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Chapter 1 - What They Understand -

 

Felix was roughly pushed into the chair, practically falling out of it with the force of the shove.

“Sit,” growled out the heavyset officer.

Looking up at the man with an unamused face Felix laid his hands flat on the table. Sitting there quietly he inspected the room they’d put him in.

White bare walls, table with four chairs, a single entry, and a very obvious one-way mirror.

Before the pudgy uniformed police officer could do or say anything more, a woman in slacks and a blazer strolled in. She held a binder under her arm and seemed to be in her mid thirties.

Quirking a brow Felix turned his attention to the woman.

“Mr. Campbell,” said the woman. “I’m Detective Torres.”

“Morning, Detective Torres,” Felix said evenly.

“I’d like you ask you a few questions, and then have you look at a few things,” she said as she took the seat across from him.

“And you’re gonna be real helpful,” muttered the cop, looming over Felix.

Eying the man Felix contemplated the situation.

He didn’t have to be here. They weren’t actually holding him on anything, and the moment he got resistant they’d probably be forced to cut him loose. Or admit they had nothing.

If they really wanted, they could hold him for twenty-four hours on nothing.

But that was okay. They’d left early from Skippercity for this very reason. He didn’t want to spend any time here, but it fit within his expectations.

“Uh huh,” Felix replied, looking back to Detective Torres.

She was an attractive police officer. Darker skinned, brown eyes, short black hair. She had a hard set to her mouth and eyes though. Felix could only imagine she worked and fought her way through the ranks.

Battling her coworkers as often as crooks, he imagined.

“First, what’s your reason for coming to Tilen?” asked the officer.

“Business. Our ventures in Skippercity have reached a bit of a plateau. Only so many antiques and heirlooms in one city. You know how it is. Expand, grow, or die,” Felix said honestly.

“And what business is that exactly? Slaves?” said the detective, leaning forward in her seat.

“Hardly. Slavery isn’t legal here. We’re looking to expand our pawn shop business, and we’re also considering a few other opportunities. In fact, we’ve already got all the prerequisite licenses and approvals on behalf of the city. It’s one of the reasons we came here openly,” Felix said, leaning back into his chair. 

He kept his posture open and loose. He wasn’t hiding anything and he didn’t want her to think he was.

“I’m very much aware. I pulled all your paperwork to give it a once over and everything does appear to be on the up and up.

“Moving on. Do you know these individuals?” she asked, flipping out several photos in front of him.

Victoria Volante stood in all her glory with a sword upraised in front of her. Dark brown curly hair and dark green eyes.

The picture next to that was Kit in her Augur costume, her dark brown curls slipping out from the bottom of her helmet, the beautiful face hidden.

Last was Miu, dressed in a security uniform and with a no nonsense look on her serene Asian features.

“Yep. Head of internal security, head of HR, and head of my personal bodyguards,” Felix said, identifying each one.

“And these two?” asked Torres, pulling out two more photos.

The first was Andrea with a sub-machine gun pulled in tight to her shoulder in a firing stance. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, the bright locks pulled back from her “girl next door” features. You couldn’t see her mismatched eyes, but he was sure they were flat and dead. She was clearly in her Myriad persona.

The second was a photo of Ioana. Clad in leather armor, a sword held out in front of her, one boot smashed into the pulpy remains of someone’s head.

Plain featured, huge, with a shaved head. She was every bit the intimidating warrior he knew her to be.

“Yep. The big one is the chief of external security for Legion. The other is my personal secretary,” Felix said, holding the photo up. “Never seen Ioana with no hair though. Can I get a copy of this? Felicia would probably like it.”

Detective Torres’ mouth became a thin line and she took the photo back from him.

“She’s responsible for the deaths of multiple Heroes and Villains. She’s a murderer,” said the detective.

“Supposedly. She’s never actually been convicted of anything. In fact, I do believe there’s been a recent change in all of the pending charges against her. The vast majority were ruled… well… inconclusive really, due to a lack of evidence,” Felix said, giving the detective a smile.

“And that brings me to the next one,” said Torres, ignoring him.

She picked a photo out of her folder and dropped it onto the table.

It was Lily.

She stood in the middle of a photo that had been taken at considerable distance. She was wreathed in red and blue sigils and was clearly fighting with someone else.

“Yes?” Felix prompted, not giving up anything they didn’t have.

“Mab.”

“Uh-huh”

“Killed her own clients.”

“Supposedly,” Felix said neutrally, fighting a smile.

In truth, Lily, Lauren, and Kit had spent the last three weeks going through HR records. Every charge they could find, they argued and filed against in whatever fashion they could cook up.

Lauren Aston, Lily’s new legal apprentice, apparently had a real knack for that work. Lily had praised her several times to him.

Combine those three great minds with the resources of Legion and those charges were rapidly vanishing under oceans of paperwork. It’d take time to get everything muddied, dropped, or blackmailed off, but it’d happen eventually.

It was one of the reasons Felix allowed himself to be taken into custody.

The large cop slammed his hands into the table, glaring at Felix.

“She’s killed cops! Heroes! There is no supposed about it!” shouted the officer.

Felix felt the corner of his mouth twitch as he fought a smirk.

Is he the bad cop then?

“Supposedly,” Felix said calmly, staring into the cop’s face.

Then, surprisingly, the cop smashed his fist into Felix’s jaw.

Rocketing out of the chair and crashing to the floor, Felix couldn’t help but be shocked. Having Victoria, Miu, Andrea, and Ioana train him daily had put him through much worse though.

Playing the situation for what it was, Felix lay limp on the ground.

The bastard had taken a cheap shot at him. He figured he might as well earn some points from it.

If this was a stand up fight I would have cleaned his clock, too. 

There was the sound of shouts and a door slamming open as Felix recovered.

Before he could get back to his feet, the officer had been hustled out of the interview room.

“Yeah, no. We’re done,” Felix said, getting to his feet. Feeling around in his mouth with his tongue he could taste copper. Taking aim, he spat a mouthful of blood onto the table. “I’ll also be filing charges against that officer for assault and suing the city for every penny it’s worth. My lawyers are quite good.

“I’m formally refusing all medical assistance until this is documented and my wounds photographed. You can testify or I can have a mind reader verify the truth of the situation,” Felix said, giving her both barrels. He didn’t want this going anywhere he didn’t want it to.

Detective Torres stood there, her face now an angry snarl and her hands clenched at her sides.

“You have my sincere apologies, Mr. Campbell, perhaps you could let this matter drop?” she asked him.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Felix asked while laughing. “What kind of request is that? Why would I do that? I’m going to happily see that hulking gorilla tossed out on his ass, and then collect a big fat paycheck.”

Felix brushed his clothes off carefully, but made sure not to touch his bleeding lip. In fact, he let the blood flow freely down his chin and neck.

“We can hold you for a while,” Torres said.

“You were already going to hold me. Your offer changes nothing. You have about ten seconds to say something that makes sense before I ask for a lawyer, and this whole thing ends.”
Felix turned his head to stare into the one-way mirror.

Torres followed his gaze and then went over to the mirror and tapped on it twice.

A few seconds passed before a tap came back in return.

Turning her head to him, Torres gave him a grim look.

“I’d consider it a personal favor. I’d also turn you and your entire crew loose today,” Torres offered.

Oh? A personal favor might be worth it but…

Felix reached up with his left hand scratched at his ear with a finger.

“I dunno. Are your personal favors worth a few hundred thousand dollars? You’re just a detective, aren’t you?” Felix asked seriously.

Detective Torres was clearly gritting her teeth. He couldn’t imagine she was enjoying this situation very much.

“You know what, don’t answer that. I’ll take you up on it, provided you can get me and my people out of this precinct in the next,” Felix said, pausing to look at his watch, “ten minutes.”

Never hurts to have a policeman in your pocket. This is turning out to be an interesting trip already.

 

Detective Torres must have had some pull.

Since Felix, Miu, Kit, Lauren, Victoria, and Eva were all on the street in front of the security convoy with all their possessions returned in under five minutes, it seemed like a logical conclusion.

Miu was staring at Felix while Lauren got into the lead car of the security detail, just wanting to put the situation behind them.

Those dark eyes of Miu’s bored into him, demanding an answer to her question.

“Ok, yeah. Something happened. Some cop punched me. Because of that, we got turned loose, and the detective in charge of my questioning owes me a favor,” Felix admitted. “May not count for anything, but it seemed like an easy favor to take.”

Miu’s face turned pale. Her face became murderous and she looked as if she were going to march into the police station and start killing

“Miu, stop, please. Just… let it go for now. This’ll work out to our benefit, I’m sure. Now… how about we get in the car, and head off for the new Tilen Legion pawnshop, our headquarters. We need to get set up and start hiring with the new contracts we prepared,” Felix said. “I’ll let you dictate security and I won’t even argue. Ok?”

Miu’s eyebrows drew together as she glared at him. “You won’t complain?”

“Nope, not a word. You and Victoria can do everything you like,” Felix promised in the most charming voice he could manage.

He opened the passenger door and motioned inside. Looking to Kit he gave her a wave as well. “Come on, hop in, and let’s get going. I’ll sit in the back with Victoria and Eva like a good boy.”

Kit shrugged her shoulders and gave him a small smile.

Things had been strained between them since the “incident” two months ago with the Heroes guild.

To be fair, it wasn’t every day that your companion is kidnapped, doesn’t seem to fight, and a school full of children gets blown up. 

Not one of those every day kind of affairs.

And since then, there’d been an uncrossable distance between them.

A gap that was too wide right now to cross. They’d made some progress, but it was slow.

Difficult.

Kit couldn’t read his mind and he could only tell her everything was fine so many times.

Having been a mind reader for so long, she didn’t have the trust and faith in people that normal humans did.

He imagined it’d eventually right itself.

Moving to the driver’s seat, Kit got in.

Miu finally got into the passenger seat, glaring at him the entire time.

Closing the door, Felix let out a breath.

“She worries about you, that’s all,” Eva said with a smile, patting Felix’s arm.

“Yeah, I know. And are you sure this’ll be alright? You’re good with your studies right now?” Felix asked, opening the rear passenger door for Eva.

“Yes. I’m fine. I’m ahead actually. The new Legion school is great. I know everyone there is happy that you built it into Headquarters, but it’s nice to get out. The fun part for me though is it doesn’t matter how many students we have, we just make the school bigger and hire more teachers. So you won’t lose track of any of your friends, they’ll just be in a different part of the campus,” Eva said, getting into the car.

Huh. Well, at least Felicia is on that. I’m sure she already planned for number increases. Ahoy future planning.

Victoria grabbed the door and then became immobile.

“I know, I know. Middle seat,” Felix said.

Victoria smiled in return to his comment and nodded her head, waiting.

Clambering into the car, he made himself comfortable.

It was a good thing they purchased luxury sedans and upgraded them. Middle seat in those was at least moderately comfortable.

And Andrea isn’t here. Which makes this even better. I won’t have a Beastkin crawling all over me.

Victoria slid in next to him and pressed into his side. Her lithe athletic figure reminded him that he hadn’t seen Andrea in a few days.

Clearing his throat uncomfortably, Felix felt excited.

“Let’s go see the new building first, Headquarters,” he said.

Kit nodded her head and got the car going. They sped off quickly down the road.

“So… are you going to do what you said?” Eva asked. She reached up and tucked a dark brown lock of hair around an ear.

“What, about the new pawnshop? Yep. I also want to explore what we did with the Telemedics. I think that could be something we can use to train people up a whole heck of a lot faster. I’ve already got some things to test out.

“The hard part is getting in the door, then getting them to buy the pitch,” Felix admitted with a frown. “It’s like any job, right? You get interviewed as you interview them. They find out if they want to work for you, work for the company, and if it’ll do right by them.”

“That seems hard,” Eva said.

“It can be. Especially if the number of jobs outpaces the workforce. Then you end up in salary wars, one hiring away the employees of the other and constantly raising their rates. We’ll see though. I think we’ll be able to make enticing offers. Well, provided that new indentured servant contract Lily drew up is valid and legal,” Felix said seriously. “I mean, this whole trip will be pointless if the contract doesn’t bind them to me in the same way.”

“Speaking of,” Kit said from the front seat. “Are we technically no longer slaves?”

Frowning at the question, Felix called up his point screen.

 

 



	
	
Received

	
Spent

	
Remaining



	
Daily Allotment

	
150

	
0

	
150



	
Miu Miki

	
1,250

	
1,250

	
0



	
—Direct reports

	
14,315

	
0

	
14,315



	
Ioana Iliescu

	
1,100

	
0

	
1,100



	
—Direct reports

	
25,170

	
0

	
25,170



	
Kit Carrington

	
2,250

	
2,250

	
0



	
—Direct reports

	
22,170

	
0

	
22,170



	
Lilian Lux

	
2,600

	
2,600

	
0



	
—Direct reports

	
14,750

	
0

	
14,750



	
Andrea Elex

	
1,500

	
3,000

	
-1,500



	
Felicia Fay

	
1,600

	
4,800

	
-3,200



	
—Direct reports

	
14,125

	
0

	
1,600



	
Eva Adelpha

	
4,900

	
4,900

	
0



	
Mr. White.

	
300

	
900

	
-600



	
—Direct reports

	
21,090

	
0

	
21,090



	
+ Loyalty Bonus

	
5,030

	
0

	
5,030



	
DAILY TOTAL

	
132,300

	
19,700

	
100,075



 

“Everything is still there. So your contract works. That or you’re still a slave. Won’t know until we test the new contract on someone else,” Felix said.

After a while the vehicle came to a slow stop as Felix tinkered with his screen. He’d spent any number of hours fiddling with his views. Trying to get the most out of them.

It was beginning to seem more like an anxiety response.

At least the huge increase in points from all the unpowered they bought certainly had paid off. Though their costs in finances was still annoying. Their profit margin shrunk by a few percentage points.

He had to constantly spend points to keep a thousand and one things on track and moving in the right direction. The point calendar looked like an ever-increasing bank balance that always had more withdrawals than he liked.

How else were we going to bring everyone back to life, though? We needed those people.

Not like you can magic up points. Gold? Sure. Points? Not really. And converting one to the other is damned expensive.

Victoria opened the door and stepped out, Miu doing the same.

“No hostile thoughts,” Kit said, holding a hand to her ear.

There was a muted response from the earpiece.

Felix waited quietly as he promised he would.

“Holy cow, that’s the new building?” Eva asked, peering out the passenger window from her side of the car.

Looking up, Felix found himself staring at a rather large skyscraper.

Tall, dark, and ominous, it was a rectangle. There were no accents or artful designs.

A giant rectangle stabbing into the sky.

Felix kinda liked the simplicity of it.

It went up what he’d guess was fifty floors.

Looking back down he found the entry was a vast and open area that funneled down into one single entry. The rest of the building on the ground floor was made of concrete.

He could definitely see why Miu, Andrea, Victoria, and Ioana were all happy with the building.

The entry was a death trap. A real choke point without even being reinforced or upgraded.

Makes sense.

“Where’s… where are we living?” Eva asked softly.

“I’ll be modifying it to be an exact replica of our current HQ in Skippercity. At least, everything from the ground floor down. You’ll be living in the exact same room you do at home, I suppose,” Felix said.

Going to be most of your points for the day there, Felix old pal. You won’t be doing much after this at all.

In fact, it would be all of his points. One hundred thousand and five hundred points. And that’d only take care of the first floor and down.

It’d take another several days to get the upper floors into what they wanted.

Kit and Lily had run the numbers on how much it would cost. In the end, using Felix’s points and several days of his time was simply the cheapest method. Even if all he did was make gold all day instead.

“Oh. Where’s your office going to be? Top floor?” Eva asked.

“Pfft. Only a villain, a hero, or a fool would live that high up. Nope, I’ll be in my office below ground. If I can’t be there, then I’ll be on the second floor when I have to be. With a window I can bust open and a comfy bush below it I can jump into,” Felix said dismissively. “Top floor will be a dummy office that I ‘work out of’ but it’ll really just be an elevator going really slow for one floor. Mr. White put together this weird display for the windows to mimic the top floor. It’s too technical for me, but it works.”

“That seems overly elaborate,” Eva said.

“It is. But it made them happy to solve a problem I didn’t care about. So we let them solve it. He’ll be here in a few days anyways so he can explain it then if you want.”

Victoria came up and rapped on the glass twice, waited five seconds, then opened the door.

Sighing, Felix slid out of the car and stood up with a stretch.

All around him, spreading out across the entire entry area, were people in tactical gear. They carried loaded and locked weapons, all checked out, licensed, and legal.

It was as if a private military company had been contracted for security detail.

Well, after the training Andrea gave them, maybe they are a PMC.

Thinking about what he wanted done to the building, he watched as the window floated up from nothing in front of him.

Then he thumbed the accept button.

“Let’s go settle in then. Today is moving day, and I imagine there’ll be a number of trucks showing up soon. Probably need to have you and your HR team ready to scan the locals as they help out,” Felix said, turning his head to Kit.

Sighing, she nodded her head and gave him a small smile.

“You’re right of course. I’ll get my people moving,” she said.

“Good. I’ll be in my office going over our quarter to date results,” Felix said eagerly.

Spreadsheets were still what made sense to him.

Despite all the changes.

Being trained in combat and guns.

Even changing his mindset to be proactive.

He still enjoyed spreadsheets and data.

They made sense.


Chapter 2 - Now Hiring -

 

Several days later and everything was up and running.

Now it felt almost as if he were in the Skippercity HQ.

Minus Andrea and Lily.

Felix shook his head to clear the thought. It didn’t help any, and it would only make the situation worse for him to dwell on it.

The best cure for morose thoughts was work.

And work we have aplenty.

Looking to his display he called up his itinerary and began to read through it.

Andrea had marked out everything he needed to take care of for the week.

Lily had updated his points calendar to reflect his upcoming meetings and Legion needs.

Kit had sent him all the appropriate documents and talking points.

Everything was prepared in advance for him. Now he just had to start hiring for the pawnshop, recruiters, and their other ventures.

The overarching goal was to make the lives of Legionnaires comfy.

This of course was actually all secondary.

Yes, these were all valid things that they wanted to accomplish. But the real reason they were here in Tilen was that it had an active Heroes guild location.

During her time as a prisoner, Kit managed to siphon a good bit of information off of her captors. Unfortunately it was all done through conversation and being observant.

Nothing was ever directly confirmed.

That device they made her wear really did a fair job of keeping her locked in her own mind, unfortunately.

From everything that they’d been able to piece together, their enemies wanted Kit herself.

Felix was a means to an end for them. They’d even gone and deemed him as necessary collateral damage.

Their goal was simple. They were going to kill him to break the contract. Once that was done, Kit would be put into a limbo state with the government.

Beyond that, nothing was said. The assumption everyone in Legion was working off of was that they wanted to secret her away before anyone was the wiser. Before the government of Skippercity could reclaim her.

And yet, there really was no reason stated for this whole thing. At least that they discussed. No clue, no hint. Nothing. Not a word.

Or even how Kit had ended up with Skipper, and then been sold.

It didn’t make sense.

The guild only wanted Augur. No one, and nothing, else. She was apparently so important, no one had even bothered to simply ask Felix if they could purchase her.

That’s the world though. Full of fools. Supers, Villains, and unpowereds alike.

Wouldn’t have sold her anyways. Too damn important to me.

Have I told her that?

Standing up, and chasing his thoughts away before he could settle on any one, Felix buttoned his coat and gave his lapels a quick tug.

“Need to tell her how important she is to me,” Felix muttered. Lifting his hands up he smacked his cheeks with his hands. “Time to go put on a show.”

Walking out of the small office they’d let him prepare in, Felix set off for the school gymnasium.

The halls were quiet as he passed, but up ahead was a roar and crash of noise. He knew it was hundreds of excited teenage voices talking at the same time.

This assembly had been scheduled by Lily in advance. All she’d had to do was promise a few things. The first was that all applicants of Tilen High would be given preferential status over other applicants for Legion entry level positions for the next six months.

Second was of course a small donation that the school didn’t ask for, but didn’t decline.

All to test a contract, and how to teach people quickly.

Pushing the double doors open, Felix stepped out into the gym.

Plastering on his best customer service smile, remembering to crinkle his eyes slightly at the corners in the parody of a genuine smile, he headed for the center.

Standing there were Victoria, Lauren, Miu, and Kit.

No wonder there’s so much discussion. Every guy here is probably wondering how to get a chance to talk to them.

“Everyone, settle down,” said a man in a suit with a microphone. He was fairly average in all things, with brown wavy hair and blue eyes.

He apparently did have some credit with the student body though, as they all quieted down in decent order.

“We have a guest speaker today. He’ll be talking to you about his company branching into our fair city of Tilen, and an offer he’s making to Tilen High specifically. Please help me welcome Felix Campbell. Owner and CEO of Legion.”

There was a moment of silence, followed by a respectful amount of applause.

Smiling, Felix bowed his head incrementally to the principal and shook his hand when he got close.

“Thank you. And thank you, Tilen High,” Felix said, taking the microphone and holding it up. “I’m here today because Legion is expanding. We’re setting up a branch right here in Tilen.”

Several hands shot up into the air and Felix couldn’t help but grin.

“We’ll save questions for the end, but I’m sure I can guess a few.

“Yes, I’m from Skippercity.

“Yes, I own slaves.

“Yes, the beautiful woman standing next to me is Augur.

“Yes, Mab is in my employ, as well as War Maiden, and Myriad.

“No, they aren’t here today.

“How many questions did I answer with that?”

Looking around, he saw almost all of the hands drop down.

“Great, save those questions for the end though, as I might answer a few as we go. Have no fear, this’ll be a quick assembly. Even though some of you might wish it was longer,” Felix said with a chuckle.

There was a collective snicker at that.

Everyone loved assemblies. It meant they didn’t have to do anything.

“Legion is hiring. We’re looking to hire many of you. This’ll not just be pawnshop jobs either. We’re hiring into all departments and aspects of Legion,” Felix said. Moving to the other end of the gym, he made sure to look to both sides of his audience. Trying to bring them all in.

“Because of course some of you are wondering how you could ever work at Legion with no experience. We’re going to be showcasing a new training methodology we’re perfecting. Should you be hired on, this is something you’d be given access to. Miu?”

Turning to look to his internal security chief he gave her a smile.

With a glance to the other set of double doors that led out to a patio, Miu said something into her headset.

The doors swung open, and four men and five women came into the gym, wheeling in a large platform. It looked like a bathroom stall with a roof and only a single door.

“Inside of this is that very same methodology we just spoke of. I’ll first need several volunteers. I won’t be selecting anyone though. In fact, you can elect your own volunteers and send them up. Those lucky volunteers will get to see it firsthand, and experience it.”

Felix turned away from the crowd. With a few swift steps he reached the spot his people were setting up.

“We all set, Kit?” Felix asked, thumbing the mute button on the microphone.

“Yes. I’ve also been scanning the area. There are several Heroes spying on us. It would seem choosing this location really was ideal. Picking the high school directly across from the Heroes guild hall was a solid idea,” Kit said with a smirk.

“Hey… before we go any further in this. I just wanted to say, you’re important to me. Very. Don’t ever think you’re not,” Felix said, catching Kit’s eyes with his own.

“O-oh. I see. Yes. Thank you,” she said, breaking her gaze away after a second.

Lifting the microphone back to his mouth, Felix turned around to his audience. Two young teenage boys and a girl were walking his way.

“Ah, good show, good show. Congratulations and welcome! You’ll be our first job applicants. Though I’m afraid, it’ll be for today only, and the skillset you learn won’t be of much use. Well, maybe,” Felix said, grinning.

Several of his assistants had left and now came back carrying boxes of varying sizes. Some so large it took two people to move them.

“Alright, you, Mr. Letterman jacket. Pick a box,” Felix said waving a hand at the parcels being set down.

“Uh… sure,” said the kid.

Walking over to a medium sized one, he picked it up and looked to Felix.

“Go ahead, open it,” Felix encouraged. Moving over to stand beside the young man, he tilted the mic towards him.

“Kay. Uh…” Pausing, he opened the box and peered inside. “It’s a… Rubik’s cube?”

“Great. Ever solve one of those before?”

“No. They uh… they don’t make sense to me.”

“Perfect. First, I have to ask you to sign this waiver. It’s very simple. This is your agreement that you’re allowing us to train you in… how to solve a Rubik’s cube. To do that, we have to go into your head, put the training and experience there, and then get back out.

“It also says that this training will only last for a year. And everyone here just heard me say this, and that’s the legally binding contract. I’ve had your faculty read over this beforehand of course, and they felt it was acceptable.

“Of course, it does say that you won’t be sharing any of what you see in that teaching booth with anyone else.”

Almost on cue, the principal nodded his head and gave a thumbs up.

Thanks, Chief. Remind me to actually use this school as a recruiting grounds instead of just on paper.

“Uh. Ok. I just… sign?”

“Yep, right there,” Felix said, pointing to the specific line. He took the Rubik’s cube from the boy and began mixing it up.

Lauren held out a pen to Mr. Letterman, who took it and signed his name. Which was apparently Jeff.

“Go ahead and open that door there, Jeff, step behind the curtain, and follow the instructions.”

“Kay.”

Real conversationalist there. Destined for a job in a back room.

Jeff opened the door and stepped in. One of Miu’s people shut the door.

“Now, folks, this’ll really only take a minute. So while he’s doing that, how about you two go pick a box?”

The girl immediately went to the largest box and set about opening it.

The other boy picked up a small sized one.

He managed to get his open first and held out his prize.

“How to speak Japanese,” he said curiously.

“Oh, that’ll be fun,” Felix said.

The girl yanked the side off the box and stared at what looked like a desk with tools on it.

“Woodworking. I wonder what you’ll build for us. Maybe you’ll be an undiscovered artist,” Felix said with a laugh.

The door to the training cell opened, and Jeff stepped out. He looked a touch dazed, but fine.

Hm. Need to check on the skill books and see if converting them into a video format changed a few things. The books worked for the Telemedics after all.

“Ah, good. Here ya go, Jeff. Solve this as fast as you can,” Felix said, tossing him the mixed up Rubik’s cube.

Jeff looked down at it, confused.

In the next moment, his eyes focused on the cube and his hands started moving. Rotating and shifting the cube faster and faster.

In under a minute, he solved the cube and held it up.

“I did that? I did that… I can solve a Rubik’s cube,” Jeff said with a laugh.

“Here, try again. Each one you solve in under a minute I’ll give you a fifty for,” Felix said. Pivoting on his heel, he took an open box from one of the assistants. Inside were ten Rubik’s cubes.

Setting it down in front of Jeff, he turned back to Kit as the second boy was being escorted into the cell. Thumbing the mute button he gave her a critical look.

“It’s working. I can read everything in their heads. Without them even knowing. Check your point values?” Kit asked.

Nodding his head, Felix turned back to the Rubik’s cube master.

Focusing in on Jeff, Felix wanted to know what it would cost to change Jeff’s hair color.

But only if he owned Jeff. Not a hypothetical option.
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Below that was the accept button.

The contract worked, and the training worked when changed to a video format instead of a book.

Which meant they could probably train an entire class at the same time.

“We’re golden,” Felix said, dismissing the window.

Kit gave him a relieved smile and then nodded her head.

Holding up an arm, Felix pointed to the two doors his people had come in from.

“Those who want to see the other two lessons may of course remain,” Felix said into the mic. “Those who want to find out what departments are hiring in Legion, all of them, and speak to someone about that, step right on outside.”

Two of the movers had anticipated his statement and were waiting at the doors. As soon as he invited everyone outside, they opened the doors. Light from outside flooded into the gym.

“Thank you, everyone, for your attention, we’re going to move to the Q and A session now. All questions regarding certain departments should be taken to their respective booths. Generalized questions to HR.” Felix stopped next to one of his people. “Or you can speak directly to me if you like. Enjoy the career fair. I hear the corndogs are awesome.”

Handing over the mic to the black suited man, Felix walked outside.

All around him were booths and tables. Decorated and labeled by their respective departments. From janitorial to HR. Motorpool to security. Everything was here.

Victoria was beside him, matching him pace for pace. His destination was obvious. There was a booth at the center of everything that had one empty chair behind it.

The placard on the top of the booth read “applications.” Beyond that was an area with arranged tables, chairs, pens, and men and women waiting on hand for questions.

Felix could smell the sweet siren call of the food stands off to both sides. Everything was free to anyone who could provide their school ID.

We really did go all out on this.

“I think we’re going to be drowning in applicants,” Victoria said from his side.

“That’s a good thing. If we can catch them out of high school, and do it right, they’ll never want to leave,” Felix said, nodding his head.

Moving around to the back of the booth, Felix sat down in the chair. He didn’t bother to offer the other one to Victoria, she wouldn’t take it.

She’d be too busy staring everyone down who came close.

Instead, he picked up a stack of applications and a pen. Giving the top of it a click he checked to make sure the ink could write.

Sighing, he retracted the pen tip and set it down next to his right hand, arranged the stack of applications, then folded his hands one over the other.

High schoolers were spilling out of the doors in droves. They were looking around as they went, and then heading immediately to whatever booth they were interested in.

“Hm. How are things?” Felix asked to Victoria.

“Same as ever. I did catch a few Powereds trying to get in close. I made sure that they understood there was a limit to my patience,” Victoria said. “The change in my secondary power helped,” Victoria amended softly.

“Wasn’t that big a deal. We just moved your observations to heightened reflexes. Didn’t even cost much. Though… do you find yourself fighting it at times? Is it an always on kind of thing? I know you said it’s almost as if time slows down when you’re pushing it.”

“It’s controllable for the most part. I find myself knowing things I don’t want to. Smells, changes in body posture, pupils constricting, increase in heart rate. All signs of people lying or… or other things. Overall though, very beneficial. Definitely makes it much easier to babysit you,” Victoria said with a smile in her voice.

“I’ll give you something to babysit,” Felix said. “Maybe I’ll decide we need to go on a late night trip to a fast food joint at two am and I’ll be eating on the curb.”

Victoria snorted at that and didn’t respond.

Yeah, pretty unlikely.

From inside the press of teenagers, a small open area formed at the back.

Grinning, he already knew it was Miu and Kit. They were the only people he knew who could make a path like that without hurting people.

Proving his thoughts true, Miu and Kit stepped out of the throng of young people.

Catching Kit’s eyes, Felix smiled genuinely.

“Your heartrate sped up and you’re leaning forward. I’m not sure which one has you so interested, or both, but your tongue might as well be hanging out,” Victoria said softly. “The problem with me noticing these things, though, is I’m sure Kit has read my thoughts and knows these things as well.”

Felix froze as he processed all that.

Then he shrugged.

“Don’t care, they’re both extremely attractive in their way. Besides, Miu can read lips. She just doesn’t like to let people know. Don’t you, Miu, you beautiful tiny princess who I’d like to see in a pair of yoga pants and a sports bra,” Felix said.

Miu tripped over nothing, catching herself immediately as her face turned a deep scarlet.

“See?” Felix asked with a snicker.

“You’re a horrible man,” Victoria replied.

“Only with Miu. She’s a delight to prod at because her reactions are so… sincere. It’s not my normal disposition to flirt,” Felix said honestly. “All of my previous girlfriends asked me out first.”

It really wasn’t his inclination to be the aggressor. Almost all of his relationships were something someone else initiated.

Kit had turned her attention to Miu and was making sure she was alright. Only letting it drop when they stood in front of Felix.

“Well,” Kit began. “Everything is pretty much what we suspected. There’s a few memories here of people seeing me across the street. Or hearing of me being there. We’re on the right track.”

“Great. That’s what we were hoping to confirm. One step closer to finding out what they wanted you for. One step closer to getting them off our asses,” Felix said grimly.

“Sorry. We can—”

“Stop talking,” Felix said, interrupting her, pointing a finger at her. His eyes turned cold and dangerous. “Not a word. You’re important to me, and I’ll not hand you over to people who blow up schools to justify their goals. They’re petty, stupid, and intolerant. That’d be like someone dropping a nuke on Skippercity,” Felix said hotly.

“What?” Victoria asked, shocked. “That’s just stupid.”

“You and I would agree. But there are some crazy, very stupid, very basic, low IQ individuals who would do something like that. They’d damn hundreds of thousands of people, to take out one villain. Poison the earth for hundreds of years. Kill thousands upon thousands with the radioactive fallout afterward. All for one villain who was in control of a city, and running it, rather well all things considered.

“It sounds insane, and bizarre, but there are those people out there. Some upper echelon nutjob with a name like… Corinne, David, Victor, or Noah. Yeah,” Felix said with a sigh, naming off previous employees he remembered.

Everyone collectively shook their heads at the thought of it.

“Anyways, that’s beside the point. Don’t even think to offer up a suggestion like turning yourself over, as that’s pure idiocy.

“Besides, you’re not even a slave anymore. You’re only indentured. You were able to break your contract the moment you came to Tilen with me,” Felix said, looking back to Kit again.

It’d be a heck of a break price, but you could do it.

The telepath said nothing and merely stared back at him.

Then with a small smile she nodded her head a fraction. “And here I’ll remain. You’re not a Hero, Felix, but you’re not a Villain either.”

“Pretty much. Just a guy looking out for his own. Oh, here we go,” Felix said with a bit of excitement in his voice.

A group of six teenagers were walking up to his booth, questions in their faces, arms braced against themselves with nervous energy.

Felix gave them a smile and waited. Whatever questions they had, he’d answer them honestly.

And with any luck, I’ll be giving them an application.

 

Forty minutes later and Felix had managed to clear his queue. He had doubted that it was going to last as long as it had, but he was glad to have finished up that group fully.

No sooner than they cleared out, Jeff came trundling up with a wheeled trashcan. Behind him was two younger girls who vaguely resembled Jeff. Each one of them had a trashcan they were pulling as well.

“Jeff, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Felix asked. He leaned over his desk and set his chin on his folded hands, watching.

“I wanted to collect on that deal. You didn’t give me a time limit or anything so…” Jeff said hesitantly.

“Go on,” Felix said. He already figured out what Jeff had done and was doing his best not to laugh.

“So I went across the street. There’s a toy store. I bought as many as I could afford and… solved them,” Jeff said. He pulled his trash can over to Felix and lifted the lid.

Inside was nothing but solved Rubik’s cubes.

Unable to help himself, Felix started to laugh. Looking up at Jeff, he clapped his hands together a few times.

“Well done. You’re absolutely right, and I’ll pay out. On the condition that you put in an application, Jeff. I like that kind of thinking. Quite a bit,” Felix said.

He needed more people to throw into Lily’s department. Smart creative thinkers were dangerous in legal departments.


Chapter 3 - Omission -

 

The evening of the career fair found Felix hunched over his desk.

He was peering at the display of all the applicants on his virtual desktop. He wasn’t sure, but it seemed like over ninety percent of the senior class had applied. He’d be able to get a final count later on when it was all pushed into an excel sheet.

Every department got at least one applicant.

“Quite a few interested in security,” Felix said, flipping through the applications. “Even a few with existing powers. I didn’t realize they had Powereds in the school.”

His bodyguard said nothing. Instead, he stood at the corner of Felix’s desk, doing his best impression of a men’s suit mannequin for a war zone.

Dressed sharply in a tailored black suit, clearly wearing kevlar underneath, and toting a SMG, he had the look of a trained operative.

Not surprising. We did start with our own people on the training program with the singular books. They might very well be the equivalent to some special forces.

The woman at the corner of the room gave him a glance, then resumed her duties. She was dressed similarly to the man, armed the same way, and had the same lethal air around her.

Sighing, Felix missed Andrea.

There was something about the bubbly Beastkin that made even the quiet moments… different.

Closing his terminal with a flick of his fingers he leaned back in his chair. Staring up at the ceiling, he tried to order his thoughts as best as he could. There was quite a bit to do, still.

Before he even got through a mental list of every task, let alone sorting them, his phone started buzzing on his wrist.

Falling into a normal sitting position he glanced at the display on the front.

Lily?

Tapping the connect button he pulled his earpiece out of his front pocket and slipped it into his ear.

“Hey, beautiful,” Felix said, grinning. “I miss you. You and that big brain of yours.”

“You say the most wonderful things. You compliment me on both sides, and reassure me that you want me for my mind,” came the purring voice of Lily on the other end of the line.

“I want compliments, too!” said Andrea, clearly in the same room.

“Stop, Andie, you know he compliments you endlessly,” Lily said with a laugh.

“I miss you both,” Felix said simply.

There was no response to the sincerity in his tone. Both Lily and Andrea seemed flustered.

“Well,” Lily began again. “That’ll be over soon. Wraith is on their way over to you. Should be there in an hour or two.”

That means the job is done.

Every witness who was lined up for every charge against anyone in Legion had been taken care of. Silence purchased, intimidated, or simply eliminated.

Hopefully as little of that last one as possible.

“Only two,” Lily said, as if she’d heard his thoughts.

“That’s great,” Felix said, feeling better.

Two out of six hundred was pretty low on how bad it could have been.

Me and mine first. Anyone else is an enemy. Legion first.

“We’ll be waiting about a week, and then joining you,” Lily said a touch breathily.

She missed me, too?

 “Lauren’s been sending me status reports. Seems like everything is going splendidly,” she immediately continued on.

“Ah, yeah. Everything is. We had a really good turn out for Tilen High. We’ll probably be visiting all the other high schools after this. They’ll all get second tier preferential treatment, but still preferential,” Felix said, leaning back in his chair again.

“Good, good. Stop it, just—ok. Ok. You don’t need to give me that look, stop multiplying. Ok, here,” Lily said. “One second, Felix, Andie wants to talk.”

Felix laughed and nodded his head, even though they couldn’t see him. “Alright.”

“Felix!” came a thundering of voices practically shouting into the phone. Then it devolved into a tumult of voices. It sounded as if there were at least twenty of them all crowding around the phone.

“Any possibility of you getting down to Andrea prime? It’s a touch hard to understand with so many of you talking at the same time.”

The Andreas got quiet, and one of them was directing the others.

“I’ll go first,” said an Andrea into the phone. “I love you, Felix. I miss you.”

The directness of the words struck him at his core, and he felt his skin prickle insanely. There was a heavy feeling just behind his forehead and eyes.

“I… I love you, too, Andrea,” Felix said thickly. For the first time. And he meant it. Which was surprising.

“Nn! Feelings received. We’ll be there soon so just… just wait for us,” Andrea said huskily into the phone.

“Ok, next!” she shouted to someone else.

The phone made a rustling noise as it was clearly passed off.

“Felix! This is Andrea,” said Andrea.

Unable to help himself he chuckled. “Hi Andrea,” he said, wondering which one it was.

“This is number three. I was with you the night before you left,” she said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I love you, Felix. I miss you.”

“I love you, too, Andrea,” Felix said for the second time.

They’re not going to pass the phone off to every—

“Nn!” said the Andrea, and then the sound of the phone being passed could be heard.

“Felix? This is Andrea!”

Oh god they are.

“Hi… Andrea. How many… others… are there right now?” he asked neutrally.

“All of us! We made a line. Myriad got us in order like when we’re prepping for a mission. She said she’ll go last so it’s fair. This is number four. I was a Death Other and you brought me back.”

“Ah. I should have guessed,” Felix said resigned.

“I love you. So much,” the ex-Death Other cooed into the phone.

Sighing, Felix settled in for what he suspected would be a long phone call.

 

Pulling the earpiece out, Felix blew a raspberry with his mouth and closed his eyes.

A deliberate shuffling of feet caught his attention. “Wraith is here?” Felix asked.

“Yes, sir,” said one of the bodyguards.

“Everyone please leave after Wraith enters. Please also track down Eva and send her over. Only people allowed in are Victoria, Miu, and Kit,” Felix ordered.

He heard everyone leave quickly, the door opening and closing only once.

“Wraith?” Felix asked quietly.

“Here,” came the echoing whisper.

To this day, Felix wasn’t entirely sure what Wraith was. His ability page seemed to say one thing, though his appearance countered it.

Since he was a conscripted employee, Felix didn’t really trust him.

“We’ll wait for Eva,” Felix said, relaxing into his chair. He was still processing everything that had just gone down with Andrea.

Five minutes ticked by before the door opened again.

Opening his eyes, Felix found Eva standing there in the doorway.

“Felix? What’s up?” Eva asked.

“Come on in, take a seat. Wraith is going to go on a mission tonight and I’d like you to accompany him. Time to test out those skills we put in your head, and some of those new powers,” Felix explained.

Eva nodded her head with a smile. Coming into Felix’s office, she closed the door.

After what happened at the school, and spending a long time getting everyone back from the dead, he’d begun experimenting.

Modified powers with massive detriments that made them cost few points.

Eva was a very good example.

He’d given her super strength. On par with some of the mightiest in the world. Except it only worked for a short period of time given certain circumstances.

As strange as it was, the power cost a touch under one thousand points. It was an economical power that was undeniably useful.

Then he gave her Lilly’s powers, with the same limitation. 

Then Kit’s.

And Andrea’s.

Eva had an altered version of many powers. She was his personal nuclear warhead. Eva… was probably the single strongest super in his employ. Provided it only had to last a day or two.

And she didn’t even know it.

Because each and every power he gave her had a limitation. She had to have Felix’s approval to use them, speak the name of the power, and after the usage, that power would fade away.

Nor did she know about it. She had no idea about all these powers he’d put into her.

In fact no one did. They were originally just experiments.

After his success with these one-off powers, he’d begun making the books with similar powers within, instead of just medical training.

And soon, the library will be done.

Breaking free of his thoughts, he slid a small skill book across the desk to her. It’d been an expensive skill book to make. It had cost him a number of points.

“This is Wraith’s power set. I want you to go with him tonight on his mission. Learn from him. Let’s see you put to use all those other skill books we’ve been feeding you,” Felix said with a grin.

Every skill book created for every other department was given to Eva as well. She was a walking encyclopedia of the working knowledge of Legion.

Eva gave him a small smile and picked up the book. A few seconds later and it vanished into nothing.

Part of keeping the cost of books down was making them all single usage.

Now if only I could use those damn books myself.

Much to his chagrin, not a single book was usable by him.

At any level.

It lined up with the inability to modify himself.

Or to modify others to have his own power.

“When you’re ready, head out with Wraith. Oh… Lily and Andrea will be joining us in a week,” he said.

Eva had bonded with both of them. Lily for being Evan’s mentor, Andrea for helping her adapt to Legion life.

The young woman smiled brightly and couldn’t help but clap her hands together.

“Really?” she nearly squealed. 

“Yes.  Really. Now,” Felix said, turning to Wraith. “Your mission. I need you to infiltrate the local Hero HQ. We’re trying to find out why they want Kit. We know they want her. To the point that they’re willing to blow up schools. But not why.

“I want to know. Take a head set so I can follow along. Shouldn’t get in your way at all.”

Wraith, the black silhouette that he was, made no move to obey the order.

About the time it took for a single breath passed before he answered.

“Why not look into their memories?” Wraith asked.

Felix had contemplated that one already.

It wasn’t outside of his power, but it would involve hunting around in their heads. There was no guarantee that if he popped open those memories he’d locked out they would be containable.

Or that he could re-blank them after.

He’d done it while they were insane with agony and suffering. Truth be told, he wasn’t even positive he hadn’t damaged them in the process. Right now it was a risk he wasn’t willing to run.

Not when he could find the information through other means.

“It’s something I’ve considered,” Felix admitted. “Not something I’m willing to pursue at this time. Anything else?”

“No.”

“Go. Make sure you protect, take care of, and guide Eva. Assume she could eventually take your place since she can fade through objects,” Felix commanded.

“Of course,” Wraith said. Without turning around, Wraith inverted into himself and began walking to the door.

Eva gave him a nervous, yet excited, smile, and dashed off after the black shadow.

She was a bit too excited, but it was a mission where she was mostly on her own.

After the door closed, Felix let out a nervous breath. Pressing a hand to his temple he steadied himself.

“Gotta succeed on their own eventually. All you can do is prepare them. And she’s as prepared as someone who’s lived lifetimes,” Felix said, trying to assure himself.

Eva might be his wrecking ball, but she was also as close to a younger sibling, a daughter, a niece, as he had.

Part of giving her so many one-off powers was an insurance card. That she could get out of any situation should the need arise.

Provided he finally told her about it.

The problem was that the moment he told her about it, she’d probably try to volunteer for more dangerous duty.

Sighing again, Felix wondered if this was what parents went through.

 

Wraith slid along the external wall, dipping and diving through the shadows. Passing around and past guards as if they were standing still and looking the wrong way

From Felix’s point of view, Wraith was walking along obviously and should have been noticed.

He knew better though.

If Wraith didn’t want to be seen, and you weren’t aware of him to begin with, you simply wouldn’t see him. That was more or less his power.

The ability to kill someone in a single breath was actually all trained.

Wraith’s head turned fractionally and Eva was just in the corner of the screen. She was pressed in low to the solid thick wall and was more than halfway melted into it.

That’s one way to hide yourself.

Gliding forward, Wraith was off. They scampered along the perimeter and slipped inside without anyone the wiser, Wraith slipping between two guards, and Eva simply passing through the wall completely.

Felix couldn’t help but frown when they made it onto the main grounds. It was a wide open space. There was no cover, no greenery, nothing.

It was a blank enclosure that would highlight anyone trying to get across.

Felix suddenly felt as if he’d made a mistake.

This didn’t make sense and didn’t feel right.

Wraith would do his best to get through, but even he had his limits. Especially with Eva tagging along.

So why didn’t he say anything?

“Wraith, this is Felix. Double back, we’re done here. That’s a death trap,” Felix said into the mic.

Waiting, he watched as Wraith’s head swiveled back and forth, surveying the field.

“Wraith?” Felix called. “Retreat. Head back to home base.”

“Felix, I don’t think he’s wearing his earpiece,” Eva whispered softly.

Wraith’s head whipped around as Eva spoke.

Why wouldn’t he—shit!

“Eva, tell him Felix said stand down. Quickly!” Felix demanded.

From Wraith’s view, he saw Eva’s head dip down then back up as she got her orders.

Before she could even open her mouth, Wraith was darting across the no man’s land. Dodging between suspicious clumps in the ground Wraith kept on. His feet carried him onward at a breakneck speed.

He was doing his best to avoid everything and carry out the orders Felix gave him. The orders that he was forced to follow.

Damnit. I didn’t even think of him disobeying through the minutia of the orders.

Wraith was following all of his directives. Felix suspected that there was no way for Wraith to actually beat this section though.

“Stay put, Eva. Actually, belay that, get back here immediately,” Felix said.

All it would take is a thermal camera pointed in Wraith’s direction and that’d do it. Right? He might know about them, but without knowing where they are, he can do his best by moving quick.

Felix sighed and hoped the suicidal run wouldn’t be just that. He wasn’t optimistic though.

The Hero had played Felix rather well.

“I suppose that’s what I get for relying on a press-ganged recruit. Everyone else is mostly here of their own volition at this point,” Felix muttered to himself.

Wraith twisted around a corner as alarms started going off all around him. His view spun as he surveyed the scene and immediately adapted to the best of his ability.

“And now… he’s going to commit suicide while following orders. He’ll even do so in such a way that it’ll alert the entire Hero’s Guild,” Felix said. Shaking his head he felt the helplessness in his stomach. “He signed on so he didn’t die needlessly, then throws his life away to warn them? Why? What changed?”

A line of security officers with rifles sprang out in front of Wraith and leveled their weapons while firing.

Twisting as best as he could Wraith charged headlong into the riflemen.

Bullet after bullet struck the living shadow, the first several sending him crashing to the ground.

There was no letting up though. Felix couldn’t see much anymore as the headset had twisted around. All he could see were boots.

Boots and muzzle flashes.

Only when empty magazines hit the ground did the flashes stop.

There was no movement from Wraith. He’d been cut down and killed instantly from what Felix could guess.

Frowning, Felix berated himself again.

He should have seen it. Using Wraith was opening himself up to problems.

Felix knew better, too. His paranoia should have warned him.

Though that left him with only two people who could fill Wraith’s role now.

One was Miu, the other was Eva.

And Eva sure as hell isn’t being sent out on something like this.

Which means we need to upgrade Miu.

The view on the monitor changed, grabbing Felix’s attention.

A dark black pair of boots stood in front of the camera. For a second, as the newcomer tilted Wraith to one side, Felix got the view of a handsome man in a black and white costume.

Then inky darkness took over the camera, and the feed died.

And that was that.

Felix grunted, and rewound the footage. He took a screen-capture of the black and white costumed man and sent it over to Lily.

Closing up his terminal, he laid his hands on his desk and thought.

The best option was to power up both Miu and Eva.

Doing so to Eva would reveal everything else though.

Making a decision, Felix looked up at the closest bodyguard.

“Please get Miu, and send her over to me. We’ve hit a snag and I seek her counsel,” Felix said.

Nodding his head, the bodyguard turned to one side and said something into his mic.

So be it. We’ll need to go about this another way I suppose. The Hero guild might not be the only one who knows.

What about the Villains? Nothing wrong with seeing what they know, right?

Maybe they’ll even trade me for the information.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

Right up until I have to kill them, at least.


Chapter 4 - Hopscotch -

 

Miu came quickly. Stopping in front of his desk and then standing at a loose sort of attention, her eyes boring into him.

“Everyone out,” Felix said. “If your department head can’t protect me, no one can.”

The night crew of bodyguards only left after Miu gave them a quick nod of her head.

Felix laid his head back against the head rest of his chair when the door clicked shut.

“Wraith committed suicide while obeying orders,” Felix said simply.

Miu stood stock still for a moment, then nodded her head once.

“I’m considering upgrading you, and powering you up, in such a way as to replace him. The problem being that you’re also the department head for my bodyguards. I’d like your thoughts,” Felix concluded.

Miu shifted her weight uneasily from one foot to the other then clicked her tongue.

“I dislike it. But I agree that I am probably the best candidate. My natural power makes me formidable with even the least bit of training,” Miu said, her mouth turning down into a frown. “Victoria could take my place as department head, and probably should. She’s who they look to if I’m not around. To be honest the position was never permanent for me. I was only filling in.”

“And what position do you want then? You’re the mystery, Miu. I’ve tried to get into that head of yours. Heaven knows I’ve tried. But I can’t seem to get anything out of you. I want to know more. Know your desires. Your wants,” Felix said, leaning forward now.

He didn’t get too many opportunities to get into Miu’s comfort zone. Not ones that she brought up herself.

Miu’s nose twitched and she looked away to one side. After what felt like forever, she turned her eyes back to him.

“You would use that information to beguile me into working harder for you. Your carrot, as it were,” Miu said.

“I can’t deny that. But is that so bad? To be rewarded for your efforts? It’s not as if you’re not doing the work anyways,” Felix said, doing his best to sound reasonable.

Miu’s lips pressed together tightly, then shook her head.

“My wants and desires wouldn’t be attained easily,” Miu said.

“Try me, I’m open to suggestions.”

“No, you are not. This isn’t something that could be given,” she reaffirmed. Her voice had an odd pitch to it, and her eyes flashed in a peculiar way.

Kit had once said your mind was unique. Different even.

What are you hiding in there?

“And how would you know unless you asked?”

Miu shook her head again, then folded her hands together behind her back, and went into a rigid stance.

Recognizing it for what it was, Felix let the subject drop.

“List out everything you’ll need training- and power-wise to do Wraith’s job, if not better. I’m willing to dump a ton of points into you if that’s what it’ll take,” Felix said. Leaning back into his chair, he felt tired and drained.

“Understood,” Miu said. “I’ll have it for you by tomorrow at noon.”

“Thank you, Miu. You can go,” Felix said. There would be no further conversation without dragging it out of her.

And that wouldn’t really get him what he wanted.

Not really.

Grunting, Felix decided to wait up for Eva.

Then he’d crawl into bed and wait for tomorrow.

And whatever joys the day might bring.

Felix scoffed once and pulled up his terminal again. He might as well get some work done.

Before he even started to type, even before his bodyguards retook their positions, his phone went off.

Glancing down at the display he frowned.

Dimitry?

Tapping the accept button he pushed his earpiece a bit deeper.

“Felix here,” Felix said into the phone.

“Felix, it’s Dimitry,” said the Russian loan shark.

“What can I do for you?” Felix caught the eye of one of his bodyguards, pointed to his phone, then held a thumb up, then turned it down, then back up while shrugging his shoulders.

“Line’s clean, boss,” said the bodyguard.

“And by the way, line is clean on both ends,” Felix said, making sure to be direct and to the point.

Dimitry chuckled darkly.

“My thanks. I’d like to call in that second marker I have,” Dimitry said slowly. “It’s a simple meet and greet. I’m somewhat cut off from the rest of my organization here. It would go a long way to have a proxy relay information face to face about the situation. Having you do it in person would… I’d feel much better about it.”

That doesn’t seem like everything. What else does he want? I mean, he could just call someone or send an email in a cryptic way. Couldn’t he?

“I’d also appreciate it if you could give them two hundred thousand in cash,” Dimitry finished.

Felix mulled that one over. He owed Dimitry two more favors. Transmuting items to gold, changing it to cash, and then handing it over wouldn’t be terrible.

Not exactly pleasant, but not horrible.

“And that’d be your second favor? That’s all? Deliver the money, this is from Dimitry, thanks bye?” Felix asked. He wanted to clarify the situation. To make sure everything required was stated simply.

“That’d be it,” Dimitry confirmed.

“Alright. Send me the contact information. I’ll see if I can take care of it tomorrow or the next day. It’ll be done before the week is out though, I can promise that,” Felix said.

“Ah, thanks, Felix. I appreciate you keeping your word.”

“I wouldn’t be a good ally if I didn’t, now would I? Oh, I was wondering about that order of rifles?”

“Ah, yes. I turned those over to your personal bed assistant. She was quite eager to get another order of them.”

“Eh? Alright. I’m sure she has something in mind.”

“Wait, so she is?”

“Is what?”

“Your bed assistant?”

“For a bit now. Why?”

“She’s Myriad, right?”

“Yeah,” Felix said slowly.

“Does she… uh…”

“Does she?”

“Multiply… as well?”

Felix let the line hang open for a few seconds, a small smirk on his face.

“She does.”

 

It was two days later before Felix finally managed to make the time for Dimitry’s chore. That and to get the gold transferred to cash without creating a serious issue.

The IRS was probably watching Felix like a hawk. He had no doubt a few government agencies had suspicions about his newfound wealth.

In the end, he’d resorted to having a few trusted people take ownership of the gold and transfer it.

How many villains would trust their employees with that much cash, after all? None.

So no one watched as his people walked around with all that money.

Which led up to him sitting in the car.

Nervously sitting in the car.

