually run up the crumbling rubble, find a vantage point, and then scale down to the ground. For all I knew, the now-visible woman was buried, dust all around us, my only focus now on getting to the others, doing what I could to protect them. 
 
    “Let’s get to Veronique,” Grace said, her eyes alternating between white and black. “She’s closest; and then the others.” 
 
    “How is she closest?” I looked back up toward the building that had just collapsed, the one we had just been standing on, and tried to get a sense of the distance we had fallen.  
 
    It had happened so fast that all I could remember was the building coming down, then quickly being lowered onto the crumbled brick. Now all I could see was a huge cloud of dust. 
 
    But there was no time to figure out the nuts and bolts of how this was happening.  
 
    If we didn’t act quickly, things were about to get a helluva lot worse for the CBGs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One: BFE? 
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    We needed a distraction; we also needed to stop the albino woman from attacking us again. 
 
    Luckily, Veronique was already on that task, pelting the woman with bits of metal from the pouches on her belt. I saw what had happened to the metal she wrapped around her arms earlier, how it had formed two giant spikes, and even as the woman tried to block Veronique’s attack, the metal vampire was already gearing up for her next plan. 
 
    The long distance drain.  
 
    She had done it before, and it was a killer way to bring down an opponent. Plus, it had the bonus of giving her more energy. 
 
    “Grace, pull a large bubble of water from the ocean; Chloe, use your Sonoluminescence power once she has formed it.” 
 
    “Will do!” Chloe said with a nod. Her cheeks were red, and her uniform was covered in scratches, but she looked better off than some of the others. “I’ve done it before. It’s quite powerful.” 
 
    “I only wish I’d seen it, and…” 
 
    I shook my head. I was overthinking things.  
 
    Focus, Writer Gideon. 
 
    Thank you, I thought back to Grace. 
 
    What mattered now was getting everyone together, and distracting Damon Lord. We had agreed that we would go after him, but it was equally important for us to be able to leave in a hurry. 
 
    We’d got the two people we had come here for, and while I wanted to finish Damon Lord off as much as the others, I knew that regrouping and recalibrating our attack would lead to less of a pyrrhic victory. 
 
    Tulip roared, beating his fists against the front of Stella’s shield. 
 
    “I can calm Tulip!” Michelle volunteered as Grace turned her attention to the water. 
 
    “Good, but do it quickly, and watch out,” I told the young speedster. “Be extra careful!” 
 
    “Will do, Pastor!” she said as she zipped away. 
 
    Pastor? I shook my head and smiled. Of all the times to use codenames…  
 
    “What do I need to do?” Dorian asked after she flashed into existence next to me. 
 
    “Start getting ready to move the others away; we can teleport back to the mainland, and then back to Ueno as planned.” 
 
    We both looked left to see the bubble of water lifted from the ocean, Chloe levitating a few feet off the ground as her throat started to glow. 
 
    “I will get Veronique,” Dorian said as she flashed away.  
 
    She appeared next to Veronique in a matter of moments, letting Veronique finish up on the albino woman, the woman now a shriveled mess on the ground, her skin deep shades of blue. 
 
    The two vanished in a flash of purple. 
 
    “Come on… Come on…” I whispered as I watched something take shape in the center of the large bubble. Ingrid had just begun morphing into her beast armor, Tulip’s grizzled facial features fading away, when a blast of white energy took Stella off her feet.  
 
    Stella hit the ground hard, still maintaining her shield, a strained look on her face. 
 
    Tokyo popped up on the inside of our shield, conjuring up another white blast of energy. 
 
    WHHHOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOSH! 
 
    An absolutely earth-shattering explosion to my left signaled that Chloe’s Sonoluminescence skill had worked, the burst of light and energy causing a giant wave to rise from the ocean.  
 
    My fuck did the wave hit hard. 
 
    The tidal wave sent us scattering, Stella pushed backward into me and latching onto my arm as I tried to push to the surface. 
 
    It lifted us high enough to deposit us on a building near the shoreline, a two-story affair that housed God-knows-what.  
 
    I got to my feet as the water settled, feeling a terrible pain in my lower back. 
 
    Our landing had hurt, but I had managed to help Stella some, the vector manipulator having been so focused on her shield that she didn’t see the wave coming. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one on the new rooftop. Angel was there, as was Ingrid, who had taken a knee, which looked utterly insane considering the size of her beast armor. She was breathing heavily, her dark hair in her face. 
 
    The sun caused a corona of light before me, its beautiful rays reflecting off the tumultuous waves below. 
 
    And in that moment, I felt both blessed and fucked to be alive. 
 
    “I will get the others,” Dorian said, flashing next to me and away again after both of us spotted Chloe and Grace. 
 
    “Michelle… Where’s Michelle?” 
 
    “Here,” she said, not at all wet. True to form, she had been fast enough to see the wave coming, jump, and run along its crest. 
 
    “Have you seen where Dorian is taking the others?” I asked, still catching my breath. 
 
    Michelle nodded. “To the other side of the island. I can run there!” 
 
    “Good, run,” I told her, watching more of the water retreat, looking for Damon Lord and Natalie. They were nowhere in sight, and once the water had completely retreated, it was clear that they were gone, or at the very least, they were outside of our visual spectrum. 
 
    “So that’s it?” Angel asked, wincing, his hand still on his side. He still looked like he’d gone through a meat grinder twice, but I could tell he had already started healing, evident in the color that had returned to his face. 
 
    “It appears so.” 
 
    Famous. Last. Words. 
 
    A portal split open next to me, swallowing Ingrid up. I was shoved inside, Stella immediately jumping to my aid, colliding with Angel, both of them falling into the portal with me. 
 
    Suddenly, we were all standing in a vast plain, the sun setting at a different point in the sky than it had been in Japan, rolling hills as far as the eye could see.  
 
    The portal shut before any of us could do anything, before I could even attempt to get my bearings. 
 
    “Fuck…” Angel said as he got to his feet. I sensed that he wanted to shove Stella, but he didn’t; instead, he begrudgingly offered her his hand. 
 
    The vector manipulator did not take Angel’s hand. She got up on her own, looking around the area and then back to me. 
 
    “We’re not in Japan,” she said. 
 
    “Clearly,” said Ingrid, who was still in her beast armor, now towering over us, well, not exactly towering, but a few feet taller. 
 
    “But the others…” I started to say. 
 
    “They got away, Gideon,” Ingrid assured me. “They must have…” 
 
    “There are a lot of superpowers I hate,” Angel started to say, “but the one that I hate the most are teleporters and portal users who actually know how to use their abilities offensively. Who knows where the hell we are.” He kicked at the dirt, frustration radiating off his form. 
 
    “Maybe I can figure it out using my phone…” I said, going for my side pocket. Then I remembered that I’d been holding my phone when the water came, that…. 
 
    Dammit… 
 
    Sometimes I felt like such a goddamn amateur.  
 
    You really should have a waterproof case by now, Writer Gideon, I thought to myself in Grace’s voice. You idiot!  
 
    “Never mind,” I grumbled, shaking my head at my own shortcomings. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out where we are,” Angel growled. “And that is finding civilization. It’s going to take me some time to be able to fly again. I was already weak, and I put most of my energy into stopping that motherfucker Smiley from crushing my skull.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like we may need each other’s help to get out of here.” 
 
    “Fuck, Gideon, why do you have to make things so goddamn awkward?” he asked, gritting his teeth as he glanced to Ingrid and Stella. “Of course we’re teaming up, for now. And I haven’t forgotten what you’ve done to me, all of it.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You have to admit it was kind of funny when you had your normal-sized head but a little body…” 
 
    “Watch it,” he said, as Ingrid snickered. 
 
    “I can lift us on the air,” Stella started to say, and she probably would have done just that had it not been for something grabbing me from behind, a sharp object coming to my throat. 
 
    “No one move or I kill him,” a female voice said from behind me, her blade pressing into my Adam’s apple. “This ends here.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two:  Reverse Shield 
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    The invisible woman had been the one who had shoved me into the portal. 
 
    I could tell this when I looked as far as I could to my right and saw nothing, yet still felt the blade against my neck. 
 
    I was surprised to hear Angel speak. “I don’t care if you kill him, but if you do kill him, you are aware that we will just kill you, right?” 
 
    “Don’t care?” I asked, slightly offended. And I was definitely scared, not in the least bit stoked to have a blade pressed against my throat, but to hear Angel put it so bluntly… 
 
    “You won’t find me,” she hissed. “I will kill him, and then I will quickly kill each of you.” 
 