Drumming his fingers along the case full of cash, Felix stared out the window at the passing homes.

“You’re fidgeting,” Miu said from his left side.

“And?” Felix asked.

“Stop.”

Making eye contact with the newly trained assassin, Felix drummed harder.

“Felix?” Victoria asked from his right.

“Mm?”

“Please stop?” the swordswoman tried.

“I’m nervous. I’m allowed to fidget,” Felix complained.

“You are, but it’d be nice to get there without Miu contemplating how to make your life miserable when Andrea arrives,” Victoria offered. “She hasn’t seen you for a bit. I can’t imagine she’ll be entirely stable.”

Miu’s eyes brightened at that, her frown turning into a devil’s smile.

“Ah, yeah,” Felix said, his fingers stopping instantly. “That’s uh… a very good point.”

Then again. It really isn’t Andrea who’ll need the attention.

It’s Lily. Far be it for anyone to ever suspect she’s actually a cuddle bear. A cuddle bear that needs attention and affirmation.

Over and over.

“Are we sure about this?” Victoria asked, hijacking the conversation.

He’d have to thank her later for giving him an easy out.

“I’m sure that it’s Dimitry who asked. So it’s probably a criminal boss of some sort we’re supposed to see. That’s about it. That’s why you’re both here,” Felix said.

“And why you’re in body armor. And wearing Lily’s locket,” Miu added.

“Yes, and that.” Felix reached up and fingered the small cylinder that hung around his neck. She’d told him to wear it whenever he felt his life could be in danger. That it’d provide a shield that’d give him enough time to get out of harm’s way.

Or enough time for her or someone else to show up and save my dumb ass.

The driver gave the wheel a turn and brought them into a parking garage. The exchange was going to be simple.

Get out, put the case down in a numbered parking space, and wait.

When a black car showed up and parked in the space next to it, Felix had to make himself visible so the occupants knew everything was on the up and up. After that, he could get back into his car and leave.

The End.

Felix wasn’t really sure if he liked the plan or not. It had the potential to be so simple it couldn’t be messed up. Yet it also was so simple it couldn’t be anything but messed up.

He certainly didn’t like the part where Dimitry had made him the face of this exchange. If Dimitry hadn’t, he would have just sent Miu and Victoria in his place. There wasn’t really a need for him to be here.

Unless it was a setup.

Thy name art paranoia.

Holding back a sigh, Felix handed the case over to Miu when they stopped.

Twenty seconds later, and Miu was back in the car, minus one case full of money.

“Done,” Miu said, putting her seatbelt back on.

“Hmph,” Felix said, eying her then the case critically.

“Your paranoia is getting worse,” Victoria said. “Is it because you don’t have Lily or Andrea around?”

Feeling his eyebrows come together and his mood turn sideways, Felix glared at Victoria.

“What? It’s an honest observation,” Victoria said, defending herself.

“Leave him alone. His paranoia in this situation is warranted,” Miu said defensively of him. “Even if he does miss his bedroom buddies.”

“Hey—”

“Hush,” Miu said, interrupting him. “Headlights.”

Following the pointed finger of his assassin, Felix saw light trailing along the wall on the far side. They were turning through the ramp.

Gradually, a black sedan came around the pillar. It swung into the lane and drove slowly towards them.

It shifted into the exact parking spot it should, and went into park.

Getting out of the car, clambering over Miu in the process, Felix stood up and made sure he was visible for at least five seconds.

Then he got back in, shutting the door behind himself.

“Time to go,” Felix said quietly.

The driver, one of his bodyguards he didn’t know the name of, put them into drive. They were off and away.

Right up until twenty men with rifles stormed out of a fire escape and started unloading on both vehicles.

High powered rounds were no match for the tanks that Felicia, Mr. White, and Felix put together.

But that didn’t mean he wanted to stick around and test that stunning durability either.

The bodyguard spun the wheel, bounced them over a parking bump, and floored it down the lane.

“Damn,” Victoria cursed. Reaching to her hip, she pulled out the pistol Andrea had been training her in. After her death at the farm with a bullet-hole between her pretty eyes, Victoria had trained determinedly with pistols. “Considering they’re firing on the other car, this wasn’t a setup. Right?”

“Dunno. Did they get away as well?” Felix asked. He’d ducked down low in the seat. He trusted the vehicle but didn’t at the same time.

“Yes,” Miu said. “One of them even got the briefcase.”

“Well that’s stupidly heroic,” Felix muttered. The driver slammed them around a corner, the tail end of the car fishtailing out wide behind them, and drifted the whole car through the turn. Bringing the vehicle back under control, the bodyguard kept their speed high. Felix was suddenly very glad specialized driving lessons had been part of the special training program for his bodyguards.

There was a deafening crash as they barreled out of the parking garage.

Smoke, steam, and sunlight were all around them in the street. The car had come to a dead stop.

Whoever had kicked this off had put something at the entrance to try and block everyone in. Powering through it as if it were nothing, the car had rolled right over it.

Leaning over Miu, Felix looked down to the ground. Their wheels were spinning wildly in the air, and the bottom of the car was wedged up on something.

“Time to beat feet,” Felix said. “Hit the street running. Any path you want to take, Vicky? Miu?”

Miu bit her lip in a rare display of nerves, looking to Victoria.

The swordswoman growled, her head turning left then right as she looked down the street in both directions.

Then she looked up.

“The building across the way. Apartment complex. Roof should give us access to the other building. The buildings from here are all lower or even. We can hop the gap between certain ones and make our way out of this,” Victoria said.

“Interesting… plan,” Felix said. Getting behind Victoria, he laid his hands on her shoulders. They’d have to bolt fast.

“Came up with it after we got the address. Did a quick search and checked it out by satellite. Just in case. As you’ve said before, no plan survives enemy contact,” Victoria said, grabbing the door handle.

Behind him, Miu slid up against his back, her hands on his hips.

In the driver’s seat Felix watched his bodyguard. The man gave himself a once over, then pulled out his pistol. Shifting over the center console he moved to the passenger side and got ready.

“Go,” Victoria said, opening the car door. She hit the pavement at a sprint. Felix scrambled out behind her. Getting his feet under him, he got moving.

Behind him, he heard the bodyguard and Miu bringing up their rear.

Victoria popped open the door to the building that was their target and ducked inside.

There was a muffled shout and curse.

Felix was only a second behind her, shoving the door open as he charged through.

Victoria had a blade buried in the throat of a wide-eyed man with a shotgun next to him. His heels were drumming the ground as his hands futilely worked to pull the knife out.

“They’re everywhere. This isn’t a simple attack,” Victoria said, pulling her knife free.

Giving the dying man a glance, Felix realized Victoria had severed everything in the man’s throat. Her weapon had only stopped because it hit the spine.

He’ll be dead in a minute, tops.

“I’ve never seen the uniform either. Is this a super villain group?” Victoria asked, standing up.

Miu sauntered over and blasted her elbow into the man’s forehead. His head dropped to the ground unmoving.

Unconscious.

“I’m not familiar with it if it is one,” Miu said. “Lily or Andrea would know. They’ve had more dealings with them.”

The bodyguard had made it inside as well. He was at the door. He had it cracked open by a scant inch, and was looking out of it.

“Can hear them out there,” said the bodyguard. “They’re arguing about who has the money. Us or Dimitry’s guy. They’re here for a cash grab.”

“Damn. That settles the concern over Dimitry though. Alright, up we go,” Victoria said, moving towards the stairwell off to one side.

Felix grabbed hold of the unconscious dying man and dragged him along the ground. Finding the underside of the stairs empty, Felix moved the body that way.

Shoving him underneath, Felix left him there to bleed out and darted after Victoria. He didn’t think it’d help, but taking ten seconds to possibly save them minutes or hours seemed like a good gamble.

Flight after flight they climbed. Passing by a number of fire escape doors that probably led into apartment corridors.

Up ahead, Victoria went out through the door leading onto the roof.

Felix shielded his eyes as he came out into the open air.

In front of him were two men, staring back at Victoria as she charged them.

One had a scoped rifle and the other binoculars.

Before Victoria could get a hold of them, one man got a hand to his earpiece.

“They’re on the roof! On top of—” His voice cut off as Victoria’s sword cleared its sheath, the blade coming around in an arc and separating his head from his shoulders.

The second man had slower reactions, and Victoria took two more steps to reach him. Her blade flashed out, the tip of it sliding through the man’s chest.

With a soft gasp, the man collapsed to his knees, his hands closing around Victoria’s blade.

Placing a booted foot on the man’s chest, she yanked it out of his body and spun.

There was no one else on the roof.

“We need to go. Now!” Miu said. Putting action to her own words, Miu started running for the opposite side of the building.

Pushing himself onward, Felix followed. Even when Miu sped up and leapt off the side of the building, Felix poured on the speed and doggedly pursued her. Getting his feet right before he reached the edge, Felix stamped down and jumped. Sailing across the gap between the buildings, Felix caught sight of an empty alley beneath them and his stomach flipped.

Then he was rolling across the top of the building. Managing to not fall too poorly, Felix got to his feet and stumbled after Miu. 

Victoria and the bodyguard landed better than Felix did and caught up to him quickly.

“How many more like this?” Felix asked as Miu dove off the side of the building in front of him.

“Four more. But… but then we have to make a choice,” Victoria said.

The conversation paused for a moment as they all took a running leap off the building.

Gritting his teeth, and feeling the bruises his knees and elbows were already developing from landing hard, Felix cursed whatever god did this to him.

Getting up, he managed to get next to Miu before she bolted off again. He laid a hand on her shoulder, and held on to it tightly, keeping her stationary.

“I’m not made for this. I’m built for spreadsheets,” Felix muttered. Then more loudly he asked, “What choice do we have to make?”

“We can head into the streets to the west. Where the buildings reach a ground level that we can get to easily. That runs the risk of being seen and being on the run again. It’s very possible they’re not even there though, but it’s a risk. There were a lot of people back there, and they were trained, equipped, and prepped. I’d imagine they have a large swathe of the area encircled,” Victoria said. “Or we keep going over the rooftops to the south. It’ll end up dropping us off near an industrial complex where it runs out of room.”

Felix could smell there was more to that statement. Smell it a mile away.

“And?” he prompted.

“And it’s the safer of the two routes to choose if we think they’ll keep after us,” Victoria said.

“And?” he prompted again.

“And… and it’s supposedly where a villain known as Neutralizer is supposedly building a base. The Heroes don’t know about it, and we only found out about it because Lily keeps in touch with her old contacts.”

“I don’t know him. Give me the tourist two sentence version,” Felix said, looking around nervously.

“He uh… anything within a mile, he can exert his power over,” Victoria said. “And before you ask, his power is to remove the power of others. He can only hold down about five people, which is why the Heroes guild doesn’t ever have too much of a problem with him. His counter is simple. They just send two squads for him.”

“Except for us right now, who don’t even number more than four, he’s a problem,” Felix finished for her.

“Yes. But that’s if he is even there, and assuming that he wants to make a problem for us,” Victoria said hurriedly. “It really is the safer option. If we get down, and find them waiting for us, either we’ll end up in a fight on the streets, or being chased.”

“Where the hell are the police? The Heroes? Shouldn’t they be working on this?” Felix asked in an annoyed tone. Opening his phone he stared at the screen. “Are you kidding me? No signal? On top of a building? That’s not normal. Something is very not right. This is beyond well coordinated.”

“I’d bet that communications have been cut in a few key places,” Miu said. “That or a few people were paid off. It can happen. I was the target of many bribe attempts in security.”

“So, it becomes more of a question of, do we believe that those chasing us were more well equipped than we thought, or that a villain may have an interest in us,” Felix said.

Everyone stopped talking. Far to the northwest, the sound of a helicopter could be heard. In fact, it was just barely within eyesight.

“That isn’t a news-chopper,” said the bodyguard.

“South it is,” Felix replied.


Chapter 5 - Insane Devotion -

 

“Right,” Miu said. They were all watching the helicopter. Everyone was assuming it wasn’t there to help them. There was little chance of it and there was no point in taking the risk.

Miu instead sprinted southward. She took a running jump from the building they were on to the commercial building next to it. Felix followed right behind her.

The roof cracked with Felix’s impact, shattering and sending cracks out in every direction. Rolling forward Felix managed to get out of the space even as the entire thing began to fracture and come apart. 

Scrabbling for traction, a grip, anything, Felix crawled and scuttled forward.

More and more of the roof fell inward, giving way. The bones of the building were starting to tremble as the weight of the whole thing began to shift.

Did they just fucking ignore all their maintenance? Holy shit!

Miu grabbed him by an arm and hustled him towards the edge of the building. Taking a monstrously strong grip on his shoulder, she jumped, dragging him along through the air.

In the middle of the jump, Felix got a good look backward.

Victoria and the bodyguard were still on the previous building They watched as the entire roof gave way.

Landing with a crunch, Miu fell to her knees. Felix was sent rolling to one side. Lifting his head he caught sight of Victoria looking like she was going to jump anyways. Waving his arm at her, he caught her attention.

“Go! We’ll meet back up at home base. Keep yourselves alive,” Felix shouted at them.

Not waiting for a response, Felix got up, pulling on Miu’s forearm.

“Come on, Miu. We need to get rolling. Did you break something, do I need to repair you?” Felix asked, pulling at her arm.

“I… no. I’m fine just… stop, let go of me!” Miu screeched out, her voice breaking. She was trembling from head to toe.

She afraid of heights or something?

“No time to really argue. Get moving, Miu,” Felix said, releasing her. Putting himself into motion, Felix took off, jumping to the next rooftop as soon as he got near the edge.

Several minutes were spent simply leaping from roof to roof. Checking occasionally to see where they were, and if they needed to keep going.

Victoria had been the one with the plan after all. Not them.

Miu wasn’t doing very well either. She had been shivering this entire time and couldn’t seem to stop herself.

“I mean, she said it would run out, right? This has to be it,” Felix said, staring down at the street below them. They were only two floors up now, and there were no buildings around them to leap to.

“I think so,” Miu said.

“Alright, good enough. Down we go then,” Felix said.

Turning he made his way to the roof access door.

“Step aside, please,” Miu said, slipping past him and through the door when he opened it. She managed to do it without even touching him.

“Fine, whatever, just go,” Felix said.

Ahead of him there were shouts, exclamations of surprise, and a few harsh words.

Quickly enough though, they were leaving the building and exiting out onto the street itself.

It wasn’t much of a street. Clearly this area was an industrial park. There were a number of warehouses, ‘closed to the public’ signs, and general warnings of “you don’t belong here” throughout.

Felix frowned, wracking his mind for a plan. Glancing at his phone, he found the signal was still nonexistent.

“We need to get out of here. Find somewhere to… Miu?” Felix paused, watching as Miu started walking off towards what looked to be a warehouse.

“I need… I need time. I need to get control. I’m not in control. I need control,” she said to herself. Her voice was so low, Felix almost didn’t hear it.

Jogging a few paces to catch up to her, Felix laid a hand on her shoulder. “Miu—”

Only to have it thrown violently to one side. Miu stared at him with eyes that flickered and quivered.

Miu was gone.

Whoever, whatever, this was, wasn’t his cool, collected assassin.

“No, no, Felix. Please, no,” Miu said. Turning her face forward, she started walking again towards the warehouse. “No control. I need it. Need time. Need to… need to put myself together.”

Felix stared at her, unsure of what was going on. He’d never seen her like this.

She wouldn’t hurt him, he knew that. But he was starting to doubt if she was sane.

Going to need to have Kit do a deep dive into that head of hers. She said she was unique, apparently that stands for batshit crazy.

Miu slammed a palm into the door in front of her, blasting it to the side and walking in.

Felix bit his lip and eventually followed her in. It was better than standing around alone by himself out here.

“Miu, we really shouldn’t—”

Something pounced on him from the side, blindsiding him.

A woman pressed down on top of him, her hands closing in on his throat.

“Hold, hold still, baby. I need… I need a fix. This’ll be quick, I promise. Just your cash. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, it’ll be painless,” hissed a crazy-eyed drugged up woman. She smelled like the back end of a garbage truck and had the face of a life lived hard and short.

There was a shrieking yell and a fist crashed into the crazy woman’s temple before Felix could throw her off.

She went down in a heap next to him.

Before he could even think, Miu was on top of her. Miu screamed even as she grabbed the now unconscious woman’s arms and gripped them tightly.

“He’s mine! Mine! MINE!” Miu shouted into her face.

“Miu, stop! We don’t need to kill her. A corpse is the last thing we need,” Felix said, pressing his hands to her side.

“No! Don’t touch me!” Miu shrieked, shrinking away from Felix as he touched her. Cowering low, she slunk to one side and moved into the shadows of a corner. “Don’t… don’t touch me. I need control.”

“Miu, what the fuck is going one? Control over what? I don’t understand,” Felix said, following but giving her some distance.

“No. You can’t know. You won’t know,” she said. Foamed spit was visible on her lips, her eyes darting off into every direction.

“Tell me. I think I’ll understand,” Felix said soothingly, holding out a hand to her, but not touching her.

Miu tightened up until she was unmoving. Rigid. Stone-like.

Then she deflated in on herself.

“Your touch burns me. Your eyes scorch me. Your words penetrate me. My soul resonates,” Miu said tonelessly. “I have to hide it. Bury it. Fight it. You know my power, yes?”

“Yeah. Your natural abilities are multiplied. Twice as strong as any other person kind of thing,” Felix said.

Miu flinched, her head teetering as if on a rubber band.

“Yes, and yet no. Everything… is doubled. Everything. If I hate someone, I loathe them. I would harm myself to see them hurt,” she said.

“You loathe me?” Felix asked.

“No. I love you. I love you so much it hurts. I want to kill Andrea… I want to turn her skull inside out. I want to kill Lily in her sleep. I’ve stalked them both. I watch them. I know their patterns. I could kill them both so easily. They shouldn’t touch you. I should touch you. Not them. Not them.

“No! No, no, Miu. No. Control, you need control,” she said, trailing off into a repeating loop of muttered curses.

“I love you. I love you in a way that you should be loved. They don’t deserve you. I deserve you. I’ll kill any woman who looks at you. Victoria minds her distance, but I want to kill her for touching you earlier. No one should touch you. Only me,” Miu said, looking up at him.

In those eyes was madness. Madness and devotion.

Oh shit she’s crazy.

“Ok. I… understand. So… everything is doubled. Which means you’re…” Felix paused, unsure how to describe it.

“I’m a Yandere, if you need a word for it,” Miu said, a fractured smile slipping across her face as her head jittered back and forth. “It fits. I looked it up once.”

Whatever that is, it doesn’t sound like a good thing in her own mind.

“Don’t know what that means, but alright. The long and the short of it is… you love me to the point that you want to kill any woman around me,” Felix said.

“And eat them. I want to eat them so that I can absorb whatever they took from you,” Miu added to his statement. Her eyes dilated for a minute as if whatever went through her head with that thought struck a bit too deeply.

“But you haven’t done anything like that,” Felix said. Hoping to god that this was all in her head, and hadn’t been an action.

“I haven’t. I want to. I’ve tried. Your commands forbid me. I have to… I have to stay away from HR. They’ll read my mind. They’ll know. I fill my head with thoughts of slaughter whenever they peek. I can always tell when they peek. Their eyes start to unfocus when they look into me. Blood, death, massacres. That… gets most of them. Some of them it doesn’t. I start screaming at them instead. They leave. They always leave,” Miu said woodenly.

“How can I help?” Felix asked. He let his hand fall to his side. He imagined touching her might not help at this moment. “I could modify your powers to—”

“No! I am me, and always have been. Don’t change my power. I… just need control. I’ll be fine after that,” Miu said, interrupting him. “I am me.”

“Ok, and how can I help with the control?” Felix asked. He genuinely wanted to help.

Miu suddenly made a lot more sense to him. All the way around, even.

She wasn’t avoiding him, she was controlling herself.

She didn’t despise him, she loved him, and hated herself.

“Don’t… look at me. Let me rebuild my defenses. I just need time. If I can get a f—” Miu stopped, her eyes unfocusing. “Someone is suppressing my power.”

“Isn’t me, but Victoria did mention that villain around here. Come on, we need to go,” Felix said. Looking around, he found the exit and started making his way over.

Miu grabbed him and pulled him through a doorway and into an office. She immediately went about reorganizing the room, moving things in front of the door to block it.

“They already know we’re here, I could hear them, right before my power was squashed. We’re surrounded. We’ll need to hold out till help arrives,” Miu said grimly.

“Miu, no one knows we’re here,” Felix said, watching her from the corner.

“I know. But the good news is in squashing my power, they also gave me my control back,” Miu said, shoving a filing cabinet over.

Felix shook his head. That was a strange thing to be happy over when people were slowly encircling you for god only knows what.

“Come on out. We’ll be taking everything off you, then deciding what to do from there,” called a voice.

Yeah, fuck that. That usually ends up with a gang bang and a bullet.

“Don’t answer that, we’ll pretend we’re deaf for the time being. Ammo count?” Felix asked.

Fumbling through his pockets, holster, and belt, he found he had his pistol and all three clips.

“Didn’t plan to. Offers like that never stand up. Forty-eight rounds,” Miu said. She’d moved everything heavy to the door, and now was crouched low in a corner nearby.

“Hey now, come on out. We can make this quick and easy. Painless even,” called the voice again.

Felix pulled two of his clips from his belt and underhanded them to Miu. “You’re a better shot,” he said by way of explanation. He kept the clip that was in his pistol, and a second for himself.

Settling back into his original position he held his pistol in both hands, waiting.

“So… you’re not… sickened with me?” Miu asked.

“Huh? Oh, no, not really. You sound a bit on the cracked side but… so do most of you. I mean, you should have heard Kit before I started poking around in her power set,” Felix said seriously. “I’m flattered in a way. Not sure what I did to deserve your attention.”

“I’m unsure myself, but I cannot help but admit I was attracted since the start. Not in love, but attracted. It built slowly,” Miu said, leaning her head against the wall. “And here we are. I finally lose it, you find out, and don’t even seem to care. And we’re going to die here.”

Pursing his lips, Felix couldn’t exactly disagree with that sentiment.

Looking around the messed up office, he tried to take stock of everything, and what he had available to him.

There really wasn’t a whole lot. Everything you’d expect in an office.

Even an old landline phone.

Felix snatched up the old cordless phone and pulled the receiver off the hook.

He got an immediate dial tone.

“Ha, no signal to block or deny. It’s a hard-line,” Felix said. Flipping his wrist over, he checked his personal phone. With a flick of a finger, he looked at his address book.

Who to call? Who would be the most likely to get here as quickly as possible. They could rush us down at any second.

Wait.

No.

Lily and Andrea worked in these circles. Let’s… let’s try them first.

Looking from the phone to his wrist display and back, he began to dial Lily’s phone number.

“What are you doing?” Miu asked.

“Calling Lily,” Felix said, pushing in the last number.

“Lily? What?”

Smiling at Miu, Felix pressed the phone to his ear.

The line began to ring.

Felix held his breath. He didn’t stop to consider what to do next if she didn’t pick up. Or if her signal was bad as well. Or if—

“Legion, this is Miss Lux,” came the silky voice of Lily.

“Oh thank god,” Felix said into the phone. “Lily, it’s Felix. I’ve got a bit of a problem here.”

“Felix? What are you—wait, no. What problem? How can I help?” she asked.

“Do you know anyone by the name of… what was it, Miu? Neutralizer?” Felix asked.

“Yeah, Neutralizer,” Miu said.

“Neutralizer?” Lily repeated curiously. “I’m not sure. It sounds familiar. Andie, do you know Neutralizer?”

“Huh? Vaguely. You sure you don’t want another pancake? Who are you talking to? Can we leave yet? I want to see Felix,” came the faint voice of Andrea.

“I ask because he’s got us cornered in an office. Miu and I, that is. His special power is literally neutralizing others’ powers,” Felix said.

“What!? How’d that happen! Where’s Vicky?” Lily asked in a dangerous tone.

“Long story. Short version, lots of shit,” Felix said. “So, anything on this Neutralizer I can use? Kinda stuck h—”

“Andie… Andie. Andie! I need Myriad, Felix is in trouble,” Lily snapped at Andrea.

The chattering on the other side of the line went deathly silent.

“What?” Andrea asked finally after a few seconds.

“Someone named Neutralizer has Felix cornered. Do you know anything about him he can use?” Lily asked, the phone slightly muffled.

“Yeah, put me on the phone with Felix,” Andrea said.

“Ok, here. One second Felix, here’s Andie. Oh, before I go, does Neutralizer know it’s you? That it’s Legion? Start there,” Lily said.

Then the phone was audibly passed to someone else.

“Lily is right, first check and see if he knows who you are. This might be easily avoided,” Andrea said into the phone. Her natural personality was gone.

Myriad was here.

“One second,” Felix said, covering the phone receiver. “Hey! My name is Felix! Felix Campbell. Owner and CEO of Legion. I think we should talk before this gets any worse.”

“Oh! A CEO? Great. Let’s talk about your bank numbers,” called back the same voice.

“No go. They don’t know me. If they do, they don’t care,” Felix said back into the phone. “Any possibility they’d know you? Can I use you and Lily as leverage and a fear factor?”

“Yes. Throw the phone at that idiot. I’ve met him a few times. I can end this immediately. I’ll tell him exactly what’s going to happen if he doesn’t fuck off and leave you alone,” Andrea said into the phone.

“Hey! Does it help if I tell you Mab and Myriad work for me? In fact, Myriad says she’s even met you. I have a phone in here with me and she’d like to talk to you,” Felix called out.

There was silence in return.

Seconds ticked by and Felix was starting to wonder if this was about to go sideways on him.

“Myriad and Mab?” came the voice again. Less confident this time.

“Yeah, they work for me in Legion. Along with Augur and War Maiden,” Felix added, sensing this might be his chance to make this swing in his favor.

Again the silence for a response.

Miu smirked and shook her head. “I now wish I had worked harder to make a name for myself. To inspire fear in the hearts of your enemies.”

“Well, considering I pushed your powers into a whole new dimension the other day by giving you all of Wraith’s and a few others’, I’d say earn your name now. In Legion,” Felix said.

He really had given her Wraith’s entire powerset along with an on/off switch. The only problem was that it was just as vulnerable as her normal powers to this Neutralizer fellow.

“I… think I will do so. To be known for my work in supporting you would be acceptable. I’ll need a good name though. Miu is not very impressive,” said the crazy woman who wanted to kill and eat the women around him.

“Actually, Miu is a decent name for that. Just have to make it work for you. I mean, if w—”

“Throw me the phone. I’ll talk to her,” came the voice from outside.

“Turn our powers back on first and I’ll get the phone over. Otherwise it’ll take a while to be able to get the phone out,” Felix called in response.

A second later and Miu shivered from head to toe. Her eyes glazed over and her hands trembled.

“Miu, I need you to get in control. Now. For me,” Felix said, imploring her.

Ordering her.

If I have a crazy person in my employ, maybe I can use that crazy as a control rod?

The trembling, shivering, broken Miu froze, and then became much more like her former self.

“Yes. For you, by your command,” Miu said, her body becoming loose and fluid again.

“Punch a hole in that wall, Miu, so I can shove this thing out to them. You there, Andrea?” Felix asked into the phone.

“It’s Myriad,” said Myriad.

“No, it’s Andrea. Who is also Myriad. We’ve talked about this before. Knock it off,” Felix said.

“I… yes, dear. It’s… it’s Andrea… who is Myriad… Myriad and Andrea who love you,” said an unsure Andrea with Myriad’s voice.

“Good. Love you, too,” Felix said.

Miu promptly punched a hole in the wall with far too much force and held out her hand to Felix. Her face was hard, stony even.

Gotta remember to play down the other women in front of her crazy ass.

“See you later. Giving you to Neutralizer,” Felix said, then promptly gave the phone to Miu.

Miu shoved her hand back through the hole with the phone held out. She stared at the wall impassively.

“So… since we’re way past the point of no return. Any chance I could talk you into training me in hand to hand combat? I get the impression you’re far more lethal then you’ve ever let on.” Felix asked.

Miu’s eyes went wide and she turned her face to him. Her cheeks flushed a deep, dark crimson. Then she licked her lips, her eyes dilating slowly.

“Yes. So long as I don’t have to be in control,” she said finally.

“Alright… I can agree to that, but maybe we should talk about what that control means,” Felix said.

I wonder just how insane she’ll get at that point.

“And privately,” she amended.

“Alright, and privately.”

“I’ll be sure to wear yoga pants and a sports bra,” she said with a strange edge to her voice.

…Shit… don’t tease the crazy person.


Chapter 6 - Catching Up -

 

“Hello?” asked a muffled voice on the other side of the wall.

Miu retracted her hand from the hole, and took a few steps away.

“I… yeah. Neutralizer, yeah. Yeah. Wait, no. I didn’t—no, of course not. But I—you what?!” asked the man in a strangled voice.

“No, no, no, no. Not a thing. I swear. Yes! What? A frying pan…? I get it. I get it. Yes! I get it! Wait, who? Mab?” asked the voice.

“Uh, hello? Yeah. No, I already—” The man stopped talking. “I promise. I swear. Yes. I understand. I’ll make sure it happens. Yes. Tomorrow? O-ok. Yes. Goodbye.”

The silence after that strained one-way conversation was odd for Felix. He could only imagine how both Andrea and Lily had torn into the man. Felix felt a certain sick sense of pride. He wasn’t responsible for it, but he did take a certain glee in it.

“Mr—Mr. Campbell, I go by the name Neutralizer. I’m so sorry for this misunderstanding. I do hope you can forgive me for it,” said a voice from directly outside the door.

“Not a problem. I assume my people have arranged an exit strategy for me?” Felix called out.

“Yes. Yes they have. I’m going to escort you personally back to your Headquarters. Mab—ah, Mab told me to come back tomorrow when she arrives. She’d like to discuss my current… current job status with her,” said Neutralizer.

“Oh? She doesn’t take recruitment lightly. She must know something about you that she’s willing to take a chance on,” Felix said. “Alright then. Well, time to go I suppose.”

Felix didn’t like trusting this man, but the alternative really wasn’t much better.

So… trust it is.

 

A heavy and sudden weight crashed down on Felix’s chest.

“Felix!” shouted that weight.

Staring wide eyed and half asleep at Andrea as she nuzzled his chest, Felix tried to catch up mentally.

It was the day after their return, the previous evening being spent mostly trying to figure out what exactly happened.

Dimitry had been calling Legion HQ non-stop trying to get a hold of anyone.

Apparently his contacts had been run down in the end, the money taken, and their lives ended.

Dimitry swore up and down he had no idea what was going to happen.

For Felix’s part, he believed that. Because Dimitry had to know Kit was going to send someone over from HR to sweep his mind at some point. And there’d be no hiding the truth from them.

“H-hey Andrea. When did you get in?” Felix asked, wrapping his arms around Andrea’s shoulders.

“Two minutes ago,” she said into his shoulder. “It’s about six am. Lily wanted to leave early. I didn’t get to make pancakes.”

“Lily did?” Felix asked.

“Yes. I did,” said a voice from beside his bed.

Looking up, he saw the pale beauty staring down at him with a small smile.

“I… missed you. And I didn’t like being away from everyone. I mean, really, the only two you left behind with us were Ioana and Felicia. They’re so into each other right now, it was like they were on a different planet,” Lily explained. “Better to leave them there by themselves.”

Andrea’s face was smashed into his chest, and she was taking deep huffing breaths.

“I couldn’t smell you. Your clothes lost their scent,” she said between massive gasping inhales.

“Andrea, you’re going to faint,” Felix said, pressing at her shoulder.

With a final deep breath, Andrea nodded her head. Then she started rubbing her face back and forth on his chest.

Then several Others popped out of Andrea. Three of them immediately leapt onto Felix, while another two set off for the door that led out of his room.

“Pancakes!” the ones that were leaving shouted

“Pancakes!” replied the ones that were clinging to Felix.

Lily laughed and shook her head.

“I’m going to unpack. While Andrea unloads all that pent up Wolf Tribe stuff on you. We should talk a bit after this. Make sure everyone is on the same page,” Lily said, waving her hand at him as she left.

Great.

Felix wasn’t sure being left alone with several Andreas was a good thing right now.

Then he realized that it could be a good thing.

If he wanted it to be.

 

Felix sat down in the middle of the large conference table. Tapping at the display in front of him, he pressed his thumb into the scanner. Two seconds later his desktop popped to life from his office. Before he could even settle in and do some busy work, everyone began filing in.

Andrea, Lily, Kit, Miu, and Victoria all took seats around him.

Glancing at the clock, he saw it was 8:59 am.

Dismissing the desktop with a finger motion he folded his hands into one another.

“I’m sure you’ve all read the report Miu and I made after we got back. I’d like to start with questions on that. Does anyone have any?” Felix asked, looking around from person to person.

“Do you think it was targeted?” Kit asked.

“The initial attack, no. Nor was Neutralizer,” Felix said.

“And the cell signal?” Kit asked, redirecting him.

“That one… that felt weird. It blocked all of us, but from what I can tell, no one else. That seems directed,” Felix admitted.

“I would agree,” Lily said, folding her arms across her chest. “As far as I can tell, and I’ve dug quite deeply, that was directed only at you five. That’s odd, to say the least.”

Felix frowned and placed his chin on the tops of his hands, resting his elbows on the desk.

“Alright. So, two out of those three things weren’t aimed at us. The third was, but in a passive way. There was no direct threat in it, other than that we couldn’t get in touch with anyone,” Felix murmured. “But no one would have known of the attack until it happened. That wasn’t exactly planned. It doesn’t make sense.”

Kit sighed and pressed a fingertip to her temple.

“I say let it lie for now. We’ll keep looking into it, but there isn’t much we can do with it. It’s more or less an unknown,” she said.

Felix nodded his head glumly. “Lily, please consider that your takeaway. Press your contacts, see who bought that service if you can.”

Lily nodded and scratched something into her notepad with her pen.

“Any other questions about the whole thing?” Felix asked. He wanted to make sure no one left anything on the table.

Felix noticed Kit was now staring at Miu, who was staring back at her.

Trying to let whatever was going on continue without calling attention to it, Felix turned to Victoria.

“I read your report. You more or less broke contact immediately and vanished. They weren’t interested in you,” Felix said.

“That’s right. Strange as it is, it simply ended. Though I do hope no one comes calling for us to pay for that rooftop,” Victoria said with a smirk.

“Hmph. Alright. If there’s nothing else we’ll continue on. The next item I have is that I wanted to talk about our progress. Figuring out why they were so interested in you, Kit, is definitely one of those topics,” Felix said. Hopefully she was done finding out whatever Miu wanted her to know.

Kit’s eyes broke from Miu and locked onto his.

“I… no. There is no progress at this time. I’ve been sitting there every day in the counselor’s office, talking to high schoolers day after day. None of them know anything more than we thought. In addition, the few times I’ve seen a hero across the street, they were clearly being shielded,” Kit said.

“In other words, Wraith really did a number on us with that suicide swan dive,” Felix said.

“Yes. Yes, he did. But… we still have options of course. Lily has been in contact with a number of hackers. Data thieves. The vast majority of them are willing to take a paid job with Legion. Apparently the benefits and protection are worth more than their own personal freedoms for most. Lily, it’s your project, would you like to take it from here?” Kit asked.

Sighing, Lily ran a hand through her dark hair, pulling it to one side.

“I don’t mind at all,” Lily said without a hint of unpleasantness.

The two of them had actually been playing nice for the last month or so. To the point that Felix wondered if they’d had a conversation on the side.

“I just wasn’t sure if I wanted to bring it up quite yet I suppose. Mostly because I’m not done. But… I do have a dozen or so… individuals… who are willing to sign on to Legion. They’re primarily interested because we can get them whatever equipment they want.” Lily paused as if considering. Then she smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “That and the fact that I told them that we can teach them whatever they want. Predictably, a number of them said kung fu.”

Felix closed his eyes at the predictable answer and felt a sigh trying to break free.

“Alright. I suppose that’s all good news. I assume you have a plan for them?” he asked.

“Fairly simple one. Smash through the server on the Hero side of things, and see what they have in their systems. It’s not exactly rocket science or a mastermind type of scheme, but I think it’ll do,” Lily said with a small vicious smile. “And I may tell them to leave a few things behind. Maybe download their files. You know. Corporate espionage?”

Felix opened his eyes and quirked a brow at her.

“Maybe I’m being a little vengeful,” Lily said placatingly.

Felix didn’t say anything but just stared at her.

“Ok. Yes, I am. Do you not want me to do it then?” she asked, looking annoyed.

“Nope, just keeping you honest. Be sure to redirect all their web-traffic from their web page to something different. Like 4chan,” Felix said with an ugly smile.

“What is—you know what, I don’t want to know,” Lily said, sighing. She looked down to her paper and scratched something in quickly. “I’m sure they’ll know what it is.”

“Great. So… back to the point at hand though… we have nothing. Right?” Felix asked.

All around he got slow head nods.

“I suppose that takes care of that for now. Let me know if you make any headway later on.” Felix glanced down at his blank terminal.

Really wish I had brought an agenda or notes or… well, anything.

“The last thing I have is more about our actual business. Legion, that is. I know part of the whole reason we moved here was to try our hand at diversifying ourselves. I mean, all it would take is for Skipper to change employment regulations or something along those lines and we’d be well and truly fucked,” Felix said. It was a bit blunt for him, but that was the situation.

Kit and Lily exchanged a look. Lily pointed at herself with the pen, to which Kit nodded.

Lily pursed her lips and tapped her pen against the pad of paper.

“Finance is fine. Our growth is stagnant, but we were expecting that. There’s only so much business any pawnshop can do after all,” Lily said. “As far as our new venture is going… it’s going well? I’m not sure how to put it into a perspective we could measure.”

Felix grinned and held his hands apart in front of himself. “Try. I promise I won’t fault you for not having a power-point ready for me. Though, hey, in the future, power-points are great. Especially ones with graphs I can paper walls with. Bright colors and attached numbers. Love power-point decks.”

Lily looked nonplussed. With a slow blink she continued on as if he hadn’t spoken.

“We’ve got a number of high school children who are interested. Enough to easily fill several classrooms if we follow the original college plan. The negotiations we started before coming here are progressing well enough. Though now that we’re here, they seem rather… tight fisted… to say the least. They’re looking for any and every loophole to deny us the school campus,” Lily said.

Felix couldn’t help but nod.

It made sense. It was the exact same thing he’d do in their place.

Except he might have sent Wraith to kill them all.

Maybe I should send Miu instead? I mean… she wouldn’t mind, would she?

Casting his eyes to Miu, he found her staring at him unblinkingly.

Or… maybe not using the insane assassin is a better idea.

Quickly looking back to Lily he made a dismissive neutral hand motion at her.

“Alright, that’s close to what we were expecting. Anything else?” he asked.

Lily scratched a fingernail back and forth against the paper in front of her.

It raised Felix’s nerves. Something was on her mind.

“Not really. The accreditation is all done. We’ll be on par with everyone else.”

Uh-huh… so what is it that’s wrong?

“Lily,” Felix said, waiting for her to lift her eyes to meet his own. “What?”

Pressing her lips together into an angry line, she held up a hand and pointed at him.

“Don’t do that,” she said.

“Don’t do what?”

“That.”

“That what?” Felix asked, confused.

Lily growled and leaned back in her chair.

“Oh! Oh! I know!” Andrea said loudly, clapping her hands together.

“Andie, no—”

“She wants you to enroll her brother into the training school! That’s all!” Andrea said.

Huh?

“Is that it, Lily? You just want Luke to go to the training school?” Felix asked.

Lily was glaring at Andrea, who for all the world didn’t seem to notice.

Instead, she was spinning in her chair, still smiling at having solved the problem.

Realizing there was absolutely no point to her anger, Lily looked back to Felix.

“Yes. If… if we have him go through the school, and load him up with some work skills, he could probably live a normal life in Legion. He missed most of his education. It’ll be hard enough for him to catch up in a regular school. He’s technically in Legion, just… not really,” Lily said.

Alright, leave it at that, idiot. Her personal affairs don’t need to be the subject of a board meeting.

“Consider it done. I know we probably gave him some tutors, but can we get better ones? Worst case, I’ll see if I can put elementary education into a skill book for him.

“Put in the paperwork for all of it, I’ll sign it. Anything else though? It seems like everything is on the right path. Or at least, heading in the right direction,” Felix said.

Once again, he looked to each person around the table. Inviting them to add anything.

“Everyone is free to go then. You get,” Felix paused, looking at his watch, “forty-five minutes back in your day.”

Victoria, Kit, and Miu got up and immediately left together. He imagined they were going to go over the situation reports from yesterday some more.

Andrea and Lily took flanking positions on his left and right sides.

“Hang back for a second, Felix,” Lily said softly as Felix started to stand up.

Felix felt like this was going to be a problem, but he didn’t feel like arguing right now. Sitting back down heavily in his chair he immediately pulled up his workstation from the desk.

“Ok? What’s up?” he asked, quickly flipping through the windows on his screen. Pulling up the blueprints for the school they were purchasing he stopped.

They were both silent. Which was never a good sign.

Putting his attention on Andrea, she looked away rather than meet his eyes. Moving his focus to Lily, she nearly did the same thing.

“Uh… what’s the problem?” Felix asked, his paranoia ramping up several levels.

In front of him, there was a static hiss. The type you hear when you turn on a television set that’s not plugged into anything.

A small blue dot appeared in mid air, drawing everyone’s attention.

“What in the world…” Felix said, staring at it.

As if it had always been so, the blue dot blew apart into an oval of crackling energy and distortion.

Through that oval, that window, that dimensional gate, as what else could it be, Felix could see three people.

A man, a woman, and a Beastkin.

Each looked road stained but dressed more akin to what he saw in movies about apocalyptic scenarios.

They were standing at what looked like an old-fashioned control station from an old TV show. There was little else in the room save for other control stations and bones.

“What the…” Felix said, squinting to get a better view.

Andrea reacted first, pulling an SMG out from under her jacket and positioning it up against her shoulder. She neatly clicked the safety off and slipped her finger into the trigger guard.

“Andrea, wait!” Felix said, hoping he could stop this before it turned into a bloodbath.

A dirt stained and beautiful pale skinned Beastkin, she looked like a cat-tribe type to Felix, leapt on top of the control panel.

Andrea could only be considered domesticated in the face of this feral version.

The Beastkin had hot glowing red eyes. She arched her back and hissed at them, her eyes dilated to slits and clearly on the defensive.

Lily stood up and held out a hand, blazing red runes spreading out in every direction around Felix, Andrea, and Lily.

A woman who looked more the part of a beauty queen held out a staff as she stepped up next to the man in the portal. Bright green energy started to blow out from her, quickly filling the room the three people were standing in and creeping through the portal.

The man moved something in front of him, and the portal winked out of existence.

Felix stared at where the portal had been, the hair on the back of his neck standing up straight. His skin was tingling.

His thoughts were dull and slowed.

Lily and Andrea seemed equally surprised and at a loss.

After the span of several breaths, Felix woke up from his stupor.

“Get me White and Felicia on the line, Andrea. At the same time, Lily, have someone find me Kit,” Felix said.

Opening up his desktop terminal again, he started plowing through all the files he had on super powers.

Portals, portals, portals. Who can make portals? Who were they? How did they do that? Can I do it? Can I make a machine? Can I give it to Eva?

What if I can. Can I use it as a weapon? What… what if that was another world? Can I branch not just out of the city of Skippercity, but the very planet?

Felix was lost in his thoughts. The possibilities were spinning endlessly out in front of him.

He had work to do.


Chapter 7 - Thinking with Portals -

 

Felix drummed his fingers along the edge of the terminal. He’d been sitting there unmoving since the strange portal popped open in front of them earlier.

“Felix?” Kit asked, coming into the conference room. Five Andreas twitched in unison at her entry, one in each corner, and one at Felix’s side.

“What’s wrong? Everyone is running around in a hurry,” Kit said, her brows knitting together.

“Hm? Oh… ah… someone opened a portal out of thin air. Right over there in fact,” he said, motioning to the exact spot. “Opened up like it was always there. Poof. Then vanished just as quickly. I want to see if I can’t get that for ourselves.”

Kit frowned at that, her eyes set on the area he’d indicated.

“Anyways. Have a seat. I think we should talk,” Felix said with a practiced smile. He indicated the seat directly across from himself at the table.

“No conversation has ever gone well that started that way,” Kit muttered. “And I should know. I’m in HR.”

“Ha… very funny,” Felix responded, still pointing to the chair. “Sit your booty down.”

Rolling her eyes, Kit did as instructed. She gave him her best “HR knows best” look as she did so.

“Should I make pancakes? Pancakes makes every situation better,” Andrea asked.

“No, Andrea, it’s fine. This actually isn’t a bad conversation, though… I doubt it’ll be comfortable. 

“And diving right into that. Kit, I’d like to talk about the fact that you don’t trust me,” Felix said without regard to how it came across.

“I… what?” she asked, her eyes narrowing.

“Of course she trusts you!” Andrea argued, slapping a palm against his shoulder.

“No, she doesn’t. Not in the way you’re thinking. You never did, not fully, Kit. I think that’s partially due to the fact that you can’t read my mind,” Felix said, folding his hands together in front of himself.

He kept the eye contact steady, his tone neutral, but direct.

Don’t scare them, but don’t let up. Come from curious.

“It’s very possible that I’ve misread the situation. I wouldn’t doubt it for one minute. Maybe you could explain it to me from your own perspective?” Felix asked.

Kit’s mouth twitched as she fought whatever emotion had attempted to gain traction.

Andrea pouted at him. She was fond of Kit, he imagined she didn’t quite care for his accusations.

The four in the corner were in their Myriad impersonations, all holding an SMG ready.

“I mean, if it was exactly as I said, I’d understand. You’ve spent your entire life being able to simply source the truth from someone’s mind without having to trust in them. I imagine that now, after you’re very invested in this whole thing, not knowing my thoughts is more of an annoyance than the gift you thought it was,” Felix said. “Or so I’d believe if I were in your position. Could be wrong.”

He watched her as he spoke, attempting to catch the subtle tells that people gave off. A partial head nod or shoulder shrug, leaning in close to him or pulling away, folding her arms or putting her hands under the table.

What he got from her was… nothing.

She didn’t even twitch.

Kit just sat there as if she’d been hit in the back of the head.

Letting the silence take hold, he waited.

Silence and steady eye contact could crack even the most obstinate of people.

Well, most people.

Felix waited. Letting the time pass.

Instead, Felix turned his thoughts to his task-list. He even began sorting out what he wanted to do with the portals if and when he could get them functioning.

“I hate it when you do that,” Kit said, leaning back in her chair away from him.

Defensive.

“Hate what, when I wait for you to talk?” Felix asked.

“Yes. That and your stare. That cold stare that burns through me and leaves me no room,” Kit grumped. Slowly, she folded her arms across her midsection.

Defensive again.

“So, let’s cut to the chase. I want to change your power, and give you the implicit ability to read my mind. I think that’d be the easiest way to solve this dilemma. Your dilemma,” Felix said as nonchalantly as he could. “Once we go down that road though, we can’t really go backwards. You’d have popped open the seal to my thoughts and rummaged around in there.

“Also, you don’t need to worry about Miu. I know… what she is. What she thinks. We had a good long talk about it.”

“I know. She didn’t fight me earlier when I started poking around. One thing led to another and I watched the whole thing unwind from her own point of view. Are you sure you’re actually comfortable with that from her? It’s… not normal. It is legitimately insanity. The thoughts that she has in the darkest places were… extreme. Even for me and what I’ve seen,” Kit said carefully.

“Yep. I know. I looked up the definition the other day for the term she gave me. There was a number of examples in media of characters that fit it,” Felix admitted with a shrug of his shoulders. “She’s insane. And would do anything I asked, even if I told her I wanted her to capture every blue-eyed woman named Jane Smith in Skippercity that had more than two fillings.”

“Exactly. I mean, you heard her, she wants to kill me and ea—”

“Yeah, I know. But she can’t,” Felix said hurriedly. It’d be best if Andrea didn’t know the depth of Miu’s devotion.

At least, not yet.

“Besides, she’s devoted to me. Do you know how much I can get done with that kind of loyalty? Lots. Also, we’ve trained her up to the point she can take Wraith’s spot. She’s our blade in the dark now. For better or for worse, we can’t exactly change that at this point,” Felix said. “Anyways, no changing the subject allowed. Mind reading me. Yes or no?”

“I want to read your mind,” Andrea said, grabbing his forearm with both of her hands.

Felix snickered at that and gave her a look.

“What… It’d be fun to read your thoughts,” Andrea said defensively.

Looking back at Kit, Felix focused on her again. Kit grimaced at the attention, her fingers flexing on her forearms. Before he could even start to give her the staring treatment, she sighed and hung her head.

“This seems wrong. To make you do this just so I can stop having a crisis of faith,” Kit mumbled.

“Why? This isn’t a silly book, or a story, or a TV show. People don’t just trust for no reason. Everyone wants to know that they’re making the best decision they can. And in that way, we all seek confirmation of our choices,” Felix said.

“To quote a favorite saying of mine,” Felix said. “’The sum of what we are, our experience, is what we draw upon to make choices. It’s what we use to defend ourselves from doubt. We compare them to things we’ve done previously and judge it based on what the outcome had been then.’ In your case, you have no experience dealing with people at face value, and not plumbing their minds for the truth.”

“I trust you,” Andrea said, trying to get his attention once again.

Kit groaned and held her hands up to her face.

Taking the moment that she distracted herself, Felix leaned in close to Andrea.

“Please, help me? This is her problem, and I need your help. Please,” Felix said, inaudible to anyone other than a Beastkin.

Andrea’s eyes held confusion at first, then determination. She gave him a fierce nod of her head, her ears twitching atop of it.

“Thanks,” Felix said, and then kissed her once. Pulling back, he saw Andrea had a silly grin on her face, her tail swishing slowly back and forth behind her.

As if he’d never diverted his attention, he set his eyes back on Kit.

“Is it so terrible to admit a simple truth? Shall I assume that’s a yes? You can just nod your head, you don’t have to say it,” Felix offered.

Kit’s shoulders tightened up, and then she slumped into her chair.

Defeat.

“Nod your head. I promise it’ll be fine, and once you see inside, you’ll feel better. Then we can get back to the business at hand,” Felix said.

Kit nodded her head once.

Done.

Forcefully, he put his attention on modifying her power. Modifying it so that she could actually get into his mind as if he were anyone else.

Except he put in the caveat that it was something that he could deactivate whenever he wanted. It’d limit the scope of the power, give him a back door, and maybe lower the point cost.

Or so he hoped.
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“That’s not so bad at all,” Felix said to himself. Activating the upgrade button, he deliberately made sure to keep his mind tranquil and open. As if it were nothing more than a closed file folder and wouldn’t require any effort to look into at all.

Kit lifted her head up, her hands hanging down in front of her knees. She met his eyes, and he suddenly felt her. Like a finger poking around in his memories.

She was gentle about it, but he could feel her power. The strength of it.

The speed that she went through all of his thoughts.

An absolutely astonishing level of power.

He was suddenly very glad she was on his side. Before he changed his train of thought, he deeply implanted in his own mind the need for her to send him an email.

An email with all the answers to the questions he needed answered, that he was sure she could see in his mind.

Kit smiled and then quirked a brow. “Yes. I can answer those for you. And Lily would be annoyed.”

“Huh? About wh—oh. Hey, hey. Thoughts are private things and aren’t meant to be shared aloud. You said you wanted to look in, that goes with all the baggage that comes with it,” Felix said defensively.

“I don’t think every man wonders about people in his employ quite like—”

“Nope! Not going there. Stop. You’re done. Now, unless you have anything useful to add, like helping me remember something I’ve forgotten, we should change the subject. Like to if you’re feeling better about everything and your doubts are dispelled,” Felix said, desperate to get the topic changed.

“Not going where?” Andrea asked. “Why would Lily be annoyed?”

Kit let out a shuddering breath and gave him a bright smile her eyes flickering to Andrea.

“Nothing, Andie. I was just teasing him.  To your own point, Felix. Yeah. We’re good. Also, I’m glad to know you think that way, but I think you’ve got your hands full already.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Felix said deliberately, his eyes widening at the edges.

Please god, read this thought and stop right there. Please. Andrea will drag me off for hours if she even thinks I have thoughts about other women.

“Fine. I’ll say no more,” Kit said with a self-satisfied smile.

Andrea looked from him to her, and back again. She didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary.

Safe?

“For now, at least. And yes, I’ll take on another power. I saw it in your head. It’d work and I like the idea of it. Though we’ll have to prepare some teams to go with me and make sure everything is clear,” Kit said.

“Yeah, that’s fine. Arrange it with Ioana and Andrea. Oh, and by the way, I set it up so I can turn your ability to read my mind on and off at will. As you no doubt saw in my memories. Let me know if and when you want it on or off. Now, if there is nothing else more pressing, we should probably get moving on the new power,” Felix said with a waggle of his fingers.

“Mm, no. Though, we did get the most recent suggestions back from Skippercity just after that meeting. One was interesting and I thought it might be worthwhile to discuss,” Kit said.

“Oh? I’m always open to suggestions.”

“It was from one of the security people. Alex was the name, I believe. He wanted to know why we don’t have pancakes available that are at the level of Andrea’s skill. And on top of that, why don’t they operate in the same fashion as power sausage,” Kit said.

Uh… what?

“Pancakes!” Andrea shouted. “Make a robot of me that only makes pancakes. But make the boobs bigger.”

Andrea looked down at her kevlar vest and cupped herself experimentally through it. “Maybe… Lily’s size. Or Victoria’s, she squishes them down. But not Felicia. Those look like they’d hurt under a vest.”

Felix ignored Andrea and frowned in thought as he contemplated what Kit had said.

I… actually that’s not a bad thought. Why aren’t we doing that? Can Felicia use something other than corpses to make power sausage? Even at a lesser degree? And pancakes wouldn’t be that hard either. All she’d have to do is make a machine that would do both, right?

Or do one, and I upgrade it to do the other.

Shaking his head to clear his thoughts, Felix held up his hands in front of him.

“Good idea. Put it on Felicia’s project calendar and send Alex a bonus for the month. I’d like to encourage good ideas in the future. Now… about that power,” Felix said.

Kit scratched at her ear with a smile. “I’m ready. And… do you really believe I look better with the short hair? I know I’ve let it grow out long, but all of your…” She paused at that. Thankfully she continued on, skipping whatever word she had originally planned on using. Her eyes flickered to Andrea for only a moment. “They were of me when my hair was really short.”

This was a terrible mistake. All a terrible mistake. Oh my god what have I done.

“Felix likes short hair?” Andrea asked Kit.

“He does. He especially likes your hair length right now or a bit shorter,” Kit said.

“Oh! Good. I keep telling Lily she should get her hair cut short like mine,” Andrea said.

Forcing his thoughts to the task at hand, Felix imagined giving Kit another power.

Her fourth major power.

A power to control portals. That lead to anywhere. Any place.

Even different worlds.

Only Eva had as many powers, but hers were all conditional things.
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Felix winced. It’d take an entire day’s worth of points. Everyone would practically be at zero.

We’ll keep Felicia amped up, I still want a technological version of this portal power. Kit can handle this for now. With any luck, we can use this to our advantage. Portal directly into the Hero HQ.

Then we can just leave her memories alone. No need to go digging into that quagmire.

It’d just hurt everyone to have those memories brought back, and it’d have to start with Kit.

Not doing that.

He tried to not think about the three mummified women. How he had met Kit, Miu, and Ioana.

Whatever was done to them had broken their minds. There was no reason to go back there, even to find out what he wanted.

“Alright, I’m going—” Felix paused. Kit was staring at him. Her shoulders were tight and her spine ramrod straight. “What… what is it? Are you alright?”

I didn’t turn on the power, did I? She said it hurt last time. I can’t imagine opening a fourth power would help at all.

“No. I’m fine, I just… hearing your thoughts… they come non-stop. I’ve met those with faster, but very few. And… and I’m thankful. You worry over me, even though you have such a cold and icy exterior. I… I think I’d like it if you turned off my ability to hear your thoughts. For now. I’m reassured but… I don’t think I like it. You were right. About everything, and I appreciate your consideration. For now, let’s turn it off,” Kit said, repeating herself.

Felix didn’t have any reason to deny her request. So he mentally deactivated the extension of her power, and then purchased her fourth power upgrade.

Kit’s head dipped down and she pressed her hands to her temples.

“God, I hate that,” she said. “It’s not painful but… it’s unnerving.”

With that done, the next task on the chore list was getting a hold of Felicia. He needed to get her running on creating a portal machine that could accomplish the same thing that Kit could now do.

Beyond that, he’d have to start dealing with the local and federal government. He needed to put a stop to both branches of the government interfering with his plans. They kept trying to halt his plans for the college campus.

Lily and Lauren are ideal for that. Take Victoria and Andrea for protection.

Kit can stay here and start practicing with the new power.

So much change so fast.

How far do I push everyone as well? At what point can I justify popping open their memories and subjecting them to whatever hell they went through.

Again.

Finding himself with no answers to that, Felix opened up his terminal.

Flicking open the address book inside, he typed in a quick email to Felicia.

If she hasn’t responded to phone calls, that means she’s buried elbow deep in some machine’s guts. So… email to her and White.

Adding White in to the CC function, he snapped off the email with a finger flick.

“With any luck, she’ll get back to me before I get bored and tell you to just open a… actually, let’s just do that,” Felix said. “Kit, you feel up to trying out that new power?”

“I… yeah, I think I could. Doesn’t seem to be that difficult honestly,” she said, raising her head up to meet his eyes. “Similar to the telekinetic side of things, but not quite?”

“Is that a question or a statement? Nevermind. Just… try to open a portal to Skippercity HQ. Preferably the Labs. I want to talk to Felicia,” Felix said, getting up from his chair.

“Alright. I can do that,” Kit said. Spinning in her chair, she focused on a point at the end of the table.

Slowly, much more slowly than the previous portal had opened, a sphere appeared. Starting no bigger than a baseball it began to inexorably open up into an ever-growing oval.

It wasn’t large enough to get through yet, but he could clearly see the lab on the other side.

Walking over to it, Felix leaned down and stuck his head through the opening. On the other side of the portal were a number of lab techs. They were all staring at Felix.

“Oh, hey everyone. Could someone find me Felicia and Mr. White? I need to run something by them,” Felix said.

The closest tech slowly nodded their head in the affirmative, and walked away stiffly.

Leaning back out of the portal, Felix watched as it kept growing. Andrea squealed and ran over to it.

Then promptly stuck herself halfway through the portal. She was waving at everyone on the other side and trying to start conversations with them.

“Good work. With a bit of practice, I’m betting you can get this thing opened up rather quickly,” Felix said, looking to Kit.

She gave him a bitter smile and glared at him at the same time. “Happy to see you try. We could always swap if you like. You might find my own ‘shower thoughts’ interesting, too.”

Felix blinked, did his best to forget her comment, and looked back to the portal.

Would that I could, my dear. If I could make changes to myself, this would all be… so much easier.

That or I’d already be an extreme super villain.

Probably.

“Felix! You dumb asshat. What the fuck are you doing to my lab?” came a shouted call from the portal. “Move, ya dumb wolf.”

“Ah, the ever pleasant shriek of my employees who are so joyous to see me,” Felix muttered.

Andrea squeaked and was shoved bodily out of the portal. She landed in a heap on the ground.

Felicia’s angry and annoyed face was on the other side of the portal, staring up at him.

“What did you do!? You ignorant goat’s ball-sack. Do I need to ban you from the lab?” she shouted at him. “And you know Andrea isn’t allowed down here. Not after last time.”

“You weren’t responding to people trying to get a hold of you. If you want to blame anyone, look to yourself. Maybe I should put in an intercom down there to yell at you from whatever office I’m in. Did Ioana drag you to a closet or something?” Felix asked.

Felicia’s face turned a deep scarlet at the accusation, and immediately crossed her arms in front of herself.

“Well, I’m here. What is this… thing then?” she asked.

Ha. I was right about the closet? That’s actually funny.

“It’s a portal that Kit can open up. We got the idea from a different piece of technology doing the same. I want to see if you can do the same, or better. Did I mention the tech looked as if it were at least fifty years old?” Felix asked.

That should rile her up.

Felicia’s eyes opened wider and she snorted.

“Oh, I’ll build you a damn machine that’ll do this. I’ll build it and it’ll open a portal straight to your godforsaken asshole so we can shovel all the shit you spew out back in!” Felicia declared.

“Ah. Good. Think you can have it done by the end of the week? Or do I need to give up on your R&D department and have Lily recruit me a bunch of people who can make portals after I upgrade them with a super power,” Felix said. He put as much disdain into his voice as he could manage.

She was always the type to rise to a challenge. And Lily was her most hated rival it seemed.

“You keep the damned Princess to your own bed and away from me and mine. I’ll punch her right in her nethers if she comes down here, you hear me? Bah, I have things to do now,” Felicia said, turning her head to one side. If Felix didn’t miss his guess, she was already pushing her power towards the goal. “Going to need to get White on this with me as soon as possible. Betting this’ll end up being a tech special. Like the beds.”

“Anything I can he—”

“Fuck off and die,” Felicia said, waving her hand at him.

At least I know she’s that way with everyone. Actually, other than Ioana, I might be the person she treats the nicest.

“You can drop the portal, Kit, we’ve made the point. It may not be any of my business, but you might want to practice open and closing it repeatedly. Distance might be a thing, might not.”

Felix yawned abruptly and held a hand over his mouth.

Andrea clapped her hands together from below, staring up at him.

“I want one. So I can get into your room whenever I want. You and Lily always lock the door. I listen sometimes but all you ever do is talk,” Andrea said.

“Actually, can you open a portal to the break room? I think I’m going to need a candy bar or something. My tolerance level for things is rapidly diminishing,” Felix said.

“Don’t bet on it. It takes far more effort on my part than any of my other powers,” Kit said, not even trying to open another portal.

“I can make pancakes! They’re like candy!” Andrea shouted.


Chapter 8 - No Brakes -

 

Felix watched as the projector screen slid down from the ceiling.

One of Lily’s analysts turned off the lights as another one turned on the projector. A power-point presentation popped on an introductory slide.

“You know,” Felix said. “I’m not sure I actually meant to make a deck, but I’m impressed at the same time.”

Lily snorted and didn’t bother to look his way.

“Start when you’re ready, Jim,” she said. “Felix is just being ornery today.”

“Of course, right away,” said the man at the end of the table.

Murdering his stray thoughts, Felix took a quick look around the room. Miu, Andrea, Victoria, Kit, Lily, and two of her analysts were the audience. Though Andrea was working on her pad with a stylus, and clearly not paying attention.

Probably sorting my mail again.

Leaning over, he took a peek at what she was doing.

She was using a virtual coloring book.

I… didn’t I increase her intelligence? Repeatedly? Does she just enjoy coloring?

“—is a mock-up of the finished campus,” said the analyst.

Felix immediately pinned his attention on the screen. It wouldn’t do to miss this, especially since he was the one who’d asked for the information dump.

“Yeah, I appreciate that, but to be honest, I’d like to move on to the parts that we’re getting pushback on,” Felix said.

It wasn’t that the representation was bad, or even poorly thought out, he just didn’t care.

“That is, I… of course, sir, I’m sorry, sir,” Jim said. Holding up the control in both hands the analyst began flipping forward through the slides.

Slide after slide went by with depictions of the grounds. The areas around it. Expanding the campus into more of the surrounding territory.

Projections for land value and expected changes flashed by on graphs.

“Hm. My compliments to the reporting team. That’s quite a lot of data for only a day’s time to prepare,” Felix said, shifting in his chair.

Jim bobbed his head, though he didn’t change his attention from the slides.

Some twenty slides later he stopped.

On the screen was listed a set of bullet points with the title of “challenges.”

Ugh. Calling it challenges, opportunities, or whatever else it might be, is still calling it a problem. Just changing the damn word. Stupid fluffy corporate self-help crap.

“Ok, so these are our problems,” Felix said, emphasizing the word. “Walk me through them, and as you do, tell me what we’re currently doing to solve them.”

“Of course, sir. Ah… first is residency. The city put in a requirement that any business or corporation that wants to own land to the degree that we do, with the expressed purposes of education, must have a residency in the state,” Jim said.

“That’s odd. I mean, the simple fact that we’d be buying a building should grant residence. Did they put this in recently?” Felix asked, leaning forward.

“Yes sir, almost as soon as they realized that we were buying in. As for solving it, we simply bought existing businesses that have had a long history of ownership and residence. It’s enough of a loophole that they can’t reasonably close it without us being able to get litigious,” Jim said.

“In other words, we could hit them with a lawsuit saying they’re discriminating against us directly. Good. Next?”

“They’re having teams of surveyors and engineers going through the entire grounds and fining us for everything they can think of. We’re just paying the fine and having the work completed as quickly as possible,” Jim said.

“Well, that’s a good short-term solution, but I feel like it invites problems down the road,” Felix said. “How do we get them to stop it in the future?”

“I’m working that one, Felix,” Lily said. “I’ve demanded that they show me the protocol for this amount of scrutiny. I’ve also requested all the documentation around it to show me where it’s been utilized on other companies. It’s likely that it’ll take a week or two, but we should see it lessen.”

“Great. Next?” Felix asked.

“Uhm. Yes, next. Next we have the guild itself. They’re trying to push a law through that will grant them the ability to inspect the facilities at any time so long as they have probable cause. Unfortunately, we’re fairly certain that they’ll use it more as a way to disrupt operations,” Jim said. “We’re pushing the details of the law out to the press. Through a leak of course.”

Felix nodded his head at that.

That’ll get the entire country up and moving about in a butt-hurt sort of way.

“Alright. So far everything you’re describing doesn’t seem like issues to me. What’s preventing us from launching the campus tomorrow?” Felix asked directly.

“Ah… yes… that is…” Jim said. After his pause went on for a second longer his eyes latched onto Lily, as if seeking rescue.

The soul-drinking lawyer looked at Felix.

“There really isn’t a problem. The real issue is that the company we used to leverage the purchase and the mortgage is dragging their feet. They’re waiting for the very last minute of each deadline to process it. All within legal limits but… it costs us. The delays are starting to mount and we’re probably behind schedule by a week already.”

Felix shook his head and then pointed at the two analysts. “Turn on the lights, and please exit the room. Thank you for your time. It was a good presentation, I’m afraid I’m just not the right audience for it today.”

That shook up everyone in the room.

Even Andrea put her pad away and stopped fooling around.

When the door closed, Felix folded his hands on his desk.

“Do we know who the processor is for the purchase?” Felix asked. “The actual person, not the company.”

“Yes, of course,” Lily said.

“And the mortgage, too?”

“Yes.”

“Great. Miu?”

“Yes?” asked the security guard turned assassin.

“Slip in, and have a discussion with them both. Take one of the Fixers with you. See what the hold up is. If it’s them, kill them. If it’s their bosses, kill their bosses. Accidents only. Have the Fixer pop a blood vessel in their head, get creative, don’t be repetitive. I hear accidents are going around these days,” Felix said in a deadpan voice.

Fixers were a recent creation of his and part of the HR team.

Where Telemedics were there to help people and get them away, the HR Fixer was there to fix memories. Or simply end people with a minor expulsion of telekinetic energy. Fixing a situation either way.

“Ah…” Miu said softly.

“If you do it perfectly, I’ll let you drop the control for a few hours in a public setting and I’ll even take responsibility for it,” Felix promised.

Carrot goes so much further. Even with the crazies.

Kit squirmed in her chair, and Miu sat up straighter, her eyes fixating on him.

“I’ll make sure it goes off perfectly,” she promised, a hint of zealotry in her tone.

Eva wouldn’t much care for this… and to think she won’t get it out of someone’s head is infantile.

“Kit… if Miu ends up taking care of this problem, let’s see if we can’t make sure their families are taken care of. Actually, Miu, amend that order a bit. See if they’re willing to be bought. Offer them jobs, bribes, whatever,” Felix said uncomfortably.

“I’ll make sure that a death is the last possible action,” Miu promised.

“Thanks,” Felix said, shaking his head. “Anyone else being a problem?”

“The education board doesn’t much care for our presentations. Any school we’ve visited has gotten us a twenty to fifty percent attendance to application,” Kit said. “Give it two years in our system and you’ll have triple the workforce today.”

“Goodie. A bunch of kids who grew up without knowing what the world was like before the Internet all working for me,” Felix grumped, feeling like an old man. “Whatever. Can’t fault them for being born, but can we at least do some head-scans to make sure we’re only getting people we actually want?”

Kit laughed and gave her head a shake. “I assumed you’d be that way. We’re already doing it. Of the applicants we’ve received, only about seventy percent are being admitted.”

“Though I did force them to admit a few spies. I’d like to keep track of them,” Lily said.

“Oh? Good. Get a Fixer assigned to each one as a counselor. Any shape shifters in the lot? Or more specifically, any non-minors?” Felix asked.

“One or two,” Lily admitted.

“Have the Fixers take their memories after they sign on, ship ’em to Skippercity. They can join the main workforce and vanish. That agreement was designed for minors,” Felix said dismissively. “Anything else?” he asked.

Andrea leaned over next to him, practically pressing her mouth into his ear. “You promised to upgrade Felicia and Ioana a few times already,” she whispered loudly in the way only she could.

“Felicia and Ioana… yeah, that’s a good point. I’ll set up some time with them later and take care of it. Ioana will just want something combat related I’m sure. Felicia… I have no idea. What do you give to a woman who can make whatever she wants?”

“The ability to make more things!” Andrea said, lifting her arms above her head. “And I’ll book your meetings for you. It’s my job.”

Not… a bad idea.

“If there isn’t anything else then, I’ll cut this one to a close and we can go about our business. That business being, how do we get inside of that damn guild and find out why they want Kit so bad,” Felix said.

“Can you make Miu stop killing my Others?” Andrea asked. “It’s not that big a deal since I don’t have to absorb their memories anymore, but the constant change of clothes and cleaning up the mess is getting tiring.”

Uh… what?

Felix looked to Miu who started to tremble slightly, her lips twitching in what looked like it might be a smile.

“It doesn’t harm her. I asked her many questions to make sure. So long as it isn’t Prime, it does her no harm at all. I asked,” Miu said, staring back at him. She nodded her head as she spoke, her control clearly starting to slip little by little.

Andrea nodded her head, then frowned, looking at Miu. “Why do you keep killing me by the way? I never asked.”

Miu’s grin tightened up and it was clear she was fighting herself.

“Nevermind, Andrea, I doubt you’d understand it,” Felix said shaking his head. “Even I barely do.”

Felix felt a headache growing. He felt like calling it Miu, but he wasn’t sure it was entirely her fault.

Closing his eyes, he rubbed at the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger.

“Someone schedule me a meeting with the governor while we’re at it. I should probably have a chat with him,” Felix said.

“I assumed you might want something like that,” Kit said. “You already have an appointment for him later today. I’ve made Lauren and one of my people available to go with you as well.”

“Goodie,” Felix said blandly. “I do so love meetings with politicians. I wonder what I’ll have to promise or bribe him with.”

 

The next several hours were more of the same. Details, reports, work-ups on people or departments, and generally feeling out where everything was in Legion.

By and large, it was on track. The pawnshops were going in without a problem. Most of the competition was packing up and leaving, or selling their premises over to Legion directly.

It made the whole thing rather pleasant, since they didn’t even have to get into undercutting or aggressively buying things.

Thinking on that did remind him of those pawnshops back in Skippercity though.

Did we ever figure out who was running them? I mean, I know it led to the Hero guild but… we never found any links other than the paper trail.

Which seems just odd.

Very odd.

“—e from there. I don’t think it should be too bad,” Lauren said from the front passenger seat.

“Oh?” Felix said. He hadn’t heard a word she’d said really. He didn’t care much either.

Right now he was wedged in the backseat between Andrea, who was alternating between touching him, and playing online tic-tac-toe with some of her others, and Victoria.

Who had wedged her elbow into his side and seemed ready to hurl him out a window at any given moment.

He wasn’t really sure if she was protecting him, threatening him, or annoying him.

Maybe all three.

“—ot listening,” Victoria said.

“What? Why?” Lauren asked from the front seat.

“Don’t know. Sometimes he gets like that. See, he’s listening now,” Victoria said, grinding her elbow into his side.

“Yeah, so, I didn’t think being between two women would be so unpleasant. Mind pulling that sword you call an elbow out of my kidney? Last time I peed blood I was still in Felicia’s machine,” Felix grumbled, pushing at Victoria’s arm ineffectively.

“But, we tried it with some Others and—” Andrea started.

Felix laughed with a hint of insanity to it and pressed a hand to Andrea’s mouth.

“We talked about this, remember?” Felix asked, staring into her eyes.

Andrea nodded her head slowly, then held up her tablet for him to see.

On it, an Other was excitedly chattering on about something he couldn’t hear.

“I don’t understand?” Felix said, releasing her mouth.

“It’s my turn. You were making me waste time,” she said, wrinkling her nose at him.

“Yes… I see,” Felix said, settling back into his seat.

My life is insane.

“We’re there,” Lauren said as the car stopped.

“I’ll wait here!” shouted chauffeur Andrea from the front. “Maybe I’ll have time to get out the portable grill in the back and make pancakes. Pancakes for dinner would be great.”

“Pancakes!” shouted Andrea next to him.

“Pancakes!” silently replied the Other on the tablet, holding her arms above her head.

“We… have a grill in the tr—no, nevermind. Vicky, get the door open. I don’t want to be in here anymore,” Felix said, turning and putting his hands on her back.

“Vicky?” she asked, opening the door and stepping out.

“It’s what everyone else calls you, why do I have to stick with Victoria,” Felix said. Rather than letting her close the door on him, he put his hands on her rear end and shoved, moving her forward.

“Wait, I haven’t—”

“Don’t care, done now,” Felix said, stepping out of the car.

Spurred on by his actions, eight Andreas appeared out of the other sedans in the convoy and fanned out around him.

With his patience splintering rapidly, and the headache from earlier getting worse, Felix nearly jogged to the front door of the city government building.

“Felix, stop,” Victoria demanded, shoving him out of the way. Grabbing the door handle she opened the door and entered. Two Andreas flanked him and kept him outside even as he tried to follow her in.

“Calm, calm, love,” the Andrea on his left whispered.

“Let us do what you asked us to,” the Andrea on his right said.

Felix forcibly made himself relax.

They were right.

They were all right.

He was behaving like a child because his frustration was getting the better of him.

“Yeah… yeah. Sorry. You’re right,” Felix said pressing a hand to his temple.

“Don’t worry, Lily has a plan for your date tonight with her. I’m sure she’ll make it all better,” left-Andrea said, patting his back.

“Yes!” right-Andrea said cheerfully. “She even asked us questions about how you spend your nights with us.”

Headache… getting worse.

“It’s clear, and the receptionist said he’s already ready to see you,” Victoria said, holding the door halfway open.

“Great! Good! Let’s go before I put my head through a wall just to see if it hurts less,” Felix said.

“It doesn’t,” left-Andrea said.

“We’ve had our head smashed many times,” right-Andrea said.

Is… is that it? Are her concussions cumulative? Something to check later.

Thankfully Victoria was right, and they were whisked right on through the lobby and into an office.

A short fat man with a red face sat behind a desk.

His hair, what little he had, was overly-worked with hairspray, and his eyes were a pale watery blue. He had to be in his late forties, but he didn’t look too roughly worn. At the front of the desk was a name placard that read Nicholas Callas.

Yeah, I’d call him ass. Felix immediately thought to himself. There was a definitely and clear ass like quality to the man.

“Ah, Mr. Campbell,” said Nicholas as he stood up and came around the desk. “I’m Mr. Callas, you can call me Nicholas.”

“Felix will do,” said Felix, shaking the man’s hand.

It was a weak wristed thing that felt more like a half dead fish.

Hiding his displeasure, Felix smiled instead and let the man’s weak handshake go.

“Your people set up this appointment but didn’t seem to want to discuss what it was about, other than your company’s move here,” Nicholas said, moving back around his desk to sit in his chair.

“Yeah… that’s kind of what it’s about. Vicky?” Felix asked, turning to address the swordswoman.

“Clear,” she replied.

“Andrea?” Felix asked, moving his focus.

One of the Andreas fished something out of an inner coat pocket and laid it down on the desk. A second one moved over to the computer sitting on Nicholas’s desk and pushed a thumb drive into the rear of it.

“What are you doing?” asked Nicholas.

“Just securing the room,” Felix said calmingly, taking a seat in one of the chairs facing the desk. “Can’t have people listening in now, can we?”

A third Andrea walked over to the only window, and placed a small object against it that was no bigger than the thumb drive they’d used earlier.

The first Andrea turned her head and spoke into a microphone, too softly for even Felix to hear it.

After she apparently got a response, she turned her face back to Felix.

“All secured. Neutralizer has the surrounding area locked down,” she said.

Definitely a worthwhile recruit. Memo to me, thank Lily.

Lauren and the HR rep he didn’t know the name of took the other two chairs around Felix.

“That’s better,” Felix said, looking to Nicholas. “So… you’re making problems for me. I’m tired of it. I’ll make this simple.”

Nicholas looked scared now.

Whatever he was expecting, this wasn’t it.

“Get on the train, or get the fuck out of the way. This thing has no brakes, and I’m going to run it right up your fat ass and across your back,” Felix said. He rested his ankle on his knee and leaned to one side in his chair. He propped his chin on his fist.

“So it’s your choice. You can get on board, and I’ll give you whatever it is you want from me for that cooperation, or I have your memory of this wiped clean. And have my Fixer here give you an aneurysm in a day or three. Then I ask the next governor the same question.

“You’re not the end all, be all, you know. You’re an elected official,” Felix said with a grim smile. “Eventually I’ll find one of you I can buy.”


Chapter 9 - Buying Pork -

 

Nicholas stared at Felix, much as a fish would when it’s been landed.

Felix waited quietly. Silence was always one of his best used tools. People couldn’t deal with being stared at silently very well.

Most would immediately babble or start to lose their cool.

Nicholas shifted his entire body around in his chair, first leaning forward, then backward.

Uncomfortable much?

And… is this worth all the trouble? What if I ran for governor myself. It isn’t a terrible idea and I could probably make a decent run of it.

What would it take?

“I… see. Ok. Yes. Ok,” Nicholas said.

Felix smiled, interrupting his own train of thought, and waited some more. He wasn’t about to offer anything up until the fat man croaked for it.

“That is, I mean, I understand your position. I can certainly promise you—”

“He’s lying,” said the Fixer. He watched the governor unblinkingly.

“Oh, did I mention, lying won’t work or save you? I brought with me one of my Fixers,” Felix said with a grin.

Nicholas stared at him. He looked a bit like a frog right now.

“He’s been under orders from the national government to stonewall you,” the Fixer said. “Some pressure from the Heroes Guild, but not that much.”

“Oh? That’s a little unexpected. I thought it would be the other way around,” Felix said.

“No. It’s mostly from the national government. I get the impression they want you to go to them, and then they try to turn you into an informant. His memories are a little jumbled but not bad. I think they’ve had similar people such as myself work on him. It’s a rare powerset, sure, but it’s not as if there aren’t millions of people to sort through. Just not as good as what your training puts out,” said the Fixer.

“Happy to know we’re the best in the business,” Felix said. “Any chance of him agreeing, or should we just wipe him now?”

“Hey, I’m right here! Don’t talk over me,” Nicholas said hotly.

“Maybe. He’s getting some flack from his voters for employment rate. That and the relocation is starting to go up for the area. People are leaving for education elsewhere. He was at first delighted when we started to move in and make our plans. He only got hesitant afterward when he found out who we were,” said the Fixer.

“Ah. Alright. Nicholas. What will it take to get you on board? A specific number of jobs created? Taking on more students? We’re fully accredited. What will it take for you to get off my ass?” Felix asked.

“Twenty minutes,” one of the Andreas said aloud.

“And the clock is ticking,” Felix said, acknowledging Andrea’s statement.

“I… wait. You’re… bribing me?” Nicholas said.

“Are you listening at all? Catch up already. I’m telling you that you need to get on board or I’m going to have you killed. What will it take for you to agree to the deal?” Felix said, his patience long since gone.

Nicholas spluttered at that, his face going from red to pale, and then red again.

Holy crap. I hate dealing with people. Elected officials should require an IQ test. Or maybe a comprehension test?

The Fixer audibly sighed and shook his head.

“I’m not sure he’s worth it. He still thinks this is all some political ploy. Maybe we should consider his replacement?” said the Fixer.

Felix groaned and closed his eyes.

He really just wanted to go home, slam several types of headache medication, and pass out.

Wait, no. Can’t do that either. Lily stole my calendar for the evening.

“Fine. Whatever. Wipe his memory. We’ll need to set up an appointment with his replacement,” Felix said.

Lauren cleared her throat and gave him a lopsided smile.

“Lily already arranged one for you. It’s right after this. She wasn’t sure if Nicholas here would be cooperative,” she said.

“Great, let’s clean this up then and get moving. Maybe he or she can see us early,” Felix said, standing up. “Uh. Just dump his memories all the way up to this point. We’ll go with the ‘hey are you alright, you don’t look good’ thing.”

Everyone stood up, including Nicholas.

“Now wait! I can make this work. We caaaaoouuuuuu…” He moaned, slumping into his chair.

“Damn, I can’t seem to get my control as good as Kit’s,” said the Fixer. “We’re good to go.”

Nicholas lifted his head up and looked at them, his eyes glazed. “I don’t feel good.”

“You don’t look so good, either,” Felix said. “We can continue our conversation later if you like. We were talking about supporting you in the upcoming election.”

“We were?” Nicholas asked. “Oh. Yes… that’d be… good.”

“Andrea, can one of you go get his assistant? I don’t want to leave him here like this.”

“Nn!” came an Andrea’s response.

The door opened and closed quickly. Only to open again and a middle-aged woman rushed up to the governor’s side.

“What happened?” she asked, looking around the room.

“We’re not sure. We were talking about supporting him in his upcoming election, and what he needed from us as a company. He said he felt weak, was dizzy, and then this,” Felix said. “We’ll get out of your way so he can recover.”

Without another word, or giving her the chance to stop them, Felix and crew exited the office.

“God, I hope this goes easier,” Felix grumbled. “I’m over today. Over everything. I hate being on top sometimes.”

“You weren’t on top last night, I was,” Andrea said happily from his side.

 

Felix adjusted his blazer, shifting it to one side, and then the other. He was dressed well, but not overly so. Andrea and Kit had made sure to help him pick out the right clothes.

“You’d think we could get this to fit right with how many people we have on staff,” he muttered.

“It isn’t a problem of staff, it’s that you’re putting on muscle, and losing weight,” Kit said from behind. “Besides, Lily doesn’t care. Now, is there anything else I need to know? Or is what’s in the report everything. You have a tendency to leave things out I’d rather know.”

“Uhm, nope? Besides, a Fixer was there. Go through his thoughts, or better yet, mine. Here, and while you’re in there, make this headache go away,” Felix said in annoyance.

He mentally flipped the switch on her being able to read his mind and went over to his desk.

“I… oh… ok. Yes. Ok,” Kit said, as if speaking to his memories.

“Uh huh, so while you’re talking to yourself, about that headache? Anything you can do?” Felix asked. Opening a desk drawer, he pulled out a bottle and popped open the top. Pulling out two of the pills he swallowed them dry. “Blegh. Remind me to bring a water cooler in here or something.”

“Huh? Oh, sure. You know… you often start thinking about your inner circle when your mind wanders. You called them shower thoughts, but I begin to think that’s all that’s on your mind,” Kit said.

“You know what? One of these days, I’m going to hit you with a fantasy as dirty as I can make it. Just to watch you swim through it. Alright? Cause right now, I’m at about a thirteen on the one to fuck you in the eye-socket scale of in pain,” Felix said, leaning forward over his desk. “So if you want to get right down into it, I’ll be happy to drown you in a sea of damned seme—”

As bad as the headache was, it was the sudden relief that took his breath away.

“Better?” Kit asked, coming up beside him.

“Yeah… yeah, it is,” Felix said, closing his eyes and hanging his head. “Sorry, I felt like there was a piston pounding at the back of my skull.”

“You definitely were having some tension problems in your neck and base of your skull. I’ve been going through that library you put together. Read about it in your thoughts,” Kit said happily.

“Un?” he mumbled.

“I took one of the medical books for things relating to the head and brain. Helpful, yes?” she asked, a hand pressed to the middle of his back.

“Yeah. Helpful. Very helpful. Super helpful. You need a bonus,” Felix said, simply enjoying the lack of the headache.

“I’d like you to make some more books like the one I took. I need one for everyone on my staff,” Kit said, her hand patting his back.

“Sure thing. Whatever you want,” Felix said, nodding.

“Good. Now, you have a nice date with Lily, and please turn off the mind reading. I’d really rather not hear your thoughts later tonight. I also have a report I need to put together for you. I know those questions are burning holes in your head, but it’s all rather silly. It’s embarrassing, really,” Kit said.

Should have let her into my head earlier. Ever since she got free rein in there she’s about as passive as could be.

Popping the ability into an off-state, Felix stood up.

“You’re right, gotta get going. I’ll see you later,” Felix said. Waving at her he stepped around his desk and left his office quickly.

Lily caught him right on the other side. She was in a knee length grey dress with a black jacket that ended at her elbows, and a white blouse underneath.

“There you are. I see Kit’s turned you loose. I also approve of her choice,” said Lily as she walked up to him.

“You would. You enjoy seeing me being uncomfortable. Maybe not in pain, but uncomfortable,” Felix said, trying not to let his eyes make the elevator trip down and back up.

Which he imagined he failed at since her smile spread.

“I’m no mind reader, but I take it you approve?” Lily asked, glancing down at herself.

Felix wrinkled his nose but didn’t rise to the bait.

“So, where are we off to then. You’ve kept me in the dark long enough,” Felix said.

“Ah, ah, not spoiling it quite yet. But we’ll get there. First we need to take a trip back into your office. Kit should be ready by now,” Lily said, making a shooing gesture with her hands.

Now without the miserable headache that had been plaguing him all day, his patience for her nature was at an all-time high.

“Alright, sure,” Felix said, turning around.

Only to have two hands press into his back. “Faster already.”

“Har har, maybe I should drag my feet and see if you can push me?” Felix said, moving a bit quicker despite his words.

Opening the door to his office after having only left for a minute, he was surprised to find an active and open portal in the middle of it.

“Ah, fantastic. Thanks, Kit. I owe you one,” Lily said from behind Felix.

“I take it we’re going through then?” Felix asked, walking up to it and peering through.

“As soon as I finish our disguises, yes.”

“Disguises? The heck do we need disguises for?” Felix asked, leaning in through the portal.

“Get out of there, silly. You’ll ruin it,” Lily said.

Sighing dramatically, Felix leaned back and gave Lily a bright smile.

“Only cause you do look good. Otherwise I’d be half tempted to walk through just to see if I could incur the wrath of Mab. You haven’t gone all high-and-mighty on me in a while,” Felix said, looking to Lily and Kit.

“Sorry. He’s being insufferable and it’s partially my fault,” Kit said. 

“No, he’s always insufferable. Alright, make sure I do this right? I can’t see it since I’m on the other side,” Lily said to Kit.

“Of course. Go ahead and put them on.”

Missing something here. Put on what?

Lily turned and stared him down. Hard.

Like he was a bug, kind of stare.

And as quickly as she did, she looked to Kit and held up a hand.

“So?” she asked with a touch of hesitation in her voice.

“They look good. Pretty much right in the middle of average. Good show,” Kit said with a smile for her.

“Grand. Open it up tomorrow morning? I’m sure we’ll be ready by about eight or so,” Lily said. Turning, she grabbed Felix by the elbow and led him through the portal.

“Have a good time!” Kit called behind them, and then closed the portal shut.

Lily looked around as soon as they stepped out of the portal and smiled to herself.

“Perfect. This is literally right outside,” she said as if to herself.

“Uh, where are we exactly? I’m guessing it’s further away then an hour long car ride?” Felix asked.

It looked familiar to him, but he had no memory of the place.

“You really haven’t explored your own kingdom, have you,” Lily said dejectedly.

“Ok, by that comment I can assume we’re back in Skippercity then?”

“Yes. And in the lower habitation levels. The ones shielded by about ten feet of reinforced concrete with steel plates. You paid a lot for them? You don’t remember?”

“I sign many things. I think I want to buy a stamp with my signature on it. It could just sit on my desk. ‘Oh, sign this’, stamp,” Felix said, feeling playful. For the first time in a long while, he wasn’t being drowned in paperwork, working a headache out, or dealing with something.

“You do realize how quickly that’d end up in Andie’s hands, yes? Then everything would have your signature on it. Including her, I imagine,” Lily said, pulling him along through an archway.

“Ah… yeah. That’s… yeah. Good point. Ix-nay on the stamp,” Felix said.

As they passed the arch and got deeper into the room, Felix realized they were surrounded. It started with a few people, and almost immediately climbed into a throng of men, women, and children running about on whatever chores they were doing.

“These are…” Felix started, watching as people streamed in and out of what looked to be stores.

Grocery stores, knick knack shops, even an electronics boutique.

“These are your people, living in their underground world that you carved out. You subsidize almost all of their costs, so the fact that almost everyone’s salary is the same, doesn’t matter at all. And since you actually pay them their full salary now, that goes pretty far with the subsidizing.  Shame about that loophole. I really thought that would last a while. Or at least, longer than it did. It got wiped out pretty quick in the grand scheme of things. Skipper realized how much they were missing out on in taxes,” Lily said.

“Yeah. Skipper is definitely paying attention. I imagine that probably shored up some gaps in the budget for Skippercity, too.”

Lily only nodded her head and led him along as they walked down the street. There were no cars or bikes, just pedestrians.

Everyone moved about as if they were simply out and about. Enjoying an evening after work in a shopping district.

There were even dark gray security guards on patrol making their rounds.

It was obvious they were treated vastly different by the crowd in comparison to how most people acted with the police.

The security patrol smiled and nodded to friends and acquaintances as if they were still at the office. Quite a few stopped and chatted with others.

“It’s a little strange,” Felix said softly, watching.

“I suppose it is. At first. Mostly everything turned out this way, because it’s us against them. Legion versus everyone else. Sense of a shared purpose. And with everyone getting the same treatment, even down to the same living spaces dependent on family size, there’s little room for envy,” Lily said.

Felix nodded his head at that, not responding.

He hadn’t meant to do it, but it was a very normal tactic in business.

And warfare.

Or taking over countries.

“Don’t feel bad about it. If you are, that is. They have purpose, drive, and unity. In fact, part of where we’re going tonight is to show you that,” Lily said, giving him a clue finally.

“Ok. Also… and this is starting to make me a touch crazy, since it doesn’t seem like anyone has noticed, do they not see us?” Felix asked.

“Oh they see us, but they don’t see us. We look like normal employees. Not Felix and Lily. I doubt we’d get a true experience of your city within a city otherwise,” Lily admitted.

“That—ah. That’s why you wanted Kit to take a look at you. I mean that—”

“PANCAKE!” shouted a crowd of people off to one side.

Felix blinked and stared in that direction.

“Let’s… not go over that way,” Lily said.

“No, we’re going over that way. I want to know,” Felix said, moving off towards the sound.

Felix managed to get up to the crowd before he was practically knocked flat with another shout.

“Holy crap,” he said, lifting up a free hand to rub at his ears.

“They tend to get loud. Especially when there’s a crowd,” Lily said. “I’ll be over here by the fountain.”

Looking over at her, he found she was smiling in a bemused fashion, indicating the statuary nearby.

“I’ll be right back then. I’m very curious. Can’t help it,” Felix said.

Forcing his way up to the front, Felix found himself face to face with an eerily accurate yet clearly mechanical Andrea.

From the hairstyle, down to the eyes, and even the smile, it was Andrea.

Just not Andrea.

The machine held up a plate to him that had a pancake on it.

The machine had just pulled it out of some type of oven that was behind her to one side.

“Want a pancake?” it asked in Andrea’s voice, moving the plate closer to him.

“Uh… sure,” Felix said, taking the plate.

“Pancake!” yelled the Andrea, holding her arms above her head.

“PANCAKE!” came the reverberating shout from the crowd.

Felix winced and ducked his way back through the mob of people.

As he went he finally realized that this wasn’t the same crowd, but was a constantly filtering group of people. Coming and going all at the same time.

He found Lily exactly where she said she’d be. Sitting down next to her with a pancake on a plate, he felt a touch strange.

“That was… different,” he said neutrally.

“Oh yes. Remember when you said you wanted a machine that could turn out pancakes that increased power? Like the Power Sausage? That’d be that,” Lily said, indicating the pancake. “Besides, it’s hard not to like Andie. She’s practically the mascot of Legion. Everyone knows her and loves her. Most remember your first speech and her stealing the show.”

“Err. Is it made out of people?” Felix asked, changing the topic. He wasn’t quite sure what to do with it.

He’d never been that keen on the Power Sausage. Even though he’d made that promise to actually eat them, he’d never been able to

“No. Thankfully not. Though I do hear that the security team seems to prize the Sausage when it’s made. A ‘successful encounter’ is how they describe it when it’s available. Hand that off to someone, you’ll spoil our dinner. We should be off anyways,” Lily said.

She got up and set off at a leisurely pace, clearly knowing where she was going.

Felix stood up and made eye contact with a teenager and held out the pancake to him.

“Hey, eat this,” Felix said with a grin. Handing off the plate to the kid, he jogged a few steps to catch up with Lily.

The kid mechanically picked up the pancake and began eating it, the order of the CEO of Legion being something no one could resist.


Chapter 10 - Break Out -

 

Lily seated herself comfortably at the table and then smiled up at Felix as he took the chair across from her.

They’d been brought to their table rather quickly. In fact, he’d swear it had only been maybe ten minutes since he’d witnessed the pancake worship.

“Alright. So this is all rather interesting. You’ve got me there,” Felix said, looking around at the rather upscale restaurant in Legion city. “But I’m curious why you picked this of all places.”

“To get you away from everyone, mostly. That and to show you all the good you do. I know sometimes you get bogged down in… well… ordering people’s deaths and conquering companies, banks, and local governments. It’s good to see the good you do, no?” Lily said, leaning forward over the table.

Felix bobbed his head back and forth as he thought on that.

He couldn’t deny that earlier today had been bothering him. He’d more or less went full villain mode and ordered the death of the governor, and forced a deal on his successor.

Part of him wondered if it wouldn’t be easier to just run for governor after all, but that was besides the point.

On top of that, he’d realized that this wasn’t over by a long shot. If the government was trying to get to him to use him as leverage in Skippercity, that’d bode well for no one.

“No… you’re right. It was… yeah. It was getting to me, I admit it. Well. Since you’re playing the part of my therapist and girlfriend, what do you recommend?” Felix said, tapping the menu.

“I have no idea. Never been here. Girlfriend?” Lily asked, flipping open the menu.

“That’s the part that gets you strung up? Not the therapist?” Felix asked, staring at the top of the table.

“Not really. They’re the same thing anyway,” she said. She paused to read something on the menu that caught her attention. “That looks nice. I’ll do the tilapia. I’ve always liked tilapia. You’ll do a hamburger. Because you’re easy. Don’t bother opening it you’ll just confuse yourself.”

Felix snickered at that and slid the menu to one side. “Yes, dear. Thank you, dear. Am I paying?”

“You’re welcome, and yes, you are. Don’t worry, I’m worth every penny,” Lily said, giving him a dazzling smile.

“Are you now. Definitely gotten my money’s worth out of how little I paid for you,” Felix said, watching a waiter heading their way.

“That the best you got? You’ll need to do better than that,” Lily said. She gave her head a shake, her hair swishing back and forth as she refused to rise to the bait.

“Good evening. Welcome to Legion’s, what can I get for you to drink?” the waiter asked, looking from Felix to Lily.

Legion’s? Really?

“Wine for me, he’ll have a soda. And we’re actually ready to order already as well. I’ll have the tilapia. He’ll have the Legion’s Fist,” Lily said, holding out her menu.

“Ah, good choices. I’ll have that all brought out immediately.” The waiter picked up the menus and scurried off.

Felix smiled and let out a slow breath.

It was refreshing to not make choices.

To lead a company of people through a cesspit of humanity was hard. Being that he had both Villains and Heroes present was doubly so.

“Felix… why are we in Tilen?” Lily asked him softly.

“Hmm? To figure out who’s after us. To offset our risk with the whole slavery thing as well. Why else?” Felix said. Perhaps a bit too quickly.

“That’s a very good reason. Why else?” Lily asked. “I know there’s another reason, Felix. It isn’t like you to spend as much as you have on this enterprise simply to find out who attacked us. Knowing you, you’d make like a turtle and sit inside Legion until you had a chance to fight back. This is out of the ordinary for you.”

He wasn’t surprised.

Lily knew him fairly well. Knew what his habits were and what he liked and didn’t like. This move into Tilen was pretty far outside his normal tendencies.

“That obvious?” Felix asked, finally meeting her eyes.

“Only to me. Kit, too. Everyone else either doesn’t care, or doesn’t know,” Lily said, holding her hand out to him across the table.

Felix gave her half a grin and set his hand in hers.

“Ya got me there. Yeah, there is another reason. After everything that happened in Skippercity, I had to take a step back. Reevaluate everything. Figure out what was my weak point. Ask myself, if I started over today, what would I change,” Felix said.

“And what I found was that the one thing I’d change is my reliance on slaves. Sure, it’s a great way to hold everyone in check. Keep everyone in the same path. But all it would take for Skipper to end me, us, would be to make slavery illegal. And that’d be the end,” Felix said honestly.

“You mentioned something about that before, but I didn’t take it to the obvious conclusion. Outlawing slavery would… definitely hurts us,” Lily said.

“I know. It’s dumb, right? But that’s all it’d take. Hence our adventure to Tilen. If we can make this work, and it is so far, then all I have to do is change the contract everyone is on.” Felix shrugged and gave Lily’s hand a squeeze. “And there it is. I need to get this all hammered out. My only saving grace right now is how many people would be insanely pissed off if Skipper outlawed it today.”

Lily closed her mouth and opened it again, only to close it once more.

“I didn’t even think about it. It’s… such a simple thing to do, too,” she said finally.

“Yep. It really is. Like I said, the one thing I’d change would be that. But hey, most of the way there already. Kit is pretty sure we’ll have this all buttoned up in time. She’s been going over everything we need from a HR perspective. We’ll have the contracts over to you and your legal team by next week I imagine to finalize any of the wording and clauses. But enough of this, you didn’t ask me out here to talk about work, did you?”

“No. No, I didn’t. Not at all. I’m glad to hear that you’re being proactive though. Very glad,” Lily said, giving his hand a squeeze and smiling. “Now, how about we talk about something else entirely. Like that we’re going to go see some art from the Legion after this.”

“Art?” Felix asked, raising a brow with a grin. “We have art?”

“You said you wanted everyone to have a place. A position that fit them. If everyone earns the same, and costs are incredibly low, anyone can work doing anything without fear. There are a number of people in your employ who create art, write books, or make music,” Lily said, her teeth flashing as she smiled at him. “Kit took your meaning directly, and now we have many, many jobs that wouldn’t normally exist in a corporation.”

“That’s… actually rather interesting. I’d love to see it. You said we’re going after dinner?” Felix said, actually feeling rather interested in the whole prospect.

“That we are. Then after that we’ll see where the wind takes us. Legion is a city that doesn’t sleep since we have graveyard shifts in almost every department,” Lily said with an adventurous grin.

Felix wasn’t one to normally feel like he wanted to go explore the unknown, but right now, he was happy to be in Lily’s company, and let her dictate the pace.

 

Lily took a few steps out in front and held up her arms. “Well?”

“I had fun,” Felix said, nodding his head with a smile. They’d spent quite a while walking around the exhibit.

“That’s it? Just… fun? That’s all you can give me?” Lily said, exasperated.

Looking around Felix realized they were alone out here in the plaza. The art exhibit exit behind them wasn’t the same one they’d gone into.

An impromptu walk in the park, and a long conversation later, and they’d ended up on what seemed like the other side of the city.

Must be on the backside.

“Fine. You want to hear it?” Felix said with a chuckle. Taking several steps forward he caught up with her and slid an arm around her waist, drawing up close to her.

“I had a fantastic evening, Lily. One of the best dates I’ve ever been on,” Felix said seriously.

Lily dropped her arms around his shoulders and smiled at him. “Is that so? Does that come from a wealth of experience? Because I’m betting it doesn’t.”

“Har har. No, it doesn’t come from a wealth of experience. It does come from a genuine place. A realistic one. One that I have trouble expressing and putting into words. But I’m doing it, and will try to be more open with it,” Felix said, making sure he kept eye contact with her.

Lily froze up at that, her smile faltering till the point that she had a neutral expression.

“Really?” she asked finally.

“Yeah. Really. I mean it. I’m not the best at it, but I can definitely put in the effort. I want to put in the effort. You’re worth it. Especially when you’ve clearly put so much work into me and my needs,” Felix said honestly. “This isn’t something that you came up with on the fly.”

“No… it isn’t,” Lily said, not pulling away from him. “Then what would you say all this is? It’s not exactly a normal relationship. You have a Beastkin—a Wolf, no less—that you sleep with,” Lily said. Then looking down and to the side, she continued in a softer tone. “I’m not quite sure what to make of all this myself, actually.”

“I… don’t know. I don’t even claim to know enough to give an honest opinion. When it comes to you and Andrea, I… don’t have a plan or even a direction. I’ve mostly just been going along with whatever pace you two set. Or so it feels like at times,” Felix said.

Lily nodded her head once and then turned her face back to his. She gave him a lopsided smile and then a soft peck on the lips.

“Good. I think for now that’s the right direction. Now, unless you plan on causing a scene here and now, you should be letting me go so we can head back. I imagine that Andrea is probably waiting either to pounce on you, or chat me to death to find out what happened,” Lily said.

Felix didn’t really care for her response, but he could understand.

She was an independent woman who gained her powers through the death of others. Many others.

Her very nature had been changed as of late, and he couldn’t imagine she was in the most stable of mindsets.

“Of course. In this, you lead, I’ll follow,” Felix said.

“Just the way it should be,” she said, grinning at him.

Neither of them moved however, and Felix wasn’t about to be the first one to let go.

After ten seconds passed, Lily laughed softly and pressed her forehead to his.

“You can let go. I promise I won’t run, and this isn’t the end. I… just feel cautious all of a sudden. That’s all. I’m interested, obviously, and Andrea and I have talked about this quite a bit. I think I want a bit more time though,” said the soul-stealing sorceress villain.

“Yeah, not a problem,” Felix said and released her. “What did you—”

Felix stopped as his phone started to chime in his pocket.

“I thought I told no one to call you,” Lily said with a touch of heat in her voice.

Pulling out the wristband from his pocket he flipped it over. He’d pulled it off as soon as their date started just case he felt tempted to look at it.

“It’s… Kit? That’s odd. You’d think she’d be the one person to listen to you,” Felix muttered. Sliding his thumb across the screen he accepted the call, buckling it to his wrist.

“Kit? What’s—”

“Felix, there’s a problem,” interrupted Kit.

“I kinda figured since you called me, but—”

“Shut up and listen. There’s been a super-villain breakout. Literally. That isn’t the entirety of the problem though. The Heroes guild is handling that. The other part of the problem is that in their breakout, they smashed a supermax prison apart and there’s a flood of prisoners and convicts running around the city,” Kit said.

Felix sighed and closed his eyes. He pressed his free hand to the middle of his forehead.

“Pull everyone in, get the generators up, and set the defenses on active,” Felix said.

“What’s happening?” Lily asked.

“Prison breakout,” Felix said, pulling the phone from his mouth.

“—id all that. We’re safe and everything’s buttoned up. But I was thinking. This might be a good opportunity to mobilize some of our resources. I mean, we have emergency responders for this situation. We should use them, the Telemedics, the Security teams, even the Fixers. Put Skippercity on a lockdown and transfer the resources here,” Kit said.

Huh. I guess we could. Might help a bit with our local PR problem. Thankfully we’re not getting into a dirt flinging contest with the guild.

The guild!

“Is the Heroes guild responding as well?” Felix asked, his entire attention now on the matter at hand.

“Yes. They’re dividing their forces up. Half to go for the villains, the other half to work in the city,” Kit said, her voice sounding weary.

“Alright. See if Felicia got the portal up and running for everyone else. I’ll need you to put a portal down to my current location. Do I need to tell you where I am or can you call it up with a camera? Oh, and don’t worry about checking on Felicia. Just tell her you wanted to see what her progress is. Chances are she already got it up and running just to spite me. I’m betting it’s already working. Get all the resources over after locking down Skippercity HQ. I need Miu, Eva, and a Fixer who’s been trained to multi-skill out to Miu’s department,” Felix said.

“I’ll take care of it. What else do you need?” Kit asked.

“A huge number of GPS transponders. I want one for about… three hundred Others,” Felix said. “We’re going to arm up the Andreas and send them out in a massive patrol but I want to recover any corpses they leave behind.”

“On it. Anything else?” Kit asked again.

“Nope. Date went fine, you didn’t interrupt anything. See you later,” Felix said, closing the phone and turning it off.

“I take it that was work?” Lily asked, the irony not lost on him.

“Indeed. And this time, I think we can use it to our advantage. The Heroes guild is going to be distracted with this. We’re sending Miu, Eva, and a Fixer in to get the information we need. At the same time, we’ll be assisting the local government and working on our public image. Get your pretty face ready to go smile into the camera, Lily. You’re about to go do some meet and greet with the press I imagine,” Felix said.

With one hand he started to work through a series of menus for the Skippercity HQ. Calling up pre-existing modifications he’d built in that he was now activating.

“Why me?” Lily asked.

Felix snorted at that and closed up the screen. He was ready.

Then a blue dot appeared to the side and started to slowly open up.

And there we have Kit’s portal.

“Why you, you ask? Because you’re the most attractive woman we have in Legion, and have a smile that matches. Doesn’t hurt that you’ve got a killer intellect on top of that. Now, I hate to date and run, but I think this is our ride out of here, and Kit doesn’t have the best control over it yet,” Felix said.

“I can hear you, Felix. Don’t make me close this up on you while you’re halfway through,” Kit said from the other side.

Felix froze in place and then shook his head. “Actually, can you keep it open for a bit? I need to zip up to my office and grab my armor. I’m thinking it might be best if I was on the scene and helping to organize the efforts from an operation base. I think everyone would agree with me doing that in the suit.”

“I… yes. That’d probably be wise. I’ll start opening a portal inside of your office, and move this one to the staging area in SC:HQ. Be a dear and activate the right protocol? I’m sure you already turned on all the right upgrades, but don’t forget the people,” Kit called through the portal, and then closed it.

“Protocol?” Lily asked curiously.

“HR loves having a process and procedure for everything. Leadership is expected to read through them all, it’s those online trainings that everyone gets pushed to their work stations or tablets,” Felix said. “I would hope since you’re in Legal you’d be—”

“Yes, yes. I’ve read all the ones pertinent to me. I just didn’t realize there was one specifically for a prison break,” Lily said.

“There isn’t one. But there is one for mobilization. Now. Let’s go get my armor,” Felix said, setting off at a jog, moving with the crowd.

“Do you even know where you’re going?” Lily called after him.

“The same place everyone else is, the elevators,” Felix said back.

All around them, people were starting to get messages from co-workers. They were all looking at their wrists or phones.

Felix imagined it was them being told about all the modifications going live. They would all be assuming something was about to happen.

Word tended to spread with something like that.

Those who had been notified first were already on their way to the elevators was Felix’s guess.

Sure enough, when he lifted his eyes to the horizon, he could see the outline of a massive column reaching up into the recessed lighting above.

That’d be the place.

An alert chirped on his wrist and he flipped it over to check the screen.

It read “R&D lab” and was from Felicia.

Well, she’s quick on the draw. New suit, maybe? Also should probably find out how she knew.

“We’re heading for R&D,” Felix called over his shoulder to Lily.

As they got closer to the elevator, he could see that it was part of a large plaza.

Sitting in the center of that plaza was the wrecked mech Felix had piloted.

Legion’s Fist.

It looked no different than what he remembered, half salvaged by his own hand.

Except that when he finally got up close to it, he realized the entire thing had been bronzed or recreated in bronze.

I thought she was repairing it. I’ll have to ask.

Felix noticed the placard as he passed and quirked a brow.

Legion’s Fist-Year One: Piloted by Felix to eliminate the Heroes Guild of Skippercity.

He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about being immortalized like that, but he wasn’t about to naysay them right now.

The time was right to strike.


Chapter 11 - Mobilized -

 

Felix stepped out of the elevator and found himself in the middle of a fantastic mess.

Felicia and White’s people were scurrying around in every direction. Loading crates, packing boxes, and generally making ready as if they were going into the field.