    “Gideon, this is going to hurt,” Stella said, lifting her hands, light green energy swirling around her fingertips. 
 
    “Do it, I dare you,” the woman hissed. “We will fly backward, and I will make sure to bring the blade across his neck when I do.” 
 
    I smiled at Ingrid, Angel, and Stella, offering up a shit-eating grin that I could tell none of them had yet to interpret.  
 
    There were several ways I could handle the invisible lady considering the powers I had on deck.  
 
    I could melt the blade away—it was close enough that I sensed it; I could also drain her power; or I could nullify her ability to turn invisible, letting the others take her. 
 
    Ultimately, I chose to do a combo of all my options. 
 
    The blade was close enough to make it easier to control the metal, which I quickly turned to putty as I activated Jules’ Power Negation, the woman going from invisible to visible in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Using her shock as a distraction, I stepped out of the way. 
 
    And it was at that point that Stella had her, the woman pinned to the ground, trapped beneath one of Stella’s shields.  
 
    She was invisible again by this point, I had let up on my power negation so Stella could use her ability, which made it look kind of strange, just a half sarcophagus on the ground, occasionally pulsing as someone punched from the other side. 
 
    “Well, you have trapped her,” Angel said with disdain. “But we’re going to have to let her up eventually, or you could just bury her.” 
 
    “Do we kill her?” Stella asked me. And while she was sometimes like Veronique, I saw the difference in her personality in that single question.  
 
    Veronique would have never asked at this point; the woman would have been shriveled up by now if the metal vampire had been here. 
 
    And even though I was supposed to be focusing on what was happening, I couldn’t help but worry in that instant about the others, hoping that they had gotten away.  
 
    What if Damon has ambushed them? 
 
    No, they got away, I thought as I watched Stella continue to contain the invisible woman. They must have. Focus, Writer Gideon, I reminded myself. 
 
    The invisible woman was putting up a pretty good fight, and I could tell by the power of her hits that she had some sort of enhanced strength. Still, not enough to break Stella’s shield. 
 
    “We don’t kill her,” Angel finally said. Oddly enough, I got the sense that he had been waiting for me to give an answer, but when I hadn’t, he’d stepped up. 
 
    “Leverage?” Ingrid asked. The beast morpher was back in her sixteen-year-old girl form now, no evidence whatsoever that she had been in a towering beast suit just moments before. I still didn’t know how Vince Porter had done it, how he allowed her armor to account for her size change, but he suceeded. 
 
    And her outfit didn’t even look stretched. 
 
    “She may be the smartest one in your group,” Angel said, grinning at me. 
 
    “Why does everyone say that about her?” Stella asked, a tinge of jealousy in her voice. 
 
    “What is her relation to Damon Lord?” I asked Angel. “You were there for a month,” I reminded him.  
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t have more of his underlings when you came,” Angel said, not quite answering my question. “Many were there just a few weeks back, or at least I think it was a few weeks.” Something flashed across his eyes, a haze of confusion. “I was in that place for a long time.” 
 
    “A month, you were in there a month,” I reminded him. 
 
    “It felt longer than that. Just me and that little shit-for-brains kid with his power nullification…” Angel clenched his fists at his sides. “Anyway. Damon Lord does care for his own. And wherever he went, once he realizes she is missing, he will want her back. Who is she to him? I don’t know. Haven’t seen her before. But I’m guessing he’ll come after her.” 
 
    “We should get a name from her,” Ingrid said. “It’s better than referring to her as the ‘invisible woman.’” 
 
    “Good call,” I said. “What’s your name?” I asked down to the now visible woman. She spit, her saliva hitting Stella’s shield and splashing back into her own face. 
 
    “Spit—we’ll just call her that for now,” Angel said. 
 
    “Fuck you,” the woman told me, flashing me two middle fingers. 
 
    “You are our prisoner for now,” I told her, lifting my hand and showing her my palm. “And if I were you, I would answer our questions, and do what we ask.” 
 
    I activated Veronique’s power, draining some of the woman’s life force. She lay back on the ground, cringing as she stared at my red palm. 
 
    “Arianna,” she finally said, her voice trembling. “Arianna Lord.” 
 
    “Okay, so she has a name,” I told our little group. “And I’m starting to see a trend here in the names of Damon’s minions…” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she whispered. “I’m no minion.” 
 