Everything was being shifted to a gigantic freight elevator in the back. It required both White and Felicia to unlock it to actually be used.

“Over here!” called the voice of Felicia from a corner.

Felix ducked his head at the shout and followed it.

He’d lost Lily somewhere along the way. He imagined she probably went to talk to her department for one reason or another.

Probably to get ready for the camera and prep anything legal-wise.

“Felicia, I’m not sure how many more times you can upgrade the suit before it hits a plateau,” he called out over the hubbub.

“Obviously there was at least one more, idiot. Get your scrawny ass over—oh, there you are. Stand in the bay,” Felicia said, stomping over to a large pod.

It was reminiscent to the medical pods she’d been building for the hospital ward.

“Uh, alright? And what is this going to do exactly?” Felix asked, stepping into the indicated position.

“Put your armor on, what else? You ask the stupidest questions sometimes. It’s a wonder we’re doing as well as we are,” Felicia grumped.

“You know what? I’m going to cut funding to your department one of these days. Just to see what you can do with a shoe-string and some gum,” Felix said, looking up into the darkness of the machine above him.

“No. You won’t. You like the toys I build you too much. Stop whining and put your arms down or you’ll lose them,” Felicia said, slapping a button he only noticed as she hit it.

“I’ll what!?” he shouted and pressed his arms down to his sides. “Swear to god, Felicia.”

The Dwarven woman snorted and moved to the other side, holding up a tablet.

“It’s more or less the same as your last one. Just better firmware and some onboard hardware. Nothing out of the ordinary. You’re so damn hard on everything though, I decided to shield it a bit more. That’s a bit more power draw than I thought it would be,” she said absentmindedly, staring at the tablet.

“What is? Wait, if this is the same suit, why this alcove thing?” Felix asked, still holding still.

Before she could answer, or choose to, the whole thing roared to life around him.

Metal doors slammed closed in front of him and shut him in the darkness. Felix felt his body being pressed in tight by padding, and then become rather chilly as his clothes simply ripped away. Unable to prevent a shriek from escaping, Felix wanted the ride to be over.

He also suddenly wondered if this was anything like the corpse-o-matic sausage machine.

Before he could finish that thought, the padding was pressing down on him again.

A series of rapid clicks and a hiss was the only warning he had before the entire thing opened up again and he was staring through his helmet at Felicia.

“Going to hurt you,” Felix said, his voice coming out at a natural volume through the helmet.

“No. You’re not,” Felicia said, looking up from her tablet. “Everything is fine. Your gear was already packed up. Sorry. I’ll have it shipped to the operational base. Get the fuck out of my lab.”

Waving her hand at him, Felicia wandered off, going about whatever it was she had been doing.

Mr. White stepped up and gave him a grin. “She must like you. Always takes the time to actually talk to you. Other than me, that’s rare.”

“Hm. Anything I need to know?” Felix asked, looking at White.

“No. It really is the same as the previous, just some upgrades in it. Anything you need?” White asked, holding up a tablet.

“No?” Felix replied without any confidence.

“Great. Use the elevator in the back, it’ll take you to the staging area.” White left as quickly as Felicia had.

I think I need to hire someone with a bit more of a social personality down here. Like an assistant or something.

Heh… or an Andrea.

Plotting his own version of revenge, Felix trod over to the elevator and waited with the crates.

He synced his system up with his phone and then dialed into Lily’s.

“Felix? What is it. I’m trying to get ready with my department,” came Lily’s voice

“I need to get a hold of the governor. Make sure he’s on board with us actually moving in to assist.”

“No one can find him. His lieutenant-governor has taken over for now but he’s not being proactive in the least. He’s honoring the deal we made with him, but he’s useless.”

“Damn. Get him to agree, just a yes in a written format, preferably with a signature. I’ll get everyone moving as if he had already done so. I’m going to go set up a forward operating base in the city. Probably a library or something mildly government based. Better sense of authority.”

“Alright, I’ll get on that. Are you heading back to your room or—”

“No, heading down to the staging area. You use the portal in my room. Signing off,” Felix said and promptly disconnected the call.

Pulling up the war-net, he activated the mobilization process formally.

All the lights immediately dimmed. Blue running lights came to life along the sides of the walls. On every display a single word showed up: “Mobilization”.

Five seconds later and the monitors returned to normal.

The freight elevator turned on, and took its load down to the staging area.

During that ride down, Felix began to contemplate a run for governor. It’d solve a number of problems, put him charge, and give him more than enough leeway to leverage Legion desires.

Felix for governor. Governor Campbell?

Governor.

 

Felix stared out at the streets below from the top of the library steps.

The early morning sun was providing them with some light to see by. A lot of their arrival and setup had all been done in the darkness with limited visibility.

This location wasn’t where the reporters were, though. That was elsewhere.

Far, far from here, the reporters were trying to interview refugees from the safety of the police barricades.

Where Lily was. Doing her job.

Being the face of Legion and putting on a show for the entire country to watch.

Watch a company take control of a city, quell a riot, return order to the city, and establish peace.

No, where Felix was was where the operation was actually being run from.

All along the perimeter of the library were his security forces. They were dressed in full gear for an assault or defense.

Kevlar enforced armor and helmets with automatic rifles in hand. The entire area was on lock-down. It was also where refugees were being directed, and funneled through manned barricades.

His people were screening the refugees for weapons, then sending them into the library to be processed.

Fixers were actively screening the refugees as they went by and were processed. Working alongside their armed counterparts in similar gear. They were discreetly tagging anyone of interest for one reason or another to be picked up. Those special people were grabbed by Telemedics and dropped at SC:HQ to the tender mercies of the rehabilitated Death Others.

Those survival-driven Andreas had taken it up as their personal duty after returning to Prime. They seemed ideal to be guards and interrogators. Loners who preferred to work in the dark and quiet with situations that seemed unpleasant. Felix could only imagine their personalities were skewed from being Death Others.

Not that they acted any different around him, but he didn’t doubt they were probably different.

When Legion arrived, Felix and his crew had quickly broken into the library. The basement was promptly cleared and pulled apart. It was now a fully functioning medical ward, and the entire building was a refugee center.

There was also a steady stream of Legion vehicles making runs from the library’s enclosed parking lot to the front line of the police barricades.

For the wounded who couldn’t wait, the Telemedic squads were making the leap from site to site.

Legion as a whole had gotten their formal approval from the lieutenant-governor in the form of a signed letter to act within the confines of the law to bring order to Tilen. Which meant Legion was free to act with impunity.

And illegally, provided there were no witnesses.

The sound of gunfire, distant shouting, and muffled thuds that were probably explosions could be heard. It was all coming from deeper in the city.

Once the power went out, and there wasn’t any possibility of getting it back on any time soon, sections of the city had broken down to rioting and looting.

“What a mess,” Felix muttered to himself, staring down the street.

“It really is,” Victoria said at his side. “Security teams are actively expanding the perimeter. Ioana is leading the way down the center towards the prison. They’re working with standard Rules of Engagement.”

“Remind me to put in weapon, armor, and supply caches throughout the city in our buildings. In fact, let’s buy buildings just to do that. If we had people stranded out here, this would have been the time it could have helped them,” Felix said.

“I’ll coordinate it with Kit and Lily,” Victoria said immediately.

Mentally Felix called up the war-net map and then reviewed it. The map was filled with dots. Blue, Red, and Green.

Blue was obviously their own people. Red were known locations of combatants. Green were noted refugees or holdouts operating in areas.

The Legion security dots were gradually, slowly, expanding through the city. They were taking the city back block by block.

Armored cars and Wardens were acting as the mechanized backbone, providing the hardened center that could soak up attention.

Suddenly Felix was quite happy he’d had the number of Wardens and Armored cars increased dramatically.

“Mm. Everything seems like it’s going in the right direction. I want to step off to the side for a second and check up on the other operation. Think you can play goalie here for a bit and keep people busy? Or at least out of my way?” Felix asked, turning to look at Victoria.

She nodded her head and rapped her knuckles against his breastplate. “I can do that, Felix. Just keep an ear out if I start calling for you.”

“Right, right,” Felix said. Waving his hand at her he took several steps towards a planter that put him out of line of sight from the street.

Felix then focused in on his war-net map, filtering out everything else from his mind. Multiple windows popped up in front of him as he opened up a number of items with a thought. Flipping through several maps, he found the one he wanted.

It was on a secure channel on the war-net, and buried under a clearance wall that only allowed him, Kit, and Lily to see it.

Eva, Miu, and a Fixer Kit sent along were in the process of infiltrating the guild of Heroes in Tilen. They’d been dropped into location from a portal. It opened up directly onto the roof of the guild.

Kit had dropped them there behind a screen of illusionary empty space. Kit literally was shielding them from being spotted while holding open a portal at the same time in case they needed to get out immediately.

Need to reward her. She’s putting in the work lately. Pavlov would be proud of me.

Clicking into the cameras that each of the three were wearing he checked each one. He wanted to get a better view of the situation.

Settling on Eva’s viewing frame, he found he could see most of what was going on.

Miu was holding what looked like a penlight and was drawing circles on the roof over and over. The same circle repeatedly and endlessly.

Felix watched for a moment before pinging Lily with a screen-capped image of the action. The attached was only “What?”

He figured it’d get his point across enough. If she saw it in time.

Chances were she’d probably see it much later since she was working the PR angle right now.

Switching back to the live view from Eva he couldn’t really tell if there was any change. Deciding not to sit there and wait, he flipped to the camera for Ioana.

He got a view of a street, with manned barricades at the end of it. Ioana was storming down towards them at a dead sprint. Behind the barricade were men and women in colored jumpsuits on the other side. They’d armed themselves and were clearly resistant to surrendering and being taken into custody.

In fact, one of them threw a Molotov cocktail that burst into liquid fire out in front of Ioana.

She simply ran through it and burst out the other side.

Felix waited for a few seconds more as Ioana leapt over the barricade.

It was long enough to watch a sword swing into view from the side and cleave someone’s head from their shoulders, before he switched again.

Don’t need to watch a snuff movie right now. Enough of that on Reddit.

Grunting, Felix disconnected from the war-net. He closed almost everything down to a base desktop level and then opened up a web connection.

He tapped into the live broadcasts on the internet and flipped to the news. He wanted to know how the coverage of the event was being handled, and if he needed to do anything more. He trusted Lily implicitly, but he would never be anything if not paranoid.

The player paused for a moment and buffered the feed.

“—ing to help everyone in the city,” said Lily as the screen popped open in front of him. “I know our CEO is on the scene himself and working to bring order to the situation. Our entire goal is to bring peace and order to the city.”

She looked amazing. She normally didn’t go all in on the makeup and dressing to accentuate her looks, she was a bit of a natural beauty, but she’d clearly put in the time for this one.

“Ah. That’s a relief to hear, though I wonder, is it really Legion’s place to do this? This almost seems like something more suited to the national guard. In fact, most would say you’re acting the part of a private military company,” said the newscaster, then pointed the microphone back at Lily.

“It isn’t our place to be here. We don’t deny that and regret our involvement. The moment the government, national guard, or a federal agency shows up, we’ll be happy to turn over everything to them. We’re a company with a security team, not a military force.

“Right now we’re acting as an emergency stop-gap measure. A relief group to provide aid and safety. The governor could not be found when we started to ask around to find out what was going on. The rest of his people were sitting on their hands waiting for help to come to them rather than seeking it when we finally got a hold of someone,” Lily said. Her tone was pleasant, even if her words were acidic.

There was no mistaking that as Legion’s spokesperson, she was laying the blame squarely at the feet of the local government.

“We stepped in because no one was doing anything, though we did get permission first from the lieutenant-governor. We’re acting well within the limits that were given to us, and are holding to the very letter of the law,” Lily concluded.

“Of course. That makes sense,” the newscaster said, looking into the camera. “We’ve also received word that the Heroes guild won’t be able to assist as they’re currently combating the Villains who caused this situation.”

Lily laughed with a silken voice at that, drawing the attention of the newscaster and the camera back to her.

“The Villains didn’t cause the situation. The situation was caused when the guild decided to put a prison in the middle of Tilen. Right next to a power plant no less. One need look no further than who made that zoning happen to find responsibility,” Lily said, and left it at that.

The question that everyone would ask who saw this broadcast would be the same.

Who was responsible for this situation then? Who approved that jail?

Most would find fault with either the local government, or the heroes guild, or both. No one else could have allowed the prison.

Perfect. There’s no reason she would bring that up unless she could implicate the governor and lieutenant-governor.

Felix grinned and then turned off the monitor. That was more than enough already.

Half of taking power was eliminating whatever power base would support the official. The other half was the speed with which you could do it and hold the purse strings.

There was no second place in politics after all.

In this case, support was the constituents. A governor was of course an elected position, whose power base was built off of voting blocks.

Next will be attacking the group of essential backers that are holding the governor and lieutenant-governor in place. That’d be whoever is funding them, and whatever business is gaining. Leaders of voting blocks, businesses, or religious leaders.

I’ll pin that one back to Lily for later. For now… I’ll just send an email to the marketing team to get them working on a ‘Felix for governor’ build up.

Start framing this whole thing as a failure to protect the citizens and how Legion could do better, and already has.

I imagine Lily already knows exactly how this came to be and whatever measure was passed for it to happen. They’ll need to sync up to get the right ads out.

Elections are only a few months away and this’ll be a firebrand to burn them with, and set myself up as governor.

Finishing up that email, Felix flipped back to the war-net map of Tilen to review what had changed in the last few minutes.

His forces had expanded out to the police cordon on each side. The rear had already been secured.

The rest of the push would be straight into where the prison break occurred. Re-establish peace and allow work crews to get in and start restoring power to the people.

Everything really was on track and going according to the plan.

Which means this is where it goes wrong, isn’t it?

Cycling to Eva on the war-net, he opened up her camera.

Miu was still using the pen-light on the roof, but there was now a clear difference. A thin line of blue energy was spiraling round and round in the same spot Miu was working. The energy was cycling downward at the same time, slowly sinking into the roof itself.

Then all of a sudden, the section of the roof that she’d been working on fell inward. Light flooded up from the hole and bathed Miu’s face.

She had an evil grin spread from cheek to cheek.

Miu dove into the hole headfirst. The Fixer followed behind, then Eva.

Turning off the camera, he found he couldn’t watch. His stomach had flipped over and twisted in on itself.

Felix wasn’t a brave man, he wouldn’t watch what could be his people diving into a trap or worse.

Changing the screen back to the news, he did his best to not think on it. For now, there wasn’t much to do but wait.


Chapter 12 - Always Watching -

 

There wasn’t much else he could do right now. He could hunt down whatever station Lily was talking to now. He didn’t think it’d be anything different than what she said the first time around.

It’d be the same message, maybe with a few different words, but the same statement.

Bracing himself, and realizing that there wasn’t much else he could do right now, he linked into Eva’s camera.

And pulled up a view of Miu holding someone down to the ground. She twisted the person’s head up, revealing it as a pretty young woman. Her forearm flexed around her windpipe and the woman spasmed, then went limp.

Miu released the woman almost as soon as she passed out.

Reaching down, Miu took a hold of the back of the woman’s head. Glancing around at the hallway they were in she seemed to assess her options.

Eva tracked the same place Miu was looking, and they found a cord snaking out of a runner. The runner wasn’t secured very well and the cord had started to slip upwards.

Miu stood up, holding the woman like a doll and held her over the runner as if she were measuring something.

As cool as could be, Miu slammed the woman’s head into the steel doorframe halfway down. There was a sickening pop and crunch as her skull was stove in on the hard edge.

Miu released the woman and let her fall naturally. Leaning down, Miu inspected the work.

“She’s gone. The swelling in her head will take care of her,” came a male voice from the side.

Eva’s head swung around to the speaker. Felix found the Fixer staring at the body.

“Good enough. It’ll look suspicious for sure but… not that we were ever here, but more like someone murdered her. Let’s go,” Miu said.

That’ll be an ugly tombstone. Died by possibly tripping.

Felix flinched when the call incoming screen popped up in front of his view. The sound was ear splitting and dominated his entire helmet.

Damn it! I need to change that setting. Somehow. This is when it would have been a good idea to get a F.A.Q.

Felix mentally smashed at the accept button on Lily’s phone icon.

“Hey there,” Felix said, minimizing the window.

“It’s a magical battery. I had Felicia put a discharge tip onto them,” Lily said.

Huh? What… oh. I sent her a screenshot of the thing.

“Ah. Alright. Was interesting to watch. Cut right through the roof,” Felix said, watching through Eva’s camera again.

“It’s definitely a useful item to put in a tactical kit. I can’t make them that quickly, so don’t go expecting everyone to have one,” Lily said.

He could hear people talking in the background. It sounded as if she were in the middle of someone giving an interview in fact.

“Sorry about the noise. Some administrator showed up and is trying to do damage control. Too bad for them the documents relating to the zoning approval by the governor are already making the rounds on the net. Shame that the lieutenant-governor is also on the same approval,” Lily said. Felix could hear the smile in her voice.

“Have I mentioned you’re quite good at this whole corporate thing? You really missed your calling,” Felix said.

Miu stepped to one side and pointed to a door. The Fixer walked up and pressed his forehead to it.

“I won’t deny I’m enjoying myself. Did you watch the broadcast?” Lily asked.

He wondered if she was fishing for a compliment. Admittedly he had no reason not to compliment her.

“I did. You looked amazing. I’ll be asking for a high resolution digital copy of it for me to watch later,” Felix said.

The Fixer shook his head and said something to Miu.

In response, Miu turned and kept moving down the hallway.

The sooner they found what they were looking for, the better. Every minute they spent wandering around was more time to be discovered.

Miu at least had experience as an internal security guard for the guild, and knew the normal patterns and protocol.

Every major city had a guild, but they all shared the same procedures. It was a hell of a gap, but honestly, how often did they have to worry about someone who was foolish enough to break in?

“And here I thought you were already captivated by me,” Lily purred into the phone.

“I was, I just realized that you’re a natural ten, that goes up to eleven when she wants,” Felix said.

Miu gestured to another door and the Fixer pressed his forehead to it.

Several seconds later he nodded and stepped back.

“Well, everything is exactly as you asked. What’s next?” Lily asked.

Miu stepped up to the door and then opened it, charging inside.

The Fixer and Eva followed behind, shutting the door after all three were in. It was a rather simple office space that any manager or director would probably have.

“For you? I need you to keep playing the beautiful PR lady for now. Though when you get back to a computer, I could use you putting in some time at a terminal. Need to find out who the funding for the politicians are. We need to neutralize their spending power as quickly as possible. I’m going to be a third party candidate, so we’ll have to plan for both Democrats and Republicans. The sooner we shut down their money, the better. After that, we’ll need to look into what public works they were sponsoring and which ones were favors and to who,” Felix said.

Felix watched as Miu picked up a man slumped over a desk and laid him out on a couch. She adjusted him into as close to a natural position as she could.

The Fixer moved over and stood over the couch, watching the sleeping man. Eva went and stood next to the desk, lifting her right hand to her earpiece.

“This is Worm. Dirt is ready, need a hole. Mole actual, please confirm,” Eva said.

Whatever response Eva got, Felix didn’t catch it.

“That makes sense, didn’t realize you wanted to run for governor though. We can talk about your reasons later, but I think I already understand,” Lily said, competing for his attention at the same time as everything else was happening. “I’ll get on that immediately. Do you want to bury any of the candidates? I’m sure I could dig up quite a bit of mud.”

“No. If anything, we need to expand the playing field. See if we can funnel money into any of them to run a separate campaign apart from their party. We’ll need to use a…” Felix paused as a portal opened up next to the desk.

“… use a shell company. Make sure it’s not traceable back to us,” Felix finished.

“You want to increase the number of people running against you?” Lily asked skeptically.

“Yep. Their votes will be divided between the candidates. It’s why almost every political race ends up as one runner from each party. It’s how they solidify voting blocks,” Felix said.

A pair of hands reached out to the computer on the desktop and turned it sideways. They pulled the Ethernet cord out of the computer and pulled it into the portal.

“Understood,” Eva said, apparently to whoever she was speaking with. Looking at the rest of her team, Eva made eye contact with Miu. “Metal Detector will be done in ten minutes. Order is to stay with the dirt. Hole is to remain open until then.”

Miu nodded her head and stalked to the door, readying herself if anyone should enter.

“I… you’re right. I never really paid attention to politics,” Lily said.

“It’s a lot like corporate life, really. In this case, we want a lot of them running. Muddy the field and spread it around. When we find out who the financial backers are, and eliminate them, it’ll be chaos,” Felix said.

“As for what we offer, that’s easy. Jobs, protection, and separation from the guild of heroes. Our own brand of security, with regards to protection. Contracted out specialists who work with whatever needs and desires the companies or corporations have. It sounds terrible, but that’s how we win over the corporate backers,” Felix said.

Nothing was going on in Eva’s room, so he opened up the war-net map instead.

 “Jobs, economy, and education will swing the masses over to our side. Jobs we’re already doing, so that’s just a matter of making it a known fact. Economy… well, the jobs take care of that. And the pawnshops tend to boost areas that we’re buying in. And education was the whole setup for us being here, which brings us back to the first point. Making sure everyone knows.”

Felix sighed and studied the map a second time.

Ioana and her team were deep into enemy territory. The rest of the security forces were fanning out and clearing everything behind her.

He imagined she wanted to get into the heart of this and tear it out. Remove the leader, end the resistance.

“That’s… all very clinical, Felix. Have you thought about this before?” asked Lily.

“Before Legion? No. It’s just what they’d want, isn’t it? It’s what anyone wants. Security, money, and the ability for their children to do better. It’s all rather simple. Everything else is detail work and an opinion that matches what the majority of the voting blocs want to hear,” Felix closed the war-net.

Looking back to Eva’s camera he found that nothing was changed. He didn’t think anything would change either, now that he thought about it. The attack was successful, and his IT people were on the guild’s network.

Access was always the hardest problem with any attack on a network.

“Sorry, Felix. I have to go. Another reporter is coming my way and I’m betting they want an interview, too,” Lily said.

“Knock ’em dead, dear. Give them that dazzling smile,” Felix said and cleared his windows.

“Will do, bye hun,” Lily said, closing the connection.

Felix looked out into the streets, watching as the stream of displaced citizens continued.

“This is Tip to Throne, actual,” said a voice on the war-net communications network.

That message could only be on the leadership channel if it was to Throne.

Tip would be Ioana as the spear tip. Throne being his own code that she generously bestowed on him.

Activating his own com link, Felix walked back to Victoria.

“This is Throne, actual. Go Tip,” Felix said.

“We’re under heavy attack and request assistance. Minimum force suggested is three wardens to neutralize threat,” said the Tip communications officer.

“Understood. Reinforcements en route,” Felix said.

Turning his head to Victoria, Felix lifted a hand.

“Send four wardens out to assist Tip,” Felix said.

“We only have two. I’ll get them moving,” Victoria responded, picking up a tablet she’d set down on a planter.

Felix frowned, staring down the street.

“I’ll go as well. I’m not at a warden’s level of power, but I’m sure I’ll be able to make up the difference,” Felix said, starting to go down the library steps.

“No! I’ll go instead, you remain here,” Victoria called out from behind.

Before Felix could argue, turn around, or change his mind, a number of refugees pulled weapons out of their clothes and began attacking his people directly in front of him in the line.

Guns fired, people screamed, weapons clashed on armor.

There were even clearly Super Villains in the sudden battle with the Legion forces.

Then Felix’s Supers sped out of the library to engage, and the battle escalated.

Three men charged straight for him, two with clubs and a third with a blade.

Victoria was out in front of him in a heartbeat, her sword speeding outward to pierce the closest man through the eye and into his brain.

He dropped like a stone.

Felix had been in action as well. He drew the pistol from his holster and racked the slide. As he pulled the muzzle up he was already slipping his finger onto the trigger.

He trained the iron sight on one of the hostile targets rushing him and then fired twice. Both shots struck the man center mass.

Moving to the next target, Felix pulled the trigger twice more. Again, both shots hit the chest.

Both enemies went down, groaning, screaming, bleeding out on the ground. Begging for help as they gasped for air.

Felix didn’t care.

They weren’t his people.

Marching forward, Felix maintained proper gun control. Looking for targets that he could fire on cleanly, he had no choice but to wait.

Clearing the dying men, Felix found two more targets and put two shots into each of them.

Eight spent, seven left in the clip.

Victoria danced ahead of him, her enhanced super powers making her a whirlwind of death. Her blade snaked out, skewering enemies on its length.

Legion security forces were highly trained. Drilling almost all day, every day. The simple reality was that their job was to prepare for situations worse than this.

They worked in tandem with their super partners, wardens, and coordinated the fight. Officers made snap calls on the communication line and the defensive line firmed up.

By the time Felix made it to the line of combat, his people had ejected the remaining attackers from the field. Who were then forced to cut and run, leaving behind their dead and wounded.

Confirming there were no active threats in sight, or on the war-net, Felix thumbed the clip release on his M9.

Catching the clip with his free hand he reached down to his left side and pulled out a fresh magazine. He turned the half spent magazine so that it didn’t fit right in the slot and slid it into the now empty space.

His goal was to make sure he could identify it later if he needed to.

Popping in the fresh magazine he thumbed the safety and returned it to its holster.

“This is Throne, actual. Team leaders, cart your wounded and dead back to HQ. Telemedics are to prioritize Legion.” Felix paused to consider the fallen enemies. Smirking to himself, he made the choice. “Power sausage the enemy wounded. Pile the dead.”

Apparently Felix’s dour mood was shared with his people, as he could actually hear the collective dark chuckle.

“Mole actual, this is Worm. We have contact,” said Eva’s voice over the high level security channel.

Felix turned his head down and to one side, pulling up the Eva’s camera with a thought.

Everything was more or less how he left it. Eva was pressed up to the door with her forehead touching the wood.

“Need a time on the hole. Farmer is about to notice,” Eva said again.

“Mole actual reads. One minute on the hole,” Kit said into the void.

“This is Worm, actual,” Miu said into her headset. “Moving to Hole. Prepping.”

The Fixer and Miu got up and went to the portal, stepping through it and to the other side. Back into SC:HQ, he imagined.

Eva twisted the lock into place on the door and moved to the portal and then stepped through.

She was staring back at the side of the computer and its missing Ethernet cable.

Felix knew that it’d be ideal if they could do this without being caught. Information was always best when it was retrieved with no one the wiser.

Turning her head around, Eva gave Felix a good view of where the portal opened up to.

Sitting in a rolling office chair was Kit. A tablet held in one hand, she was watching the tablet and the portal in equal measure.

She was surrounded by a crew of what could only be IT computer engineers who were all working on laptops that were wired into a router. That router had the Ethernet cord from the guild splitting the network feed between them.

An IT dungeon. They’re all working to crack the network.

Near the rear of the room was a handful of men and women in black suits with SMGs pointed towards the portal. Their fingers were inside the trigger guards and it was clear to him they were ready to fire.

Good protocol. This portal is a way into the base as much as it is a way into the guild. We should build a portal control room where we can launch sorties out of, and defend too.

Should probably talk to Felicia about it. Her machine would need to be moved wherever we put the launch room.

“Done. Everyone log out, I’ll leave the connection open as if I forgot to shut down,” said one of the engineers.

Everyone else started typing furiously into their laptops. Each of them closed their laptop lid after they finished whatever it was they were doing.

The engineer who’d spoken reached out and unplugged the guild cord from the router and held it out to Eva.

“Good to go,” he said.

Eva snatched the cord and ducked into the room. She was halfway in, and halfway out when someone started banging on the office door.

There were muffled shouts that were clearly punctuated by a curse.

Flinching, Eva dropped the cord. Immediately she bent down to grab it.

Smashing her forehead into the desk in the process.

Pressing one hand to her head, she grabbed the cord and then slipped it into the network port in the back of the computer.

Stepping back quickly she came back into the IT dungeon.

Kit shut the portal without any visible gesture as the sound of a door being opened could be heard.

“We’ll have data in a day or two. It’s all there though. Once we were in the network it was over. That was a lot easier than spending weeks trying to break in first,” said one of the engineers.

Felix couldn’t help but nod at that.

He could only imagine it was significantly easier being on a network line inside of the building.

“Alright. Good work. Let’s get this all spun up. I’ll need to let Felix know about it and send him a status report,” Kit said. “You alright, Eva?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Smacked my head pretty good,” Eva said.

He couldn’t see it, but Felix imagined it was probably more than a smack. The noise that came through the microphone was pretty loud.

“Alright. Good work everyone, you’re all dismissed to return to your posts,” Kit said. Everyone got up and immediately left, catching the intention behind her words.

Kit then got up and came over to Eva.

Felix felt his heart speed up a notch with how close Kit was to the camera.

She tilted Eva’s head to one side and began to inspect the injury.

“It’s going to be a heck of a bruise. We’ll need to make sure Felix doesn’t see it. He worries incessantly over you,” Kit murmured. “It might even be worth asking Felicia to put you in one of the tanks for a few minutes.”

“Huh? He doesn’t worry about me. He doesn’t worry about anything,” Eva said.

Kit released Eva’s head and chuckled softly.

“You forget I’ve seen inside his head. He’s done quite a bit of worrying over you. He’s also done a lot of things to protect you,” Kit said. “You’re probably the closest thing he values to what he’d consider family.”

Felix felt panic rising up in his heart. If she told her what he’d done, she’d want to go on many more missions. He’d have to tell her about the changes he’d made in her and how little they cost point-wise to do.

“What? Really? What exactly—”

“This is Throne, actual,” Felix said, activating his microphone and interrupting Eva. “Status report on operation Farmer.”

Kit’s eyes immediately flicked to the camera on Eva’s head. The corner of her mouth quirked upward as she stared into it.

“This is Mole, actual. Operation Farmer was a success,” Kit said knowingly. She didn’t openly call him out on it, but he was certain she’d considered it. “Expect a report within two hours.”

“Thank you. Throne actual, out,” Felix said and closed his mic.

“He was watching the OP, wasn’t he,” Eva said. Felix had no idea where she made that jump in logic, but he was proud for a moment, before being horrified that the conversation hadn’t stopped.

“He was. Pretty sure he still is. And he’s not watching from just any camera either. Want to guess which camera? Or rather, whose camera?” Kit asked, still looking into the recording device.

“Mine? I don’t… he really worries that much? About me?” Eva asked uncertainly.

Kit didn’t say anything to that.

“Felix? Can you hear me right now?” Eva asked.

He contemplated not saying anything. Then realized it would only damage their relationship.

“Yeah,” Felix said into her comm alone. “I’m here. We’ll talk later.”

“Ok. Thank you, Felix,” Eva said.

Felix disconnected from the camera and went back to work.

He had a campaign to plan.


Chapter 13 - Quid Pro Quo -

 

Felix was staring down at the after action report on his desk. They’d finished up their operations in Tilen this morning. The national guard had shown up and taken control over the situation.

Luckily for them, the situation was already under control. All that was left to do was maintain the peace.

Legion had lost thirty-some odd security officers, two Fixers, and a single Warden.

Of those lost, everyone had signed the resurrection request to be brought back.

Felix sighed and tapped the report with a thumb.

Which means I’ll be converting gold bricks for points later.

Part of the contract for resurrection was putting aside enough pay to purchase five pounds of gold. The gold was purchased in advance for the person signing the contract, and the pay was deducted on the back-end over time.

In the case of death, Felix would convert the gold to something worthless, like dirt, and use the points to resurrect people.

He planned to never be put in the same position that he was in previously, where he simply didn’t have enough points to bring people back.

Setting the report to one side, Felix pulled over a tablet. He put in a meeting for himself to go into the vault, then the morgue.

“And that’s that. Everyone should be up and running by tomorrow,” Felix said. “Might take a bit longer for that Warden though.”

Victoria looked up from the corner she was lurking in at the sound of his voice. Realizing he was talking to himself she went back to whatever it was she was doing on her phone.

Andrea made a humming noise at his side but said nothing either. She wasn’t quite pleased with her role the other day. She’d been asked to split into hundreds of herself and to secure and hold both T:HQ and SC:HQ.

“I promise that next time you can have a few Others around me. I mean it. I just couldn’t trust the HQs to anyone else, Andrea,” Felix said, looking at her.

“Yeah?” she asked, not meeting his eyes.

“Yeah. Promise.”

“Nn. Kay. I just wanted to be there for you.”

“You were right where I needed you, protecting our home-front,” Felix said. He meant it too.

Andrea smiled and ducked her head, nodding. “Okay.”

Felix didn’t want to read anything more in the action report. He’d already read it through twice.

Something like a hundred people had been turned over to the Sausage Machine. There was no looting, pillaging, or crime on Legion’s part, other than taking no prisoners of those who attacked their security forces. All in all, it was a successful OP. Many of his people gained real world experience, they gained a massive amount of positive PR, gave the Heroes Guild a black eye in the media, and even managed to steal everything on their private network completely.

His office door opened, Andrea, two Others, and Victoria all coming to attention.

Only to relax when they saw it was Kit and Lily coming through the doors. No one but his inner-circle would be coming in the door in the manner they did, but it still set his guards on edge.

“Felix. I think it’s time to talk about your plans to run for governor,” Lily said without preamble or even so much as a greeting. She slumped down into a couch and seemed to ooze into the cushions. Kit took the seat next to her and crossed one leg over the other, looking the part of the ever present cool collected head of HR that she was.

“Alright. You ok by the way?” Felix asked.

“Tired. Very tired. I’ve done nothing but interviews and press conferences with interested parties,” Lily said, laying a hand over her eyes.

“Oh? How’d that all end up by the way? Seems like everything went well according to the reports,” Felix said, setting that very report back down on his desk.

“It did. It did go well. Even the National Guard was quite happy with us. They didn’t have to do much and weren’t the bad guys. I made sure that whenever we talked about them, it was always neutral or positive. They don’t control their own deployment, of course, so it’s not their fault.”

Felix nodded at that. She really had been careful about the wording for them. He imagined it might make some people happier about it. Especially military veterans.

“The new governor is furious of course. He won’t do anything directly since he took our bribe, it’d implicate us both, but he’s definitely no longer a friend,” Lily said. She didn’t sound concerned about that. “The Heroes are in a tizzy. This isn’t just a black eye for them, but an embarrassment. As for the people themselves… they’re beyond grateful.  In the end, our rapid response, recovery, and peacekeeping kept damage and looting quite low. Far lower than the expectation.”

“Great. Good work, Lily. You’ll have to tell me how to reward you for this one,” Felix said. He earnestly meant it to.

“Tell me that again after I get you elected. Half of my team is already running up everything we need to get you legally ready for office,” Lily said. “The other half is starting to go through the paperwork on donations and who’s sending what to where. The election itself and how to run it is all Kit’s.”

Kit smiled and rearranged her hair with one hand. She’d cut it short late last night, and had a hairstyle very similar to what she looked like when he first met her.

“We’re also digging through who the players are on the governor’s spot. Pay, donations, business deals, all the like. As for running the campaign, I think that’ll be rather easy. We just flood the radio, TV, and Internet with ads,” Kit said. “We just do it exactly as you told Lily. Focus on the essential items that the voters want.”

“Good. At the same time, I want you to talk to all local elected officials below the governor, as well as the police chief, fire chief, and local federal agent liaison. See if we can get them on board. I’m open to promises of support to them, either for public funds, private donations, or equipment,” Felix said.

“Do you need their help though?” Andrea asked. “It’s a voting thing. You just need to get everyone to vote for you.”

“Somewhat. Votes are only half of it. I need to expand the number of people who are supporting us, and decrease the number supporting the governor. The fewer he has in his coalition, the harder it is for him to maintain power. And if we can take away the replacement backer pool he’d draw from, it makes it ever harder for him. Those people are who others turn to for direction and support. The more of them we get in line, the better. Actually, in addition to all of those people, contact their opponents, and subordinates who would be considered if their boss lost their job.”

Kit frowned at that and rubbed a finger against the back of her hand.

“The people I use to take power, may not be the same people I use to keep power,” Felix said. “I have to consolidate my power base almost as soon as I take office and the people who put me there will more than likely cost more to keep in my pocket than who can replace them.

“We’ll also have to get an idea on the city treasury within a day or two of taking office. So let’s get some new accountants ready and set to dig through a lot of shady bookkeeping. I imagine we’ll end up using Legion funds at some point, but I’d rather do that as a last resort. Making the books balance for both the city and Legion after that would be annoying. And costly.”

Andrea lifted her head and stared at him with a glum look. “I don’t like this. Do you have to be a governor?”

“I don’t have to be, but it’s the easiest way to get approvals all the way around for Legion. This is a golden opportunity, and I’ll leverage it for all it’s worth,” Felix said.

Andrea sighed and then leaned forward, resting her forehead on his shoulder. “Ok. I understand.”

Felix grinned and patted her lightly on the head, taking a moment to rub her ears.

“It’ll be ok. Besides, this’ll be good for us. You’ll probably get to be on TV at some point. You’re my personal secretary after all, right?”

“Yeah?” she asked, her voice muffled in his clothes.

“Yeah.”

“Felix,” Kit said, getting his attention. “That all makes sense. None of it should be an issue. The real problem is going to be conflicts of interest. They’re going to have a field day with us. We’re opening a college after all.”

“That’s why we have our lovely and talented Lily over there,” Felix said, indicating the lawyer. She pulled her hand from her eyes and met his gaze. “Use Miu, hire more people, do whatever you need to do. Just make sure we don’t have a problem.”

Lily paused for a second to reflect on that, then nodded. “Alright. I’ll take care of it.”

Turning her head to the side she addressed Kit. “I might need a Fixer. I’d be willing to pay the head-count to your department to have one on loan for a few months.”

“Alright. I think we can manage that. Send me a meeting invite when you’re ready, and we’ll go through the candidate pool,” Kit said agreeably.

“Oh, and Felix?” Kit asked. Felix had let his eyes fall back to the report. “You have a meeting scheduled in an hour. It wasn’t originally on the books, but they wanted an interview with you. You just so happened to be listed as touring the campus since construction and refit is complete. So now you have an inspection, and an interview to give at the same time.”

“Ah. Well, that’s to be expected I suppose. Might be a good opportunity to announce my candidacy for the gubernatorial race,” Felix said, thinking on it. “Probably. It’d set the precedent that interviewing reporters have a chance to get information that isn’t released yet. Is it a female reporter they’re sending?”

“They are indeed sending a girl. I think she’s barely old enough to drink. Quite pretty, too,” Kit said. She couldn’t quite hide the annoyance in her voice.

Felix wasn’t sure why she’d be annoyed, except maybe that she took issue that the news team thought Legion could be so easily manipulated.

Then again, if I actually release the information about my run for governor, that’d only feed into that belief.

“Well, I hate to encourage their assumptions, but this’ll work out in our benefit. If they think sending reporters our way is to their benefit, all the better. We can scour their minds for information and find out what stories they’re working on and which way they’ll go with it,” Felix said.

Kit snorted and then sighed. “Alright. I’ll make sure one of my people is with you whenever I can.”

“I could always take Eva with me,” Felix said.

“She’s technically not old enough to work and doesn’t fall under any department. She’s still in Legion school,” Lily said.

Oh yeah. Still need to have that talk with her.

“Got it. Schedule a meeting with her for me later tonight as well. Probably should start talking to her about what she wants to do in the future. School won’t last forever. How’s her brother doing?” Felix asked suddenly. He hadn’t checked on Evan in a while.

He and Eva had bonded through their shared experiences. Evan and he really didn’t have much contact at all.

“Fine. He’ll never be a master magician, but he’s certainly above average. He doesn’t have the killing nature that one needs. To gain power, one must make sacrifices,” Lily said dryly. “He’ll be good for Legion and you. He’s lucky you can increase his power whenever you want, rather than being tempted down the road I went.”

Felix shrugged at that and then opened up his terminal.

“The road you walked led you straight to me. Forgive me if I don’t share your regret,” Felix said. He opened up the most recent sales report from the used car dealerships that Legion owned.

Between the pawnshop and the car lots, they were making money hand over fist. The number of super powers Felix had given out to simply fix or repair things was higher than both Telemedics and Fixers combined.

The business of fixing and selling was great.

We should start buying junkyards and clearing them out. I bet we could make a killing on it.

 

Looking across the school grounds, Felix had a sense of déjà vu. He’d actually visited the Legion school previously, the day after the Andreas had finished construction.

The Tilen campus was a near mirror of the Legion campus. There was more visible security here on the Tilen campus, especially since it wasn’t behind the same defenses the Legion campus was.

It was a sprawling complex. There were a number of multiple-story buildings littered throughout. The huge stadium in the far corner was gigantic.

“We can compare with any state college, at any level,” came a voice.

Felix glanced over to find an older man in his late forties walking up to him. He’d walked past Felix’s bodyguards as if he belonged, which meant this person wasn’t a threat. Even the Fixer who’d been assigned to Felix’s security unit only gave him a single cursory look

“My name is Sean. Dr. Sean Rithe. I’m the president of the Tilen university. I was hired by Kit,” said the man, holding out his hand to Felix.

“Ah. Good to meet you. I’m F—”

“I think everyone employed by Legion knows who you are, sir,” said Sean with a smile.

Felix snickered at that, shaking the man’s hand. “So I continue to find out.”

“I’m glad you were able to accept my invitation for a tour,” said Sean, releasing Felix’s hand.

“Of course. Though I must confess, we’re expecting a news reporter any minute. I’m afraid that, as limited as my time is, I have to combine meetings whenever I can,” Felix apologized.

“Not a problem, not a problem. I understand completely. Honestly though, I’m looking forward to it. It’ll be a chance to advertise the school. I have a fully staffed faculty, empty classrooms, and a budget one could only wish for. I’ll take any opportunity to bring in more students,” said Sean.

Felix could definitely understand that sentiment. The rule of thumb in Legion was to put everything at maximum capacity, and then fill it. If you needed more after that, you doubled the whole thing, and repeated the process.

“Ah, and here she comes. I can’t help but notice she looks young enough to be a student,” Sean said, looking over Felix’s shoulder.

Taking a steadying breath, Felix turned his head with a smile.

It was a young woman, a young man, and a cameraman.

Surprisingly to Felix, she was a Beastkin. A Fox breed. Or so he judged based on the brown coloring, the bushy tail, and the triangular ears. She was on the taller side of the scale for a small breed Beastkin, hitting right around five foot eight if he had to judge.

“Ah,” Felix said.

They’re trying to match Andrea? I didn’t realize it was public knowledge.

The reporter’s ears twitched at Felix’s voice, her sharp hazel colored eyes locking onto him.

And apparently her hearing is phenomenal.

She was pretty, with certainly more than a handful for chest and a waistline that gave her an hourglass frame.

He’d peg her at somewhere in her twenties.

Kit hadn’t been kidding. They really had picked something they thought would hit him in the strike zone.

She was dressed in the same type of women’s jacket and dress that you saw on most news reporters, which gave her a mature look as well.

Good thing Felix already had two women he was handling. That was already more than he wanted. Only a fool tried to take on more than one woman.

Even if she was amazing looking.

Truth be told, he still wasn’t sure what Andrea and Lily saw in him. He couldn’t even identify if it was infatuation simply due to the fact that he saved them.

“—ame’s Jessica! Jessica Perreira,” said the Beastkin. “It’s such a pleasure to meet you.”

Felix kept the smile on his face as he shook her hand. He’d missed whatever she’d said at the start but he didn’t think it mattered.

“Felix, Felix Campbell. The dignified presence next to me is Dr. Sean Rithe, president of the Tilen Legion college,” Felix said, releasing the reporter’s hand and then gesturing to Mr. Rithe.

“Dr. Rithe,” said Jessica, shaking his head. “I’ll be honest, the station wasn’t expecting you to agree to the interview. Let alone to give us a tour of the Legion campus at the same time. How did you gentlemen wish to proceed?”

“Yes, yes. I thought perhaps I could give you the tour as if you were a prospective student. It would give you a good amount of footage, I imagine,” Dr. Rithe said. “Unless you have a different idea, sir?”

“No. No, I’m only here to provide an interview while getting my own tour. You’re the man with the plan, Doc,” Felix said, clasping his hands behind his back.

Sean smiled at that and then turned and held a hand out to gesture to the campus. “Then let me show you our campus,” he said.

The cameraman, who Felix had failed to catch the introduction for, fell in next to Sean and immediately began asking questions.

Jessica slid up next to Felix and looked at him. “That leaves you with me. I don’t even see any of your minders nearby,” she said, looking around at the bodyguards. “Only your security.”

They’d discussed previously that it’d probably be better if none of his inner circle were here. It’d create a better opportunity for the reporter to think she got information out of Felix directly.

“Ah, yes. They had other duties they couldn’t get out of. That’s the problem with an ever-expanding corporation. Always more work, never enough hands,” Felix said with a grin for the Beastkin.

She smiled back, revealing her canines. They were a bit longer than average, he thought, but then again, Beastkin weren’t humans.

Thankfully he didn’t have to deal with the problems behind the issue of race in Legion. Legion was a complete meritocracy. Species didn’t matter.

“I’ll take that as me getting lucky with you. So, Felix—can I call you Felix?” she asked.

Sean, the cameraman, and the other reporter were moving forward now on the tour.

“You can at that. Honestly, I’d prefer it, Jessica,” Felix said, deciding to help perpetuate whatever false assumptions she and her station would make from all of this.

“With the campus complete, and the approvals now in your favor, what’s your next step?” Jessica asked. She moved her hand to hover beneath his chin, a hand-held recorder in her grasp and recording.

“Our next step? With the college? We’ll be working to increase our student body size. We’ve already hired an entire faculty. From president to groundskeepers,” Felix said. Sean was leading them across an open area. It had a number of tables, benches, and seating areas.

“Yes, we’ve heard about that. There’s been a lot of complaining lately from other colleges,” Jessica said.

Felix chuckled at that. “I imagine. We went around and offered some of their best professors a job. So long as their demands were within reason, they were met. This institution will strive to have the best of the best in all departments,” Felix admitted.

“That isn’t limited to just education though, is it?”

“No. No it isn’t. We made sure to hire leading collegiate coaches.”

“My understanding is that you hired a number of them.”

“Football, soccer, baseball, basketball. We did hire the appropriate coaches and support staff for each.”

“And you made the same offer to them that you did the professors?”

“We did. Though the coaches asked for more facility and resource type of things.”

“That’s all rather interesting, but I can’t imagine it being very profitable. In fact, from everything we gather, tuition will be almost nothing. That it’ll actually be affordable, provided a student is granted a seat.”

“You’re right about tuition. And no, this whole thing is not profitable, and likely won’t be. At all,” Felix said while laughing. “At least, not for a long while. Thankfully Legion is a private company, and I own all of it. Every loss is my loss. This year is going to be brutal for the bottom line. But worth it.”

Jessica didn’t say anything to that, but instead shifted her hand, re-angling the microphone.

He got what she wanted, and decided to give her it.

“I believe in the youth of our country. Tilen will be the first to go through this campus, but not the last. There is no expense so great that it would make the education of the next generation not worth it. Have you seen how much debt these kids are being saddled with as they head into the real world? It’s unimaginable. They won’t be paying that off any time soon. If ever.”

“Why put so much effort into educating them, if their first three years in the real world must be spent in Legion? Isn’t that part of their tuition agreement?”

“It is. And those three years will be paid at market parity. They’ll earn a healthy living, gain real world experience, and be given a job immediately after they graduate. Name any other college that can do that.”

“That’s a fair point. I can’t. Between you and me though, Felix,” Jessica said, her arm brushing up against his as she lifted her hand to his chin again. “What’s next for you?”

There it is, and here we go.

Felix wrapped a hand around Jessica’s hand and stared into her eyes.

“Let’s talk off the record for a minute. A little quid pro quo conversation, and a contract between you and me.”


Chapter 14 - Discrimination -

 

“—Campbell is indeed running for governor,” said Jessica. On the screen, footage of the campus was rolling as Jessica gave her report.

“In fact, when I questioned him about that decision, he admitted that it was all due to the prison breakout. He told me the story of how his Legion security forces spent the better part of an entire day and night bringing order to the situation.

“I did some fact checking after my interview with him. Everything he said was exactly as was reported by the National Guard. I took some time to speak with residents in the area as well, and they had nothing but praise for Felix and his Legion.

“By all reports, both official and unofficial, Legion held the line and protected the citizens. Brought order to the situation. And ended what looked like it could destroy a good portion of the city.”

The television switched to Jessica sitting behind a desk, smiling into the camera.

“As a Beastkin, and knowing how Legion works, I can’t deny I’m curious to see how Felix will do in his bid for governor. Back to y—”

Felix turned off the screen on his phone and looked back to the crowd of students all flooding into the campus.

“And she got a promotion out of it,” Kit said into his earpiece.

“Good for her. And good for us. That story was everything we wanted and more. That’s some extreme level exposure for our college, and my run for governor,” Felix said.

“Speaking of your bid for governor. The racists are already lining up to crucify you. Your relationship with Andrea, and endorsement from Jessica, has put them on the other side of us. Of course, they don’t call it racism. Amounts to the same thing in the end,” Kit said. “And then there’s the fact that you own slaves.”

Felix could only nod at that. With so many races running around of every different flavor under the sun, there was no question about intermingling.

The larger issue was that people couldn’t escape mentalities of inferiority or superiority.

It all went back to the simple fact that some races were better at things than others. Like an all-Beastkin baseball team.

As a rule, humans were fairly average at all things. Elves, Beastkin, Trolls, Ogres, Dwarves, everything else, all had a niche they could own for themselves.

Many humans took that with a heavy helping of fear.

Felix just thought of it as being the baseline. Everyone needed baseline employees. Never a five, never a one, always a three or a four. If you were lucky, they made up the majority of your workforce.

“Nothing we can do about either situation,” Felix said nodding his head at a young woman who passed nearby him.

She must have recognized him as she quickly looked away and ducked into the entry hall for the administration building.

Everyone who recognized him shied away immediately. Those who didn’t sometimes stopped and talked to him, or asked for directions.

He was happy to help. It was enjoyable.

His security detail wasn’t far off either, and they didn’t seem to mind the people at all. Andrea was on his left, watching everything with an ear to ear grin.

“Besides, they were already after me before when they realized Legion University accepts all races. If anything, this’ll just draw all those in favor of equality into my camp,” Felix said. “It’s doing me a favor. Less backers I have to worry about soothing. They can be part of the pool of essentials and need little in the way of effort.”

“Ok, I’m tired of you talking about this. I don’t understand what you mean by essentials, and the pools, and backers and—”

“Sorry. It’s how I think of everything when it comes to having power. An essential is someone I need and/or must secure to get into power. In this case, I need certain people in the community to back me and press for votes,” Felix said. He paused to smile and nod to a young Beastkin man who looked up from a pamphlet.

“In this case, I was never going to secure the votes for Humanity First. There was no point in ever trying to get their votes. Now, for the non-human communities, the opposite is now true. I can use them to drum votes in my direction with little or no effort on my part.”

“So… why aren’t they essential?”

“Because with or without my attention, they’ll push for my governorship. This isn’t true for those who respect the police chief. Or those who follow the business leaders of the community. Those are essential for my election, as are their backers. I’ll need their support. So I have to figure out what they need or want from me, and either make that promise, or figure out who I can use otherwise.”

“And that’s why you wanted to know who their replacements and competitors were,” Kit said.

“Yep. Unlike most politicians, I have options available to me. A competitor is a valid piece for me, when it wouldn’t be for anyone else. Hence my need to determine my essentials and backers. It’ll also come down to offering public policies that the general populace want to secure unaffiliated voters.”

“And that’s why you combined the interview with the tour. I think I understand. So… what’s next?”

“We’ve already made promises of education, and are carrying out on that. Above board, cheap, easily readable contract, and a job. Security for businesses would be next. I have some ideas on that already,” Felix said. “We do have some seniors transferring in, don’t we?”

“We do. Their contract for work is only set at a year. Why?”

“Send me a list of everyone interested in security, military, or defense. Both physical and intellectual.”

“I can get that,” Andrea said from his side, rapidly typing into her tablet. “It’ll only be a few minutes. I’ve been thinking about what you were saying the other day. Me, holding down the homefront.”

“Oh? Thank you by the way for getting me that data, Andrea.”

“Yeah. I don’t want to be security anymore. I want to lead a department. Or directing security if I have to stay in that. I’ve been speaking about this to Victoria and Ioana. They’re both on board with it. I’ve been making plans to pull all the Others out and put them into other positions. To learn more about Legion, and be in the know for anything you need. To truly be your personal secretary.”

Felix was a bit shocked at that. Andrea hadn’t really displayed any desire for that course of action previous to this.

What changed?

Calling up her character screen, Felix started to read it over.

 

 

 



	
Name: 
Andrea Elex

	
Power: Multiple Self Projections



	
Alias: Andrea, Andie, Lex.

	
Secondary Power: Partitioned Mind



	
Physical Status:
Healthy

	
Third Power: Directed Complete Regeneration



	
Positive Statuses:
None

	
Mental Status:
Happy; Determined



	
	
Negative Statuses:
None



 



	
Strength:

	
44

	
Upgrade?(440)



	
Dexterity:

	
62

	
Upgrade?(620)



	
Agility:

	
71

	
Upgrade?(710)



	
Stamina:

	
70

	
Upgrade?(700)



	
Wisdom: 

	
81

	
Upgrade?(810)



	
Intelligence:

	
40

	
Upgrade?(270)



	
Luck:

	
53

	
Upgrade?(530)



	
Primary Power:

	
31

	
Upgrade?(3,100)



	
Secondary Power:

	
79

	
Upgrade?(7,900)



	
Third Power:

	
50

	
Upgrade?(5,000)



 

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary.

Everything was exactly as he remembered it.

“I’m curious. What drove you to this? It couldn’t have just been me asking you to defend to the HQ,” Felix asked. He could practically hear Kit asking the same question over the earpiece.

“I… I spent last night with all of my Others with me. No one liked what happened. That we were given a task that took us away from you. That not one of us could be left somewhere else. None of us liked it. We’re going to change our role to fit what we want. We want to be your personal secretary.

“Now we will be. We have Others in almost every department, and spread throughout the ranks. We also enlisted some of the tech department to provide us with a way to communicate with one another privately. I’m… I’m going to be your Andrea-net,” said the Beastkin, looking up from her tablet and meeting his eyes. “And the Andrea-net won’t fail you.”

There was a soft chime on his wristwatch signaling an incoming email.

“I sent you the list, as well as everyone’s scores, home lives, and potential for hazard-duty assignments. I also put in a list of all business owners who were impacted by the prison breakout, and all those who were close enough that they could have been impacted,” Andrea said.

Felix raised his eyebrows at that.

“Remind me to reward the Andrea-net,” Felix said.

“I figured you’d eventually offer something like that,” Andrea said, looking to her tablet. “I need you to sign this requisition form. It’ll build out a floor specific to my Others and me only. It’ll be the Andrea-net, and where we will gather to consolidate information.”

“I… I see. Alright, sure, I can sign that. It makes sense,” Felix said.

Turning his wrist over he opened his mailbox. Almost immediately a requisition form popped to the top of the list. He opened it and pressed the “approve” button that Andrea had attached to the bottom.

It filled out all the appropriate information automatically and sent it off to only Andrea knew where.

“Thank you, Felix. As a mate, you’re good to me, and as a boss, you’re better. It isn’t simple infatuation. You’re a good man, and you do good things, while protecting our pack. You’re a good Alpha,” Andrea said, peering up at him shyly.

Felix only nodded his head, he wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. Though he had to admit, it gave him a bit more insight into why Andrea wanted to be with him.

Now to build out a security plan for businesses.

“On second thought. Could you use the Andrea-net to gather up everyone you think would qualify on that list for hazard-duty, after all? I want to have a meeting with those seniors and present them with the opportunity to get into a new Legion business expansion. Security. Probably should get a Fixer in there, too.”

Andrea grinned at him, flashing her bright white teeth. “Nn! Consider it done, boss.”

“Kit, we’ll need time to prep the seniors who volunteer and skill them. In the meantime, could you get me in front of whatever board is in control of the prisons?”

“Of course. I’ll have it set up as soon as possible,” Kit said.

From here on out, there is no backtracking.

And on top of everything else, there’s been no news on the data we stole from the heroes. No news at all tends to mean that there is nothing to report that’s favorable, or they can’t even get in.

Everything is just getting more complicated.

 

Felix adjusted the cuff on his left arm.

Out of habit he touched the ring on his right hand. He’d taken to wearing it since the prison break a few weeks ago. It was a construct Lily, Felicia, and White had built for him.

A very simplified version of the crown, which only blocked the powers of other mind readers. The only exception to that was anyone wearing a Fixer’s version of the ring.

It was a simple silver band. The crown of it was flat with a red background. Stamped in the middle of that was a black L.

Everyone in Legion was being issued one with the instructions to never take it off.

Mind reading was the easiest form of espionage. Just because Kit was the strongest, didn’t mean there weren’t others who could read your mind as easily.

Unthinkingly, Felix then checked Lily’s charm that rested on the inside of his dress shirt. He could feel it just under his tie.

“We’ll be right here,” Victoria said. “Should anything go wrong, we’ll be in there in a heartbeat.”

Miu fixed him with her flat stare.

He knew her mind now. Knew her fractured thoughts.

She didn’t want him to be alone in there and was contemplating disobeying him. Felix feared her twisted mind could rearrange his orders into whatever she wanted it to be. He’d been getting large doses of her crazy as she began to teach him hand to hand combat in a more unhinged fashion. There was no doubt in his mind she was insane.

Andrea nodded her head emphatically at his words, and the other two calmed at her unspoken cue.

Kit and Lily were already talking about something privately and had taken seats.

“It’ll be fine. I’m just meeting with the prison board. This should be a productive meeting,” Felix said with a smile for them.

Reaching out he turned the doorknob and opened the door. Stepping into the conference room, he found seven men and women staring at him.

The door shut with a quiet click behind him.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Campbell,” said the woman in the center position.

She was older with touches of gray at her temples. She also looked exactly as he expected. Stern, pale faced, and bureaucratic. 

“Good afternoon, chairwoman,” Felix said with a smile.

Running down the line of men and women, he found there was an eighth chair off to the side of the table, and one chair facing those eight.

Felix moved towards that chair and took a seat, unbuttoning his jacket and letting it open at the front. He set his manila folder down on the table and then folded his hands into one another.

“We’re waiting for—”

A side door opened and a man in a super hero outfit walked in, causing the chairwoman to pause.

The Hero looked at Felix, then sat down in the eighth chair.

“Ah, we’re all accounted for. A representative of the Heroes Guild asked to be here to represent their interests,” said the chairwoman.

“As you will. First, I’d like to have permission to record this meeting,” Felix said. After a pause he produced a recorder from his pocket. Laying it down on the table he continued. “With my governor bid, I want to make sure that all of my dealings are above board, and without any type of conflict of interest.”

“That is… I see no reason why not,” said the chairwoman.

There was no grounds to stop him from recording the proceedings. He’d already had Lily look into it. If they had tried to shut him down, he would have recorded the meeting anyways and released it to the public at some point.

“Great,” Felix said. Tapping the record button he glanced at the display. “This recording is a meeting between Felix Campbell, CEO of Legion, and the committee of prison affairs. The date and attendees are as follows—”

Felix said the date aloud and then read through the names for each of those attending. He paused, staring at the hero.

“We’ve been joined by one representative of the super heroes guild by the name of…” Felix paused, waiting for the man to introduce himself.

“Not needed,” said the man.

Felix nodded his head. 

“The representative has refused to identify himself. He’s dressed in a dark black outfit with red pinstripe accents running up and down both the arms and legs. Estimated height at five foot ten,” Felix continued.

Without missing a beat as he talked, Felix pulled his phone out of his pocket and took a photo of the super hero.

“I’ve taken a photo of the hero for my own notes on my personal cell phone—”

“You can’t do that!” shouted the hero, standing up.

“I can do that. It’s perfectly within my rights to take a photo whenever and however I see fit. This is not a closed door meeting, and recording was allowed by the chairwoman. Nor is this under any type of government oversight. This is a contract meeting,” Felix said.

The hero continued to close in on Felix, coming around the table.

“I don’t recommend that,” Felix said. Miu and Victoria were both on the other side of the door. Both had enhanced senses. “You have no right to touch me, my person, or my belongings. I’ll ask you to stop right there.”

Apparently the hero wasn’t used to someone telling him what to do. His response was anger, and what could be seen of his face was telling.

Miu appeared between Felix and the Hero. She stood stock still, her arms hanging at her sides.

Victoria opened the door and stepped through, her blade moving backwards as she prepared to lunge forward towards the hero. Andrea was a step behind her, an SMG snuggled up into her shoulder.

“Stop,” Felix commanded.

Victoria came to a rest, her blade held at the ready and a single muscle movement away from impaling the Hero.

Miu stood as she had previously. Waiting for the Hero to get too close.

“Now, I’ll say it again. I’m a citizen, in a meeting that is being conducted publicly,” Felix said. He caught Lily and Kit entering the room and closing the door behind themselves. “You are acting in a hostile way that will force my bodyguards to defend my person. You can take your seat, and we can begin this meeting, or you can leave. It’s that simple.”

“You’re telling me what to do!?” shouted the hero. He’d stopped two feet from Miu and was glaring down at Felix. Ignoring the petite woman.

“I am. Because you have no right to do anything to me. I’m giving you the best advice you’ll ever get. And probably the only warning you’ll get,” Felix said.

He didn’t think this situation was going to deescalate. The guild of heroes was full of people who believed they knew what was right and wrong.

He doubted this particular Dudley would hear the reason in Felix’s voice.

Reaching over Miu, the Hero made for Felix’s phone.

Miu snatched the man’s wrist, bent it to one side, then turned his arm around with a crackling sound. She held his arm back behind his head as her left hand snaked down around his throat.

“Miu, don’t kill him. Release him,” Felix said.

The Hero fell to the ground, shrieking and holding his broken arm.

Sighing, Felix turned back to the committee. “My apologies. Often I find myself the target of discrimination on the part of the Heroes guild. Kit, could you get him out of here and seated in the lobby? Lily, could you notify the guild of the situation and that I’m contemplating charges?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll see it done.”

“Great. Now, madam chairwoman, could we please move on to business? I’d like to make an offer towards taking responsibility over a number of prisons,” Felix said. “We have no interest in any prisons containing super villains, as that’s the domain of the guild.”

The chairwoman was staring at him.

He imagined she was shocked at what had just happened. Heroes weren’t supposed to lose. Be overpowered. Cowed. Beaten with logic.

“I would like to operate them as non-profit entities. Any and every penny the prisons in my care would make would be reinvested back into the prison itself. Higher walls, more guards, more rehabilitation programs, more opportunities to curb their behavior. We can’t save them all, but if I can save even a fraction of them, I’d consider it money well spent,” Felix said.

“Non-profit?” she asked. She seemed as if she were coming back to the world.

“That’s right. I don’t need to make money off the prisons. I’d rather spare the tax payers, and give them some security,” Felix confirmed.

Miu was standing on his right, in almost the same position she’d appeared in. Victoria on his left. Kit and Lily had both already left to take care of the matters he’d asked them to.

Andrea was lurking behind him. He couldn’t see her, but he could feel her there.

“I… we have a lot of contracts with the guild. They—”

“Failed,” Felix said, interrupting her. “And the citizens suffered for it. Paid for it. Are still paying for it. Legion and I can handle all the normal prisons. The guild and their super villains can go outside of the city. It’d be best for everyone,” Felix said.

He now had every intention of releasing this recording to the public later on. If the committee turned him down, it was likely that there’d be a harsh backlash from the public. Felix idly wondered if the chairwoman realized that she was effectively trapped. Taking a moment he looked into her eyes and saw anger there. Amongst her wariness and dislike of him was pure anger.

She knows.

Felix grinned at her from across the table.

Good.


Chapter 15 - Litter -

 

“No. You can’t force it. You have to draw the runes. Each finger must take part for it to construct itself accordingly,” Lily said.

Felix froze at the sound of her voice. He hadn’t seen her since the prison meeting the previous day.

“I can’t. It’s too hard,” came a young man’s voice.

“Of course you can. I did it for many years before Felix adjusted my powerset,” Lily said encouragingly.

Realizing that Lily didn’t know he was there, Felix crept around the corner. Peering into the training room, he found Lily and Evan standing with their backs to the entry. They were both facing the far wall. It was a steel-reinforced, magically-backed monstrosity. Built for the sheer purpose of absorbing attacks.

Evan looked the same as Felix remembered.

Cleaner though, and certainly looking far more healthy.

Felix didn’t spend much time with him though. Much in the same way he didn’t spend much time with Lily’s brother.

They had their own things going on.

So why do I spend so much time with Eva?

Felix frowned at the thought. It wasn’t something he wanted to explore right now. Especially since he owed a conversation to her about what he’d been doing to her.

On her behalf.

Without her knowledge.

“Can’t you just ask him to change my powers for me?” Evan complained. “Make mine just like yours? Everyone says he’s more likely to do things for you or Andrea since you’re his girlfriends.”

“I could ask him. And he’d probably do it for me if only because I asked. That doesn’t solve your problem though. You need the control and the practice. Changing your powers now wouldn’t help you in the long run,” Lily said. “Learning with your hands and fingers first is ideal. Master that, and I promise I’ll ask Felix.”

“This would be so much easier if—”

“No. Try again,” Lily said firmly.

Evan sighed dramatically and lifted his hands up.

Slowly, painfully, he began to draw in the air with his hands. Runes and symbols began to glow in the air. Faint and shimmering, they were translucent.

Even Felix could tell they were not at the level of power or clarity that Lily could put out. Nowhere near close.

“Good, good. That’s actually fairly accurate. Your will isn’t forming it completely though. See how it wavers? How it looks misty? You have to focus as you do it,” Lily said.

“Ok,” Evan said. “I’ll… I’ll just try again, then.”

“Good. Concentrate. Move through the spell sigils slowly, and build them correctly,” Lily said. She demonstrated with her hands, the spellwork flowing up immediately and trailing her fingers.

It was as solid as if it were real, strikingly so. It radiated power and certainty.

As ever, it was beautiful.

Elegant.

Just like her.

Felix smiled, and slipped out of the entryway.

Andrea gave him a curious look but said nothing. In her new role as the Andrea-net, the day to day hadn’t changed. At least around him, that is. He knew the floor she’d requested had already been built out, and that her Others were occupying it. 

Turning down the hall, he left Lily and Evan in the training room alone and moved on down the hallway.

He didn’t want to intrude on her lesson, as he couldn’t imagine it helping at all. Though he thought about asking her about it later. In fact, he probably needed to get involved a bit more with the up and coming Legion members with powers. They’d need training and assistance.

Something to talk with Kit about.

Right now though, he was here to help Miu adjust her powerset, and to give her orders.

As was her fashion, she had chosen the last training room. She had also more than likely brought a lock so that she could secure the door.

And more than likely cut the feed to the cameras and audio sensors.

Taking a moment outside of the closed door into the training area, Felix gave himself a quick once over.

He had dressed in clothing he could move in. Clothes that he could add padding to if she brought it. Clothes he could rough-house in and go tumbling to the mat.

Miu was anything but gentle with him in their one on one sparring sessions. She figured he could hop in a healing tank as easily as a bath tub, and so she was essentially causing him no harm.

Even if she broke his arm.

“I’ll get the tank ready,” Andrea said happily. “Do you want to have lunch after this? You could come down to the Andrea-net!”

“And there’ll be pancakes?” Felix asked with a knowing smile.

“Of course! But other things, too. Doctor Andrea said we need to try and balance your diet,” Andrea said.

Doctor Andrea? They did requisition a medical skill book. I wonder what she’s up to.

“Thanks, dear. Yeah, let’s do lunch after this. I’ll see you after she’s done with me,” Felix said. Andrea gave him a wide grin then nodded her head once.

Opening the door, Felix stepped inside.

“Lock it,” Miu called from the center of the room. She was dressed in yoga pants, a sports bra, and was barefoot. She seemed to delight in wearing outfits like this in their training now. As if it was some type of victory in doing exactly what he’d teased her about.

And that was a lesson learned. Don’t make fun of the crazy person.

Felix locked the door, clicking the padlock into place as she’d instructed him. Then he stepped out into the center of the training area.

It was a simple square room, sized for lots of movement and empty.

She gave him a wide frantic smile, her eyes glued to him.

Clearly she’d already dropped her control over herself and seemed ready and eager.

“I want to adjust some of my powers after this, but first, I think we should do some hand to hand sparing,” Miu said, putting her hands on her hips.

“Alright. Let me warm up and we’ll—”

“No. You’ll go into this cold. As if it were a fight you weren’t expecting. Here I come,” Miu said, then promptly charged at him.

Her fist practically blurred with the speed of the punch she threw at him.

Stepping into the attack, Felix blocked her inner forearm and drove forward with an elbow. Miu caught it easily with her free hand and shoved it to one side. Her doubled strength was enough to knock him off balance. Felix did his best to move with it, working to keep his footwork and balance in check.

Turning around he caught sight of a fist just before it caught him in the mouth. Stumbling backward under the force of the blow, Felix got his hands up.

Miu wasn’t the type to let up, and dropping your guard after a hit would only invite another.

Seeing him defensive, ready for her, she stopped.

“Good. Your reflexes are getting better,” Miu said.

He knew for a fact that she was incredibly talented in martial arts. Her powers made her gifted in everything and anything.

Lately she’d been training much more diligently as well. Her strength, speed, and agility were skyrocketing.

Felix sniffed, and rubbed the back of his wrist against his mouth. Looking at it he saw bright red blood.

“You hit like a freight train,” Felix said. Or tried to. His mouth was actually filling with blood rather quickly.

Poking around with his tongue, he found he’d split the inside of his lip open. Sucking on it for a second he spat out a mouthful of blood onto the mat.

Cleaning crews were assigned to clean up bloody messes just like that, Felix reasoned. He didn’t worry about it.

Miu’s fractured smile spread across her face. She looked from him to the blood, and then back.

“I hit much harder. I’ve been training. I’ll be your bloody blade, gladly,” she said.

Felix didn’t let his guard down. Instead, he started to slowly back up, trying to give himself a bit more space. Miu had a tendency to attack when he wasn’t expecting it.

He figured she was practicing her own techniques at the same time, but that didn’t mean he was going to make it easy.

“Speaking of being my bloody blade, I wanted to give you your orders,” Felix said.

Miu began to move as well, stalking him. Though she was moving much slower.

“I want you to go through the personal lives of some people. In particular, all of my opponents who have a similar disposition as I do, who might be going after the same voters. I need to clear the field of anyone with the same base as I do,” Felix said. “The goal is to do it with pressure if possible. Giving them an opportunity to drop out if we know the skeletons in their closet. After that, probably a subtle bribe from Lily. If that fails… you or a Fixer finishes it.”

“So… non-human supporters. Anyone who thinks the Heroes guild is too big for themselves. And anyone promoting better security and defenses,” Miu summarized.

“Kinda, yeah. I mean, everyone ascribes to some of that. But I want to make sure I’m the one pushing it the hardest. So anyone who’s running it as part of their main platform would be on the target list,” Felix said.

“I shall take care of this for you. Now…” Miu said, pausing.

She reached down and dragged her fingers through the blood on the mat.

The blood he’d spit up.

With shivering fingers she wiped it across the bridge of her nose and down her cheek. Then she licked her fingertips and quivered from head to toe.

Gasping, Miu closed her eyes and began sucking on her fingers. She pressed her left hand to her chest as if she couldn’t contain herself.

Slowly, only after she’d cleaned her fingers completely of blood, she opened her eyes. Opened them and locked them on him.

Or to be precise, locked on what felt like his bloody mouth.

The look that she gave him was a mixture of desire, revulsion, and need.

Exactly what he expected from her.

“Let’s see how you do, and what you’ve learned. Then we can go over what powers I need,” Miu said, and then sprinted at him.

Crazy and dangerous. Thank god she’s on our side.

Felix braced himself and was ready for her.

 

Stumbling out of the training room, he practically ran over Eva.

She was sitting next to the door, working on a tablet.

“Holy crap,” Eva said, looking at him.

Felix knew he looked as if he’d gone twelve rounds in a heavy-weight bout.

Partially because he had. Miu looked diminutive but had the strength of a champion boxer.

“Training,” Felix said.

“Eva said she needed to talk to you,” Andrea said, smiling. “I saw you had a note that you needed to have a meeting with her so I scheduled it for right now. We can go have lunch and put you in the tank after.”

Felix sighed but couldn’t disagree. It was a conversation he needed to have.

“Oh, and Kit sent over an email to you. She listed the contents as secure and your eyes only, so I didn’t read it.”

That’d be the answers she promised me.

“Right. Thank you,” Felix said. He was only mildly annoyed, but that was more about the situation than what Andrea did.

She was only doing exactly what she felt was right, he couldn’t blame her.

And it was right, he just didn’t like it.

“Come on, Eva. We’ll talk over lunch in the Andrea-net.”

“Andrea-net?” Eva asked. She got up, giving her bottom a brush off.

“Yeah. It’s where all the Andreas gather and do Andrea things,” Felix said. “I don’t think she lets anyone else in, so consider this the only chance you’re likely going to get to see it.”

Andrea smiled at them when they both looked at her. “We know Eva is important to you. We’d let her in if she asked.”

Felix wasn’t sure how to respond to that, and fell silent.

Eva and Andrea chatted back and forth and left him out of the conversation, for which he was thankful. He was using the time he had to try and figure out how he wanted to have this conversation with her. He hadn’t planned on it being so soon, but he knew this was as good a time as any.

Lost in his inner turmoil and thoughts, Felix didn’t break free until they stepped out of the elevator.

Two Andreas with SMGs gave him, Eva, and Prime a once over before they even cleared the doors.

“Thank you,” Felix said earnestly for their dedication to the job.

He smiled at the two Others as he followed Andrea out.

“Felix,” they said in unison.

Everywhere he looked were Andreas. Working at various desks, monitors, and tables.

At the sound of his voice, ears began swiveling around towards him. Slowly, every Andrea he could see, was looking his way.

Giving them a grin, he held up his hand and waved. “Afternoon, Andrea. Here for lunch. Anyone care to join me?”

“Nn!” came the chorused response. They began closing or putting away whatever they were all working on. Chattering with each other excitedly as they put their tasks on hold.

Being caught up in the flood of Andreas, Felix and Eva were escorted to what could only be a lunch room.

Chairs and tables were spread throughout the room haphazardly. Seats were being filled quickly as certain Andreas broke off into smaller groups to eat with others.

Prime caught him at the elbow and guided him to a seat at the center of the room. Seating him, she took the chair to his right and indicated the chair to Felix’s left.

“Sit right there, Eva. Food will be along shortly,” Prime said, smiling widely at them both. “It’s so exciting to have you here, Felix. You should eat with us more often.”

Felix couldn’t help but laugh and spread his hands out in front of himself. Andrea always managed to put him into a good mood somehow. “I just might do that. Especially if you can cook other foods as good as pancakes.”

“Yes! We’re good at all breakfast foods. Lunch… isn’t that bad, but not great. Dinner is better off as breakfast,” Prime said.

In other words, it’s sandwiches or breakfast food. I’m not surprised in the least.

“I suppose it’s a good thing breakfast is the best meal of the day then,” Felix said. Looking to Eva, he found she was trying hard not to stare at him.

He figured she was probably trying to figure out what he wanted to talk about, and what had happened previously.

“Eva…” Felix said. Her eyes snapped up to him, her body going rigid. “Calm down. Nothing’s wrong, first and foremost. Yes, I wanted to talk, but it’s all positive.  I promise.”

Eva gave him a flat smile and bobbed her head. “Ok.”

“So… yes. Kit’s right. I treat you differently and I worry over you. Perhaps a bit too much, but I do. I’m not really able to express it in words any better than that. But there it is,” Felix said.

“I kinda get it. I’ve been thinking on it. Is it how you’d worry over a family member? Like a niece or… or a daughter?” Eva asked.

Feeling the awkwardness settle over him like a blanket, Felix wasn’t sure how to answer that.

“I don’t know. I don’t have any family. All my life my family members have vanished or died around me. I think so, though? I mean, it seems like it? I don’t quite understand it myself,” Felix admitted.

“Ok. Uhm. It feels like you worry over me the same way Evan did when we were younger. So… I think I’ll go with that,” Eva said.

Felix wasn’t any good at this sort of thing. He could help develop people into whatever version of themselves they wanted to be. But explaining his own feelings and emotions?

Not a damn clue.

“Alright. With that in mind, and that I do worry, I’ve been… modifying… your powers,” Felix said. His volume was low, and his speech slow.

This was much harder than he thought it would be.

“You’ve been modifying me?”

Felix nodded as an Andrea laid a plate down in front of him. It had a toasted sandwich of some sort on it with a small salad to one side. She laid a napkin down next to the plate and put down a tall glass of water as well.

“It’s a grilled cheese sandwich with ham, tomatoes, and thousand island dressing. You’ll like it. Promise,” said the Andrea practically in his ear.

Then she was off and away, serving up a meal to another Andrea before he could even say thanks.

Prime was eating already, watching the conversation without saying a word.

“Yes. Well, no. They’re all one use activation powers. They’ll last for a period of time, then fade away. I’d have to put them back for you to use them again. Because they’re single use, they cost very little in the way of points.”

“What kind of powers…” Eva said. She picked up a french fry from her plate and started chewing at it. He’d hadn’t even noticed an Andrea had dropped her off a hamburger with fries.

Eva, though, never broke eye contact. Her eyes were drilling holes through his skull.

“More or less every power that my inner circle has. I have a list somewhere in my office if you want to read it over,” Felix said. He picked up the sandwich and then took a bite of it. Eva looked like she was figuring out what she wanted to say next, so he’d give that time.

Damn. Andrea was right. It’s pretty good.

Felix eyed the sandwich and took another bite, enjoying this lunch quite a bit.

Whenever he tried to take lunch in the cafeteria, or a restaurant, he got beaten down with stares and whispers. Eating amongst the Andreas was weird, but not unpleasant.

“What’s the activation?” Eva asked, her eyebrows drawing down.

“One is permission from me to utilize them. Which I now give you. The second is knowing the power you want to use and thinking the name of it in your head. Followed by the desire to use it. That’ll activate it.”

“How long does it last?”

“Not really sure. When I made the powers I was shooting for twenty-four hours, but this was all experimental at the time. Yours are the strongest, tailor-made versions of the powers I’ve been handing out. For all I know, you might be able to focus all of a power into a few minutes for a massive use. Or maybe slow it down and use it for months. Dunno.”

Eva grunted and set down the hamburger. “Why make me a guinea pig? What if it went wrong?”

“Then you’d have a power I never authorized you to use, and you’d never have known about it. As for why you… because… I worried. I worried what would happen to you or what could happen or if someone tried to kidnap you and use you against me or—”

“Ok, ok, I got it. Just… just in the future, ask me?” Eva said, looking down at her plate.

“I promise. I will,” Felix said. He felt better coming clean about it.

“So, could I take Ioana or Miu in a fight?” Eva asked

“Power to power? Definitely. Skill and experience? Dream on, kid,” Felix said, grinning at her.

Andrea clapped her hands together in a happy way and then leaned forward over the table.

“You’re like his daughter!” she whispered loudly. “When I have my first litter, will you be their big sister?”

Eva started at that, her hands freezing in mid air. Then she started to laugh.

Reaching out she grabbed Andrea’s hands with her own. “Sure. I can do that, but it’ll be a while before I call you mom.”

Andrea grinned and bounced in place at the table.

All around, the Andreas were bouncing in place, clapping, or reaching over to pat Eva.

Litter?

First litter?


Chapter 16 - Rapport -

 

Felix watched the screen mounted above him.

He was sitting in a green room, waiting for them to call him up to take his place.

The moderator was going through introductions and explaining the format, and what everyone could expect. As far as he could tell, Felix thought everything was fairly generic.

“You’re not nervous at all, are you,” Lily said from his side.

“Not really. It’s no different than spending a few days at a management summit. Those are pretty brutal,” Felix said, still watching the monitor. “Everyone argues about the best way to do things. About why they’re right and you’re wrong. More often than not they’ll spend more time arguing one point than talking about what their actual policy is.”

“I take it your goal is to stick to your policy points then. Try and keep the back and forth to a minimum?” Lily asked.

“Somewhat. I’ll look for any opportunity to debate a point when I have a superior idea that fits the voters. Otherwise, yeah. I might spend some time addressing their issues with a sentence, but nothing more than that. I’m sure a portion of the audience, both here and at home, will be watching for the drama of it. They want to see the back and forth. Watch the candidates draw blood and argue. Our goal, Legion’s goal, is to get our message out.”

Felix paused as the female moderator of the pair finished introductions and then started to address the audience directly.

“Commercials and ads get skipped in today’s world. Record, watch later, fast forward. We’ll buy just as many ads as everyone else of course, but it doesn’t have the same impact it did, say, fifty years ago. This debate though… people will tune in to watch specifically. Then there will be reviews, summations, opinion papers, forum posts. No, we’re here to make sure our message is loud and clear.”

“And put yourself in harm’s way. We didn’t have to do this debate. They invited us more as part of the spectacle than anything,” Lily said with a touch of annoyance in her voice.

“We’ll take the opportunity for what it is. As far as danger… not really. I have my charm, my ring, and all of you,” Felix said. “Besides, we both know everyone is here and on guard.”

“Yes. Miu and Victoria are both in the audience, working the crowd. Legion security forces are spread out around the building in plain clothes, and Kit will be on the side of the stage,” Lily said.

“Good. That means all I have to worry about is all the bloodsuckers up on the platform with me who are out for blood,” Felix said.

A small light set to the side of the TV went from red to yellow.

“Ah, time to go and take my place I suppose,” Felix said. Standing up he turned to face Lily directly. “Let’s catch up after this. Maybe go hit a restaurant with those handy disguises of yours?”

Lily made a humming noise and smiled up at him. “Asking me out? Well. I’ll take you up on that. You’ll have to tell me where the courage came from as well.”

“I’ll tell you right now, since it’s actually rather simple,” Felix said, walking to the door that would lead him behind the stage. “I already know you’re interested, and that you’re just as nervous as I am. That makes it a lot easier to deal with.”

Lily was watching him with an amused look.

“Lost my mystery, have I?” she asked.

“Not at all. Far from it, in fact. It’s just different knowing it’s mutual,” Felix said, then left, getting the last word for once.

Ten seconds after leaving Lily in the green room, and Felix was waiting again.

He was standing atop a position marker that had his named painted on it. This was his assigned spot.

Trying to get an idea of his surroundings, Felix looked around. As a whole, the backstage wasn’t very well lit and everything was dipped in shadow. He didn’t know why but assumed it had something to do with lighting for the stage.

Kit slid out of the darkness from one side, coming to a stop at his side. “Did you have any further questions about my answers?”

Shit! I didn’t read them. Really need to take care of that.

“You didn’t read them,” Kit said with a flat tone.

Is she reading my mind? Think dirty thoughts of her to test it out. Kit with short hair taking a shower and—

“No, I’m not reading your mind. You’re just… much easier to understand now. After having read your mind, that is. You can stop thinking dirty things about me, unless you want to,” Kit said. She held out a small deck of index cards to him.

“I know you said you didn’t need them, but I made some quick note cards for you. Only a few sentences on each card. Bullet points if you will. Short enough that you can read them in a glance. I sorted it out by person with tabs on the side,” she said, indicating the said tabs with a finger.

“Thanks, Kit. I appreciate it,” Felix said, taking the cards from her. “Anything I need to know last minute before heading out there?”

“Not really, no. Though you’re supposed to give an interview later today. It’s not one of the networks that’ll probably give us favorable coverage, but it’s not one of the ones that’ll set out to try and end us either. It might be a good time to drop the news about the prison contract if it doesn’t come up here. Maybe earn you a favor,” Kit said. “And if not the prison contract, then the contracts for corporations. Lily approved what I put together and we’re ready to start up the program.”

“Fantastic. Between you, Andrea, and Lily, Legion damn nearly runs itself. I’m not sure I could do it without you three,” Felix said and meant it.

“Good thing we’re not going anywhere,” Kit said.

The light set in the ground next to his marker turned a solid green.

“Go get ’em, boss. You’re looking rather smartly dressed and ready,” Kit said, running her fingers over his lapel quickly. “It’s a shame most of that doesn’t count for much for those who think you’re simply too young. I’ll be on the side playing spy as we go. This’ll be a good opportunity to go diving for secrets,” Kit added, unable to keep a chuckle out of her voice. “It’s a good thing telepathy powers aren’t that common, otherwise the world would be run by us.”

Felix couldn’t help but agree with that sentiment.

Stepping forward he exited the backstage. He pressed through a slit in the curtain in front of him and stepped out onto the main stage.

Lights beamed down from above, and Felix had a hard time seeing what was in front of him.

“Felix Campbell, founder and CEO of Legion,” said a female voice over the loudspeaker.

Whoever was manning those spotlight beams from hell took pity on Felix. They thankfully shifted away from sitting right on his face.

Felix could finally see the audience. It was full.

Full of people, cameras, reporters, and security.

The entire place was packed from wall to wall. There wasn’t an empty chair in the building or even standing room.

Waving with a smile, Felix walked up to the podium that had been set out for him. Setting the cards Kit gave him down atop it, he looked to his sides.

He found at least half of the other candidates standing at their podiums as well. They were men and women who had been in politics for quite a while. There were also quite a few people Felix had given money to so that they’d run, even if they weren’t the primary candidate.

He gave them each a polite nod of his head and a smile. It never hurt to be polite when other people could see.

Letting his eyes wander to the crowd, he focused on himself. Keeping himself calm and collected. 

The introductions continued on, giving Felix a chance to settle his mind.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we’ll now begin the debate. First will be a simple question and answer session. Each question will be directed at one candidate at a time. Each candidate will have two minutes to answer the question,” said one of the moderators. “These questions were all submitted by the audience prior to this evening. We’ll go left to right to keep things simple.”

The moderator picked up a piece of paper from their desk. “The first question is, in light of recent events regarding the prison break, what do you feel is the best course of action with regards to the heroes guild?”

Damn. They’re not playing around. That’s a pretty loaded question to answer. This’ll separate those who support the Heroes from those who don’t right at the start.

Felix watched, and waited. He listened and tried his best to memorize what each man or woman was saying and their position.

They all had rather bland answers. Of course they supported the Heroes guild. They wanted more oversight over zoning but didn’t feel the guild was responsible at all.

On and on they went, praising the guild and extolling their virtues. While also heaping criticism on the missing Governor.

Felix thought the man was dead somewhere, the aneurysm the Fixer had prepared having come to fruition in some dark corner of nowhere.

“Mr. Campbell, your time starts now,” said a moderator. Felix turned his head to the moderator and smiled.

Damnit, Felix, not the time to be losing track of yourself.

“To repeat your question, what is the best course of action with regards to the guild of heroes,” Felix said, giving himself a moment to catch up. “Do I support the guild? Yes, of course. I’d be foolish not to.”

“Sure have a weird way of showing that,” said someone to his right.

Looking over, Felix found the speaker. It was Dave Nectar. A copper skinned short manchild with a huge ego and eyes as dark as tar.

He had to be at least forty and his vanity was clear to everyone considering how much time he clearly spent on his looks. Felix wouldn’t have been surprised if he drove a giant truck and lived at the gym.

Didn’t help matters with a name like Dave Nectar. It sounded like a moniker someone in the adult video industry would use.

That and seeing a woman young enough to be his daughter.

Felix wasn’t unfamiliar with this pitiful man. He was a leading member of humanity first, and happily espoused the view that anyone who wasn’t human shouldn’t be in Tilen.

The problem was that many conservatives fell into that mindset out of fear.

In that moment, Felix realized the moderators weren’t on his side, since they said nothing to the breach of etiquette.

Staring at the man for several seconds, Felix turned back to the crowd and grinned.

“Someone will have to remind Mr. Nectar about the rules later on, and teach the moderators how to moderate. I’m sure I can arrange some training at Legion University if any of you are interested. Tuition is very affordable,” Felix said with a snicker.

The audience chuckled at that, joining Felix in his laughter.

“Now. I do support the guild. What I don’t support is the attitude, or current procedures. Had the jail been constructed outside the city, none of this would have happened with a jail break. I’d like to ask them why it was built in the city to begin with. Was it for the convenience of the heroes? I’m fairly certain they’re paid quite well by the guild to be heroes. I can’t imagine they’re not able to afford bus fare or a car?” Felix asked, looking around.

There were nods at that, people frowning in thought.

“For the rest of us, our taxes will be spent repairing a city that was damaged through the neglect of the current local government, and the guild. Thankfully, Legion security forces brought relief to the situation and were able to hand the reins off to the National Guard on their arrival. I applaud the Guard’s efforts in keeping the peace and giving my people the chance to get back home. So yes, I support the guild. I don’t support their recent choices, or procedures.”

“You support them so much, you steal their prison contracts,” said Dave.

“Goodness me, Dave. I think we’ll have to teach you some manners if you visit the college since your parents didn’t.

“To answer your point though. Yes, Legion is taking on the prison contracts that the guild was handling. We’re doing it as a non-profit, and re-investing every dollar we make back into the prison system. In fact, the contract will be made publicly available after this debate,” Felix paused to make sure everyone got that.

A number of people were hurriedly writing down notes.

“Legion will, of course, be hiring more guards, and possibly rebuilding some of the prisons. If you’re looking for work and have the qualifications, be sure to drop a resume off with Legion. Our goals with these contracts is to offer better accommodations and opportunities to inmates, while also offering more protection to the citizens. I would like to point out that we’re not taking on the super villains though. That is still the domain of the Heroes guild.”

Felix took a good look around. He saw numerous heads bobbing along as they considered his words.

Good. Reconfirm our promises to the voters, and pull them in with the sweet song of logic.

“Moderators, could you actually moderate please?” Felix asked, looking to the man and woman sitting at the desk. “I’d like to donate the rest of my time so you can review the rules with Mr. Nectar. I’d hate for him to break them another time and make you look like you’re not doing your job. Again. Though the offer to attend the university is open, of course.”

That actually got the room to laugh darkly. Felix didn’t think it was particularly funny, but he was pulling the audience into his domain.

Both of the moderators looked annoyed and caught at the same time. He could only imagine they were on Nectar’s payroll.

“I… that is,” said the male moderator.

“Our apologies, Mr. Campbell. I’m sure Mr. Nectar will respect the rules going forward,” said the female moderator pointedly.

“I look forward to the rules being upheld,” Felix said, leaning forward over his podium and resting his chin on his palm. “And you doing your job. Finally.”

The audience laughed again at that.

Swagger will do just dandy right now.

“Yes… moving on. Mr—”

Felix shook his head with a smile and stood back up, tuning the moderator out. There wasn’t much of a point to listening to the rest of the answers. They’d all be variations on a theme about supporting the guild, or so he expected.

Looking to his cards, he flipped through them. Each one really did have some good information for each person up here on stage with him. Most of it was repeating what he already knew. It did help to refresh his memory and reinforce what he thought he knew, which was helpful.

He was appreciative for the simple fact that Kit had done it for him without asking, despite his resistance.

Damn, her email. I need to read that after this. Read the email after the debate. Read the email. Read it.

Stacking the cards, he set them back down in front of himself, and did his best to pay attention to the answers being given.

As he’d predicted, everyone stood with the guild completely. Felix ended up being the only one speaking against them. It was odd to a degree, at least to Felix.

Maybe there’s something behind that.

When they finally pop open the data on their server, it’d be good to find out if they’re using some type of leverage in the political world.

The next several questions were all much softer. Taxes, environment preservation, public works proposals, and propositions on how to spend money.

None of these were controversial or even concerning. As a governor, the power of the position only stretched so far.

Then the debate portion opened up and everyone began talking back and forth about their points and positions they’d stated earlier.

Everyone, including Dave, avoided talking about the guild. They also avoided talking about the prison break. Even when Felix brought it up and reiterated his points, his plans, and what he wanted to do, no one questioned him.

If anything, Felix was thankful for that. It made him unique in his platform, and in giving tired, scared, and frightened citizens an answer.

“And now we’re going to ask some questions directed at individual candidates from the audience,” said the female moderator.

Felix blinked and looked up from the podium. He’d been wondering how they’d come at him next. This seemed tailor-made for that purpose.

“Mr. Campbell, I’m afraid that the vast majority of the questions were directed towards you,” said the male moderator. “We—”

“I’ll answer them all,” Felix said with a wide smile. “Please, let’s begin.”

Give me all your air time. I’ll take it all.

The moderators stared at Felix, stupefied. Either at his answer, or for interrupting them.

“I’m more than happy to answer all of them. Begin whenever you’re ready,” Felix said, making sure it was clear to everyone watching he would do it.

The moderators looked at each other and then back to Felix.

“I don’t think we could do that,” said the female moderator.

Felix shrugged and held up his hands.

“But we’ll definitely start with you,” she continued. “The first question we have is, what are your feelings regarding non-humans? Do you feel you can separate the issues humanity faces, given that you’re in a relationship with a Beastkin?”

Felix nodded his head. It was definitely a question he was expecting.

Though he’d half expected them to start with slavery, really.

“First, I’ll address the unasked question. Yes, I’m in a relationship with a Beastkin,” Felix said. He had no reason to hide it, and didn’t have a desire to either. If anything, the public admission would only cement his relationship with the backers he wanted.

“Now to the actual question. Our state itself is made up of many different racial profiles. In fact, we have one of the most diverse racial makeups of any city, here in Tilen. This is especially true for the more rural areas, where certain humanoids can excel at whatever profession they choose. That doesn’t mean we should be sending them all to live somewhere,” Felix said, emphasizing his point by hitting the podium with his palm.

“All citizens, regardless of race, are given the right to vote. They do, however, have different needs. What proposals would work for, say, a Troll, wouldn’t work for an Elf. Or a human,” Felix said, leaning over his podium again. “My feelings are pretty straightforward. Are you a citizen, or not? If you’re a citizen, you’re due all the rights anyone else gets. But can we make everything to accommodate everyone? That’s another problem entirely. I can’t exactly get an Ogre a motorcycle that’d fit him without it being custom made.”

Felix took a breath and looked around at the audience. “The answer to that one is more to do with making sure that businesses aren’t segregated, or treated differently. A shop that specifically caters to Ogres or Trolls could and should be opened anywhere they wish.”

“And is that how it is in your communist state known as Legion? Everyone is the same in the eyes of Felix?” Dave asked, the disdain practically dripping from his lips.

“Everyone is indeed equal in Legion. There are no benefits given for being any race. No preferential treatment of any sort. It’s a meritocracy, and everything is earned,” Felix said immediately. “Legion pays salaries to all of its people, we subsidize all of their living expenses, and offer them the ability to shop at Legion owned stores. We don’t require it… but it’s certainly hard to beat our prices. I shop there myself. The price on white bread is outstanding.”

That got a chuckle from the audience.

Felix grinned and looked to the moderators. “Next question please. I’m delighted to address our state tonight. Though, I really do worry about those rules. Invitation remains open, of course.”


Chapter 17 - Understanding -

 

By and large, Felix was pretty happy with the outcome of the debate. He’d successfully turned it into the Felix Campbell and Legion show. Their points and platform were obvious, and defined.

He’d even managed to set himself up as a rival for the lead contender for what he’d consider his opposition party. When it came down to it, being the rival of the lead contender to a party almost always gave you more credibility.

Other than feeling worn out, Felix felt successful.

Staring out the window, he could only wonder what would be coming next.

Other than that interview tonight.

Or the Email!

Felix sat back in his seat in the back of the sedan. Reaching to the side he opened up his messenger bag and pulled out the tablet that Andrea had purchased and set up for him.

He didn’t want to try and read the email on his phone, he imagined this might be a rather lengthy email.

Tapping the device on, entering his password, and navigating to the email interface, he found her email. It was marked as important, filed to the “read me” section Andrea had set up, and unread.

Opening it, Felix began to read.

 

Hi Felix,

 

Among your many questions, the predominant one was why didn’t I try to escape from the guild. The answer to that is… well I want to say it’s complicated, but it’s not.

I was being selfish. Selfish and not very understanding of you.

Or Legion.

I felt like as Augur, with my powers, I could have done so much good for the world. But only because of all the changes you made to me. Only because you made my life so much easier. That you fixed what was wrong with me.

For all of the good I’ve done in Legion, and the community, I felt like I could do more as a hero. And I selfishly wished to go back to that life, despite everything that had happened.

Then you were there. Fighting your way through a base filled with super heroes to get me. To take me back from what you believed was forced captivity.

I didn’t know what to do with myself, except that I knew I didn’t want you to die. So I involved myself at that point.

As for how I was able to act… the crown didn’t work on me. If I had to guess, either your ownership of me, or the slave magic, were too much for the crown to overcome. It was just a really heavy hat.

I’d imagine that it doesn’t work for anyone in your employ, under contract, or slavery. Your power might simply be too strong.

For everything that happened after that… it was too hard to talk about. To discuss. To try and work things out with you, because I couldn’t see a way through it.

Then you opened your mind to me. Let me see everything from your point of view.

You were right. I couldn’t function without being able to see behind the curtain. Not everything is so easy for the non-telepathic. But you cut right to the heart of it and solved it.

For me.

And the only thing I saw in your mind, was everything that you’d been telling me.

Minus the shower thoughts.

I’m unsure of how to express this, so I’ll say it directly.

I’ll never be Augur again. But that’s by choice. Augur ceased to exist when she was turned into a corpse and sold. And I’m comfortable with that. She wasn’t very fun to be.

Who am I now is different.

I’m Kit.

I’m Legion.

I’m one of many. 

I’m yours.

 

Felix closed the email and frowned. She didn’t answer all of his questions.

But she did answer the one he actually needed an answer to.

He needed to get the crowns out to Tilen and do some tests. Have a test study and do some variable elimination to determine what it worked on, and didn’t work on. Knowledge like this would be ideal to plan how to handle whoever it was that was making these things. If there was no fear of the crowns, then it was a trump card to hold on to.

There was no hiding the warm and fuzzy feeling he felt bubbling up in his chest. Kit had definitely put to rest any concerns he had with that email.

Everything she said made sense for her personality as well. He found no fault with it, or her logic. He imagined that many might have made a similar choice in her position.

Chauffeur Andrea opened the driver’s door and stepped in.

“Hi dear!” she said, looking at him in the rear-view mirror with a wide smile.

“Hello,” Felix said, grinning. “Are we all set?”

“Nn! Victoria and Miu were going over some preparations for your interview later with Lily,” she said. She adjusted her mirror and then went through a systems check for the car.

Chauffeur Andrea took her responsibility seriously. He hadn’t been driven by anyone else since the Andrea-net went active.

Andrea Prime opened the rear driver’s side door and slid in next to him. At the same time, Miu did the same on the right.

At first she seemed hesitant, having to be so close to him. She met his eyes and he gave her a small nod to her unasked question. Her lips twitched, and she pressed her shoulder, leg, and knee up to his, getting in close to him.

Victoria opened the front passenger door and got in and gave him a glance, then a hooded look for Miu.

“Vicky lost!” Chauffeur Andrea said from the front. “So Miu gets to sit next to you.”

For his part, Felix only shrugged.

“Ready to go?” Andrea Prime asked.

“Let’s hit the road. If possible I’d love to use the restroom and get a bite to eat before the interview,” Felix said, nodding his head. “One never knows what’s going to be thrown at you. Best done with a meal and a restroom break.”

Chauffeur Andrea said something into the microphone on her lapel and then eased the car out into the road.

 

Felix smiled politely and waited for the next question.

“—brings us to your life. Your family specifically. How about you tell us about them?” asked Charles. He was an older man with brown hair fading to white. His brown eyes were soft, and the way he dressed matched a statesman’s air.

He had a history of sometimes going off on wild tangents, but those were few and far between. Mostly in his youth. Charles was extremely well respected in the television interview circuit.

“It’s a rather simple story. No brothers, no sisters, one paternal uncle. A very small family full of only children, really,” Felix laughingly said.

“My parents were out of the picture at a young age, and I ended up in the care of my uncle and aunt. They took me in rather than make me a ward of the state thankfully. It was a whole mess of paperwork at the time,” Felix said. He could remember his uncle signing for what seemed like hours at a time.

Looking back from an adult’s perspective, it was more than likely only minutes.

“Much later, they went on a trip and I haven’t seen them since. The estate is moving forward with a death in absentia. At the time I felt it was a betrayal. How dare they say they were missing and probably dead. As if they’d given up hope on them.”

Felix frowned and looked at the ground.

“In retrospect it was a good call. I’d have waited far too long. Believing that if I somehow moved forward with the case, I’d be admitting they were gone.”

“I can definitely see how that’d impact a young man. You were in your twenties at that point?” asked Charles.

“That I was. Twenty something and feeling like the world was collapsing down around me. That the world was conspiring against me. I took a job at a fast food chain that’ll remain anonymous thank you,” Felix said, smiling for Charles and then the audience. “Let’s just say I had time served.”

A number of audience members smiled, laughed, or nodded their heads. Quite a few people had similar starts in life at the very same chain, he imagined.

“Then Skipper came,” said Charles.

“Then Skipper came,” Felix repeated. “The strange part is… nothing changed in our daily lives. The only glaring thing was that Heroes were on the run instead of Villains, and most vices were legal.”

“That seems fairly hard to believe,” said Charles.

“And yet there it is. And here I am. I travel freely back and forth between Skippercity and Tilen without a concern.”

“But this was when you founded Legion, isn’t it?”

“It is. I took out some money, scraped everything I had together, and made a purchase from what was now called the grey market. I leveraged that purchase into the great river of trade and began to build Legion, brick by brick,” Felix admitted.

“Done through also purchasing slaves, and using their powers and bodies to set your foundation,” Charles said.

Felix didn’t quite like the way he’d phrased that, but it wasn’t wrong either.

“I bought anyone the government was trying to get rid of, that I felt I could save, help, or use. A large number of those people are now free, working here in Tilen for Legion. Slavery of course isn’t legal here, so that all expired the moment they crossed the borders with me.”

“And they stay with you.”

“They stay with me. I’ve had people leave Legion. But that’s to be expected with any large corporation,” Felix said.

“We’ve actually talked to a few people who left about Legion. No one is willing to say anything about it at all. Even when pressed or coerced. They won’t say anything. Or they can’t,” Charles said.

A warning sign began to flash inside of Felix’s mind. He definitely didn’t think this was going into territory he liked very much.

That was a good amount of digging for what was supposed to be not much more than an interview.

“Legion is a family. I’ll be happy to confirm there is a non-disclosure agreement between everyone who joins Legion and the company,” Felix said. He kept his answer much shorter than his previous answers up to this point.

The interview should be winding down, and Felix was feeling a bit paranoid.

“Speaking of family. When we were looking into yourself and Legion, we found a number of connections between you and a known loan shark by the name of Dimitry,” Charles said.

With his heart lurching in his chest, Felix smiled and nodded his head, doing his best to look unconcerned.

That’s a loose end if I ever had one. I need to get that taken care of. Immediately.

“I won’t deny I know the man, because I do. I borrowed money from him. A personal loan. It was part and parcel of how I founded Legion.”

“More than that though, isn’t it? My understanding is you actually do business with them directly. Buying guns, selling information, helping each other?” Charles pressed.

“Goodness, no. Our dealings have been very limited since I borrowed the money. Mostly it’s repayment of that loan, and borrowing more money,” Felix said with a laugh. “Do I look like the type to be having dealings in those kind of sectors? I think I’d lose my mind if I was in a situation like the one you’re describing.”

Charles didn’t immediately respond. Instead he turned to the monitor between them on the wall.

“This footage was recorded during the prison break out. The camera was confiscated almost immediately and so this is all there is,” said Charles.

The monitor popped on, and on came a cell phone video. It started after a second and the sound picked up.

It was kept low to the chest, filming upwards as they walked. Clearly it was being recorded without the Legion security forces knowing.

The dark uniforms that looked somewhere between soldiers’ uniforms and SWAT team outfits were everywhere. They were funneling, checking, assisting, and guiding the citizens.

“This way everyone. This way,” called a voice off camera. “If you have elderly or children that need special accommodations, please approach anyone in a uniform for assistance.”

“Thank god,” said a woman to the camera holder’s right. “Thank god. We’re safe.”

There was no aggression on the part of the security forces. Everywhere the camera was directed, Legion was actively working to help and assist citizens.

Felix knew the reason for that. The Fixers were scanning minds and tagging people. Security really only had to protect civilians and work the lines.

Behind the cameraman was a shout.

Every single member of Legion froze for a second, then as one lifted their weapons and converged on an unseen target.

“Everyone get down!” shouted multiple voices from Legion security forces.

The crackle of gunfire was immediate after that and everyone dropped to the ground.

The camera was cradled tightly, and the view half obscured.

Looking like something out of a sci-fi movie, a suit of futuristic looking armor stepped into frame.

Shit.

It had a raised pistol, fired twice, and continued off frame.

Twenty seconds later and Legion security was rushing back into positions.

“Don’t panic,” came a raised but calm voice. “The situation is under control. Everyone please look around you for anyone wounded. If there is, please flag down a security officer immediately.”

The cameraman stood up just in time to see the suit of armor heading back up the library steps.

All around the courtyard, soldiers with pistols, bags with a red cross on them, kevlar vests, and helmets simply appeared. They began to fan out, taking hold of anyone who had even a minor injury, and vanishing as soon as they got a hand on them.

“Oh thank god. Thank god,” said the same woman’s voice.

A hand came into view and snatched the camera away, and the recording cut off immediately.

Felix tried to look pleased and nodded his head. Looking to Charles he waited.

“I’d like your thoughts on that video,” Charles said finally.

“It was the prison break, as I’m sure everyone could tell. That was the Legion processing center. Where Legion security forces were acting out of,” Felix said calmly, confidently. “As you saw in the video, we did our jobs quite well that day. Loss of life, possessions or property was minimized. That was an incident where a large group of prisoners were trying to infiltrate into the citizenry and escape. They were identified, neutralized, and removed. Not a single civilian was lost in that brief encounter, though a few were injured by stray rounds fired from the prisoners.”

“And that armored soldier?” Charles asked.

“A member of Legion. The suit is something we’re testing. It’s part of a few initiatives we’re working on,” Felix said.

“Were the people who appeared and disappeared the same thing?”

“That they were. Very similar in scope, but different function.”

“What happened to all the wounded prisoners?”

“There were no wounded. Legion security forces are all marksmen certified with their weapons before they’re allowed to carry them on duty. Unfortunately, all of their shots resulted in fatalities,” Felix said.

And the ones that weren’t immediate were turned into sausage after having their souls pulled out.

“The bodies never turned up. There are a number of missing prisoners,” Charles said. It wasn’t really a question.

“I can’t speak to what happened after Legion quit the field. We left the corpses behind to be policed and recorded appropriately,” Felix said. It was the truth, too. Anyone killed then and there was left on the field. Only the wounded were carted out to be used.

“The National Guard did confirm that. There were even some super villains you left for them.”

“Indeed. Legion security is extremely well trained, outfitted, and ready. We’re not just a pawnshop, anymore. Not at all. We’re in the automotive industry. Primarily used cars. Antique identification and restoration works too. And we’re always looking to explore other options,” Felix said with some pride.

“As has become readily apparent as of late. I even saw a news report that you’ve been purchasing every junkyard willing to sell for a reasonable price,” Charles said.

“I can’t deny that, and won’t. It’s nothing secretive. We’re in the business of restoration. Why does it have to be limited to cars and antiques? Why not anything and everything that we can? It’s a simple enough shift of scope. And with today’s online market, it isn’t as if we can’t reach a market. We’ll have our own shop, and make it available to other online retailers,” Felix explained.

He hadn’t intended on revealing that. At this point though, he honestly thought this interview would get heavy ratings for the clip of the prison break alone.

Felix had every intention of making that work for Legion’s benefit.

“That makes a lot of sense. I can definitely see the appeal,” Charles conceded.

“I mean, take it a step further,” Felix said, leaning forward. “Instead of dumping your old product at the junkyard, as you would normally do, what if you could simply have it repaired there? Cheaply, too. Much more so than buying a new item, or having it refurbished.”

“I’m pretty sure that’d invalidate any warranty the product had,” Charles said with a small upturn of his lips.

“Oh, and then some. But if you were going to throw it away anyways…” Felix stopped, leaving his open-ended statement hanging.

It was easier to let people finish the thought on their own. It never hurt to do it, and it always helped with the adoption of new ideas.

“I… yes. I see what you mean. Well, I think that’s all the time we had. I wanted to say thank you for coming out and talking with us. I know you’re a rather busy man. Especially with your bid for governor,” Charles said, leaning over his desk and holding out his hand to Felix.

Uh huh. You were hoping to watch me fall on my face.

Felix smiled and took Charles’ hand in his own and gave it a good shake.

I’m going to buy this broadcasting station eventually and put your show on at two in the morning, and have it recorded at three in the morning.