    “And since we’re on the subject, what’s the name of the albino shifter lady?” 
 
    “Fuck… you…” 
 
    “Not an answer,” I told her as I drained a bit more. 
 
    “Regina Lord…” 
 
    “Okay, Damon, Regina and Arianna. That’s a start.” 
 
    “We can also extract some information from her while we try to find civilization,” Angel suggested. “I know a few ways.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” I told the chiseled man.  
 
    It was weird not seeing his long, greasy dark hair in his face. Ripping all his hair out in Seattle had forced Angel to actually make eye contact with people, which clearly wasn’t one of his superpowers.  
 
    “Let me out of here!” Arianna shouted, kicking against Stella’s vector barrier. “Now!” 
 
    “What do you think, Ingrid?” I asked the young beast morpher. “How do we keep her under our control?” 
 
    “You could just drain her until she passes out like Veronique does, but then one of us would have to carry her. I could do that in my beast armor mode, but if she woke up again, she’d probably turn invisible again and escape.” 
 
    “I will take care of her,” Stella said. “I will make her stay inside a reverse shield.” 
 
    “Reverse shield?” I thought it through for a second. “Oh, I get it, you have put a shield around her in the opposite way, right? That’s why she can’t really do anything about it.” 
 
    “You catch on quick, Gideon, she’s been under that thing for a few minutes now…” Stella said. 
 
    “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind. Like for one, where the hell are we?” I asked, looking around at the endless plains and rolling hills. I didn’t think we were in Oklahoma or Kansas, but this was how I imagined those places looked. 
 
    “I already answered how we are going to figure that out,” Angel said. “Stay on topic. Is he always this scatterbrained?” 
 
    I looked to Ingrid and Stella for support, but got none. 
 
    “I’ve just got a lot on my mind…” I told Angel. “Like getting back to my teammates.” 
 
    “What do you know about how it feels to lose someone you care about?” he asked, taking a menacing step closer to me. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Do you know how much crap your little group has caused the people I care for? Well? Do you? You don’t even know the half of it!” he said, his voice rising.  
 
    I wasn’t about to back down to Angel. Not now, not after everything I’d already been through today. So I took a step in his direction, coming eye to eye with him. 
 
    “Do something if you’re going to do it,” I said, a bit shocked at those words coming out of my own lips, but also proud for standing up for myself. I didn’t take kindly to bullies, at least, not anymore. 
 
    “We’ve already done this before,” he said. 
 
    “Then you know what happens next. If you try anything, I take your power, and then I’m really able to hand you your ass,” I told him. 
 
    “You can’t fight as well as me. You and I both know that, Gideon.” 
 
    “But I can nullify your powers and…” 
 
    “No fighting,” Ingrid said as she stepped between us, shoving both of us back. “Unless you want me to bring Tulip into this. We have more important things to do right now than argue about the past. Those things can be settled later. Right now, we have a shared enemy, Damon Lord and this woman,” she said, pointing at the lady. “Now, how are we going to keep her contained?” 
 
    I nodded at Angel in a way that told him that this wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “I already said how we’re going to do that,” Stella told us. “I’m going to create a larger reverse shield around her, a dome that moves with me. We can start heading in any direction, and once Angel can fly, he can take to the sky and hopefully figure out where we should go.” 
 
    “Let’s head to the west then, toward the setting sun,” Ingrid said. “We are bound to eventually find something.” 
 
    “Okay,” Stella said as she stepped back, her vector shield starting to change shape so that it now almost resembled a half-submerged Easter egg. Arianna stood, her form still visible. 
 
    “The shield is not going away anytime soon,” Stella reminded her, “and once it does go away, Gideon here will drain you of all your energy and you will pass out.” 
 
    “I also have telepathy on deck,” I told Stella under my breath. “Maybe I could try to mess with her mind a bit.” 
 
    Stella considered this for a moment as the woman who looked like Veronique continued to glare in our direction. “It’s worth a shot, but let me keep my shield up for now.” 
 
    “Empty out all of your weapons,” Angel told her as he approached the vector shield. “All of them.” 
 
    She dropped the knife she had earlier, which I could tell was useless anyway considering what I’d done to its blade. From there she went to her bootstrap and pulled out another blade. 
 