Chapter 18 - Blood Price -

 

Felix got into the car and waited long enough for Victoria to slide in next to him.

Andrea Prime was on his other side, Miu in the front with Chauffeur Andrea.

“Andrea,” Felix said. “Get me a meeting with Dimitry. Use our secure channels. Tell him we’ll meet him in his office at the time. I’ll need a Fixer or Kit, Victoria, and one of your Others.”

Miu turned around and stared at him.

Asking me if you can go, huh? Not this time, my little psycho.

“Miu, I need you to get ready to infiltrate the police station that undercover cop of ours debriefs at. I want to know what he’s been reporting. You might need to take a Fixer with you, so be sure to take one who can keep up with you,” Felix said, meeting her stare dead on. “Let me know when you’re ready to run your operation.”

She blinked then nodded. Turning towards the front of the car, she seemed content to know she had her own mission for him.

“I’ll take care of it, Felix,” Prime said from his side, rapidly typing something into her portable terminal. He couldn’t remember when she’d switched from her tablet, but it seemed like it was working out better for her.

In fact, now that he looked at it, he was a touch envious. Apparently Felicia had built her a wrist communicator that doubled as her phone, and light terminal entry with an actual display.

Andrea must have felt his eyes on her as she paused, her ears flicking to one side and swiveling towards him. Then she tilted her head and looked up at him shyly.

“What is it?” she asked.

“Nothing. Sorry, thanks, Andrea. Be sure to include one of your more combat oriented Others with me. You’ll have to stay put and man the ANet for me. Keep me looped in. I can’t deny the ANet has been extremely beneficial and helpful.”

“I will…” she said, her cheeks reddening slightly.

“Good. Alright. Let’s get back to Tilen HQ,” Felix said. Pulling out his own light terminal from his bag at his feet, he flipped it over and opened up the email section.

He needed to get Lily working on a contract that’d work to cover a third party vendor as if they were Legion, with all the same protections a normal member would have.

Legion had a leak, and he had to plug it.

One way, or another.

 

Kit ripped open the portal directly into Dimitry’s office. Victoria, a combat geared Andrea, and a Fixer in a Legion Security outfit darted through.

Ten seconds later someone called back.

“Toss through the bag. Got ears,” Andrea called.

A second combat Andrea picked up a bag off the ground. Taking a few steps forward she heaved it through the portal.

Got ears meant that Dimitry’s room was bugged. Either the policeman they’d turned had wriggled out of his contract, or Dimitry had picked up another spy.

One way or another, it’d be fixed tonight.

Felix had erred here. He had let something into Legion that wasn’t part of Legion.

All because he wanted to have an ally.

Shaking his head, Felix couldn’t help but berate himself again. This was all his doing, and it was up to him to get it resolved immediately. If this had gone any further south it could have cost him his governor run.

A minute passed in near silence.

Kit watched him from across the room as she held open the portal. She was concentrating on it, making sure to hold it steady.

I should up her control over that or something. That or have Felicia put a second gate creator here in Tilen. Having it in Skippercity is nice… but not so useful when we’re working out of somewhere else.

As if she could hear his thoughts, which she couldn’t he reminded himself, she cracked an eye open and gave him a smile.

Closing her eye she went back to holding the portal open.

“We’re clear,” Andrea said.

Ducking into the portal, Felix stepped into Dimitry’s office. Victoria was standing near the door, Andrea in the corner of the room, and the Fixer right in the middle.

Dimitry was sitting behind his desk, glaring at the remains of what looked like listening devices on his desk.

“Clear, Kit. I’ll flip you a text when it’s time to come back,” Felix said, looking back through the portal.

She opened her eyes, nodded her head, and the portal winked out as if it had never existed.

“Evening Dimitry,” Felix said.

The loan shark looked the same as ever. A little older maybe. Touch of gray in his temples.

He was aging and fast.

“Felix,” Dimitry said, looking up. “While I’m thankful for this,” he said, indicating the devices. “I can’t say it’s good to see you. You never come without mixed news.”

Felix had to nod ruefully at that. “True.”

Taking the seat in front of Dimitry’s desk, Felix sat down and got comfortable.

“Found ’em,” the Fixer said.

Felix glanced back at the woman and lifted a hand. “And?”

“Skippercity government spy. Slipped in a month ago. Been feeding information to the police, Skippercity, and… the guild of Heroes,” said the Fixer.

“Pop a vessel and let them die easy,” Felix said with a sigh. He put his attention back to the loan shark. “Suppose that answers that. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but that does explain a few things.”

“Done. Everyone else is clean, though not entirely loyal,” the Fixer said.

“That’s not unexpected,” Dimitry said, shaking his head.

“No. It isn’t, but we’re here to fix it,” Felix said.

“Here to kill me then?” asked the loan shark. He seemed resigned. “I’ve been wondering if you would since the incident with the money drop.”

“Huh? Why would I? That had nothing to do with you, and everything to do with a robbery,” Felix said dismissively. “No, I’ve come to make you a job offer. You’ll not be part of Legion directly. You’d be more of a… satellite organization. Same benefits as Legion, actual pay structure, non-disclosure agreement, and restrictions. Just not Legion in name.”

Dimitry lifted his eyes and met Felix’s. “And why should I turn over my organization to you? Hm?”

“Because I don’t want your organization. I want it to remain as it is, but to support it, and know that it isn’t a loose end for me,” Felix said. “Right now, it’s a liability for our relationship. The moment we turn your organization into a branch of Legion, you can expand.”

“I can’t even begin to believe that this would all come without strings. So let’s skip to the part where you tell me what I can and can’t do if I took your offer,” Dimitry said, leaning back in his chair.

“Well. Since everyone would receive a salary, I imagine you might not need to go so deeply into criminal enterprises. At least, not the petty things. I’d say your only limitation is… don’t bring down too much heat. Operate as you see fit, and be sure to benefit Legion whenever you can,” Felix said.

There was a thump from the other room, followed by some muffled voices.

“Ah, that sounds like you’re going to have a visitor in a moment,” Felix said, looking backwards to the door.

“Yes,” Dimitry said flatly. Getting up he walked to the door and opened it. “What is it?”

Someone said something back that Felix couldn’t quite make out.

“Okay. Dump the body. We’ll send his stuff to his widow,” Dimitry said, and then shut the door. He laid his forehead against the wooden frame.

“That was the traitor?” he asked.

“Yes,” said the Fixer. “They were hired and directed expertly on how to infiltrate your organization. I couldn’t get much in the way of who ordered them, as it seems their mind was cleaned. That was the only one so far though. There may be others, if not everyone is here.”

“I… yes. Not everyone is here,” Dimitry said. “I have your word on all that, Felix? Exactly as you said it?”

“That you do. I even brought a non-standard Legion contract. Specifically for you and your people. It’s not written in lawyer speak. It’s fairly straightforward. Though I do have to have you sign a non-disclosure agreement before you see the contract,” Felix said.

“And I’ll be the head of this… satellite… organization,” Dimity said, unmoving from his place at the door.

“You would be. You’d answer only to me,” Felix said.

Dimitry fell silent.

Felix let it grow. Silence was his weapon. His friend.

Ever his ally.

“I’ll sign,” said the newest member to be of Legion, and the first employee of the Legion’s satellite group.

“Probably should come up with a name for your department.” Felix paused to open his messenger bag and pulled out the non-disclosure and set it down on Dimitry’s desk. “There’s the first one.”

Dimitry came back over to his desk. With a heavy thud, he sat down in his chair and picked up a pen. Without reading the document, he signed, and slid it back across the desk.

“Good, good. And here’s the contract,” Felix said, picking up the NDA and replacing it with the contract they’d drawn up for Dimitry.

Again, Dimitry signed the paper without bothering to read it. Sliding it back towards Felix, Dimitry slumped into his chair.

“What’s next then, boss,” Dimitry said.

Felix smirked at that, and then attempted to make the changes to Dimitry he’d called “The Buildup” package.

 

 

 



	
Power Upgrade: The Buildup
Expand for List (Over 100 items)

	
Upgrade?(180,250)



 

He already knew what the cost was to make the changes he wanted. It was a cost he didn’t want to pay since he’d had to convert a number of gold bars to dirt to get the points to make the change.

“As part of the contract you just signed, I’ll be modifying you to a degree,” Felix said, looking up at Dimitry. He could have just made the change without worrying about it. In this case, Dimitry had signed without even knowing what he was signing.

“I… what now?” Dimitry asked.

“Modifications. I’m going to give you some super powers. Strength, extra speed, low grade regeneration, resistance to injury, slow the aging process, and boost your ability in general. You’ll also go back to about thirty-two years in age,” Felix said, giving the man the summary version of the extensive list of changes.

“You can do all that?” Dimitry whispered. For the first time that Felix could remember, Dimitry sounded unsure.

“Indeed, and you’re about to go through it. Brace yourself, I understand it’s a bit of a… thing… I guess. Anyways, here we go.”

Felix hit the button.

Dimitry went limp and slid out of his chair, curling up into the fetal position on the ground.

Raising a brow, Felix turned his head to Andrea. “That’s done then. Let’s start pulling everyone in one by one and having them sign. Once they sign, we’ll give them their non-Legion Legion rings. If anyone disagrees or doesn’t sign… well…”

Felix shrugged his shoulders instead of concluding his sentence. He didn’t have the luxury of time. Which meant he couldn’t be gentle about this.

So many things to do, and never enough time.

“Of course,” Andrea said, hesitation in her voice. “Though… when we’re done… can we go get some food? I’m hungry.”

“Yeah. We can do that, Andrea.”

 

Two hours, a mass of signatures, and a single death later, and Dimitry’s entire organization was incorporated. Felix left instructions for him on how to recruit new people.

He also gave Dimitry a desktop terminal that was encrypted and locked for Legion personnel, and was part of the Legion network. This was to be how he kept in touch without making it obvious. Felicia and Mr. White had taken extreme precautions to protect the terminal from outsiders, theft, or hacking.

As far as Felix knew, it was one of a kind and wasn’t likely to be replicated without serious effort. Dimitry was the only one off network, after all.

Both Skippercity and Tilen were connected through a “portal network” that Felicia had installed. They were linked to the same network, closed off from the outside world, and completely hardened. The only way to access the Internet was using specific terminals put in place with that purpose. To Felix, it was a ton of infrastructure he was glad to have, but had no idea how it had all come to be.

That’s proper management though. Isn’t it? Build, train, and enable your people to make executive decisions without you. To work towards the betterment of the company, without input.

Leaders are what I need, not grunts.

Sighing Felix stared out across the buildings below him. The Skippercity HQ had been brought up to the same height as the Tilen HQ building. Everything was mirrored both ways. The buildings were twins of one another.

A calling card, is the way Felicia put it. A Legion HQ would always be noticed.

And a wonderful distraction since we all live underground.

A breeze blew up over his shoulders and Felix hunched into his jacket. Miu had told him to be up here. She had accomplished her meeting and was bringing what he’d asked for.

“It’s cold,” Andrea said from beside him. She pressed her side up to his and then pressed her icy hands to his sides.

“Damn, your hands are like a freezer,” Felix complained. He didn’t push her away though. It was only her and him up here right now.

Kit was only a text and a portal away.

Felix had realized that she out of everyone was best utilized as a hub, and asked her to remain at Tilen HQ. At least until Felicia could put in a secure portal network that could be accessed from outside either HQ. One that would protect itself from someone getting hold of a portal device and using it against them.

For now, Kit was their impromptu taxi service. Being used to send and receive Legion agents from all over the country.

“I don’t like Fall. Or Winter. I like Spring and Summer,” Andrea whined.

“You can go inside. It’s just Miu,” Felix said. “She’s not going to hurt me in any way.”

“Nn… I know… I just want to be with you,” Andrea said, her head dipping down and pressing into his shoulder.

Felix couldn’t help but smile and lifted a hand to lightly scratch at the base of her ears. “Ok. Promise me you’ll head inside when you truly get cold though. No sense in both of us freezing.”

Before she could respond, Andrea’s head lifted up, her ears twitching around almost randomly.

Her hands slipped to her waist and came back up with a pistol. She aligned the barrel with the sky above them and began tracking something.

“What’s wrong? You’re all—”

Felix was interrupted by something flashing down from above. He saw a flash of Miu, and realized she was coming down fast. As if she’d jumped from something above them or teleported there.

She crashed down onto the roof, the thump of her feet making him wonder if she’d just broken her legs or ankles. She fell to one knee casually, as if landing as she did had been nothing more than a hop.

A second later a Fixer landed behind her. Apparently the power this one had chosen for travel had been flight.

The Fixer was dressed in standard Legion security combat attire with the Fixer rank insignia affixed to their collar.

“Sir,” the Fixer said.

Miu stood up only after catching Felix’s eyes with her own. Her hands moved to a sack attached to her belt. Unfastening the drawstrings, she reached in and scooped out its contents. With a wet splat, she dropped a severed head to the ground between them.

Eying the bloody spectacle, Felix realized it was the cop they’d turned. Brought into fold as it were.

“He was using every possible avenue to press the bounds of the contract. He was slowly letting information out about the Legion. Not enough to be harmful, but that’s the reason why the Skippercity agent was there,” the Fixer said. “Or that’s my guess. They’d gleaned some information from the police and used it as a line to trace back to us.”

Nodding his head, Felix stared at the bloody head. “That contract wasn’t as enforceable without constant watch, or so Lily feared. Thank goodness she’s improved them since then. Did he suffer?”

“It was quick,” Miu said softly. “He felt no pain. The body is disposed of. He didn’t fight. I spared his family.”

“Good,” Felix murmured. “Tonight has been a real cluster-fuck. At least we caught it now, rather than later in the campaign.”

The Fixer rechecked his SMG and unloaded the magazine, and expelled the chambered round. “Permission to retire, sir.”

“Go. Thank you for your work tonight. You and your department are a credit to the Legion,” Felix said.

It wasn’t idle words either. The Telemedics and Fixers were indispensable to Legion.

And the next group, even more so, Felix thought, looking back up to the skyline as the Fixer left.

He needed spies. Spies that could slip in, read thoughts, spy, and get back out safely.

Wraith had been a starting point. Miu the logical progression for a single individual. Now he wanted a team of covert operation specialists.

They were planned to have invisibility, limited mind reading, teleportation, enhanced agility and dexterity, and some skills one would associate with thieves and pickpockets. More than likely he’d add more training to that, but that was his starting point for now.

“Felix,” Andrea said, lifting a hand and pointing to a distant speck on the horizon.

That spec was rapidly becoming a dot, then a smear, and suddenly two bodies.

There was no mistaking that they were moving at maximum speed, and heading straight for Felix’s current position.

Turning his wrist over, Felix laid his thumb on the screen. Activating, it cycled for a second before bringing up Kit’s contact information.

Miu and Andrea both got in front of him, drawing their weapons. Miu pulled out a short sword from a sheath he hadn’t noticed previously, Andrea snuggling her SMG up to her shoulder.

A woman and a man came into view. The man was dressed in bright yellow and grey. He looked the part of a Super, though that’d be strange since they were outlawed here in Skippercity.

The woman was dressed in very expensive looking clothes, and was wearing a thick fur coat.

Coming to a halt at the edge of the building, the man stepped onto the edge. Stepping down from the man’s side, the woman looked at Andrea and Miu, then dismissed them. She had eyes for Felix and Felix alone.

He gave her a quick once over, finding her neither attractive nor unattractive. She simply… was, with brown hair and blue eyes, average height, and average build.

The picture of mediocrity.

She stared at him for long seconds. Felix stared back at her, unperturbed, waiting. 

“In every instance I check, you say nothing until I do. And if I do anything other than talk, you summon Augur,” said the woman. “You’re annoying.”

“A—”

“Skipper,” said the woman, crossing her arms across her chest. “My name’s Skipper. You should know it.”


Chapter 19 - Photo OP -

 

Thinking quickly on that, Felix considered all the possibilities. From what the woman said, it meant her power was about possibilities.

Eventualities, perhaps? Able to see what may or may not happen. What might or might not. That means that she just spent all that time staring me down to measure out all the possibilities, right? In all of those possibilities, I would have acted accordingly with my behavior. 

Normally I wouldn’t try to anger the leader of the city. Her annoyance seems to stem from the fact that I would summon Kit. That means Kit is… something she doesn’t want me to do.

Therefore if I make the choice to push the button right now, and she can see what I’m going to do, then I’ll get a response.

Let’s push the button.

Skipper sighed and her mouth screwed itself into an angry scowl.

Looks like I guessed right.

Felix mashed the button, sending the text to Kit, not wanting to wait.

A second later, and Felix could hear Kit’s portal open up behind him.

“Felix?” called Kit through the portal.

“Come on through, Kit. We have a visitor and I could use your help,” Felix called back without breaking his stare-down with Skipper.

“What? Fine, fine. I’m coming,” Kit said.

“Sometimes I wonder what he’s thinking when I can’t read his mind,” Kit was muttering to herself. “Out of nowhere and—”

Kit paused as she stepped out of the portal and came to a stop beside Felix.

“Kit, Skipper,” Felix said. He wasn’t sure how she’d respond. In theory, this was the person who had turned her into a living corpse.

And no one can do that to another person without extreme hate, or they’re just plain evil.

But then again, I turn people into sausages. Am I any better?

Skipper had frozen in place, still staring at Felix. But he got the impression Skipper wanted to look at Kit.

There was certainly a lot more here, but for the life of him he couldn’t figure it out.

“I like your ring,” Kit said. “The design, specifically. It’s simple, yet tasteful.”

Felix glanced down to Skipper’s hand. The ring looked eerily similar to the same rings he’d seen on his enemies. The ring version of the crown.

Does that make her my enemy then?

Or their leader?

Skipper jammed her hand into her pocket, hiding the ring. Looking at Skipper’s face, Felix was confused.

If Skipper can see eventualities. Possibilities.

The future, really.

Why didn’t she see that Kit would notice the ring?

“To what do I owe the pleasure, Skipper?” Felix asked in a neutral tone. “I believe I’m up to date on all my forms, taxes, and requirements.”

“Oh, you are,” said the city leader.

Felix didn’t kid himself one bit. This was the single villain who routed the entire guild of Heroes. It was one thing to put her off balance if possible, it was another to actually insult her.

He didn’t need more enemies right now.

Especially if she was already one privately.

“I honestly hadn’t planned on paying you a visit, but I saw you were up here on my way back from a meeting,” Skipper said. She casually let her eyes fall to the severed head still sitting on the ground. “Apparently one of my agents has vanished. I was looking into it to see if I could discover anything.”

“Oh. I can definitely understand. We were working on something extremely similar ourselves,” Felix said, with a gesture at the head. “Unfortunately, we found one of our informants. Dead. Perhaps they’re linked occurrences? Could you tell me about the one you’re investigating?”

Skipper’s brows came together as she scowled at him. “I don’t have proof it was you, but we both know that’s not something I actually need.”

“I’d say that… if someone were infiltrating an organization, one that dealt in very dangerous things and people, one would have to expect they run a certain risk,” Felix said evenly.

Sliding his hands into his pockets, Felix checked their contents.

Nothing.

“Andrea,” Felix said. “Go ahead and empty your weapon. I think we’re more than safe in our glorious leader’s company.”

Andrea flashed him a glare, then thumbed the clip release. She caught it with her left hand and tucked it away. After securing that, she reached around and ejected the round in the chamber. Catching it deftly, she went to put it into a pocket.

“I’ll take that,” Felix said, holding out his hand for the ejected unspent cartridge.

Andrea looked confused, but handed it over to him.

Truthfully, Skipper actually did look mildly relieved when Felix returned his attention to her.

“Anything I can do, I’ll be happy to. Just let me know how I can assist,” Felix said.

“Hmph. I’ll keep that in mind. I think for now, I’ll just tell you that you should keep to your business, and mind yourself,” she said.

“That’s the plan. I have no desire to do anything other than living my life, and running Legion.”

“Good,” Skipper grumped.

Felix nodded his head slowly, rolling the round between his fingers. Pinching it between thumb and forefinger, he aimed as discreetly as he could.

“Here, a memento,” Felix said, even as he flicked the round at her.

It spun through the air, and bounced off Skipper’s shoulder. She flinched at the sudden contact, and took two steps backwards.

She doesn’t have her power. She didn’t expect that. It surprised her, even.

Skipper had a shocked expression. Her eyes unfocused slightly as she stared down at the cartridge rolling around on the ground.

As casually as could be, Skipper pulled a pistol out of her pocket, turned, and fired it into the head of her companion. Before the man could fall, she pulled the trigger twice more.

His body jerked as his brain was forcefully ventilated, halfway to falling to the ground already. He hit the edge of the building as his brain stopped sending valid signals, and he fell off the edge of the building.

Sighing, Skipper turned back to Felix. “I suppose that answers that. You wanted to get me something? Get me a coffee while I wait. It’s going to take someone at least twenty minutes to come pick me up.”

Miu drew herself up, putting herself between Felix and Skipper.

“Sorry about the mess behind your building. Just put it in a trashcan,” Skipper said, putting the pistol back into her pocket.

And I thought I was cold.

 

Kit, Lily, Andrea, Victoria, and Miu were all sitting around a table. In the middle sat a phone with Felicia and Ioana on the other end. A second Andrea was in the corner, minding the ANet.

“And she just shot him?” Ioana said.

“Yeah,” Andrea said. “Three rounds into his brain.”

“But why?” Victoria asked. “I mean, if he was wearing one of those rings, he was her puppet, right? They’re not as strong as the crowns, but close. Yeah?”

“Yeah, they are. And that’s what the cleanup crew said, he had one of the rings on him,” Lily said, leaning back in her chair. “As to why… I think it’s because Felix showed him something he wasn’t supposed to know.”

“Huh?” Ioana asked.

“When he threw the bullet at her, he showed everyone that her power wasn’t working,” Kit said.

“And what’s her power?” Andrea asked. She looked down at the table.

“Rumor was that it was time control. Seems more like it’s the ability to see into the future,” Lily said. “At least, to a limited degree.”

Felix nodded his head, his hands clasped in front of himself on the desk.

“That was my guess based on her statement when she landed. Or something akin to that. At first I thought she could only see possibilities or… something along those lines,” Felix said. “The only thing that changed from when she arrived and had control of her powers, and when it stopped, was Kit.”

Everyone in the room looked to Kit.

“I couldn’t read her mind. The ring blocked me. When I couldn’t read her directly, I used my general area telepathy. Sometimes I can get hints and feelings through it, even with a ring or crown involved,” Kit said.

“That leaves that ability as the culprit for why she couldn’t use her own power,” Lily added. “So… why?”

Everyone fell silent. No one had any thoughts on it.

“Doesn’t fucking matter,” Felicia said on the other line. “And this doesn’t matter to me at all. Felix, I’m going back to work. I put in a request for some more people. I want to get our hardware upgraded for our security forces. I know we can bring their dumb asses back when they die, but a bit of preventative work could make that happen less.”

“Alright. I’ll see what I can do. I might be sending you some high school graduates who applied with mechanical aptitude,” Felix replied.

“Bah. Whatever. Hands are hands,” Felicia said. There was a pause.

“Bye, love,” Felicia said, much more softly and distantly. It was as if she hadn’t expected anyone to hear it.

“See you,” Ioana responded.

Clearing his throat, Felix leaned forward across the table. “Felicia’s right. It’s almost irrelevant. We have information now. Information that makes us targets and dangerous.”

Pausing, Felix couldn’t help but shake his head. “Though I can’t help but wonder if Skipper thought we had it to begin with. They’ve known for a while that Kit is in Legion. It also explains why the guild wanted Kit so bad as well. That they wanted you back so they could fight Skipper. Without her power… she’s probably much more easily handled.”

Lily blew out a breath, looking up at the ceiling. “We never did find anything on the guild’s network, drives, or files with anything. They lost all contact with the Skippercity guild when the city fell,” she said.

“Well, it’s kinda pointless, isn’t it?” Victoria asked. “The guild had crowns and rings in their upper echelon.”

Felix blinked, his heart lurching.

He’d forgotten about that.

Forgotten it entirely.

It changed the perception of the situation in a scary way.

“The reports we got from both the guild and the Skippercity faction indicate that while there was a shift in the leadership mentality, they all went along with it. In fact, the guild wrote up several endorsements for the steps they took,” Lily said, flipping through her papers, looking for something.

“That means Skipper wanted me in her custody, and Felix dead. It also means that while the guild wasn’t in charge of the Skippercity faction, they endorsed it. On top of that, doesn’t that mean that the government doesn’t care? The minders installed at the guild headquarters would have had to have signed off on the orders and endorsements for Felix to be killed,” Kit said.

There was no surprise from anyone. Everyone had been moving to the same thought that Kit voiced aloud.

I’m in a shadow war with Skipper, the guild of Heroes, and the government. Certainly explains why all of the attacks, and lack of investigation, seemed so odd.

They’re not working together, but they all want the same thing.

Felix harrumphed and looked up from the desk.

“Nothing actually changes, other than our viewpoint. We weren’t exactly on speaking terms with any of them anyways. We continue on, knowing what we do now. Is there anything that we need to change? Any type of change in our scope or position that we need?” Felix asked.

“I’m going to put in a req to have a change to your bodyguard detachment,” Victoria said. “I want several of them to have the ability to project an energy shield around you, like Lily’s, at all times. What this sounds like to me is the perfect opportunity for a vigilante.”

“Actually,” Ioana said, the phone coming to life, “I think that sniper attack was a vigilante. We never did track that one down. Not completely, at least. Vicky’s right. Best to put measures in place now before they’re needed. It’d only take a single sniper rifle to end you. I’d go further and get a few people who have Neutralizer’s power set as well. We already had it on the books to have several of them at each HQ, why not in your bodyguard section?”

Felix checked a sigh and nodded.

They were right of course. Even if it did end up restricting his movement further.

“I understand. Put the forms through and book the point calendar accordingly. What else?”

“I think we should begin considering an exit plan,” Miu said. “Perhaps we should reach across federal lines to our neighbors in the south. See if we can’t secure a government deal to begin expanding that way.”

With a turn of his head Felix looked to Andrea. “Send an email to their embassy. See if the glorious nation of Wal would like to enter into negotiations. It’d be good to have a third location out of reach for our enemies. Besides, last I heard, Wal was doing rather well for itself. They might be happy to have a company such as ours building a facility there.”

Around the room heads nodded in agreement.

“Anything else?” Felix asked. “No? Good. Let’s move to the next subject then. The governor run. How are things looking?”

Lily pressed her hands to her forehead and then closed the folder in front of her.

“That bad?” Felix asked.

“What? No. Sorry. I couldn’t find what I was looking for. Ah, the governor bid? It’s fine,” Lily said.

“Define fine. Looking for some details here so I can plan,” Felix said.

“I… sorry. You’re right,” Lily said.

“You alright?” Felix pressed, leaning forward over the table.

“Yeah. Tired. I think I need to promote Lauren higher and delegate some work off to her. I feel like I’m being run down,” said the ex-super villain.

“Defeated by paperwork. The fall of Mab. Definitely promote Lauren, and then go wade through the new high school recruits. I’m sure there are some that would fit,” Felix said. “Jeff comes to mind.”

“Jeff?” Lily asked, looking up at him.

“Rubik’s cube kid. Caught me in a verbal loophole. I liked him,” Felix said. “Anyways, the governor run?”

“Oh, yes. You’re not in the lead, but you’re in the lead when it comes to everyone on a similar platform. The problem is your voter base is being split a few too many times. Candidates who run on wishes and the belief that simply because they try, they could win and change the system,” Lily said. She pulled out a different folder and flipped it open. “The closest candidate to your platform is taking about fifteen percent of what could be your own vote. Or so we’re estimating according to polls and what we can estimate.”

“Right. That makes sense. It’s the same thing that’s happening to the other candidates that we’re sponsoring. They’re cluttering up the field and eating up votes that could be used elsewhere. The classic problem with a single vote system—it always comes down to two parties,” Felix said. Looking to his hands on the table he tapped the wood a few times.

“Do you want me to take care of those taking your votes?” Miu asked, her voice tinged with a desire to be set loose.

“No. Not yet, at least. And if I do send you out, that’d only be after we tried to blackmail them out, buy them out, or to get them to buy into our platform. I’d rather exhaust every other avenue first. Then I’ll send you out,” Felix said, making his choice. “When there’s about three weeks left, we’ll see about getting them all out of the race. That’ll give voters enough time to reconcile themselves to voting for me, and to their candidate no longer being in the running.”

Kit didn’t say anything, but Felix could feel the dislike of the situation coming from her.

“I’d like to stress again, that we’ll pursue every possible action that will cause the least amount of hardship first. Only when all those options fail will we turn to the more damaging possibilities,” Felix reasserted. He didn’t make eye contact with Kit, or look her way, but he hoped it would soothe her mind.

She might not be Augur anymore, but she’d always be a good and kind-hearted woman. Someone who wanted to do good.

“In fact, start reaching out to those individuals and feeling them out. It might make it easier down the road to get them on board if we begin now.”

“I’ve got that,” Andrea said, typing something into her terminal. “I’ll also take on the meetings with Wal. We should be able to relay everything effectively between the departments.”

“Great. Thanks, Andrea,” Felix said.

“Nn! Also, I’m arranging the company picnic. It’ll be ongoing for an entire week in the Tilen HQ. Felicia said we can use the portals,” she said, closing her terminal and turning towards him.

“Oh? I didn’t realize we were having one,” Felix said. He really didn’t know, but it sounded like something someone would put together.

“Yes! It’s going to be fantastic. I’ve booked lots of fun things to do. Lots!”

“Uh… hopefully it’s not all facepainting or—”

“I did book some facepainting, but that’s for the kids. They’ll like that. I also talked Felicia into getting involved. There should be lots and lots of fun giveaways and the like. She said it’d be a good opportunity for her to test her new people,” Andrea said.

There was a chuckle from the phone.

“Stick to that story, Andie. It’s better than admitting you hounded her for two weeks till she finally gave in,” Ioana said.

Andrea blushed for a second, the nodded her head sharply. “Nn!”

“So much fun stuff! There’s even going to be a dunk-tank for all department heads. I’ve already planned it all out,” said the excited Beastkin.

“I see. Well as—”

“What’s generated a lot of interest so far was lunch with Felix, and the photo booth. I originally only planned to have it open for about three hours a day, but it looks like it’ll be more like five.”

Felix felt his eye twitch at that. He didn’t much care for the idea of standing around taking photos for hours at a time.

“I want an hour to myself in the photo booth,” Miu said from the other side of the room. Her eyes were wide, her hands pressed flat to the table, and her body quivered a little.

“Sure!” Andrea said happily. “I’ll book it right after my own hour.”

The eye twitch evolved, and Felix could feel his teeth grinding together as well.

“I’d like an hour as well. That’ll give me time to get some department photos with Felix, and some for myself as well,” Lily said.

“Oh! That’s—”

“Yes! I’d like—”

Me, too. Depart—”

Everyone started to talk over one another with the idea of having their entire departments take photos with Felix.

 To which Felix could only respond by staring at Andrea with burning dread.

She responded with a smile at him, and a wiggle of her ears. “Going to be so much fun!” she said as the others all began to talk about photos.


Chapter 20 - Faust -

 

“Come on, Mikey. Let’s see if you can get a strike,” Felix said loudly.

He stared down the lane in front of him, at the man with the baseball held tightly in his hands. The distance was twenty feet, give or take a few inches.

Felix’s job was to rile up the crowd, and get them to spend game tokens for the honor of trying to dunk him into a pool of ice cold water with ice-cubes floating around in it. The ice-cubes were a present from Felicia.

Seeing how annoyed it had made him had only enamored her with the idea of punishing him. She’d gone ahead and dragged out an ice maker and set it up nearby for an eternal supply of ice.

“Maybe when you’re done getting yourself into the zone you could let someone else try!” Felix cat-called.

All around people laughed. They all seemed to be enjoying themselves with the picnic, and watching their CEO and founder being dropped into an ice bath seemed hilarious to them. Even though it had already happened twelve times, everyone acted as if it were the first time, each time.

Michael, who was a janitor by trade, was all seriousness. Winding back, he hurled the ball downrange towards the target. A circle no bigger than a catcher’s mitt.

Felix didn’t see it hit, but he heard the clang. The seat he was perched on dropped out from under him, and Felix was dumped into the vat of near freezing water.

He could hear the cheer of everyone around even under the shockingly cold water.

Rising as quickly as he could, Felix came sputtering to the surface, gasping for breath.

“Cold!” Felix squeaked and scrambled out of the tank. Flopping to the ground he shook himself out, trying to soak up the sunshine instead.

“Good throw, Mike!” Felix called out from the grass.

If they managed to hit the target and send him to his watery fate, they were awarded twenty raffle tickets to spend as they saw fit on the prizes.

Getting to his feet, Felix shook himself out.

“You’ve got a thirty minute break,” Andrea said, sliding up next to him. “Here’s a towel. Go get something to eat and maybe wander around. Say hi to some people. Have fun!”

Felix could only shake his head with a smile. Taking the towel, he draped it over his shoulders. He was glad he wore a simple t-shirt and shorts for this. Otherwise it’d be unbearable to be this cold, and this wet.

Sunshine or not.

“Thanks. I’ll go for a walk then. I heard Ioana is queen of the pugil sticks right now and taking all challengers. That might be fun to watch for a spell,” Felix said.

“Nn! That’d be fun! I think there’s a corndog stand near there, too. I’ll come check on you when it’s time to get you back up there. Right now it’s Kit. People seem just as eager to put her into the tank as they were you,” Andrea said.

Felix had a momentary flash of a thought to stick around and watch, but then realized she’d probably dig through his memories later at some point. He didn’t want her reliving him enjoying her in a bathing suit.

“Good luck with that,” Felix said, pulling the towel up over his head. Felix gave Andrea a smile and started walking towards the pugil arena.

“Hi Mr. Campbell,” said a female voice on his left.

Looking to his side from inside the towel, he found a female Beastkin keeping pace with him. She had long rabbit ears sticking up from a mass of dark black hair. Light brown eyes and a pretty face looked up at him. She had soft features that invited someone to confide in her.

“Hello there, Miss?” Felix prompted.

“Call me Erica! I’m with channel thirteen,” said the woman excitedly. She pulled a recorder out from an inside pocket and checked that it was running.

Of course she’s a reporter. All the smart networks send me young Beastkin types to see if I might give them more info.

Surprising it’s only one of them, though. I thought I’d get swarmed.

“Erica, then. What can I do for you?” Felix asked, looking forward towards his destination.

“I’d love to ask you some questions. If you don’t mind?” asked the young woman.

“Sure, if you answer me one first. How’d you manage to catch me alone?”

“I planned which way you’d probably exit from the tank, put myself on the far side, and bet on the fact that someone would run blocker for you,” said Erica. “Sure enough, Myriad had a number of security personnel screen your departure. Everyone else was too close.”

“Smart. Ok, ask away.”

Felix wormed his way past the crowd and into a corner area. The arena was rather crowded and it didn’t look like there was much room to see from.

He made his way to one side where an area looked rather clear, only to find a security guard and a closed gate. The security guard noticed him and opened the gate immediately, smiling.

“Sir, I guarantee no one will bother you here,” said the female security guard, her eyes flicking to Erica.

“Eh, let her come with me. We invited the media after all, and she earned a few questions,” Felix said. “Thanks a bunch, by the way. Appreciate it.”

The guard nodded as Felix and Erica slipped through the gate, then shut it behind him.

They were in an alcove set aside for some purpose Felix couldn’t discern.

“Why did you invite the media, by the way?” Erica asked.

“Everyone always asks what Legion is like. This…” Felix said, gesturing to the arena, and everyone around it. “This entire thing is Legion. We’re more a family at this point than an organization.”

Ioana stood atop a column in the middle of the arena. In her hands was a pugil stick. She remained there, waiting for someone to challenge her.

“It definitely feels that way! Everyone is so kind and charitable to each other. Is this more of a publicity stunt then?”

“Not at all. This is a company picnic, that the media was invited to. That’s really about it.”

A smaller man took a pugil stick from one side and stepped up onto the column.

Ioana had a feral grin plastered to her face as she swung her weapon lazily in an arc.

“What do you think about the accusations that your opponents have made about you?”

“Which ones? Some are true, some aren’t. The fact that I’m in a relationship with a Beastkin is quite true.”

“How about the one that you’re secretly in league with Skipper? And spying for them? That Legion is actually a front?”

“Lies, all of it. I don’t work with Skipper in any capacity. Legion supports Legion and the people who are its customers. That’s it,” Felix said sternly. “I dare anyone to show me proof at any level. Any shred of evidence at all.”

“Ah—” Erica said, her voice cutting off in a squeak at his tone.

“Sorry. I’m not mad at you for asking, I’m mad at them for making the accusation. It’s so patently stupid, it’s infuriating. Skipper doesn’t need my help or anyone else’s. She took Skippercity all on her on. Now she has even more power than she did,” Felix said, his tone softening.

“That’s ok. I understand completely. I take it from your tone you don’t care for Skipper?”

Felix didn’t respond at first. He watched Ioana toy with her opponent for a minute. Even going so far as to offer advice to him, before promptly knocking him off the column with a jab of her stick.

“I neither like or dislike Skipper. Skipper is a government entity that I work within the scope of in her city. That’s the extent of our relationship,” Felix said.

“Anything to add about the fact that Skipper has been massing their forces? It almost looks as if they’re planning to make a move to the east. Do you think they’re looking to expand?”

That was a bit of a surprise. He hadn’t heard anything about that. 

Need to link up with Dimitry and get some of his people in position to watch this.

“I have no comment. I’m more focused on my work and my governor bid.”

“Speaking of work. Any chance I could get you to talk to me about this business security venture we’ve heard about? There’s been a few things here and there, but nothing really about what it is. What it does,” Erica asked, pushing for her story.

Reaching over without looking, Felix hit the stop button on her recorder.

“What do I get, Erica?” Felix said, not taking his eyes off of Ioana. 

“I-I-I beg your pardon?” Erica asked.

“Say I give you your story. What do I get? What I did with Jessica wasn’t on accident.”

“I don’t—I’m not, I’m not willing to sleep with you for a story. That is, it’s not that I’m not attract—”

“Stop. Not what I meant. What I want is your support. Will I get a positive story out of it? Spin it in my favor? You do that, and we can talk about the story, and future stories,” Felix said. “I need long-term relationships in the media. Pretty young girls don’t normally get story breaks, or opportunities to get them. I know what my direction is, and I know I’ll be in the news. I need a few more reporters in my corner.”

Turning his head, Felix finally met her eyes and gazed into them.

Erica stared up at him with wide eyes. Her ears were rigid, her face pale.

“If you don’t want this offer, just say the word, and it never happened. You want your story? I want you,” Felix said.

Blinking rapidly, the Beastkin slowly nodded her head.

“I’m yours. Your reporter,” Erica said. There was a touch of shock in her voice that Felix detected.

Well, she is incredibly young, isn’t she? Need to get her the same contract I had Jessica sign.

“Good. We’ll draw up a Legion contract later. You and Jessica will be welcome to discuss it amongst yourselves of course, and any others I include. Though I’ll be looking to only pick up one or two more,” Felix said.

He thumbed the recorder back into the on position. “Why not? The business security idea is something we’re putting together for companies. After watching what happened with that prison break, I realized that I could offer a service. Security. Wholesale security tailored to the needs of each business and reasonable pricing. If they’re afraid of a super attack, they could easily hire super security from Legion. Expecting normal everyday bank robbers? PMC trained security officers ready to take the job. This would be at every level of businesses.”

Erica took in a quick breath and then gave him a smile. “Got it. Any chance of that expanding to a residential side? I imagine there might be some interested parties after what happened in the city.”

Felix shrugged his shoulders, looking back to the arena for a second. Ioana had just cleared another opponent from the column. Turning his eyes back to the rabbit, he smiled at her.

“Maybe. Residential is harder since the scope would be much more limited. At that point, I’d rather buy an existing security company, run it into Legion, and have it as a branch company. Starting up completely new departments is the pits.”

“I could definitely see how that’d work out. It’s certainly an interesting project,” Erica said. Then her face locked up. She turned off her own recorder and stared at him with a sense of panic that was obvious.

“Why me? I know they only hired me a few weeks ago because I’m a pretty Beastkin. They hired me and sent me over here to you because of it. I’m barely out of college! They were hoping you’d make a move or give me a story. All because you clearly show a preference to female Beastkin. Is it just because I’m a Beastkin? Is it because I’m pretty? I don’t understand. I don’t want… I don’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, but…” Erica paused, her mouth hanging open.

Felix snorted at that.

“Don’t get me wrong, you’re definitely… yeah, definitely beautiful, but I’m already in a relationship. As to why, partially your determination, partially your intelligence. Now turn your recorder back on and stop worrying about it. I’ll also be paying whatever your salary is today, and then tripling it, by the way. So I’m effectively your employer,” Felix said, tapping the recorder. “So how about we keep this moving?”

“I, yes. Yes of course. I’m sorry. This is just all so unexpected,” Erica said. She turned the recorder back on. Staring at it, she was visibly collecting herself.

Felix exploded backwards flipping through the air. A blue glow came up around him as he crashed into a back wall.

He could faintly hear Erica shrieking, and the sound of sustained gunfire.

With a shake of his head, Felix got to his feet and stumbled to one side. Trying to get out of the line of fire. Or so he assumed. There was only one direction a clear shot could have been taken on him.

He didn’t know if it was a rifle, magic, or a power, but regardless of the source, he didn’t want to stick around.

The charm resting on his collarbone popped loudly and shattered.

Damn, that was strong, whatever it was.

Taking a leap and a guess, Felix rolled in a tumble behind a crate. Laying flat to the ground, he squirmed around until he limited what could be seen of him. Then he did the only thing he could in a set of bathing shorts and a towel.

Wait.

Felix had been well trained, but he wasn’t an idiot.

“Erica, get out of sight and behind cover!” Felix yelled

He could hear the sound of gunfire, shouts, and the pounding of feet as every member of Legion acted.

Deafening booms and the crackle of power punctuated the annoyance and fear in Felix’s mind.

The explosions and sound of gunfire fell off sharply.

It only took a few seconds after that before Felix could hear verbal commands being issued. Then the PA system that’d been setup came to life with a crackle.

“Security check, gather the sheep and begin shearing,” Kit said over the loudspeakers. The sheep would be the reporters, and the shearing would be their memories of the attack.

No one would be the wiser as to Legion suffering an ambush. That’d been the plan when they invited the media in case something happened.

“Code Black, Eagle is missing. Repeat, Eagle is missing,” said Kit over the PA.

“Damnit. I need to get up and flag down a security officer so they don’t start ripping everything apart,” Felix said to himself.

Getting up to his feet, Felix went back over to the gate he’d come in from. When he’d taken only a few steps in that direction, the female security officer broke into the alcove and immediately locked eyes with him.

“My charm broke, but I’m fine. The attack was directly on me,” Felix said quickly, trying to reassure the officer.

Apparently it worked, because she stopped dead in her tracks. Her left hand shot up to the microphone on her shoulder and she began speaking into it.

Looking around, Felix needed to find Erica. He’d have to take her over to the Fixers to have—

She was laid out on the ground, blood pooling around her rapidly.

“Code Black canceled, Eagle has been sighted. Need a TM and a SB to section forty-two, south gate. Fro—”

Felix tuned Kit’s voice out and ran over to Erica’s prone form. 

She was breathing hard, her hands pressed to her stomach. Her large eyes darted to him.

They were large, dilated. Full of fear.

“I’ve been shot,” she said, as he came to her side. “I’m shot.”

“Yes. You have. You’re also in shock,” Felix said. Looking over his shoulder he saw the security guard. “Hey! Tell the Telemedic to bring a number three contract with them. And to hurry, that’s an order.”

The guard immediately began talking into her mic, moving to exit the alcove quickly.

Grumbling, Felix knelt over Erica and pressed his hands to hers.

“Hey there. A little bit more truth for you than most people get before they sign a contract with me. I have a super power. I can modify or change anything I own,” Felix said, trying to hold her eyes with his own.

The sheer amount of blood seeping into the ground beneath her was unnerving. He couldn’t imagine she had much blood left in her at this point.

“You’re a powered,” she said. “That explains so much.”

“Yeah. So, with that said, I have a modified contract system that gives me temporary ownership of you, as my employee. Which lets me modify or edit you as a person,” Felix said slowly. He was trying to keep her with him. An explanation of why she needed to sign her contract immediately seemed like a great place to start.

“I? I need to sign?” Erica asked, her voice getting softer. “What do I sign?”

“A contract. I need you to sign a contract,” Felix repeated. She wasn’t anything to him, but he didn’t want to see her die. She’d only been trying to get a story on him.

A victim by being in his vicinity, only.

“Oh. I already signed a contract. I got a job! I didn’t think I’d… I’d get one so quickly. Beastkin have to try harder,” Erica said.

“Yes, but you have to sign another. As soon as it gets here.” Felix looked around as soon as he finished talking.

If they don’t get here soon it won’t matter a damn bit. I thought we pla—

A young male Telemedic popped into being a few feet away from Felix. In a heartbeat, the man had crouched down beside Erica and handed the contract to Felix.

“Erica, I need you to sign this, ok?” Felix said, pulling the contract open.

It was the right one.

Thank goodness for small miracles.

“I don’t have my pen,” Erica muttered. “It’s with my… my notes. In the car. It’s cold here. Can I have a blanket?”

Felix looked to the Telemedic, who stared back at Felix.

There’s no pen.

“That’s ok,” Felix said, taking Erica’s right hand away from her stomach. “Pretend your finger is a pen, and sign right here, ok? Sign your agreement. I can’t do it for you.”

Erica’s hand lifted up and pressed into the page. She grabbed it with her thumb and forefinger and lifted her left hand instead.

“Left han…ded,” Erica whispered, then her hands dropped down to the ground at her sides.

Her eyes fluttered, and she let out a slow rattling breath.

And died.

Felix blinked, staring at the bloody contract in his hand.

Her bloody fingers had left a smeared trail along the signature line.

Blood counts, right? People used to sign with blood. That’s right.

People signed in blood back in the day. Before the populace could sign, right

“That’s fine, Erica. Signing in blood is fine. That’s fine,” Felix said to the corpse. “This’ll work. I’m sure.”

Felix looked at the contract and then tried to call up her character window.

“Get back to HQ and get the appropriate resources for however many people we need to raise, plus one,” Felix said to the Telemedic.

He didn’t want to see him right now. The lack of a pen was an oversight on both their parts. Felix didn’t ask for one, and the Telemedic didn’t think to bring one.

Resurrect Erica. Bring her back to life because she signed her contract. She’s an employee. Bring her back.

The Telemedic got up and immediately vanished, flitting away through the space between places that they zipped through.

No screen popped up.

Felix wasn’t looking for a hypothetical, he was looking for an actual screen. Which meant it’d only come up if it was a binding contract.

“Come on, Erica. You signed in blood. You even used a fingerprint. That’s a valid signature, right?” Felix said, trying to pull up the screen again.

Nothing.

“Oh, come on!” Felix shouted at Erica’s cooling body. “Look, I know… I know my power isn’t normal and it changes by my wishes at times. The only way that’s possible is if someone is watching up there.”

Felix waited for a few seconds and tried to pull up the window again.

Nothing.

“Come on… she was willing to sign. She wanted to sign. She put her bloody thumb on it. That’s a signature,” Felix muttered, sinking down into a sitting position.

“Consider it a favor owed,” Felix said.

Erica wasn’t anyone to him other than a resource. But she died because of him, and had done him no wrong.

For the first time in a long time, Felix felt some guilt.

Regret.

“I’d owe you two favors?” Felix asked, a bitter smile crossing his face as he realized no one was listening.
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Felix stared at the last message for several seconds. His breathing was strained and it felt like his chest was being crushed.

Two Favors Owed.

Someone or something was listening.

And I struck a deal with it.


Chapter 21 - Separation -

 

Felix stared at the machine dully. He’d had a hard time functioning since the picnic ended. Somehow he’d managed to keep it all together during the event, but only just barely.

Legion’s morale was riding high. Especially when Felix had resurrected everyone who died at no cost.

With every attack on them, every assault, every insult, Legion proved to be the stronger.

They came out on top.

Stomped their foe to the ground and tore its head off.

Confidence could be a dangerous thing, but as long as there was a reset button that could be hit, his people would always learn from mistakes.

Especially fatal ones.

But that’s the problem.

Felix shook his head, his thoughts going back to the debt he now owed whoever controlled his powers. Or influenced his powers.

Or made me.

Shuddering from head to toe, he could actually feel the anxiety and panic washing over him.

There was nothing comforting in knowing there existed a higher power for Felix.

Lily had once told him that she didn’t sign the form because she’d feared what would happen to her in an afterlife. At the time Felix had dismissed it.

There’d been no reason for him to believe. Sure, Lily was eating souls, or what people believed were souls, but there had been no proof of that.

Now Felix believed it.

Believed in souls.

That something was watching him. That modified his powers so that he could bring a young Beastkin back to life.

To put her soul back into the husk of her body, and allow Felix to put her body back to rights.

That wasn’t something casual.

Someone else held a power that controlled how his own interacted with the world.

“Felix!” Felicia shouted in his ear, causing him to start.

“What?!” he shouted back, staring down at her. His annoyance was plain and his ear was ringing.

“You’re not listening to me! You arse-faced idiot. I’ve been talking to you for at least a minute. Did you hear anything?” Felicia asked in a raised voice.

Freezing up, Felix couldn’t answer that. He actually hadn’t heard a word she’d said. The existential panic he’d been floundering around in had consumed him.

“No,” Felix said, his shoulders dropping. “I didn’t.”

Felicia’s eyebrows came down and she put her fists on her hips. She opened her mouth and closed it again. Her face went through a series of emotions he couldn’t identify, but it settled on something surprising to him.

Concern.

“I’m no good at figuring out people,” she said finally. “Give me a toolbox and a machine and I’m good. But… I’ll help how I can. Ioana would say the same. Just tell us what we can do.”

Felix felt his lips flicker to a smile and he huffed.

“Thanks. It’s not something anyone can fix, though. I just had someone upend my plans is all. I have to do some revisions, just kinda stuck in a negative loop. I’ll be fine,” Felix said. “Now, I’m sorry for not listening. How about you tell me again what you were saying.”

Felicia considered that, glaring at him for a moment more. “Fine. It’s what you asked for. A security function and an override.”

Nodding his head, Felix looked to the portal machine once more. It looked like a tunnel entrance that led nowhere. Directly behind it was a wall.

“The security function is that it’ll only process people with Legion rings. Anything within a foot around them will go with them. Including air by the way, that was fun to find out. Makes a boom with each person. It’s why we had to move it down here to its own level. Shook the goddamn teeth out of your head. We’ve minimized it as best as we can.”

“Great. That’s definitely a good way to handle a security lockout. What happens if someone goes through without a ring?”

“They get dropped into a holding cell deep under SC:HQ. I figured it might be a good idea to simply not tell anyone about the security function. Everyone in Legion has a personalized ring after all. It only works for them. There’s no reason for them to ever take it off. This becomes a passive feature, and we never have to worry about it,” Felicia explained, patting the control panel.

Felix couldn’t deny he saw the appeal in that. It’d be an unspoken security feature that anyone of Legion would always pass without ever knowing.

“And the override?” he asked.

“Three different lockouts. First is a retinal scan. Go ahead and cozy up to this here,” Felicia said, pointing to what Felix couldn’t see as anything other than a submarine periscope viewer.

“Uh huh…” Felix muttered. Stepping forward he pressed his face to it and was instantly blinded by a red flash. “Holy fucking shit.”

Felix jerked away, rubbing at his eyes.

“Oh, yeah. It’s a bit bright. You’ll be fine. Next is—”

“Voice confirmed. ‘Holy fucking shit’ registered as the passcode for Felix Campbell,” said a robotic voice.

“Next is voice registration. Good. The last is a simple typed mechanical password. Use the boxed in keyboard there.”

Felix opened his eyes and could barely see beyond the white spots in his vision. What she’d been talking about was a keyboard with raised walls so one couldn’t see what was being typed from other angles.

“And what do I type?” Felix asked, putting his hands into the keyboard.

“Whatever your network password is,” Felicia said from the other side of the panel.

Grumbling, Felix typed in the code.

Immediately the portal machine activated and a giant blue wall sprang to life in front of him. A second after that, it flashed brightly, and all Felix could see was an endless sea of green grass.

“This is the world we ended up going with. It matches everything you listed. I have it set and locked it for now as the destination. I have other things that are more important than babysitting you,” Felicia said, stomping off towards the door to the elevator.

Staring through the portal, Felix wasn’t sure of himself anymore.

This was something he’d arranged the day before the picnic started. In fact, Felix had forgotten about it, right up until Felicia booked the slot on his calendar for a six hour meeting.

Exactly as he’d requested.

“Well, shall we go?” Lily asked from behind him, causing him to look over his shoulder.

He hadn’t heard her enter. With her was Victoria, a squad of Legion security, three squads of Legion employees in work clothes, a Fixer, a Telemedic, an Other and Andrea. They were all dressed for combat, wearing the equipment and gear they’d put together specifically for combat engagements.

Felix himself was in combat armor, and wearing all the various charms and things his people had prepped for him. They’d decided it wouldn’t be good to make the trip in his usual armor.

From Andrea’s scouting reports, the world was inhabited by tribal humans who were barely starting to enter large farming communities.

Though their system of government seemed barely to scratch the surface of feudalism.

It was likely that his usual armor would cause more of a problem than relying on other defenses.

“Yeah… let’s head in. Everyone, follow your orders. Lily, hang back with me, I want to ask you a few questions,” Felix said. Making a sharp turn, Felix walked into the portal, and onto another world.

It was more or less another Earth, as far as they could tell.

Everyone went through the portal and spread out, going about their tasks.

“Something’s been on your mind for a bit,” Lily said casually, standing beside him.

You don’t fool me. You’ve all known something’s up. Kit has been the most persistent, asking twice to get the ability to read my thoughts turned on.

“Don’t make that face. I’m trying to be nice. Kit said I’m still coming across too strong at times,” she said. Apparently he hadn’t been as neutral as he’d thought reacting to her statement. “I’m still getting used to this whole, everyone isn’t trying to scam me, kill me, or rape me thing. Corporate life is certainly more fun than being a villain.”

“You and her have certainly been getting along,” Felix said. “I almost wonder if that friction I imagined ever so long ago even existed.”

Lily blew out a breath. “Don’t change the subject.”

“I think you were right,” Felix said, watching his people working. They were putting out stake markers, measuring off distances, and general prepping what would be their base camp. “There is a higher power. Or at least, one that has control over my own powerset.”

“I… don’t understand. What do you mean?” She sounded concerned to Felix. He could only imagine her dilemma, as having taken the souls of a number of people certainly wouldn’t endear you to the heavens.

“Erica didn’t sign her contract. She tried to, but died before she could.”

“But if that were true, you wouldn’t have been able to bring her back. And I know you did. We watched her report yesterday evening. She’s on Legion payroll.”

“And that’s all true, and correct. Except the part where she signed her contract. She managed to press a bloody thumb to it. That was it. She died. And I wasn’t able to bring her back.”

One of the Legion employees leaned to one side and spoke into a microphone.

They must be getting the materials ready.

“Then I started talking aloud. Arguing that she signed the contract. With her blood and thumbprint,” Felix said.

Behind him he could hear carts being rolled out of the freight elevator as everyone began getting ready for the second phase.

Watching them go by, Felix took in a slow breath. “I said something about knowing someone was there. That my power was too… directed, for there not to be. I offered up a favor, if they’d agree that Erica had meant to sign.”

A breeze came through the plain and ruffled Felix’s hair.

It was strange to have the interior of a building behind him, and an open field in front of him.

“Then I offered two favors. I don’t know why I did, but I did. Then a window popped up after that. It had a point cost, and said that I owed two favors, and Erica would come back to life,” Felix said. “The point cost was rather low. Far too low. Which means that the favors had some type of value attached to them. That’d mean that it was a choice. Planned, calculated, and thought out.”

Large wheeled carts skirted around him and Lily, moving to the designated area markers. Stacks of bricks, paving stones, steel, bags of cement, and all sorts of construction materials were being hauled over.

“That… that definitely sounds like you’ve come into contact with a higher being. A god? I don’t know how to take that, really,” Lily said after the last cart trundled by.

“Yeah, pretty much where I’m at myself. It throws a number of things out of perspective for me. I was never one for religion… not really. It all sounded so strange growing up. Now I find that not only was it not so strange, but real. Where does that leave me? And why did it, they, him, her, whatever, decide to answer me. That seems really… the whole thing feels weird.”

“Ok… so… what did you want to ask me? I’m guessing you wanted to talk about souls, given the conversation.”

“I did. But I’m not sure it matters anymore. I kinda answered it myself. There’s not much I can do. Until such a time as they decide to collect a favor, at least.”

“That’s true,” Lily said. “How about a subject change. I’ve read the reports that Andrea sent back. I read through the basic outline you put together for department heads. But you always hold back and keep your thoughts out of those. As if you’re worried they might go further than you want.”

Felix snorted at that and started walking off to one side of the area his people were working in. He wanted to keep moving.

Standing still didn’t feel right anymore.

Victoria noticed him moving immediately. She made a gesture he didn’t recognize to Andrea, and began to move parallel to him.

She kept her distance as he’d requested though.

“Honestly, my plan was to turn this world into a recruitment drive. As far as we can tell from what the scouts sent back, it’s a world inhabited by humans and beasts. There aren’t any other humanoid races. At all. Not one. Just humans,” Felix said. He gestured to the west. “The closest settlement is several rather large tribes over that way. Large enough that you could probably consider them the local powers. With any luck, we’ll be able to start working with them.”

“You want to… work with the locals?” Lily’s skepticism was palpable.

“Yes. I do. And not in the conquering explorer kind of way either. I want to offer them things in exchange for service, materials, and other things. I don’t plan on giving them any technology, or letting them into our encampment without being in Legion. But I’m not against giving them food. Leather, hide. Basic cloth, even. I wanted to turn this world into Legion’s world. Now though…” Felix trailed off, staring westward.

“Now you worry that you might piss off a god who doesn’t take kindly to you mucking around on different planets,” Lily finished the statement.

“Yeah. I mean… in the ancient history of our world, it’s said many times that originally it was just humans. Medieval humans.

“Then the humanoid races came. From where they’re not sure, but they were just there one day. In cities, villages, and homes as if they had always been there. Everywhere, not just in localized places.

“I have to wonder if that wasn’t an intervention. And if I’d be provoking another one.”

“I’d say let the god tell you that when they decide to talk to you again. If they didn’t want you to, would they even have let you come here?” Lily asked. “Assume the answer is permission granted, until shown otherwise. In fact, I would argue just by having this conversation aloud, you force the god into an unstated acceptance until otherwise said.”

Leave it to the lawyer.

Felix smiled and shook his head. “I suppose that’s about right. At least, that’s all I can do until otherwise stated. And the day after tomorrow, the Death Others will be returning with the three leaders of those tribes.”

“Death Others? How do you know?” Lily asked.

“They all volunteered for security, guard, or interrogation work. Apparently being on your own for that long gave them a different outlook on life. I can’t imagine their personalities would have merged very well with Andrea after that. It’s the very reason she cut them out to begin with. The memories will be gone, but does that change the personality?”

“Hmph. That’d explain why the Security Others are separate from the Corporate Others now,” Lily said.

Stopping in his tracks, Felix glanced over to Lily. “What?”

“Huh? Oh. Probably not my place. You should talk to Andie about that. I’m going to head back to the site. I have a few jobs of my own to do, you know. My boss gave me a list of things he wanted done, and I’m clearly not working on them,” Lily said, giving him a grin.

“Uh huh. Maybe I should order you more often.”

“It’s a wonder you don’t. Talk to Andie.”

And with that, Lily left him there, heading back towards the setup area.

As if knowing that they’d been talking about her, Andrea Prime came over.

“Felix? Are you better now?” she asked, moving in close to him.

I must have really worried them all. I’ll let Kit inside my head when we get back so she can pick through my thoughts. Once that’s done, everyone else will end up being better off as well.

“Yep. Doing much better. But I wanted to ask you a question or two if you don’t mind,” Felix said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.

“Nn?”

“Did you separate Myriad out from yourself?” he asked directly.

Andrea went rigid in his arms, her shoulders as stiff as a board.

“What?” she asked, as if she hadn’t heard him.

“Did you separate Myriad out?”

“I… that is…”

“You did.”

“Nn…”

“Why?”

“Because, Myriad isn’t me. And I’m not Myriad. You were right. We’re all the same person, but we’re also not. We talked it over. A lot. We weren’t going to tell you, because we want you to treat us all the same as you always do. But… but the Security and Combat Others are all going to be in a different… Prime… of sorts. And everyone else is coming to me.”

“So… there’s an Andrea Prime, and another Prime, now,” Felix said, trying to clarify the situation.

Andrea hesitated for a moment before nodding her head. “Yes. We… we’ve successfully split and everything is working. In fact. I played her part the other day, and they were me, and no one noticed. We can still perform each other’s functions, memories remain after all because we split them, but… the Others…”

“Were swapped around. Ok, I think I get it. And you want me to treat you two as if there was no difference?”

“Nn…” Andrea said, pressing her face to his shoulder.

“I can definitely try to do that. I think you might find that as time goes on you’ll become further and further separated. Though regardless of that, I think the new Prime needs a regular name if only to designate who I’m trying to talk to. If you’re Andrea, and she’s your twin sister, how about… Adriana?”

“Adriana?” Andrea repeated. “Adriana.”

“Adriana and Andrea Elex,” Felix said.

“Twin sister. Can… can you try something for me?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Could you try to pull up Adriana’s window? As if she were her own self?”

“I can do that,” Felix said, smiling down at the Beastkin.

Taking a step back from Andrea, since it was just easier if the window didn’t go through people or things, Felix focused his mind.

He conceptualized the idea that Adriana Elex, formerly Andrea, was a separate entity. Equal in every way to Andrea, but not Andrea.

That he wanted to modify her, and not Andrea.

Nothing came up at first, and Felix was afraid that it wouldn’t work. That Andrea and Adriana weren’t able to be separated in the way that Andrea wanted, and would always and forever be Others.

A window popped up suddenly.
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Felix took a slow breath, reading the window again.

The panic that had threatened him previously fell away in a rush.

Lily had been right.

This… thing… whatever it was, would intervene or interfere if and when it decided it wanted to.

For now, it seemed content to watch.

Felix hit the button to accept the change.

“Andrea, you’re officially twins, though I suspect you could still reform into one person if you wanted,” Felix said, looking up at the now smiling Beastkin.


Chapter 22 - Trump Card -

 

The ex-marine snorted and stared out across the field.

“Any particular reason you chose me?” he asked. “Don’t get me wrong. Nice view and all, but you’re asking me to be the ugly end of the stick for an entire… world.”

“Because you’re qualified, can function independently, and were given a Fixer rank. According to HR, Michael Haglund does very well when put into the worst situation and given little in the way of support,” Felix said “I’d say manning a fort in the middle of a hostile planet counts for that. Your heavy weapons specialist title doesn’t hurt either. I figure you’ll have this place tighter than a shoelace budget at the end of a fiscal year.”

“And you brought me here to show me the site and offer me the job,” Michael said, scratching at a beard far too long for a man so young. Blue eyes that’d seen a bit too much during deployment held a dull glow to them as they stared into Felix.

He looked very much the part of ex-military trying to make it back in the real world.

Maybe being at a fort on the edge of a wild world will be just what you need.

“That, and you and your wife both listed relocation as an option,” Felix said, nodding his head. “This would be relocation.”

At the mention of his wife, Michael’s eyes flicked over to the small, dark-haired Beastkin frolicking around the tall grass.

Felix wasn’t one to judge, given his relationship with Andrea, but they seemed an odd pair.

“Veronica does seem rather happy,” Michael said gruffly.

Felix took a moment to watch the cat-eared Beastkin dive into a dense growth. “I’ve noticed they tend to do better in wilder environs, yes. Can I assume that’s a yes?”

“Can I pick my own security assets?” Michael asked, looking back at Felix.

And there we go. That’s all done, just a matter of him formally agreeing.

“You do, but you’ll lose your HR status and be forced into a leadership role. A separate HR Fixer will be assigned and report up through Kit. A representative of Legal will, of course, be on hand as well. Everything else is a material or personnel requisition form,” Felix said, holding out his hand.

Michael had a sour look on his face, but shook Felix’s hand.

“Oh, planet’s named Legion. I’ve claimed it by territory rights. I plan on listing the ownership of said planet locally here, and at the HQs back home. I figure ten years is long enough for a legal claim against it,” Felix said with a grin.

“Figures,” Michael said, grinning back. “Legion first.”

“Legion first,” Felix repeated.

Michael let go of Felix’s hand and turned back to the field. Leaving him there to contemplate his new home, Felix went to join Kit.

“He’s happier than he lets on,” Kit said when he got within earshot. “He has a hard time showing it.”

“Good. You done reading through my brain yet? Can I turn it off?” Felix asked.

“Yes. I’m done. I did take a minute to really go through your thoughts about the dunk tank though. It was surprisingly—”

“Going to drown you in horrible thoughts if you finish that sentence,” Felix threatened. “If you really wanna know what I can drudge up than we can go right on down to hard-on hotel and I’ll make you wish you could bleach your own thoughts.”

“Ah… yes. I’m done. I’d agree with Lily and her assumption, based on what I saw from your mind. And yes, we are getting along, and for the reasons you suspect,” Kit said.

“Hm. Good,” Felix said. He didn’t want to talk about it. His suspicions were rather simple. Kit was sharing his thoughts with Lily, and acting as a filter for her.

He disabled her ability to read his mind with a thought.

“You ready for our guests? They should be arriving soon enough,” Felix asked.

“I believe that’d be them over yonder, actually,” Kit said, indicating a group of people off to one side. “Victoria and a Fixer cornered them as soon as they got here. I’m afraid there’s some problems that we’ll have to discuss before you even go over there.”

“Oh. There’s always a problem. That much is certain. The question is… what is it this time?” Felix asked, looking to the group of people.

“Security brought in three people. Supposedly they’re the representative leaders for each group. One is, the other two aren’t,” Kit said. She pointed to the two older gentlemen of the three. “They’re maybe third in line, and come from a dictatorship form of government. They’re here because their leader didn’t want to risk themselves.”

“Alright, not exactly a bad idea when meeting with someone you have no idea about. I can’t deny that if I had someone show up wearing things that didn’t belong, with tech that I didn’t understand, I might be reserved as well. Is that the problem though? That doesn’t seem—”

“One of them has knowledge that their tribe is attacking the other even as we speak. They were hoping they’d send their leader and were going to use this as an opportunity,” Kit clarified.

“Huh. Not a bad plan. I mean, we did something very similar if you remember. Who exactly are they attacking?”

“The other dictatorship. They don’t view the council-run one as much of a threat.”

“I imagine not. Especially if they aren’t a warrior based community. Taking a guess here, this third one has only survived this long because the other two would attack the other the moment they went to take over the third?”

“Something like that,” Kit said, nodding her head.

“Right. Well, the only one who acted in good faith was our dear little community run tribe. That’s fine. They’re probably preferable to work with anyways. With a larger pool of essentials in their community, I imagine that they have far more to gain through a deal. The other two would have just wanted wealth so they could distribute to their backers. Politics is always so fun,” Felix said in a flat voice.

“Put a thought in Victoria’s head to send the other two away,” he continued. “Bring the democratic one. I’ll need Michael sooner than I thought. Give him a brief rundown of the situation and have him meet up with me.

“At the same time, I’m going to need you to mobilize say… an entire battalion of Legion Security. Armed for full combat. Engage their mech attachment as well,” Felix said, running down the plan in his head.

“That’s… quite a firm response. Did you want the Powered element activated as well?”

“No. Let’s keep that under wraps for now, but do ask for the appropriate number of Fixers and Telemedics. After that, get yourself back to HQ. I need you making sure the ship stays on course. I’ll be over that way,” Felix said, pointing at a boundary marker.

“Oh, and get me Miu,” Felix called over his shoulder. “Let her know in advance she’ll be off her leash.”

Flipping over his wrist he did a quick check for any new messages or email, and then tapped the alert indicator for Andrea.

A second later and her face popped up in the display. She was clearly in the ANet and working on something.

“Felix?” she asked. “What’s going on? I just saw a number of things light up and go active at the same time. I thought you said you didn’t need me because this was going to be simple.”

“Yeah. Looking like we’re going to have a bit of a fight out here on Legion world. Is uh… is Adriana available? I think I’m going to need her,” Felix said. He wasn’t quite sure how to refer to the two of them yet. It’d only been a day after all.

“Nn! She is. Want me to send her your way? Full combat rigging?” she asked.

“Yeah. And an Andrea of course. Not you though, not Prime. Or Adriana’s Prime. If I don’t have to spend points I’d rather not,” Felix said.

“Got it!” chirped the Beastkin, and promptly shut down the channel.

Almost at the same time, Victoria brought over a middle-aged man, and Michael came up from the other side.

“Great, everyone’s here. First up, did the Fixer finish up with English?” Felix asked, looking to Victoria.

“Yes. Your servant gave me your language,” said the man.

Felix gave him a second look and found that he was fairly ordinary. Brown hair, dark brown eyes, and a face weathered by work and toil.

His age may not have been what he’d originally thought. In fact, now that Felix really looked at him, he might be in his thirties and simply suffering a hard life lived rough.

“Good. And your name?” Felix prompted.

“Hern.”

“Any surname attached to that or just—”

“Hern.”

“I’m going to assume you meant that your name is simply Hern, and not Hern Hern. Anyways. My name is Felix. These are indeed my people, and this is going to become my camp. I originally asked all three of your tribal leaders to come speak with me to discuss things. Though I’ve just found that apparently your two neighbors are already engaged in what sounds an all-out attack on each other. Best guess is they’ll turn on you when they’re done,” Felix said, keeping it simple.

Hern blinked once and then started to turn to the side, as if he wanted to run straight home.

“I’d like to make you an offer,” Felix said, trying to head the man off before he ran off with his emotions. “One that would be equitable for both of us. I want to—”

Felix paused as he realized he was probably talking past the man, if not far above him.

“I want to work out a deal that’s good for both of us. I want your people to join me, if they’re willing, and I want to trade you in… stuff,” Felix said. He wasn’t sure how else to call it other than stuff. They hadn’t even figured out what they’d need yet.

Other than the basics, that is.

“I’m afraid that won’t work,” Hern said. “Because as soon as one of those two kills off the other, they’ll turn on my people. We’re not… we’re not a warrior tribe.” Hern shook his head, looking at the ground. “I should have listened. We should have moved long ago.”

“About that. I think the starting point for an agreement might be as simple as say, an alliance?” Felix said.

The dark brown eyes of Hern jumped up to Felix’s own and stayed there.

“You do not have the number of warriors needed to defeat them. You offer something that you don’t have.”

“Don’t worry about that part. I’ll need a yes or a no, and your signature. Wait, do you even have a written language?” Felix asked, halfway to pulling out a sheet of folded paper he’d prepped in advance.

Hern had the look of someone listening to a crazy person.

“Right, no written language. A thumbprint worked for Erica so, let’s try that. How do you feel about a blood-oath?” Felix asked.

“Fine. And what is this blood-oath needed from me and mine? Would you have me become your property to simply avoid becoming their property?” Hern asked.

“Honestly, it’s simply a straight alliance with nothing promised other than mutual defense and cooperation. By my honor, that is all,” Felix said.

“And you’d put your own blood-oath mark on it?” Hern asked.

That’s new.

“I would be willing—”

Hern pulled a small knife from his belt and cut it across the ball of his thumb. He then promptly pressed his thumb to the paper, while holding the knife out hilt-first to Felix.

Taking the knife, Felix eyed it for a second, then repeated the same action Hern had.

“Michael, I took the liberty of getting you a battalion worth of Security. The attached mechanized unit was activated as well. I need you to take the field and protect our new allies,” Felix said, looking to the local force commander.

“Understood. ROE?” Michael asked.

“One warning, then engage until they break. Don’t chase. No limit on amount of force inside of conventional means,” Felix said. “Dismissed.”

Michael saluted, out of habit or reflex Felix wasn’t sure, and went off towards the portal gate.

Hern looked between Felix and Michael, and then decided to follow the soldier.

Felix couldn’t blame him, he was no warrior.

The sound of booted feet announced an arrival from the portalway. Expecting the Security forces, Felix was surprised to find thirty Andreas dressed in full combat gear marching swiftly in his direction.

An additional one dressed in corporate clothing walked along to one side of them, holding a messenger bag under an arm.

They even had their own rankings and insignia on the collars.

Coming to a stop in front of him, the lead Andrea looked up at him.

“Adriana, reporting. Adriana Prime is with Andrea Prime in the ANet,” said the Beastkin.

Right. Adriana. I need to change her hair color or something. Wait, would she even want to?

“You’re in a defensive role. We’ll be rolling into a hot area. Victoria and Miu have both been activated as well. Coordinate with them for anything you need or want. Any questions?” Felix asked.

The Adriana looked backwards towards the Beastkin arranged behind her, and back to Felix.

“None.”

“Great. As you will, then.”

Every Adriana pulled up a shortened rifle to their shoulder, one Felix couldn’t identify, and racked it in unison.

There wasn’t much to do until the mechanized units got here and loaded them all up.

 

Somehow he’d convinced the Adrianas, Miu, and Victoria that he should be allowed to view the scene from the turret of the personnel carrier.

Surveying the field, Felix found it was more or less what he expected. Hern’s people were living in buildings of wood, hide, and a few of stone.

“They don’t even have a wall,” Felix said.

“I don’t think a wall would have helped. If anything it would have drained resources,” Miu said. She was standing atop the personnel carrier just behind Felix.

“Fair. Still… I can’t help but worry. What if this lack of foresight continues,” Felix said.

“Then you’d correct that,” Victoria said, sitting on the edge of the personnel carrier on the other side. “Simple enough, really.”

Michael had been working this whole time, setting up a number of heavy machine gun positions. They were traditional hard points with overlapping fields of fire.

Each had been stagger stepped to provide coverage for the other, creating a funneling effect as well.

It’d be a field of death.

“You realize how silly this is,” Adriana said from inside. “I’ve been watching the feed from a UAV and this is nothing more than a berserker’s brawl. You’re putting up weaponry better used against a traditional army.”

“I plan on making an impression. Michael has experience with heavy weapons, this is what he knows. Though I figure if he was in cavalry, he’d be asking for helicopters. Or tanks if he had been in an armored division. For here, this works perfectly. Massed enemies. Charging,” Felix said.

“A bloodbath,” Miu said.

“Speaking of. I need you to go ahead and work through their officers, leaders, or whoever they look to for direction. Wipe ’em out. Do a great job and I’ll let you off your leash in public with a mask from Lily,” Felix offered.

He felt a little bad about making such a strange offer, but he’d use whatever carrot he could.

“Done. Can I start now?” Miu asked, her voice cracking on the last word.

“No. But you can go get ready if you w—”

Miu vanished before he even finished talking.

“She’s going to kill anyone who opens their mouth to give an order,” Victoria said softly.

“Probably. But that’s what she’s good for.”

“I’d say the lead elements will be here in under ten minutes,” Adriana called up. “Still only seeing melee combatants with simple weapons. They’ve finished up with the other tribe, and are sending everyone over this way. They’re not even stopping to pillage, loot, or anything. Surprising given their mentality.”

Felix laid his hands flat against the metal, and rested his chin on them.

Hurry up and wait.

Truth didn’t match expectation though. As soon as the warriors saw Hern’s peaceful community, they started towards it at a sprint.

“This should be short and ugly,” Felix said to no one in particular.

Clearing the grasslands at a fast run, they ran onward towards Michael’s defenses.

Later than Felix thought it’d happen, Michael apparently gave the word. The deep rapid chattering grunts of the machine gun positions opened up.

Warriors in leather skins and naught but a hand-held weapon dropped as the scythe of bullets swept across the field.

“Technically, this is a defensive action,” Felix shouted over the din of fire. “I’d say we’re well within our rights to protect our allies.”

“I’ll make sure all the reports indicate that. Wouldn’t want this to be ruled a war crime in the history books,” Adriana called back.

Well that’s rather dark, isn’t it.

Then again, she’s not Andrea.

A minute in, and the grass was only a foot high from the point that the machine gun line started.

Nothing stood in that barren field.

Man, tree, or bush.

It’d all been cleared.

“Is that it, Adriana?” Felix asked, looking down below him into the carrier.

He saw an Andrea staring back up at him with her tablet in hand. She looked to the side, probably at the Adriana in front.

“There’s a mass of them out of range on the other side. They’re all grouping up and… I don’t know. It looks as if they’re facing outward and talking to one another. Hard to tell from this angle.”

“Probably Miu hunting them. I imagine she’s cornering anyone trying to issue orders,” Felix said.

Straining to see into the distance, Felix didn’t manage to catch sight of anything.

Almost too softly to hear, he picked up the faintest sound of chanting.

Unbelievably though, it began to rise in volume. As if it were being shouted by far many more voices than were actually possible.

“I think they’re chanting,” Adriana said. “It… sounds like praying, but I don’t know their language. But it has that same kind of quality to it.”

“Why would they be praying?” Victoria asked.

“Not sure. Maybe it’s part of their culture?” Felix asked. “Pretty loud though. It doesn’t… feel right.”

A crack of lightning came down out of the air from a clear sky. It exploded when it hit the ground, and the ground rumbled.

As the dirt cleared and Felix could see again, he was surprised to find a group of ten or eleven people standing side by side across the field from him.

The radio in the personnel carrier crackled to life.

“I can’t read them,” said the Fixer assigned to the mission. “And the brief snatches I get are strange. It’s all strange—”

One of the people lifted an arm and a blue streak of light flashed out across the distance and hit the lead machine-gun nest.

It exploded in a burst of white fire and rounds began cooking off.

“Damnit. What is that?” Victoria asked, standing up.

“—feels like something I’ve never felt before!”

Felix thought about the possibility of changing the status of the person who’d just attacked. If he hypothetically owned them, what would their status be?
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“Holy shit it’s a god,” Felix said. “They’re all gods.”

Abera, the Ice Queen, drew her arm back and threw another bolt of whatever it was. Another emplacement went up just like the first.

 How do you even fight a pantheon? And why is there a pantheon? What the actual f—wait. Wait wait. Don’t I have my own card? Maybe?

If they’re listening?

“Hey, I’m not sure if you’re listening,” Felix said aloud. “But if you want to collect on those two favors later, it probably won’t be possible if that Ice Queen over there tears my head off. And no. I don’t plan on withdrawing. I’ll be honoring my commitment to Hern.”

“You’d force my hand then?” came a voice from nowhere and everywhere. It was masculine, and human sounding. There was an immense pressure in Felix’s head suddenly.

Where Kit had been strong, she’d also been gentle.

This presence was anything but. His mind was laid bare, stripped, and beaten.

“You would. Annoying. And amusing. Right, then. You’ll not call on me in this fashion again. Ever. Or I’ll turn your head inside out,” said the voice.

A shape appeared in front of the distant pantheon.

A lone silhouette to battle a dozen.

There was no sound.

No movement on either side.

Not even a discernible confrontation.

The gods and goddesses lined up on the other side simply fell to their knees.

Uh?

Felix tried to do the same thing to this new arrival that he’d done to Abera. To see their status.

To get anything at all.

 

 



	
Don’t test me, Felix. Good try though.
Do not interfere with the local beliefs. If anything, you’ll encourage them and their beliefs in their gods.

Spare those who surrender.
This situation is handled and done. Do not do anything like this again.
If you do, I’ll destroy you myself, and turn your soul into toilet paper.



 

As if they’d never even been there, the pantheon simply wasn’t there anymore. They were gone.

The shadow silhouette disappeared as well.


Chapter 23 - The Return -

 

“Adriana,” Felix said, not wanting to lose the chance his nameless benefactor had given them. Ducking down into the carrier he met the lead Adriana’s gaze.

“Get out in the far field and get over to the other camp. Let’s curtail any pillaging and looting before they get a chance. I need it done at a run, so take whatever mechanized units you need. Questions?” Felix asked.

Adriana shook her head, getting up from her seat.

“Oh, and Adriana… what do you think about changing your hair color permanently? Something to distinguish you from Andrea. I promise to treat the two of you the same, and you can always recombine later on, but it might be good to have at least one unique feature,” Felix said. His words had started to ramble a bit at the end. He wasn’t sure if he was making a situation out of something that wasn’t there.

Adriana stared at him for a moment, then gave him a smile.

“Nn. I think that… I think that’d be a good thing. Though I think we’ll choose brunette. We are, and are not, Andrea. I’ll discuss it with my Prime when I rejoin her,” said the Beastkin.

“Good. As much as I love staring at you in that harness, you need to go get going,” Felix said, gesturing at the door.

“Oh? I’ll let my Prime know that, too. Maybe she’ll wear it for you tonight.”

Adriana slipped by him without another word, leaving him alone in the carrier.

Huh. Those are two very separate personalities… long-term troubles maybe. As long as I treat them the same, I suppose, it isn’t my problem.

Standing up, Felix found Victoria waiting. She opened her mouth and before she could get started, Felix held up a hand.

“We’re staying here in the carrier. Adriana is going to go hit the other camp and curtail the pillaging, raping, and killing. I can’t imagine yonder warrior tribe taking their loss easily. They’ll take it out on the other one,” Felix said. Then he shook his head. “No. We’ll end this one here and now. We take the other tribe into the alliance, force them to work together with Hern, and banish the third. That doesn’t break any of the decrees that were set down.”

“Decrees?” Victoria asked.

Felix felt his stomach lurch. He didn’t really want to think about it if he didn’t have to.

“Did you see a silhouette on the field? Right before that enemy conga line of gods vanished?” Felix asked, his voice soft.

“Yeah. I did. It just… appeared. They all… knelt before it, it looked like.”

“Yeah. They did. That silhouette is someone… or something… I owe some favors to for a change in my own powers I wanted. I kinda forced it to intercede here. It left me with a few commands I am quite loath to break,” Felix explained.

Victoria nodded her head, looking out to the field again. “It sounds like the world is a scarier place than I thought it was,” Victoria said.

Felix heard a chime in his ear signaling an incoming call.

I had no idea we got reception on another planet. They must have put up some temporary signal relays or something.

Reaching up to his ear, Felix tapped the button.

“This is Felix,” he said.

“What the heck just happened?” Kit asked him, sounding completely out of breath.

“Huh?” Felix muttered. “What do you mean? Weren’t you watching the feed? That was the whole reason we outfitted so many people with cameras. You wanted them specifically for HR.”

“I was watching! We even tried to record it. Every single camera has a blank spot. I could see when those people appeared, one started attacking, then the recording goes white,” Kit said, her tone curt. “Every. Single. Camera.”

“And… did it come back on?” Felix asked. He had a sneaking suspicion but he didn’t want to believe it.

“The cameras? They did, yes. They all turned back on as if there wasn’t even a problem. The people were gone and the field was empty,” Kit said. He could hear the loud thump of her sitting down heavily in a chair.

“Well. Something did happen. It might be good if we waited for me to make it back to HQ to talk about it though. It might even be best to let you read it from my head and a few others. It’s… it’s honestly hard to explain.”

Kit sighed from her end of the line. “I imagine so. Because that’s not all that happened.”

“Oh?”

“I’m sending you a few clips of video. These happened minutes ago but are all over already. Watch them but don’t hang up. Your wrist terminal should be able to display them fine.”

“Alright, alright. Send it my way then,” Felix said. Turning over his wrist, he opened up the display, flipped it to his email, and waited.

Crap. Need to call Miu off before she murders her way all the way down to the peasants.

Typing off a quick command into an email, he sent it Miu’s way. She was well outside of radio range he was betting. With any luck, the notification would catch her interest if the signal relay could get it out to her.

Several video clips fed into his inbox. Opening the first one he cleared his throat. “So what is it I’m looking at here? While it loads, that is. Any type of—”

“Just watch,” Kit said.

“Fine, fine.”

Biting down his impatience, Felix managed to wait quietly.

The video blipped once, then turned on.

It was a church service.

He couldn’t recognize the religious iconography in the video on the walls. There was no point in guessing at the religion for Felix. He’d never had a mind for worship so there simply was no base knowledge for him to work off of.

A man stood on a raised dais and was standing in front of a podium. Felix assumed the man was giving a very good sermon since he was being drowned out by applause.

Finally noticing the look of horror on the man’s face, Felix realized it wasn’t applause.

It was a grinding, shuddering rumble that was increasing in volume every second. To the point that it was simply too loud for the microphone on the camera to pick up anything else.

Light began to shine from a symbol on the wall. One that was smaller than the others. It was dull at first, then it exploded into a blazing beam of scorching whiteness.

The video cut out after that.

“Was that a bomb?” Felix asked, moving to open the second video.

“No. It wasn’t. In fact… the next two videos are the same, though one is from outside of a museum. A museum of religion,” Kit said.

“Alright. I’m not sure what’s happening here. When did this happen exactly?” Felix asked.

“A minute or two after the recordings blanked out.”

That means that whatever my friend did here… affected Earth. But in what way?

“Ok. I’m up to speed. But… what does it mean? Did anything happen afterward? I mean, did they just go back to normal?”

“Yes… and yet no. A few religious leaders… exploded. A number of people simply died. Stranger still, some recovered from terminal illnesses and diseases. Some that they simply shouldn’t have been able to,” Kit said.

“I… I don’t even know what to say to this. It doesn’t make any sense,” Felix murmured. He really didn’t either. None of it registered with him as anything that connected with what he knew.

“Maybe it’d help if I told you that every single spiritualist, from the weakest clairvoyant, to the strongest necromancer… passed out. When they woke up, they were all changed. By and large, most of them are incredibly stronger than they were previously. Especially those devoted to religions or cults.

“You know how Witches and Warlocks were believed to simply be a lower form of Magic or Wizardry?”

“Yeah. Their magic was very similar, but it couldn’t put out enough power to be useful.”

He’d actually looked into it at one point. Most of them used fairly mundane relics and simple beliefs to fuel their spells. Once he’d realized that it would only do enough to get him in trouble, Felix had dropped the study fairly quickly.

“Every Witch and Warlock in our employ reported in. They experienced a massive upsurge in power.”

“They did?”

“Orders of magnitude greater. They also reported something else.”

Felix was in a bit of a hurry and didn’t really have time to play this game, but he imagined Kit was enjoying herself.

“Oh? And what’s that,” Felix said amiably.

“Sorry, I know this bugs you. It’s just so exciting. They all reported that… that something reached out to them. Reached out to them and they suddenly felt complete. Whole. The spiritualists said something similar.”

Something reached out to them?

“This is a guess but… you said that they were gods that you saw? Gods and goddesses?”

“Yeah. Apparently the enemy prayed and—oh. You think…?”

“What I think is that in the tales passed down, priests were magicians of their own caliber. Before the non-human races appeared.”

Frowning Felix looked up and out onto the bloody grasslands. His history was shaky at best.

“Quite a few people thought it was the end of the world back then. I mean, the non-human races just appeared one day, and by all accounts, magic was at an all time low.

“And now… we opened a portal to another world and all of the… the religions… woke up,” Kit said.

“That seems pretty far fetched,” Felix said.

“I would agree. Except that we actually have a priest or two in our ranks. They also reported similar events to the Witches and Warlocks,” Kit said. “And apparently, they got a more direct message.”

“And that was?”

“’We have returned.’”

“That sounds ominous,” Felix said, feeling like he’d done something incredibly stupid.

“That it does. Way to go there, Pandora. Let’s pray hope is still in the box. I can’t imagine gods from thousands of years ago being up on today’s morality and society. I’ve already notified Lily and she’s working to get whatever info we can. She still has contacts in the magical community after all.”

Felix pressed his hands to his face.

Everything kept getting more and more complicated.

 

“I’ve got Jessica on the line,” Andrea said, looking up from her terminal.

Felix closed his eyes and rubbed at them with his palms. It’d been a few weeks since the battle on Legion world. Election day was literally around the corner now.

Tomorrow, even.

Felix was feeling tired and run down at this point. He was quite glad for the governor race to be over soon. Win or lose.

“Yeah?” he said.

“She said she linked up with Erica. They have some others from other stations they want to bring in. She’d like to schedule a meeting with you to go over it,” Andrea said.

“Uh huh. And pump me for a story as well. Her career has really skyrocketed since we’ve been feeding her and Erica stories,” Felix muttered. Opening his eyes he blinked a few times, trying to get everything to come into focus.

“They’re pretty,” Andrea said suddenly.

“That they are. And I’m already with a lovely wolf Beastkin and her sister. Go ahead and schedule the meeting for today. I wanted to drop those stories off with her to sink the other candidates tonight anyways. I’ll pack things up and head over that way. I need to stop by Felicia’s lab first and see how things are rolling. She promised me a peek at the new Fist,” Felix said, standing up.

“Nn!” Andrea said, her cheeks turning a faint red. “Adriana is happy… by the way. We joined briefly the other day. They’re happy being Adriana and our sister.”

“Good. Off to see Felicia,” he said, leaving the ANet and entering the elevator.

He’d taken to hiding here whenever he needed some time to himself. Few people would venture into the ANet floor willingly.

Two Adrianas smiled at him as he passed by, watching him intently. Practically staring at him.

They’re quite a bit more intense than the Andreas.

A few minutes later and Felix couldn’t help but wonder if this had been a bad idea. Felicia had been excited to see him.

Which made every inch of skin on his body crawl. She was never happy to see him.

Unless she wanted something

“Felix! Great timing. I wanted to talk to you,” Felicia said as she stumped over to him as he was cleared through security.

“Oh? And what does my armorer need?” Felix asked, unable to help himself.

“Eh? More people, honestly. But I wanted to talk to you about Legion’s Fist, and your points,” Felicia said. She smacked the back of her hand against his stomach and went in the opposite direction she came from. “This way. I want you to look at this.”

Felix followed along. Unable to help himself he looked into every lab room, desk, and terminal he saw as he passed.

Everyone was working on something. He could see prototypes, modeling, data points, even an entire meeting that looked like it was talking about testing protocol.

“—ee if we can’t make upgrades simply based on your power! I mean, when we really dug into the original Fist we found a lot of things we’d never even considered. That’s why we tore it apart, put it back together, and then retired it,” Felicia said.

“Huh. Yeah, that makes sense. I suppose we could see what the point cost is. No idea how much it’ll do or how far I can push it though. Some of that more subjective stuff gets weird,” Felix said.

“Excuses already? You’re the naysayer today, are ya?” Felicia said.

She slapped her hand into a panel next to a doorway. The door slid open and she made to enter immediately.

“Come on then, come take a look at the Fist and let’s see what we can do,” Felicia said as she walked through the doorway.

Felix followed along and stopped almost immediately just inside.

It was bigger than the last one. At least double the size in fact. The weapons were similar, but sized up. There was even what looked to be a gigantic cannon sticking up over the shoulder and pointing skyward.

How would you even use that?

This new Fist was clearly designed for a battlefield, and not for a building.

“I know what you’re thinking, and you’re right. This isn’t for going into buildings. Your normal armor is for that, and excels at it. Why create another tool that does the same thing?” Felicia said.

Stopping in front of a console, she began typing something in.

“White and I have been working pretty heavily on this one. We took a lot of his other work and built it in. Nanotech, rail guns, better energy sources, better alloys,” Felicia said.

She typed something rapidly in and the Fist began moving.

It was eerie how little noise it made as it lowered itself to the ground.

The torso opened up, the lower half forming a stairwell, and the upper half moving out of the way. The cockpit inside looked as if the original one had been mirrored.

He wasn’t quite sure how that’d work if he was supposed to control it as if it were his own limbs.

“Similar helmet design to your armor. It feeds in, and responds, as if it were your body. We spent a lot of time getting it right,” Felicia said.

“Am I that easy to read?” Felix grumped. Lately it felt like everyone knew what he was thinking as he thought it.

Felicia stopped what she was doing and turned to look at him.

“No. But we all talked to Kit about your thoughts once she got into your head. It’s… good to know you’re exactly what you say you are. Also easier to understand. Even if you are an ass.”

Should have known. Not a problem, though. She’s not sharing anything I wouldn’t already tell them if they asked.

“Good, I suppose. So… you want me to try to upgrade it?” Felix asked, starting to draw up what he wanted his popup to do.

“Yep. I want you to more or less do what you did last time. We figured out a lot of things that would’ve taken us time to get to, and we would have, but time saved, ya know? So… more of the same,” Felicia said, facing him. She leaned up against the console and folded her arms across her chest.

“Fine, fine. By the way, how are you and Ioana doing? I don’t get to see much of her. She’s always working,” Felix said.

He focused on Legion’s Fist, trying to think back to what he did last time. He’d simply wanted it completed at the time. To be what it would be if they’d had the time to finish it.

“We’re… we’re doing well. Too well. I keep expecting something to go wrong,” Felicia said after a moment.

“That’s a silly way to look at it. Why predict a negative when you have no reason to? Focus on the now or lose it,” Felix said with a touch of anger in his voice.

A number of people he’d met in his life had always focused on the problems. The concerns. The negative what ifs that could happen.

They spent their lives worrying and complaining, instead of working to fix it.

Ah, let’s do that then. Let’s apply that thought to this.

Making that his driving thought, Felix wanted to see what the Legion’s Fist would be if Felicia and Mr. White had another year to work on it.

To see the state of the mech at that point.

 

 

 



	
Equipment(Legion’s Fist II): Build out extended by one year

	
Warden Unit will be completed per specifications.

	
Upgrade?(53,000)



 

“Well. I got the answer. About fifty-three thousand points,” Felix said.

“And what’d you do exactly?”

“I wanted to see what’d it’d be like if you had another year to work on it.”

“Huh. That’s definitely one way to look at it. Change that though. What would it look like if we upgraded it to the next version,” Felicia suggested.

Nodding his head, Felix altered his desire.

 

 



	
Equipment(Legion’s Fist II): Build out changed by one iteration.

	
Warden Unit will modified by one development cycle.

	
Upgrade?(112,500)



 

“Damn. Jumped up to one-hundred and twelve. Give or take.”

“Ok, go up another version.”

Felix frowned and decided he’d humor her.

Don’t exactly have that kind of point value, you know.

 

 



	
Equipment(Legion’s Fist II): Build out changed by two iterations.

	
Warden Unit will modified by two development cycles.

	
Upgrade?(359,250)



 

“Three hundred and sixty. Roughly,” Felix said, shaking his head. That was a massive point investment.

“See, that’s a big point jump though. It isn’t a straight multiplication. Which means the development on that one is much bigger. Ok, do that one,” Felicia said, nodding her head.

“Hah. And where do you think I’ll get those points? It’s not like th—”

“Ah. That’s right, I haven’t told you. I’ve been converting some of my budget into gold. Right now I have enough for about a million points. This is what I want first,” Felicia said, waving her hand in the air. “Your point budget right now is at about one hundred, I’ll take up two-hundred and sixty of that on my own.”

… Damn. I never even thought about doing that. That’s not a bad idea. Have departments turn their budget to gold to convert to points instead of straight funding.

“I also told everyone else what I was doing the other day with my budget. I expect they’ll probably be doing the same.”

“I would be, too” Felix admitted.

“Alright. Do you have the gold handy or do we have to do some transfers?” Felix asked.

Felicia looked back to the console and poked a button.

“Oi, bring in two hundred and sixty thousand points worth of gold,” Felicia said, and then looked back to Felix with a wide grin. “I can’t wait to see what we would have made in the future. This’ll jump us ahead by years I bet.”

Felix began turning gold into dirt as soon as the lab assistants started to cart it in. As soon as it was altered, the dirt was carted right back out.

By the time three minutes had passed, Felix mutated enough gold to make economists twitch.

And when it was all done, he only took a moment to pull up a window and make the upgrade.

Legion’s Fist began to rapidly change in front of them.

The design went from sleek lines to hard edges. Weapons melted and reformed themselves into vaguely similar designs, but clearly different.

Overall, it was a similar design, but was clearly a different machine.

“Yes, yes!” Felicia shouted, clapping her hands together. “I can’t wait to start poking around in it. Shit in my beer, is that a portal device on this thing?”


Chapter 24 - Shakedown -

 

Shaking his head, he couldn’t help but feel some mild amusement at Felicia’s excitement over the Fist.

Felix’s wrist terminal made a deep chiming noise. 

One he hadn’t heard since he selected it as an option. It was a sound he knew intimately and had hoped to never hear it.

Ignoring Felicia’s antics, he brought his wrist terminal up and tapped the flashing red indicator. It was an email from Dimitry, and it had only one word in the subject line, the body of it was empty.

Hannibal.

Taking a shuddering breath, he did his best to control himself.

He needed to clear his head, to think, to be ready.

Hannibal meant that Skipper was on the move. On the move and moving towards Tilen.

Ok. First things first. Don’t panic.

Emergency recall protocol. That’s first.

Even if this is false, we can use it as just another drill.

Opening up a quick window with his power, Felix changed the status of Emergency Recall from deactivated to activated.

Felicia’s wrist terminal chimed three times in succession.

“What just happened?” she asked suddenly, looking at the recall notification.

“Skipper’s on the move, I don’t know exactly in what way yet, but she’s on the move. For Tilen. I need to get to the ANet,” Felix said.

Spinning on his heel he took off at a trot for the elevators.

Next is confirmation and response.

Pressing a finger to his earpiece call button, he held it down for five seconds.

There was a notification chime that came over the PA system.

“Emergency Recall is active. This is not a drill,” Felix said as he stepped into the elevators. “Code is Hannibal. I repeat, Hannibal. Response is Alpha-Alpha-One at this time.”

The lights dimmed as power conservation went into effect. Red, blue, and green running lights went up along the walls in the labs as the building operators began activating the appropriate programs and systems.

The elevator clanged as it went into a safety mode.

Felix pressed his ring into the security panel made specifically for the Legion rings, and pressed the button for the ANet with his other hand.

Lurching into motion, the elevator flew towards the designated floor, moving well past normal safety considerations.

Feeling the pressure in his stomach, then his knees when it came to a rapid stop, Felix groaned.

When the doors opened, he was greeted with the barrels of guns, and two angry looking dark-haired Adrianas.

“Felix!” the one on the left said.

“Get in,” said the one on the right, lowering her weapon and pulling him out of the elevator. “The Primes are waiting for you and they’ve received notification from Kit, Lily, and Victoria. They’re on their way. Miu and Ioana are on mission.”

“Great, thanks,” Felix said, moving quickly towards the command center in the ANet.

Most of the emergency and command functions had been transferred over once the ANet had been formed. The previous site operated independently as a backup now.

Just in the case the worst happened in the ANet.

Contingencies. Always contingencies.

Stepping through a door guarded by several Adrianas, Felix was in the command room. It was a hardened room, both physically and network wise. Andreas and Adrianas were throughout the room, working.

Both of the Elex Primes had taken their ANet job seriously and devoured any and every skill book Felix allowed them to have.

At this point, they were as qualified as anyone else in Legion to do any job.

As one, the Elex sisters looked up at him, then went back to their tasks.

Both of the Primes, designated now by a bright silver clasp on their right ears, were situated behind his command chair.

“Felix, I’ve got several general confirmations so far,” Andrea Prime said from her work station. “Our hack into the Tilen Heroes guild shows that they’re seeing the same thing we are. Army and the government also see it, but not as many confirmations.”

“Alright. Recall status?” Felix asked. He needed to get his people and their families into cover. Everyone should be able to make it back to an HQ within thirty minutes. Those who were further than that had Telemedics assigned to them.

Taking a seat at the center of the room, he started to pull up his display screens. He’d have to get them where he wanted them.

“Eighty percent accounted for, another fifteen in flight. The remainder haven’t reported in, but their transponders show they’re en route to TM pickup locations,” a different Andrea responded.

“Let’s assume this is th—” Felix stopped as Lily and Kit arrived at the same time. They immediately went to their own positions and started to settle in.

“Let’s assume this is the real deal, and Skipper is on her way in to take Tilen. Based on the mockups we ran, this is already abnormal. Last time her people were already in place before she launched. What changed?” Felix asked.

“Unsure at this time. Dimitry was the first to spot it because a Skipper-super showed up and prevented them from leaving. The Fixer on site read everything from there and relayed it up. I’m sure we’ll get more later,” Kit said.

“Felix,” came Felicia’s shout from the War-net bridge. It had been piped in through the command center and was working as the central communication hub. “Portals are open and functioning. We’re ready.”

“Great. Who’s on duty at SC:HQ?” he asked.

“Sir, uh, that is,” said a voice on the War-net bridge.

“Neutralizer?” Felix asked, recognizing the voice.

“Yes, sir!”

“Good. Keep the building on lock-down, bring everyone in past the first defensive line. Sacrifice the lobby and all adjacent buildings if need be. Anyone show up on your power?” Felix asked.

“Ah, a few. I didn’t rub them out though. I didn’t want them to know we knew. Should I ha—”

“No. That’s perfect. Stick with it, and keep an eye on them.

“Legion world?” Felix asked next, moving down his check-in list.

“Michael here,” came the rough voice of his site-commander. “Entry point is locked down and ready to receive.”

“Perfect. Last, anyone from Wal?”

“Ioana here. Operation is progressing smoothly. We haven’t made contact with anyone yet, so we’re safe. Miu checked in and is laying low while on an objective.”

That was good news at least. Ioana and Miu had been sent to the nation of Wal to begin setting up for their branch out. It was good luck and chance that they’d not made contact yet. Had they, there was no telling if Skipper would make a move on them.

Who am I kidding. We’re not even sure if she’ll give a crap about Legion when she takes Tilen. After all, Legion exists in Skippercity and she leaves us alone.

For the most part, at least.

“Felix, last time Skipper ambushed everyone. There wasn’t a lot of resistance at the beginning because of that,” Lily said, leaning out of her seat towards him. “This time, there’s going to be warning. A lot. That means there’s going to be a pretty big ugly fight up there, right?”

“That’d be my guess,” Felix said, agreeing with the assessment.

“Do we want to open the emergency bunkers? We built them for a situation like this, didn’t we?”

Frowning, Felix thought on that.

The emergency bunkers had been built for public safety. They hadn’t planned on revealing that information until tonight or tomorrow morning, just before people went to the voting polls.

It’d be that final confirmation of a promise he’d made when campaigning.

Defense and safety.

But does it even matter now? If Skipper takes the city, you won’t be governor, Felix. And they’re not part of Legion.

Eva would ask me why I didn’t, and to think she wouldn’t find out is stupid.

“Open them up, send up some Wardens and security forces. The moment everything becomes obvious, start directing people in. Engage if engaged, otherwise safe and escort rules of engagement,” Felix said. “We’ll turn them loose once it calms down a bit and bid them well. Maybe we’ll do some recruiting for those who want to apply as well.”

“I’ll get that set up with your site commander for SC, Ioana,” Lily said, starting to type immediately.

“Thank you,” came the warrior’s voice over the com.

“How far out are their lead elements?” Felix asked.

“A minute or less. It’s a large group of powereds, helicopters and… I think drones,” said Adriana Prime. “We’re honestly in the dark. They’re in between the cities right now. We only know as much as we do because we started to tap into every camera in Skippercity. A few were able to be pointed skyward but… not enough.”

“Call coming in for you,” Andrea Prime said, a second before his screen flickered.

The Fox Beastkin Jessica came into focus on his screen.

He’d forgotten about their meeting entirely.

“Sorry, Jessica. I’m afraid I’m going to have to cancel our meeting. We’re doing a recall. I know you’re not technically—”

“Felix. We need your help. A group of people broke into the station and they’re rounding everyone up and killing them! They’re burning them alive. Down to ash and then take the ashes!” Jessica hissed into her terminal.

Killing them? That doesn’t make a damn bit of sense. Unless Skipper knows there’s some Legionnaires there… at which point she’d just clear out the whole building and fill it with news reporters loyal to her.

Not only that, but if they’re going that far to destroy the body, I’m not sure I’d even be able to bring them back. That’d be on a whole different level.

How did she even know about that, too?

“Show me the room you’re in, we’ll get a Telemedic to you immediately,” Felix said. “Just lift up the terminal and show it the room.”

Jessica lifted her hand and showed them all the room they were in. Erica was just on the side of the frame, as was a few other Beasktin he didn’t know.

A small message popped up in the corner of his screen.

“We won’t be able to get to them. All of the Telemedics are on missions, and won’t be checking in. They are literally zipping in and out as fast as possible without a break -Lily”

Felix fought the grimace that threatened to take over his countenance.

So on top of not being able to send someone their way, I overspent my points today in a severe way. And trying to add Teleport to anyone here would just take too many points.

Looking to the side, Felix thought furiously as Jessica continued to broadcast the layout of the room to them.

“I keep trying to open a portal,” Kit said. “I can’t get it any bigger than a foot across though. Something is blocking it.”

Damn. Did Skipper already find a countermeasure? Why did I have Kit show off the portal ability right in front of her. That was stupid, Felix. Stupid!

He wasn’t willing to lose Jessica and Erica. He’d made a significant investment in both of them, and they were his people after all.

“A foot?” Felicia asked.

“About. The size of a dinner plate, really,” Kit confirmed

“Is that why I did that?” Felicia said almost to herself.

“Felicia, you got an idea?” Felix asked.

“I do at that. Or I think, my future self did. The Fist. It has a Portal function attached to a disk. ‘Bout the size of a table coaster. Fucking thing didn’t make any sense to me. Does now though if we lost those two in a situation like this. If you want to save those little Beastkins of yours, pilot the Fist,” said the Dwarf. “And I already checked. It’s fit only for you, and only responds to you. I’m not sure why I did that, but I did.”

Felix thought for a second, then sighed.

He wasn’t meant for combat. He didn’t like fighting. Having to resort to things of this nature felt like a loss.

“Tell Victoria to meet me in the lab,” Felix said, making his choice. “Let’s go, Kit. Adriana, I’ll need some security forces I imagine. Time to show off, so suit up for a fight with Powereds.”

 

Kit opened a portal in front of them as big as she said earlier.

Felix flipped the small disc through and then turned, clambering up into the Fist.

“I don’t like you going in,” Victoria said. Her voice was a touch distorted. She was sporting a new suit of light powered armor that Felicia had built her. It was almost an extremely lightweight version of a Warden.

“We don’t either,” a group of ten Adrianas said in unison.

“And yet, we’re all still going. Seal the lab. The Fist will lead the way. Legion first,” Felix said, closing the hatch of the Fist.

“Legion first,” everyone said back at the same time.

The displays that popped up as the Fist locked him into place were very similar to his armor. Everything tightened up around him, preventing him from moving. Pressing down onto him.

Then the mech shuddered and stood up.

A single red light in the middle of his view turned green, and he could move again.

It felt natural. Fluid. There was no delay between his actions and the mech responding.

Thinking about the disc, a screen popped up in the corner.

Activate Portal?

Felix mentally hit the confirm button, and a portal slammed open instantly. It was huge, swirling, and loud.

Jessica, Erica, and a host of others flooded into the lab.

“Everyone remain calm,” Felix said through his microphone. “Everyone will be escorted to a holding area and processed. No exceptions.”

Adrianas began tagging and guiding people as they ran into the lab. They needed to make sure they didn’t bring anyone inside that would be a problem later. He’d not be inviting in a worm or a mole now. Not when everything was on the line.

As if they’d been waiting for this moment, a group of men and women in various suits of armor, costumes, and clothes charged the portal.

There was no mistaking them as anything other than enemies.

Because they weren’t Legion.

He could probably close the portal here and now, but he’d lose the disc that had created the entry point. Realistically, Felicia might be able to replace it, but there was no guarantee of that.

Not to mention he didn’t want to hand over technology to the enemy.

“Engage,” Felix said, making his choice.

Victoria flashed out, her sword blazing with light as the plasma edge carved through the air. Four Wardens with their standard issue Railguns opened up.

Enemy fire began rattling in as they lowered weapons and fired into the mass of Legion troops. A few Adrianas went down in the fire, and a number of rounds pinged off of the Fist.

Felix’s mind blanked for a second, and then he thought only of utilizing his weapons.

His screen flashed and Felix had the strangest sensation of the Fist actually giving him instructions. At first it suggested the missile pods that were apparently what was mounted to the left shoulder. Which Felix quickly dismissed. That’d cause more problems right now.

The Fist instead helped Felix with what it called a FX-PC01.

Moving down on one knee the Fist settled itself into position quickly as rounds continued to bounce off it. The cannon mounted on the right shoulder unfolded itself and positioned itself like a bazooka there.

Reaching up with one hand, Felix steadied the cannon and an aiming reticule popped up on his view.

Targeting a huge muscled man in kevlar armor, Felix discharged the weapon. A blast of pure light and heat leapt from the cannon and vaporized the man’s chest. His arms and legs fell to the ground, the head rolling away in an opposite direction.