    Arianna wore a black outfit that reminded me of what the MercSecure goons usually wore, hers a bit skintight, but with armor along the shoulders, forearms, thighs and shins, as well as a thicker rectangular shape over the front of her body. There was a Velcro flap on the side of her uniform, which she lifted, pulling out several small, curved blades, no larger than playing cards. 
 
    She dropped all of it to the ground, and stepped aside, Stella’s shield moving with her. 
 
    “Take all of it,” Angel told me. “And as we walk, figure out a way to make a pair of handcuffs with the metal.” 
 
    “Do you think that will work?” 
 
    “Of course it’ll work,” he said. “Veronique would have already done something like that by now. Or she would have just killed this woman.” 
 
    “My name is Arianna.” 
 
    “Sure, call yourself whatever you would like, but the name was probably given to you by Damon, and like all of us, you didn’t really have a choice in your name.” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about him!” she seethed. 
 
    “Whatever; we don’t choose our own names.” 
 
    “Grace did,” I told Angel as we started walking east. I had all the metal in my hands now in a large metal ball. I was trying to treat it like Play-Doh, but it wasn’t working as well as I hoped it would. If we stopped, and allowed me to focus for a moment, that would probably do the trick. 
 
    But for now, we were still walking. 
 
    “Grace is a different story entirely,” Angel said, staring off at the horizon. “But I’m guessing you already know that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “And to be clear, once we get to civilization and you can get back with your group, I will take Arianna with me,” Angel said with a smile. “I know someone who will be pleased to see her.” 
 
    “You’re going to take her?” I asked, looking to Stella for confirmation. She simply nodded, her focus on keeping the vector shield around Arianna. 
 
    “Of course I am. Do you think your little group is really going to be able to take an actual hostage and use them as leverage?” 
 
    “You know, I’m pretty sure it’s something we have already done before,” I told him, not having to remind him that we had basically done this with Veronique and Chloe, hell, and Dorian.  
 
    It was the easiest way to get a new member. 
 
    “Sure, you’ve had a few successes,” Angel said, “but I don’t think you would truly know how to use this woman to bring Damon to his knees. And believe me, Gideon, what this guy represents is even worse than anything my little group could have conjured up.” 
 
    “I have lots of questions about your ‘little group,’” I told him, shaking my head. 
 
    “And you have plenty of time to ask them. It appears as if we are literally in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three: The Journey Ahead 
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    So we walked. 
 
    I still didn’t know where we were, but wherever it was, it was beautiful in a barren sort of way. I couldn’t imagine living in an environment like this; it felt completely foreign to my natural setting of New England, which was known for its trees, mountains, and rock features, the beautiful spring blooms, the verdant green summer, the fall leaves, and the inevitable winter. 
 
    I didn’t know what this place looked like during the four seasons, but I could tell that it got cold as balls here, something I definitely noticed as we walked, as the sun started to disappear on the horizon, the temperature dropping. 
 
    I thought then that we were in a desert, this assumption based solely on my knowledge of temperature dropping in warm places and such. But honest to God, I did not know where we were, and it wasn’t like there was a streetlamp somewhere or a sign. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Just endless rolling hills, plains and an occasional sparkling stream. 
 
    “Is anyone else hungry?” I asked, just to make conversation. 
 
    We had been silent for the last thirty minutes or so, just focused on finding civilization. 
 
    “Of course,” Stella said, still maintaining her reverse vector shield around Arianna. 
 
    “Why do you ask questions you already know the answer to?” Angel grumbled. 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure I wasn’t the only one,” I told him.  
 
    I had accepted the fact that Angel and I weren’t going to be pen pals. Sure, we had a shared goal in getting to civilization and possibly seeing Damon Lord’s demise, but that was about it. 
 
    So I tried to focus on what we had in common. 
 
    “Why do you think he took you, anyway? You never told us,” I asked him as we started up a hill. 
 
    “He didn’t tell me much,” said Angel. “Only that it was part of his plan. I think he was trying to get to Mother, and no,” he said, stopping and turning to Ingrid, “I haven’t forgotten what you did to her.” 
 
    “Let’s just keep moving,” I told Angel, noticing that Ingrid wasn’t backing down. 
 
    “There’s no point anyway, not now.” 
 
    “No point in what?” Ingrid asked, begging Angel on. 
 
    “Considering we don’t know where we are, and we have a shared enemy, there’s no point in escalating this at the moment. But this is not over,” he said with finality, turning away. 
 
    “How many times do you have to tell us that?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “Enough times for it to sink in,” Angel hissed. “You all can’t seem to figure out where you stand in all this, that they, the normals, are our shared enemy.” 
 
    “There you go again calling people ‘normals,’” I told him with a groan. “I feel like I’m having déjà vu or something, that we had the same conversation in the air above New Haven.” 
 
    “I should have killed you then.” 
 
    “You can’t keep the shield up forever,” Arianna said, interrupting our bickering. She had been quiet for quite the spell, and it took me off guard a bit to hear her talk unexpectedly. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that,” Angel told her. “Gideon here already has cuffs for you.” 
 
    “About those cuffs…” I told him, looking at the mess of metal in my hands. Nope, using Veronique’s power was not like molding Play-Doh, and while I had sort of formed a figure-eight type of object, I didn’t know how these would eventually work as handcuffs. 
 
    Angel stripped them from me, looking down at them with disdain. “This is the best you can do?” 
 
    “I’m not like Veronique, okay? I can’t do the same stuff that you guys can. Only some of it.” 
 
    “Clearly,” he said as he tossed them over his shoulder. “Well, is there anything you can do to help us find civilization, so we can get this show on the road before we end up having to sleep out here in the middle of nowhere?” he asked, throwing up his hand at the nearly set sun. 
 
    An idea came to me. 
 
    “Now that you ask…” I went for Father’s vial of blood, which was tucked away in my side pocket.  
 
    Once I had it, I popped open the top and dabbed just a little bit on my thumb.  
 
    And there were those familiar channels, two of them, and since I already had Father’s healing power on deck, and I knew that I may need to use Veronique’s draining power later, I simply replaced his healing power with his ability to manipulate reality. 
 
    “Let’s pause for a moment,” I told them. “I usually have to sit down to use this power.” 
 
    “And what power is that?” 
 
    I hesitated to explain Father’s power to Angel. I knew by now that he understood my ability, that I could take other people’s powers, but I didn’t want to give away all my skills, especially considering the fact that he was technically our enemy. 
 
    So I just ignored him as I sat down, my hands on the already cold ground, my focus on my breathing. 
 
    “Just let him do his thing,” Ingrid said. 
 
    “Right, let me do my thing,” I echoed.  
 
    As soon as I shut my eyes, I saw myriad images, some moving, others stationary, too many to focus on any particular representation of reality. But once my focus was settled, I was able to swim forward, in a way. 
 
    And swim forward I did, my mind sluicing through the overwhelming montage, until eventually I came to a horse. 
 
    “A horse?” I asked. 
 
    A horse in a field. 
 
    “What are you going on about?” Angel asked, annoyance in his voice. 
 
    “A horse. Our answer is a horse.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to ride a horse?” Ingrid asked. “I don’t know how to ride a horse.” 
 
    “What the hell is he doing?” Arianna asked.  
 
    “Quiet,” Stella told her. 
 
    “Dammit, Gideon. Fine, let me see if I find anything,” said Angel. “I think I have enough power now.” 
 
    He rose into the darkened sky, and then started moving higher and higher, to the point that I could no longer see him. 
 
    After a long pause in which I thought that he had bailed on us, the scrappy aunt-fucker eventually lowered. 
 
    “I really don’t see anything; getting too dark already and there’s fog rolling in to the north.” 
 
    “Let me out of here!” Arianna said, punching the side of Stella’s vector shield. 
 
    Angel approached the shield and thrust his hand in, grabbing the woman by the neck and lifting her. If she was furious before, now she was terrified, both her hands coming to Angel’s hand as he held her in the air. 
 
    “You are our hostage,” he told her. “And you are lucky that I haven’t already killed you. You will tell us everything we need to know once we settle down for the night. But until that time, I want you to keep your fucking mouth shut.” 
 
    Ingrid looked to me to say something, and I was just about to when I noticed a sound to my right, the sound of… 
 
    Galloping horses? 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” I said, turning in the direction of the sound. 
 
    It wasn’t long before three men appeared on horseback, and once they got closer, I could see that they were all Asian. 
 
    (The men, not the horses. I had no idea what breed the horses were, but they were smaller than any American horse I’d ever seen.) 
 
    “Sain baina uu?” the first man grunted. 
 
    Asians on horses, Asians on horses… I tried to figure out where we could be that there would be Asians riding horses, and I couldn’t quite put the pieces together. There was too much going on, and Father’s power was still coming to me every time I blinked my eyes shut. 
 
    So before saying hello to the three riders, I replaced my reality manipulation ability with his healing power, dabbing my finger once against the top of the vial. All good in the hood, I approached the first man, his horse whinnying as I grew closer. 
 
    “We are lost out here,” I told him. 
 
    “Yu gene?” 
 
    “American, we are American.” 
 
    The three men spoke to each other in a garbled language for a moment, a language I had never heard before that sounded like it was more related to grunts than it was enunciated words. 
 
    “Za, za,” the first man said as he got down from his horse.  
 
    He approached me and I could see that he was wearing a robe of sorts, which for a moment made me wonder if we had transported back in time. 
 
    Was it possible? Had Bae taken us via a portal back to… 
 
    “Mongolia? Are you Mongolian?” I asked him. 
 
    “Tiim, Mongol,” he said, pointing at himself and his two companions.  
 
    The younger rider seemed to have trouble managing his horse for a moment, the small beast going up on its two back legs, before settling. The man made a clicking sound with his mouth as he roughly patted the horse’s neck. 
 
    “We are in Mongolia,” I told the group, “and if anyone was thinking it besides me, we have not traveled back in time.” 
 
    “No one was thinking that,” Angel said with a sigh. 
 
    “How do you know we haven’t traveled back in time?” Ingrid asked. 
 
    “The younger one is wearing DisNikes,” I said, pointing to the shoes in question. 
 
    “Okay, so we are in Mongolia,” Angel said. “Good, that’s not very far from civilization…” 
 
    “Wait, are you being sarcastic?” I asked him. 
 
    “Of course I am. Have you ever looked at a fucking map of Asia? We are literally in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “No, we are in Mongolia. I wonder which Mongolia. China Mongolia?” I asked the man standing before me. 
 
    The guy had dark eyes, his hair cut short, wrinkles across his forehead and a wise look on his face.  
 
    He immediately shook his head. 
 
    “No China,” he grunted. 
 
    “Okay, so I don’t think we are in China Mongolia,” I told the group. 
 
    “No China,” he grunted again. 
 
    “There are two Mongolias?” Stella asked. 
 
    “Inner and Outer Mongolia,” I told them, feeling proud that I had actually paid attention in my world history course at Southern Connecticut.  
 
    At the time, I had been quite interested in learning about Genghis Khan and all the crazy shit that that he did, from basically inventing the first postal system to fathering more babies than any man ever had. 
 
    Ingrid turned to me. “Why are there two?” 
 
    “I am glad you asked…” 
 
    “Save the history lesson for later,” Angel said, cutting me short. “Have them bring us to civilization.” 
 
    “I don’t really know how to tell them I want food…” 
 
    “Is that all you are really thinking about right now?” 
 
    “I don’t know, you said civilization, so I thought about food,” I told Angel. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    I turned back to the man, smiled, and kick-started Grace’s telepathic power.  
 
    It was something I should tune into more, which I definitely noticed once I heard everyone’s thoughts around me, from Angel cursing that he had joined up with us, to Arianna wondering how she would get out of this, and if Damon Lord would come for her. 
 
    I felt bad for her in that moment.  
 
    I didn’t know exactly why, but I could tell by the tone of her thoughts that something wasn’t right, that she was second-guessing everything at the moment. 
 
    Which was good.  
 
    Would we convert her? Probably not.  
 
    And if we did, it probably wouldn’t matter anyway if Angel took the woman. But it was good to see that she was starting to wonder about some of these things, that she was questioning the loyalty of her own group. 
 
    After pressing all their thoughts away, I focused on the man standing before me, what I assumed was the Mongolian language appearing in my head.  
 
    Nope, there was no way I was going to interpret any of it, but it did sound cool, and I felt smart just being able to identify it. 
 
    I did exactly as Grace had done in Tokyo, focusing on a picture of food. I didn’t know what they ate in Mongolia, but I assumed it was Asian-ish, so I focused on ramen. And after that, I focused on a picture of a home, a bed. 
 
    The older man eventually got the hint. 
 
    He said something to the other two riders as he got back on his horse, and nodded for us to follow him. 
 
    We weren’t in the clear yet, but we were getting closer.  
 
    Soon, we would know exactly where we were, and we would then be able to use our resources to get back in touch with the others. I still didn’t know where Arianna stood in all this, and what Angel would do with her, but I did know this: We were in Mongolia, and an adventure that had started at the US Capitol and had somehow made its way to Tokyo was now thoroughly set in Central Asia. 
 
    I only hoped that the other CBGs had made it to safety, that they were waiting for us in Japan, and that we would be reunited soon. 
 
    The younger guy on the horse took off, and I interpreted this as him riding ahead to tell them to prepare food. The man who had spoken to me trotted slowly beside his companion, our small group able to keep up with the two herders. 
 
    It was going to be a strange night, and an even longer day tomorrow, but at least we were alive. 
 
    At least we were now heading in the right direction. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The end. 
 
    (Book Eight will be released in July!) 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Back of the Book Content 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Reader, 
 
    Your reviews are what keep this series alive. If you made it this far, or you took the dive and decided to start the series on book seven, either way, your review really helps.  
 
    So here’s your chance to continue Gideon’s twisted tale by showing support with a review. 
 
    Thanks, and really, thank you for your reviews. It means the world to independent authors. 
 
    Merch and Book Eight. 
 
    I now have Cherry Blossom Girls posters and other swag available on my online store. I’ll continue updating merch going forward! 
 
    You can get a Cherry Blossom Girls button (yes!) by joining my Patreon, where you’ll also get to preview book eight a month before other people are able to read it. There are also great tiers, each with exclusive benefits. For the cost of a cup of coffee, you can get all sorts of exclusive content on my Patreon. 
 
    Other cool places. 
 
    You can find out about more Harem Lit books (like this book) on the Facebook page. 
 
    What’s that? You have a page too? YES. You can also join the Proxima Galaxy here to see how all my books are connected, see previews of upcoming releases, and get early copies of my new works as well as audiobooks. 
 
    Need some more LitRPG? Then check out the LitRPG Books page, or the GameLit Society page, run by some great dudes. 
 
    So join the group, and thanks again for reading, for the support, for making this weird series a possibility! 
 
    Yours in sanity,  
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    New RELEASE - Out on March 13th!  
 
    (My new series is in the same vein as CBG–fun, wild, crazy superpowers, just… read the blurb.) 
 
      
 
    Not everyone can say they met their new girlfriend while being detained for impersonating a superhero. 
 
      
 
    Hell, not everyone can say they have a superpower. 
 
      
 
    But Sam Meeko can, and this is the story about how he discovered his strange power (hint: through police brutality), the people he met immediately after (hint: three beautiful women), and the kick ass team they formed once they realized there was a vampire outbreak descending upon their city. When the cops don’t know what the hell is going on, and the real Centralian superhero teams can’t be bothered, saving the day falls to this ragtag bunch of half-powered superhero hopefuls.  
 
      
 
    Assuming, of course, that they can get their acts together. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Books by Harmon Cooper 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Hate your job. Win the lottery. Get a superpower. House of Dolls. 
 
    https://geni.us/HouseofDolls 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    A fantasy harem adventure inspired by Pokemon Go!, Scott Pilgrim vs. The World, and the Persona family of video games. Check out this Amazon best seller! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/MonsterHuntNYC 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Tokyo, Japan meets online fantasy gaming and South Park-styled humor. Yakuza, goblins, action, intrigue - add this book to your inventory list! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/FICK 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    What if Ready Player One was a multi-part epic? Gritty LitRPG action, gamer humor, fantastic fantasy worlds, and a killer MC. Read now! 
 
      
 
    https://geni.us/TheLoop 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    And now… A book by LUKE! 
 
    [image: Ascend Online by [Chmilenko, Luke]] 
 
    If you didn’t know, “Luke” in this book is based on a real Canadian writer, Luke Chmilenko, who is a friend of mine, and whose book above is a beloved LitRPG series. 
 
    Please check it out if you haven’t already! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get connected with other LitRPG readers 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Yes, reader, there is a place to catch up on Harmon Cooper books, meet other readers and see exclusive previews (as well as being the FIRST to know about a new release). Join the Proxima Galaxy today, and the LitRPG Society below. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
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