Bright yellow and flashing, an indicator light came to life on a panel.

Tracking another target, Felix fired off another load of whatever it was. The second target tried to dodge, and instead of losing their chest, lost the entire left side of their body. She went down in a screaming, bleeding heap.

The yellow light went to an orange color and began to flash more rapidly.

It only has about three shots before it’s empty or has to… something… One shot left I’m betting. Let’s save it.

Pushing the command to holster the cannon, Felix stood upright and hefted the rifle that the Fist had hooked into a hip pod.

Pulling the trigger as soon as it settled onto his shoulder, Felix felt and heard the heavy impact of the heavy railgun discharging. The rifle had an attached ammo belt that could feed into several ammo pods throughout the Fist. It was limited in ammunition, but it at least carried a significant amount with it.

Victoria and the Adrianas hadn’t been idle this whole time either. They were systematically working to eliminate all enemy combatants as they came in.

Victoria, moving at full speed and taking hits that would have killed an unarmored human, was shaking off her inexperience with her armor rapidly.

It was her first time using it, and she was now getting the hang of it.

Soon it was clear that Legion would take the victory

As if there had been any doubt.

“Deploy a boundary, no escapees,” Felix called out.

Several Adrianas darted forward and hurled what looked as if they were glowing baseballs. They soared over the fight and landed against the far wall. Each Andrea looked to their wrist terminal and entered in a few commands. Giant blue walls of light erupted from those balls, blocking the door off behind solid magical energy constructs.

Realizing there was no escape, a number of their attackers began to surrender. Another number began to beat and attack furiously at the walls preventing their retreat.

“Waste ’em,” Felix called through the War-net. 

Without hesitation, the Adrianas began systematically moving into the surrendering numbers and giving them each a few rounds to the temple.

What’d been a battle, was now a bloodbath.

The forces Skipper had sent here weren’t up to the task of actually engaging with Legion. They were a cleanup crew that could deal with security forces and a number of Powereds.

Victoria took the head off a woman who had her hands up, pleading for mercy.

And the room was silent.

“Leave the corpses, take the weapons and gear. Felicia likes that stuff for scrap and testing. Once we’re out, toss in a firebomb,” Felix commanded.

The surviving Adrianas, after consuming their fallen Others, went about their business.

Operation complete. Now the question is… what happens next, and does Skipper plan on attacking Legion. If she leaves us be, then we leave her be.

But I’m not so sure Tilen will go as easily as Skippercity did. Either her confidence got the best of her this time, or she was forced to move early.

And if she moved early, why?


Chapter 25 - Self Eval -

 

At first, it seemed as if Skipper’s forces would steamroll right over the local police, government, and armed forces.

Then the government sent in the army and the air force. The guild dispatched numerous heroes. Vigilantes began pouring into the city of Tilen from the surrounding areas.

Doubling down on their attack, a second government army was sent to retake Skippercity, even going so far as to employ hundreds and hundreds of mercenary Powereds.

 The ANet was keeping tabs on the situation by deploying a number of drone assets that Felicia had developed. Many of them would have to return and refuel, but those were exceptions with specialized functions.

An overwhelming majority of them had power supplies that could resupply themselves through other means. Solar, wind, and even a few that could tap into the grid directly. Those could remain in the field indefinitely.

Legion forces had been tasked to sweep, clear, and evacuate the upper floors of the HQ buildings for both locations.

After that, Felix had activated the security protocol, and his powers, that would seal up both locations from the outside world.

It’d appear as if there was never anything below the ground floor.

Legion was effectively safe behind a thick cement barrier and deep underground. Anyone who came to call on them would find only an empty building, and not a trace of them.

The only thing that anyone could find, and this wasn’t something they could change since it was the point to be found, were the emergency civilian bunkers.

They’d filled to capacity immediately, and immediately gone over it. Now they were locked down and closed shut. That didn’t mean the bunkers were invisible though.

Several times Legion Security had been forced to scare off, or eliminate, threats that came to the front entrance. It was an unfortunate reality, but Legion was already taking care of more than their expected responsibility.

Felix was now sitting in his actual office below ground.

It’d only been about eight hours since the attack started. Already the infrastructure of both cities had broken down. It was being carved into two different sectors: the actual government, and Skipper’s. The middle ground was a contested area where both sides clashed.

Whenever Skipper showed up at a location, the government pushed at the other. Skipper was only one person after all. The strength of her alone was immense, but she simply couldn’t be in two places at the same time.

“She doesn’t trust her people to do what they need to do. She can’t conceive of giving them the power to uphold their own sectors, because it’d be the power they need to overthrow her. Even though she practically controls them like puppets through the rings and crowns,” Felix said, reading through another report.

“Nn,” Andrea said at his side, typing into her terminal at the same time.

“Not everyone owns their employees,” Lily said. She was sprawled out on a couch nearby.

She’d been coordinating efforts between the various villainous organizations, the magical societies, and Legion.

Felix snorted at that. “Uh huh. Everyone in Tilen was never a slave, but an employee. Technically speaking, everyone who’s come to Tilen became free instantly. You’ll remember I had everyone sign a second contract when they entered. The contract breaks might be steep, but nothing someone couldn’t live with. You should know, you wrote part of it, Miss Lawyer Lady.”

Lily waved a hand at him dismissively.

“Yes, yes. I admit it. I could have walked away. Everyone could have.” Lily paused and seemed to dwell on her thoughts. “Maybe if it had happened early on I might have even left. But now… Legion feels like home. Like the place I want to return to. I have friends here. Coworkers, colleagues, respect, and a support group. Even the lowest employees are given all the same things.”

“Yeah, you’ve mentioned that before,” Felix said, closing the report and opening one from Dimitry.

“And I stand by it. Even people who fight, disagree, and argue are still coworkers at the end of the day. Everyone wants to simply better Legion. Everyone is equal, no one is different, and everyone spends their money in the way that they want. You’re somehow walking a fine line between capitalism and socialism, and it’s working.”

“A cult, maybe?” Felix said offhandedly. Skimming through the report Dimitry had sent up, he couldn’t help but be mildly concerned.

As a whole, the world of crime in Skippercity was going through an apocalyptic level of change. Dimitry wasn’t sitting on his hands either. He’d leveraged all of the assets Felix had given him, and expanded their territory, membership, and area of control by three times its original size.

Felix had the unfortunate regret of having not created a Dimitry here in Tilen. Even if Legion had to board up its windows, Dimitry would be able to function and provide almost all the same functions that could be done legally. It would have just been catering more to the unsavory types, rather than the general public.

“A cult fits,” Kit said from her chair. She was slouching in it, her fingertips pressed to her temples. “The simple adoration that everyone thinks towards you is overwhelming at times. The constant praise. The unyielding determination to be noticed and move up. One of the big benefits to a meritocracy, I suppose.”

Felix shrugged and started writing a response back to Dimitry. Wondering if he could get someone he trusted to start up operations here in Tilen.

Dimitry had a Telemedic on duty after all. It was a bit late to start, but it didn’t hurt to try.

“Now that word has spread about Legion world, everyone is asking when they can put in for a transfer,” Kit continued. “A world built from the ground up from a Legion point of view seems to fit with a lot of view points. Since we have too many mouths to feed here, I’ve approved a large number of temporary transfers from both Tilen and Skippercity. Michael is drowning under resources right now. I imagine the next time we visit that tiny outpost might be a fortress. Or so I—”

Kit went silent as Victoria trooped in, still dressed in her combat armor. Her blade was sheathed at her hip, the click of the baldric as it swung back and forth as she walked was audible.

It was the look of her that’d gotten everyone’s attention, however.

Blood was splattered up one side, and ash and soot down the other. She looked very much the picture of someone who’d gone through hell and back.

“We fought off a government incursion that wouldn’t take no for an answer,” Victoria said. “Then bounced back an attack from Skipper. I think both sides will leave Legion territory alone. I sent your communication to both sides, per your orders.”

Felix finally broke his attention completely from his computer and turned to face Victoria.

One must give respect where it’s due. And the greatest respect must be given for a hard job done well.

“Thank you, Victoria. You and your department weren’t meant for combat duty on the front line, but you’re performing extremely well. Please give everyone my gratitude, and that I’ll not forget this,” Felix said, meeting Victoria’s eyes evenly.

She blinked twice and then nodded her head slowly. “Of course, Felix.”

“Great. If they listen to the message, and actually heed it, then we’ll be in the clear without anyone worrying about us. I’d like to play the neutral party if possible, and let them blast away at each other until they tire of it,” Felix admitted. Sighing he shook his head and smiled ruefully. “I should have been celebrating my successful bid for governor by now, rather than worrying about military matters.”

“Isn’t that why Skipper attacked?” Andrea asked. She was leaning over her terminal, poking at something with one finger. “I mean, the day before you were more or less guaranteed to become governor, and take ownership of the city. Perhaps not in a purely contractual sense, but certainly as a temporary caretaker. I can only imagine the resources you’d have at your disposal then.”

Everyone in the room went still.

It makes sense. She wasn’t ready. Her takeover of Skippercity was so much more planned out. So much more… ready.

Already set in place. It was merely a matter of springing the attack.

This time was nowhere near that level.

“I really wanted to ride on a helicopter, too,” Andrea Prime whined. “That or go to a fancy five star restaurant with the governor. See if they can make better pancakes than me. I bet they can’t. I’ll turn Skipper into a Sausage and then feed it to a dog.”

“Not to mention how many of me have died,” Adriana Prime said from Felix’s other side. “It’s a fortunate thing we don’t have to create Death Others anymore. We’d have three more already.”

“Stupid Skipper!” the Elex sisters said in unison.

Stupid Skipper? Stupid me! I’m the instigator in this whole thing. If I had taken control of Tilen as a whole, could I have leveraged it to take Skippercity?

Maybe? It’s possible.

The better question here, though, is would I even want to?

I just wanted to live comfortably. The idea of being anything more than Legion is… terrifying.

 

“What do you want to do with all those civilians?” Lily asked him. It was in the small hours of the morning. Everyone else had shifted off at this point to grab some sleep.

With how much was going on, Felix didn’t feel like he could actually sleep right now.

“Dunno,” he said honestly. “Everything is just… going to hell. And so quickly. It’s only been a day and already it’s becoming clear that this isn’t going to be a victory for either side. I think this’ll become a city under siege, with the citizens losing, no matter who wins.”

Felix was sitting on the couch in his private room. He was tired of looking at screens, reports, and files. The only thing he wanted to see right now was the back of his eyelids.

“It does seem that way,” Lily agreed. She flopped down onto the couch next to him, her skirt slipping upward with the movement. She went to adjust it, then sighed and let her hands drop. “I think I’ve recruited more magic based Powereds today than I have in my entire career in Legion. If anything, I can certainly say that this war is certainly driving our recruiting.”

Felix nodded his head a bit at that. “Safety in numbers, and Legion has a track record for taking on the odds and winning so far. We’ve matched against Powereds and come out on top. It’s only fitting, really.”

“Oh, there were a few spies in those reporters you brought over with your new pet Beastkins, who are desperate to speak to you by the way.  The Fixer on duty dropped the spies off as soon as there was time. Last I heard they were under the fine ministrations of the Death Others.”

“Hm. Those really are rather separate from Andrea and Adriana. Maybe they need a third sister after all.”

“Maybe. They seem to split the Death Others between them and let them circulate freely. I get the impression they’re acting as information carriers and welcomed between both. Still surprising that they separated into two, though.”

“Yes and no. Andrea Prime wasn’t actually the original Andrea. Or Myriad, as it were. I get the impression that Myriad was the original personality, and Andrea… Andrea was what was left over when a horde of Myriads converged on a location and lost. Died.”

Lily frowned, her eyebrows lowering over her eyes. Leaning to one side, she rested her head on Felix’s shoulder.

“That makes sort of sense. And also why Andrea is… well… different. She’s the remainder… so to speak.”

“Somewhat. Definitely makes you think. I think them separating into two different personalities is probably a good thing in the long run. We’ll see. Good, bad, neutral. It’s done, and she was the one who wanted it.”

Felix sighed and laid the back of his head on the couch, staring up at the ceiling above.

“I find myself wondering how Skipper managed to do all that she has. Is she seeing the future? Alternate universes? What ifs? And if that’s the case, how does she not lose herself in it. I imagine I’d probably chain a what if scenario to a what if scenario to move ever further into the future and find my path.”

“Does it matter? Whatever her power is, she uses it to her advantage in all things. She also keeps a tight lid on it from others. I imagine the guild has some thoughts on it, but not the reality. As does the government,” Lily replied.

“Uses it to her advantage. Am I any different? I use everything I can to build myself and my people up. To the point that we find ourselves here, today.”

“Yes, yes you are.”

Lily jabbed a finger into his side and dug it in. Felix grunted and brought his elbow down to fend her off.

“You know how Skipper empowers her people? Hm? Those she can’t corrupt to her side of things?” Lily asked, getting her finger into his side again despite his efforts. “She uses her power to view every instance of what it would take to power them up, make them stronger, more powerful, more anything, so long as it isn’t something she can’t handle, and then does it. Regardless of what it might do to them, the problems it’d cause, she does it.”

“Quit it,” Felix complained, turning sideways on the couch to face Lily. “And how do you even know that? There’s no way you could.”

“Kit and her people have been filtering in to active roles on missions when they can. Scanning minds when the possibility presents itself. Buried in those wiped minds, those empty thoughts cleaned of personalities, is a story of broken men and women forced to endure.

“She’s filled me in on the situation. I was curious about it, since the rings and crowns clearly serve a purpose, but wouldn’t empower these people as they have. I’ve seen a few people I recognize with powers I don’t remember them having, or strength they didn’t.”

“Great. And? I’m not exactly any different. You’ll remember I’ve been forcing powers on people for a while now.”

“No. You haven’t. In fact, you seem to go out of your way to make sure the powers you do hand out match personalities or existing powers. You’re not turning people into living bombs either, which I get the impression Skipper would do.”

Felix snorted at that, eying the sorceress warily.

“Ok, you want a more clear-cut example?”

“Sure, why not,” Felix said, the sarcasm dripping from his voice.

“Miu.”

“What about her?”

“Miu is insane. Clinically so. She murders the Andreas and Adrianas that sleep with you. She paints her walls in their blood and dyes her sheets in it. That isn’t a normal thing. The only thing holding her in check is you, your commands, and her contract with you.”

“I’m aware,” Felix said dryly. He’d gotten the biggest helpings of Miu’s personality that anyone had.

Other than the Andreas she killed.

“Why not fix her?” Lily asked.

“Huh?”

“Why not just… remove that part of her personality. Eliminate the insanity. You could. Easily.”

“I…”

“Go ahead. Try. Pull it up. Tell me how many points it would cost.”

“I don’t think—”

“Do it, Felix. I want to know. Humor me.”

Annoyed, tired, and frustrated, Felix felt like arguing. He had no intention of doing what she wanted. Gritting his teeth he lifted up his hand.

“Please?” Lily asked. Her voice was soft and there was an entire undercurrent he’d never heard from her before in it.

Deflating, Felix hung his head. His anger cooled instantly and his will to battle fled.

“Alright.”

Felix focused on the simple concept of making Miu’s power a positive thing. To remove the negative aspect that drove her towards insanity. Or at least, controlling that aspect so she could be free of it.
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“Well?” Lily prompted when it was clear Felix wasn’t going to immediately offer the information.

“Eleven thousand. That’s all it’d cost to give her control over it.”

“What about removing that aspect entirely?”

Chewing at his lip, Felix tried again. Simply wanting to eliminate the negative aspect to Miu’s power.
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“Thirty-five thousand. With a few point changes in another category,” Felix admitted.

“In short, you could make Miu into a better person.”

“Sure could.”

“And why haven’t you? Or changed my luck? As far as I know, you haven’t modified anyone without them asking you to.”

“I changed Andrea’s intelligence a few times.”

“If I remember correct, she complained to you about it, and you modified it. That’s the way she tells it, at least.”

Felix thought back on that. He could vaguely remember Andrea complaining that she’d been taken advantage of.

The more he wracked his mind, the more he felt like Lily might be right. His modifications and changes were always in his interest. Always.

But they were never counter to the person’s wishes either, or at the very worst, they were neutral.

“The single defining character trait that you have, that makes you so different from Skipper, is you genuinely care about your people. It shows,” Lily said, leaning in closer to him. “Everyone sees it. From the lowest, dirtiest job, to the highest heights of your inner circle. No one would ever mistake you for not caring for your people. Sometimes you say or do dumb things, like wanting to put people who don’t belong into the sausage machine.”

Felix mentally winced at the memory of that. He’d thought on that one a number of times. His reaction had been dismissive and not at all thoughtful.

“Kit tells me you berate yourself for that one. And I’m glad to hear that.”

Meeting her eyes, he didn’t look away. “And why’s that?”

“It makes it so much easier to care for you. Knowing that you’re just as human as the rest of us,” Lily said with a grin.

She laid a hand to his jaw, leaned in, and kissed him tenderly.

When she finally pulled away, Felix felt like the world was spinning around him.

“Now. How about you treat me to a meal, and we try not to think about all this for a bit,” Lily whispered.


Chapter 26 - Taking Stock -

 

Stepping out into the sunshine of Legion world, Felix took in a deep breath. The clean smell of grass and the fresh air washed over him.

It’d been an entire day since he’d seen the outdoors, let alone sunlight. The battle for Tilen was ongoing and had fallen into a lull of sorts.

Felix didn’t dare step outside for the simple memory of the last time a sniper took a shot at him. They had been quite far away, and had nearly ended him. The lack of security in the city meant that everywhere that wasn’t under direct Legion control had the potential for an ambush.

Looking around, he found the camp that he remembered was long gone. The portal led out onto a platform that was similar to a landing pad for a helicopter.

All around him was the interior of a place that looked more like a gigantic military camp than anything else. It was massive in size, and all along the perimeter were stone walls.

Sitting at the center of the entire complex was a gigantic stone keep. Something that looked like it belonged in a medieval story with knights and catapults.

Decorating the keep, the walls, and randomly spaced throughout were large metal poles that stuck straight up into the sky for at least twenty feet.

Something very odd going on here.

“Felix,” Andrea said at his side. “I’m… I want to—” Andrea paused, her hands opening and closing. She looked torn.

“Want to go run around?” Felix asked, smiling. He knew what she wanted, even if she couldn’t bring herself to quite ask for it.

It was a normal Beastkin reaction to this world. 

“Nn!” Andrea said. She leaned in close to him, her tail trembling behind her.

“Well, run along then. My understanding is the surrounding area isn’t completely safe though, so be on your guard.”

Andrea nodded rapidly, then split into seven different Others and took off at a run. One remained behind with a sad look on her face. Felix noted that even the Prime had taken off.

“Don’t worry about it, Andrea, I promise to spoil you later for taking one for the team.”

The Andrea Other gave him a big grin, her ears twitching atop her head.

Adriana Prime assumed that permission had been given to her as well, apparently, since she split six times and sent her Others chasing after Andrea, though Adriana Prime remained.

“I’ll stay with you,” Adriana Prime said, peering up at him. “I want to be spoiled.”

Taking a moment to collect his thoughts as he laughed at that comment, Felix wasn’t sure if he really wanted to ask the question that was at the forefront of his mind.

The more he thought about it, the more things didn’t quite add up for him.

“Good. I meant to ask… and you don’t have to tell me but… where did Myriad go? You and Adriana are… well you’re fairly similar. And you clearly have all of Myriad’s skills, but I haven’t seen her personality in a while. It’s almost as if she’s been submerged too deeply.”

Adriana looked down, her shoulders tensing up. “She left. Myriad didn’t feel like an Andrea or an Adriana, she said. That she didn’t belong. She promised to keep in touch but… she still left. She’s out here on this planet somewhere.”

Frowning, Felix couldn’t help himself from shaking his head. “I’m sorry to hear that. Was it something I did or something I didn’t do?”

Adriana’s head whipped up, and the Andrea grabbed his arm. “No!” they said in unison.

“She just didn’t feel at home. The Death Others feel the same way at times.,” Andrea said.

“The Death Others feel like they are still one of us, though,” Adriana said, picking up where Andrea stopped. “Myriad… didn’t. I think it’s partially that she was the original Prime.”

Suppose that makes sense. I wonder how that worked out in the end. I mean… she didn’t even say goodbye and Andrea and Adriana didn’t want to bring it up.

A problem for another day.

There was a deep whumping noise that made the hairs on the back of Felix’s neck stand up. An Adriana stepped in front of him and began tracking something to his left. Turning his head, Felix found a bright red flare in the daylight sky. Then it got brighter, and bigger. Belatedly, he realized it was a fireball, and it was heading straight for the base camp.

The sound of the crackling fire could be heard as the giant ball of flame got closer and closer.

A beam of white energy shot out from the base camp and met the fireball. It broke apart into fiery shreds and burnt out into nothing, as if it had never been there.

“That was different,” Felix muttered. “And I’m starting to wonder if Michael owes me a bit deeper of a report. There was no mention of giant flaming balls of death.”

“That’d be because those only started up after my last report,” Michael said. Felix looked to the man as he approached.

He hadn’t noticed him. The fireball had been a real attention-grabber. “They also have tried lightning. One of the main reasons we’ve got all that lovely iron-age decoration everywhere. It’s all grounded deep in the earth.”

Felix grunted at that, holding out his hand to his site commander.

Michael shook his hand with a smirk. “Welcome back to Legion. We’ve been calling this place Fort One. Not very creative, but it describes it accurately.”

“Considering I named the planet Legion, I’m not one to complain,” Felix said, releasing Michael’s hand. “So what’s with the lightshow?”

“Locals are all up in a rage that we don’t worship their gods. No one from Hern’s group, or the group we saved,” Michael said.

“Hm. I take it my mercy is reaping its reward?” Felix asked.

“And then some. It’s not terrible, but it’s growing. Come on, let me show you what we’ve accomplished. The attacks are annoying, but ineffectual so far.”

Michael gestured towards the nearest wall and started walking. Felix wasn’t quite ready to let the subject drop, but he was more than willing to let Michael show him around. 

There’d been a lot of change since the last time he’d been here. It had the look and feel of a functioning military encampment now.

Michael led him up a set of stairs and straight to the wall. Laid out in front of him was what looked like what he saw in old war movies. A training camp made of tents, wooden buildings, and areas with long benches.

Men and women moved around the entire length and breadth of it. They were clearly working as both groups and individuals.

“This is our first batch of recruits. First class everyone has to pass is of course learning the language. Only after they get a mastery in that do they move on. Our lone Fixer has been killing himself simply working on the new recruit entry, let alone anything else,” Michael said. “For those who look like they’ll fail the language, they get put with him to see if they’re worth training directly.”

Nodding his head, Felix could well understand the problem. “Identify some candidates. We’ll do some training the trainer once they get a pass from Kit. It wouldn’t be a terrible thing to start the new talent in an HR role. They’ll be better able to understand the situation,” Felix said.

“Understood. We can do that, sir,” Michael said. “That’d help immensely.”

Pausing, and clearly reordering some things in his head, Michael continued, “The vast majority of the new recruits are going to be brought up to speed in security, infrastructure, and the basic jobs. As much as I’d love to have a department for everything, gotta start with the foundation.”

Can’t disagree there. Especially in a hostile location. With everyone pulled in, we really have too many people right now. Kit said she was getting a lot of transfer requests. What if we just moved them before they even asked.

“My understanding is Kit has approved a number of transfers to here. With the recall, I can’t imagine a universe where that number hasn’t already skyrocketed. And since we’re all in defensive bunker mode, a lot of normal functions won’t be carried out.” Felix turned to Andrea. “Let’s put a meeting on the books to talk to Kit about doing a massive temporary move. It’d help morale and get people working, rather than sitting around doing nothing and worrying.”

Andrea nodded her head as she recorded a note down.

Felix’s wrist chimed a second later, and Andrea lifted her head with a grin. “Done, dear,” Andrea said.

Michael blinked and looked from Andrea to Felix. “I get the impression I should have been asking for things sooner than this.”

“You have your budget, Michael. Everything else is a request. They may or may not be granted,” Felix said. “Now, how about you continue the tour. I’m curious to see how you’ve done, and I don’t really want to head back to HQ yet. It’s been nice to stand outside without worrying about sniper fire and being attacked.”

“Do the fireballs count?” Adriana asked, a serious look on her face.

She’s as bad as Andrea is, just not in the same ways.

 

Sitting at a table in the center of camp, Felix had been answering questions from the locals for an hour. Andrea and Adriana had just finished shooing everyone away when it was clear he was getting weary.

Taking that moment to return, Michael was allowed to pass through the ring of Adrianas.

“And where did you slip off to, hm?” Felix said with a trace of irritation.

“Anywhere else. Politics isn’t for me, and honestly, I try not to attend any meetings here I don’t have to. I typically leave it to the HR and Legal people. I’m just a Jarhead. Give me a target and a rifle, and I’m good to go,” Michael said.

“Too bad. Sit down. Hern is supposed to be arriving relatively soon and we’ll both be meeting with him. I’d like to talk to him about what he knows of those attacks, and then figure out what we can do to try and put an end to it if possible,” Felix said.

Grimacing, Michael took a seat on Felix’s right hand side.

Andrea looked from Felix to Michael and then back again.

“When are you going to spoil me?” Andrea asked in that loud whisper of hers.

“Tonight. I plan on heading into Legion city tonight and have a meal. In person, no less. Without a mask. And you and Adriana Prime will be coming with me,” Felix said.

Andrea’s ears perked up and she clapped her hands together excitedly.

Adriana Prime, who was standing five feet away, nearly had the same reaction. Though with an SMG in hands it was a bit muted.

“Yay!” they said in unison.

The other Adrianas began immediately talking in hand signals between themselves.

“They’re arguing about who gets to go with her,” Michael said, watching the exchange.

“Mm, maybe I need to get someone to teach me whatever that language is that they’re using,” Felix muttered.

“Don’t look at me, I actually have no idea about the language, but an argument is an argument, and that one seems pretty obvious.”

Felix couldn’t help but start to laugh. Now that he was watching, it was obvious to anyone that the Adrianas were arguing.

Overthinking things, Felix… overthinking things.

Michael shrugged his shoulders. “Doesn’t hurt that I’m a Fixer. Their thoughts are about as subtle as a knife.”

“Felix, here comes Hern,” Andrea said, standing up from the table.

Michael and Felix did the same, holding their hands out to Hern.

It wasn’t until Hern shook his hand, and a bit strangely, that Felix realized that handshakes might not be the custom here.

Another thought for another time, but it might be part of the very problem we’re facing here.

“Hern, welcome. I don’t want to waste your time, as I know it’s valuable. I’ll keep everything short and to the point,” Felix said, indicating the seat directly across from himself.

Hern grunted and sat himself down. He looked as crotchety and grumpy as ever. The man stared at Felix and waited for him to continue.

“How are you feeling about our arrangement?” Felix asked, getting straight into it.

Hern fought to keep something from showing on his face before he wrinkled his nose. “Everyone said you were direct… I’m happy with the arrangement so far. I worry about the fact that you’ll not share your magic with us without us signing one of your papers… but I understand. Magic is a powerful weapon,” Hern said, his voice slow as he puzzled out what he wanted to say.

“Indeed, it isn’t a matter of faith or trust in you, it’s more of a belief that our foes are stronger than we wish. Now, is there anything you’d want to add to the deal as it exists today?” Felix asked, redirecting the conversation.

Hern looked at the table, his thoughts clearly turning inward. “Not that I can think of.”

“Ok, do you feel like you’re being cheated in any way?” Felix asked

“No… but I do worry that eventually we’re going to run out of recruits for you… at that point… what happens to our arrangement?” Hern asked, setting a hard stare on Felix.

“It remains. There’s one thing you need to keep in mind, and I think this might be a great opportunity to discuss it. When word spreads about what’s going on here, there will be many, many people who migrate and move here,” Felix said, laying his hands flat on the table and leaning forward. “And when they come, they will see your community as the entry point. And while many will join Legion, not everyone will. In fact, I imagine quite a few will have family in your community, even though they work for me.”

Hern had become motionless, listening intently to Felix.

“So while you’re losing many of your people to Legion now, that’s only your original investment. Your return will be coming as word spreads. Especially that the local pantheon was summoned, and then left. While they may power spells and beliefs still, their direct intervention is no longer possible.”

“The thirteen will hear you,” Hern whispered, making some type of warding sign on his chest.

“If anything, I’d prefer that they did hear me. The more their followers attack this camp, the more we’ll be forced to retaliate. I don’t want to have to fight, but I’ll not hesitate if I feel like we’re under attack. I’ll not stop their beliefs, but I will take their lives without a thought,” Felix promised.

Hern glanced upward, and waited.

Nothing happened. There was no response of any sort.

And that’s part of the problem, isn’t it. Gods are real.  You’ve seen some, Felix. How do you even counter that? How does one protect against that?

Need to figure out something, because believing they won’t attack us directly is naive.

I’ll put in a request to Lily to add a “no worship of any deity that is not sworn to Legion” clause. It sounds awful, but not taking the preventative steps now would create more problems down the road.

He couldn’t help but sigh over what he knew would be a contentious point. It was likely they were about to lose some people. That was better than opening themselves to attack later though.

“Speaking of that, what do you know of the attacks that have been ongoing? I saw a fireball heading this way earlier,” Felix said.

Grumbling, the old man tore his eyes from the heavens and looked off to the side.

“The young and stupid, the overly zealous, and the cast offs. They lure people in with the promise of an amazing afterlife for service to the gods. Few of my tribe hear them out, less even consider their words,” Hern said.

It didn’t take a mind reader to realize he was embarrassed and ashamed at the same time.

“Hm. Radicals, then. I suppose that’s fairly straightforward. Have there been any attacks on your people?”

Again, Hern’s face flickered with something Felix couldn’t quite discern. “Nothing serious. A beating, and some harassment.”

Felix drummed his fingers on the table. This was a question of ideology, rather than combatants.

He could easily hunt down people, storm houses, and round them up in the way a modern army might do.

But we have so many more tools than they do.

“I understand. Great. I think that’s more or less everything I need. It’s been a pleasure to meet with you again,” Felix said. He stood up and held his hand out to Hern.

The older man stood up as well, shaking Felix’s hand.

“Thank you. I appreciate your direct nature. Goodbye,” Hern said, turning and heading back the way he’d come.

Once he was out of earshot, Felix made his decision.

“First, let’s get eighty percent of the long range Wardens here. They’re not doing much sitting underground right now. We’ll need to construct platforms for them to use, but they should make excellent long range defenders,” Felix said.

“Additionally, while we’re waiting on training up a contingent of local Fixers, let’s pull about thirty of the Fixers from Earth’s pool. For those thirty, I want them trained in guerrilla warfare, special operations tactics, and counterinsurgency. Then I want them to spend every day and night in those camps,” Felix said, his eyes hard. “Tell all of them that this’ll be a weapons free operation. If a target is discovered, they’re to act with their own discretion.”

That might actually help us figure out what we need to do at a cultural level here as well.

“I’ll get that done,” Andrea said, immediately diving into her terminal.

“I’d suggest monthly check-ins with a few of the counselors back at HQ. Make sure they’re not overloaded,” Michael said at Felix’s side. “It’s one thing to get desensitized to the whole thing, it’s another to lose yourself.”

Felix gave a brief nod of his head. “We’ll need a new name,” he said offhandedly, staring out at the encampment.

“A new name?” Andrea asked.

“Fixers are for HQ and security. What I just ordered put together is anything but that,” Felix said.

Andrea puffed her cheeks out and furrowed her brows. Then she smacked one hand into another and turned to him with a grin.

“Minders!” she said happily.

Not exactly what I was looking for but… not bad. It’ll do.

“Great. There we go then. A new department for HR is born. Though I get the distinct impression this might have some overlap with Ioana. Oh, speaking of, has Miu checked back in?” Felix asked.

“Nn! An hour or two ago. I think she finished debriefing a while ago and was prepping to head back to Wal,” Andrea said, her eyes jumping back to her terminal.

“Call her in. I want her here for a few days. I think Ioana can survive without her for a time. If not, we can train up a second Miu for her,” Felix said. “List of candidates for that please, by the way.”

“Got it, dear,” Andrea said, typing into her terminal. “I’ve notified Miu. She’s probably on her way.”

“From everything I hear about her… the fact that it’s Felix asking for her means she’ll be here as fast as a dead sprint can carry her,” Michael said under his breath.

“Faster,” an Adriana said. The ring of Adrianas shifted their positions to create a slight gap that faced towards the portal.

I wonder what that’s about. She’s not killing even more of them lately, is she?

… I bet she is.

Looking beyond the space the Adrianas had cleared, Felix could see the portal. It was left open at all times and guarded from both sides right now.

Someone came sprinting through the portal as if the blazes of hell were behind them. They came to a sudden halt almost as fast as they’d arrived.

Felix got the distinct impression that they were looking his way.

Then they were off again at a dead sprint.

Straight for him.

It only took a few seconds for him to realize it was Miu.

He really should have known, too. The more he accepted her personality, her behavior, the more she let her control slide in a different direction.

Especially once he deliberately took ownership of her actions and need for control. She seemed to delight in asking him for direction and then doing what she wanted free of restraint inside of those parameters. Without fear of him judging or holding her accountable for her actions.

He felt it was strange that she wanted to know his exact orders at times, but she seemed to enjoy it. Knowing her exact boundaries.

Taking responsibility for her control was her favorite reward now.

Taking no time at all, Miu came to a stop inches from him. Her hands fluttered between them, her fingers curling and uncurling.

Again with the grabby hands. The subtlety has long since gone.

She stared up at him with wide unblinking eyes. Amazingly, she wasn’t even panting. All her work lately was to further increase her powers and abilities.

To be more useful to him.

“Felix,” she said with a neutral tone. “I’m here. You want me?”

“Thank you for coming so quickly. I have a bit of a hard one for you,” Felix began.

Andrea snickered from the side, followed immediately by the Adrianas.

Really, ladies? Felix mentally sighed and pressed onward.

“I need you to track down whoever is leading the attacks on our camp here. Once you find out who they are, and the general structure of it, report it all back here to Michael,” Felix said, aiming a thumb at his site commander.

“I shall do this,” Miu said severely.

“Do it quickly, and without accidental deaths, and I’ll give you four hours where I’ll take personal responsibility for your control.”

Miu visibly spasmed at his words, then nodded her head.

“Go,” Felix said.

His personal psycho was off in a flash, leaping off the wall and vanishing.

“At least she can’t kill me tonight,” Andrea muttered.

“Or us,” the Adrianas said in unison.

Adriana Prime could only smile sadly at that, as she and Andrea Prime were the only ones Miu spared.


Chapter 27 - Negotiable -

 

Felix watched as the locals were being sworn in. This was the first group of individuals who had passed their language lessons and had been put into actual Legion training.

The first of Legion world from Fort One to join Legion directly.

Right after this would be given proper Legion training after being provided with their new recruit equipment.

One of the things they’d found out early about the skill books Felix made was that they tended to do a great job with information, but application of that information could be problematic at times.

There hadn’t been many mistakes in the past because a lot of it had been context dependent.

Having to bind up a wound only had so many ways to be done.

The problems showed up when security forces were being deployed in early training exercises. Too many possibilities for how to approach something.

Solving that was having constant training.

All that drilling was for situations that could and would happen in the field. Which they had knowledge of, but needed to know how to apply it without thinking.

Just like the military, according to Michael and Adriana.

Gripping the edge of the wall, Felix shifted his weight around. Even though there wasn’t much to do here, it was better than sitting around in the dark underground of HQ.

The sun, wind, and open skies were considerably better than small dark rooms.

With Fort One being stable, other than the occasional ball of fire or lightning bolt, they were actually having people come through here regularly. If only for a break and breath of fresh air.

Both SC:HQ and T:HQ were sending people on field trips regularly. It did wonders for morale to be able to escape what was viewed as a siege. When you could simply walk through a doorway and end up on another planet without a care, suddenly nothing seemed that bad.

It seemed like it wasn’t a siege.

“Things aren’t going well back on Earth I take it?” Michael asked, easing up next to him.

“Well enough for us. We’re supplied for a few years as far as foodstuffs and water goes. Ioana has an operating portal up in Wal now as well, so we could always start putting in massive orders there, and shipping it here,” Felix said with a smirk. “I never thought I’d become a smuggler, but with the portals, we’ve got the ability to do exactly that.”

“Sounds like a good way to get people out of the cities, too,” Michael said.

“Definitely been doing that. We’ve been having a large number of visitors who enter the Legion shells. They come asking for help, looking for it, trying to find us. Me.”

Felix paused, watching as the recruits got up from the benches. They moved over to a series of lockers and equipment chests. Making an orderly line, they all began to move through the area, coming out the other side with gear.

This was their recruit assignment. The day they all got the equipment they’d be personally maintaining and using throughout training.

“For anyone brave enough to do that, and passing a Fixer scan, they get a few options. Join Legion, leave, or pay to get shipped off to Wal. We don’t give them any documentation, so they’re on their own once they arrive, but most seem happy enough to just escape.”

“How much of a fee are you charging?” Michael asked curiously.

“Five a head.”

“Five hundred a head?” Michael repeated.

“No. Five a head. It’s about as much as it costs us to feed them while they wait for the next batch to be teleported. We put them up in the bunker until it’s time to go.”

Michael snorted, then started to laugh at that. “And how many actually teleport over after that? None?”

Frowning, Felix mulled that one over. He didn’t quite understand what he meant.

“We teleport them all of course. I’d not let our people cheat them,” Felix said a little defensively.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant, how many actually want to teleport after you casually give them an option, charge them about as much as it would for fast food to provide them a meal, and give them safety at the same time while waiting for the next group.”

“I don’t know… I never looked into it.”

“Not many,” Andrea Prime said from his left side. She was still a bit sulky after he pulled in the Andrea Other and Adriana Prime on his night out, and she hadn’t been allowed to go.

“Interesting. I suppose seeing is believing since the offer is made while they’re still in the shell,” Felix said.

“Is it?” came a cold voice from above him.

Craning his neck around, Felix found no one there.

“What are you doing?” Andrea asked.

“Does your neck hurt? I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked you to do that to me,” Adriana Prime said.

Andrea Prime had confusion written across her face when she looked at her sister.

“You didn’t hear that?” Felix asked, looking from the two Beastkin to Michael, ignoring Adriana’s comment entirely.

“Hear what?” Michael asked.

“They can’t hear me,” came the voice again. “I wish to bargain. Go to the top of the tower. Alone. We will speak.”

Felix looked back to the training field, not really seeing anything. He wasn’t sure who had just spoken to him. If he followed his gut, he’d bet on it being a god.

“You alright?” Michael asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I think I could a use a minute alone and see the lay of the land at the same time though,” Felix said, turning to face the tower coming up out of the keep.

It was a massive stone structure reinforced with steel and magic. Felicia had come out personally to build and set it up. It could theoretically withstand a direct hit from a tank shell or an artillery round. Which meant on this world it was practically untouchable. Since the enemy force couldn’t really muster anything near that level of power, that was.

It served as an observation post that had great defense.

Thankfully it had an elevator, but it was a slow ponderous thing that moved more through magical application than actual machinery. Apparently most of the tower had to be forfeited to its integrity needs, which forced some things to be sacrificed.

Like elevator speed.

Michael waved his hand at him and started walking away. “Have fun with that. I personally only go up when I have to. Elevator takes for-fucking-ever.”

This better be worth it.

 

“I’m here,” Felix said, standing at the very top of the tower. There were numerous viewing slits that were all fitted with extremely thick laminated glass.

The elevator ride had been every bit as slow as everyone said it was.

Thankfully the top was enclosed and heated, otherwise this might have been an abysmally chilly adventure, as well as boring.

A woman and a man appeared as if they’d always been there. The woman was attractive, older, and built like she ate only when she wasn’t working off the calories. Additionally she was tall, wide of frame, and clothed in animal furs. Hooked to her belt was what could only be described as a battle axe.

If she wasn’t a warrior, Felix would give up his ownership of Legion.

Standing to her left was a shorter, chubby man that was practically drowning in furs. Each and every finger of his hands was adorned with gold rings. He had pale blond hair and grey eyes. He’d probably be attractive if he wasn’t overweight.

“I am Abera,” said the woman. “This tub of lard is my husband, Desh.”

Smiling, Desh said nothing in response. He bowed his head fractionally to Felix.

“You are Felix. Leader of your country,” Abera stated.

“I am,” Felix said.

He knew Abera had been the one who had attacked his people in the field. Felix didn’t know who or what Desh was, but he could assume he was from the same pantheon.

“I have watched your people for a while. Some of your people worship the old ones, but few. As a country, you have no god,” Abera said.

“That’s correct. Legion has no shared religion.”

“You should turn to us,” Abera said, taking a step forward towards Felix.

“I see no reason to. I’ll not put on your yoke,” Felix said, staring up at the goddess.

“Do you not fear me? You should kneel before me,” Abera hissed.

“No. I made a deal with a third party who I believe you know. My agreement was to not influence your religion, and I believe your side made the pledge to not directly attack me or mine. I’m not sure if they’ll come back to renegotiate for you, but I could ask them just to see, if you like?” Felix asked.

Maybe this’ll be a chance to see and w—

“No! No. I will abide by the arrangement. There is no need to bring… them… here,” Abera said quickly, taking three steps backward.

Desh had the appearance of a man who wanted to hide somewhere with the change in conversation.

There was no reason for them to be trying this unless they were desperate. He wasn’t sure about Desh but he’d bet he was the god of trade from what he could see of the man.

Which Legion had effectively crushed when it entered into negotiations here. Almost all trade was done with, in, or on Legion territory.

And War, Abera’s domain, wasn’t much of a possibility anymore in this neck of the woods.

Legion stomped the local military into the dirt. There would be no war in this area that Legion didn’t get involved in.

Then immediately crush.

No, they needed him for those reasons, but he got the impression there was something else going on as well.

He’d bet it was an internal issue in their pantheon. One large enough that “the band was breaking up” so to speak, and they needed a place to lay their heads.

Or that was Felix’s guess at least.

Lucky for them, Legion needed a defense against gods. Gods fighting gods seemed like a valid defense.

And right here and now seemed like a prime opportunity to get the best deal for himself.

“I take it you’re having troubles on the home-front?” Felix asked as casually as could be.

Abera froze up at the question.

Her head turned just a fraction towards Desh. Felix almost missed it. Almost.

Abera needed to work on her body language. Everything he wanted to know was answered in that one second.

“I’ll take that as a yes, then?” Felix asked.

Desh let out a slow breath, literally deflating before Felix’s very eyes.

“You have the right of it,” said the man in a deep voice. “Our home has been torn asunder. When we formed together, many many years ago, we took in gods from other worlds. Those with no power, but experience. Our world was young then. Very young. 

“Now that the portal has opened, many of those very same gods have returned home. Leaving us with missing aspects. Holes.”

Makes sense. And also explains all the new religions cropping up back home. Or old religions, as it were.

“I think I can make an offer—”

“We were told how you maintain power in your country. We’ll not subject ourselves to ownership. That’s simply not possible,” Desh said, interrupting Felix. Desh’s voice was firm, giving Felix the hint that there’d be no budging on that.

Huh. I wonder who they got that from. That kinda narrows the possibilities, though.

“I’m afraid I wouldn’t be willing to allow your worship as a god or goddess. For the same reason you wouldn’t wish ownership, I wouldn’t wish a future power problem. I think putting myself in a beholden position to someone else would do that,” Felix said with a smile.

Abera and Desh both looked annoyed at that, but unsurprised. Felix had the unfortunate feeling that he was only catching up to where they thought the conversation might go.

“We didn’t think you’d allow it, but we still wanted to try,” Abera said forlornly. He wasn’t sure who she was talking to.

“Let’s not be hasty,” Felix said quickly before they could vanish as quickly as they’d come. “Let’s discuss something else. I’d like to learn a bit about you. From where I hail, there were no gods previous to the portal opening. I know little of your needs and wants.”

Desh and Abera were more human than he expected, as they shared a moment to look at each other before turning back to him.

“Keep in mind, anything you tell me will be kept in confidence, and I’ll not move against you, unless you move against me,” Felix offered up. “I can also make that oath on the mediator of our previous pact.”

There was a pregnant pause as the two deities seemingly waited for something to happen.

“Is there a problem with that? I’ve only spoken with him—it is a him, right?—twice but he seems reasonable. I’d be happy to abide by his mediation,” Felix said.

He knew he was pushing it. Whatever this entity was, it was powerful enough to cow an entire pantheon.

“That… I suppose that’s alright. We are empowered, and live, through the power of worship. It is directly proportional to the amount, and belief, of that worship. We know you’ve taken no action to hinder our religion in any way, per our arrangement, but nonetheless, we are no longer confident in our ability to survive the storm,” Desh explained.

Ok, that all kinda lines up with what I was expecting.

“If you do not allow worship of us, and we won’t allow ownership, we appear to be at an unsolvable impasse,” Desh continued.

Abera nodded her head, her right hand resting on the axe-head at her side.

Desh noticed where Felix’s gaze had landed and he smiled apologetically. “Forgive my wife. She’s a warrior. Things of this nature are not in her disposition. As I’m no warrior, we compliment each other quite well.”

Chuckling at that, Felix couldn’t help but relate on a few levels. He had a number of people who filled out the gaps he had.

“Don’t go anywhere. I’m going to make a quick call. I’ve got a crafter in my employ who… honestly she’s a genius. Her only limitation is her own creativity, which is somewhat lacking, unfortunately,” Felix said, turning his wrist over. “This should be quick, but I think it’ll be enlightening for both of us.”

With the number of signal repeaters and towers the construction teams had been putting in, there were few places in Fort One that were off network.

There are few places within thirty miles that are off network, in fact. They went overboard.

Tapping in a command to dial Felicia, he lifted his other hand to his earpiece.

It only took two rings for Felicia to answer.

“What?” she said in a flat tone.

“Hey Felicia. I have a new challenge for you,” Felix said, his tone of voice bright and chipper.

Felicia responded to challenges, and if you were happy about it, it only made her angry.

Angry Dwarves were determined Dwarves.

“I just finished up your last challenge, you pox ridden sex toy,” Felicia grumbled.

“You’re right, of course. If you need a break and can’t handle this, I could see about spinning up a second team so you can—”

“What the fuck do you want!? Spit it out already,” Felicia shouted through his earpiece.

“I want a machine that converts all the faith, energy, and worship that people seem to place in me, and send it elsewhere. Think of it as a magical power source, and we need an adapter to change the flow and direction,” Felix said.

The line went absolutely dead. He imagined Felicia was standing there as that beautiful mind of hers melded with her power and began spinning off as many possibilities as it could.

“Huhn. Well… that’s definitely a challenge,” Felicia said after several seconds. “Did you have a specific destination in mind?”

“I did indeed. It would be to certain contract holders. You could easily use the agreement as a target point.”

“Uuun. That’d work. I can do this but I want an off-cycle budget increase,” Felicia said, her tone changing rapidly.

“Oh? What’s the price tag?” Felix asked. He was curious where she’d go with it. Her pursuits were different than most.

“Points, and some of your time. I want to use your power to start combing through future builds and plans. You’re a walking time machine if we do it right. So… that’s what I want.”

Now it was Felix’s turn to freeze.

She was right. With the right application and a healthy dose of points, Felix was a time machine to a limited degree. Especially with things that would have a set value. Like the Fist.

“Done. Put in the request and kick it up the chain. Gotta go. I should probably have those contracts to you later today, or tomorrow. Need to have Lily take a look at ‘em,” Felix said.

“Be sure to have the princess take a look at your sausage while you’re at it,” Felicia responded, then promptly disconnected the call.

“She’s a vulgar thing,” Abera muttered. Her face showed nothing but disgust at the moment. “A disrespectful creature.”

“And incredibly loyal for all her faults,” Felix said, pulling up another contact in his wrist device. “There is something to be said for that trait outweighing every other. I’d take a loyal psychopath over a disloyal warrior.”

“And what are you doing now?” Desh asked, watching Felix closely.

“Calling up my lawyer so we can begin the negotiations on a contract. I’d like to get this put away as quickly as possible. If possible, I’d really like to walk away from this with you two as allies and partners to Legion. You’d receive your power from Legion based on how much my people are invested in me. I think that’d be the best way to play the middle for us both. You’d be free to seek worshipers outside of Legion, but gain power from it simply for supporting it. And I’d keep control over my own company without a concern.”

Abera snorted and Felix wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

Desh, on the other hand, nodded his head, laying a hand on Abera’s forearm. “I think that’d be something we could work out. This all seems… negotiable,” said the god of trade. “And negotiable is a great way to start a deal.”


Chapter 28 - The Way It Is -

 

It was late in the evening, everyone else had turned in for the night, gone to bed, or gone off watch.

Here, with only Eva, Felix had no need of guards or assistants. Originally he’d been alone until Eva asked if she could just work in his office with him.

The quiet scratch of Eva’s pen was the only sound Felix could hear. The soft scritch of it as she swept it back and forth across the page.

Having been around constant noise, sound, and people moving around for so long, Felix couldn’t do very well with absolute silence.

It was deafening.

So quiet that you could actually hear the silence. That it throbbed in your ears and made your ear drums ache.

That it grew so loud you could swear it was the roar of thunder.

“Felix?” Eva asked, the sound of her pen stopping.

“Mm?” Felix responded, staring at the window he’d called up.

“The assignment I’m working on is arguing for a point of view that I don’t hold,” Eva said.

Nodding his head, Felix dismissed the window.

Time to try another angle of approach. “Ok? Sounds like a good way to expand your horizons.”

“Yeah, I get that but… I don’t know. I think I’ve run out of things to say.”

“Well, what did you pick to talk about?”

Felix thought again on what he wanted to accomplish.

He wanted to see a documentary he was going to have people from his media team work on for the previous year, he’d have it put together in a year from now.

Effectively giving him a year in retrospect, and a way to see the future.
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It’s almost as high as when I tried to give someone else my own Powers. What the actual hell.

“I’m taking the position of allowing Skipper to take over, rather than fighting,” Eva said.

“Huh. That’s… definitely an interesting point of view. Let me think on it for a bit. Maybe let your subconscious chew at your assignment. And while that’s happening, let me throw a question at you,” Felix said.

“Sure! Is it what you’ve been working on?” Eva asked excitedly, bouncing up from her seat and walking over to his desk.

“Yep. So, you know what I did with the Fist, right?” Felix asked.

“Yeah! That was pretty cool. I never realized you could use your power as a way to view the future.”

Eva stepped up to the other side of his desk and picked up the pen she’d made for him. He kept it with him most of the time, and pulled it out whenever he sat at his desk.

“I’m trying to do something similar, but different. I want to see a documentary I’m going to have made in a year, about the previous year.”

“Uh… oh! I get it. That makes sense. Considering the way the Fist turned out, that should work, right?”

“And it can. It just costs enough points that I’d have to turn the entire gold reserve for the country into dust to do it. Which obviously isn’t possible.”

“Hm. That’s… ok. How can I help?”

“I think I’m missing something. The Fist was much further than a year out if I don’t miss my guess.”

“Yeah, but the Fist isn’t going to alter the actual future. If you had this completed, you’d be able to change, avoid, and alter everything that had already happened.”

“Fair point. What if I did it for two years instead of one…”

Felix paused to try just that, working through his power quickly.

“So?” Eva asked, her excitement clear in her voice.

“It uh… it only went up by about a hundred thousand points.”

“Ok, so if one year is that high in cost, but the year after isn’t, that means that something happens this year that is incredibly monumental,” Eva said, crossing her arms over her chest and nodding her head.

“Or apocalyptic,” Felix countered.

“Sure, that’s a possibility. But it could just as easily be that you somehow cured cancer or AIDS. I’d say that’s monumental enough to skew quite a bit of history if you changed it or avoided it.”

“Hmm. That’s… fair… I just don’t like it.”

“Why, because I said it?”

“No, because it’s optimistic. Optimism gets people killed.”

Eva laughed at that and shook her head. “Felix, I swear. You’re such a grump sometimes.”

Unable to help himself, Felix crossed his eyes and stuck out his tongue sideways at her.

“You call it grump, I call it reality.”

“Grump, grump, grump. Grump-o-saurus-rex.”

“Har har. Fine. Go, get back to your assignment. You’ve made your point. I’ll just have to try again from another angle.”

The entire office churned into a sudden blazing red maelstrom of crackling power.

Felix shot to his feet at the same time as he slammed his hand down on the panic button.

Shimmering and growing denser, the red energy began to spiral rapidly in a circle.

Then everything exploded and Felix felt like his stomach was turned inside out and used as a stool at a dive bar.

When his vision cleared, Felix could see the stars above him, and the outlines of buildings ominously hanging over him.

Looking around, Felix realized he was in the middle of a street. An empty, barren street, full of wreckage and debris.

And he was naked.

Stark butt-naked.

“Felix, what happened?” Eva asked from behind him.

Taking a moment to glance over his shoulder, he saw Eva, naked, behind him in a similar position to his own.

“Don’t know. Questions later, action now. We need to get off the street. Immediately,” Felix ordered.

All around him were businesses that were burned out, looted, or simply destroyed.

“Mechanic’s shop, there,” Felix said, indicating the building.

Getting into a low crouch, Felix started making his way over.

“I’m naked!” Eva hissed.

Felix ignored her, focused entirely on getting out of the street. It didn’t matter where they were in Tilen, being on the street at night was asking to get shot by anyone with an itchy trigger finger.

Without hesitating, Felix entered through the broken door and went straight into the building. Taking account of his surroundings as he went, Felix felt rather certain that the building was unoccupied. No one would choose this location to hold out in since it had no roof, too many entrances, and was unlikely to have anything of value.

For the moment, it served his purpose perfectly.

Ducking into an office, Felix started to sort through the wreckage to see if he could find anything usable.

“Felix! What are you doing? Where are we? What happened?” Eva asked, entering the office behind him.

“Surviving, don’t know, don’t know. We need to arm ourselves and get clothes. After that, information gathering. Did you notice any street signs by the way? I didn’t see any,” Felix said, opening a desk drawer and sorting through it quickly.

“What? Street signs?”

“Yeah. I figure we’re somewhere in Tilen. If we know what the street is, that’ll help. Well, if we know the street, it will. If we don’t, not so much. But hey, information is information. Ah, a knife. That’s a start.”

Felix pulled out a six inch folding knife from the bottom of the drawer and flicked it open. Seeing the action was working, he thumbed the locking mechanism and closed it.

He set it on the desk and went back to digging.

“Felix, I… I don’t—”

“Two options, Eva. Sit down, be silent, and get yourself together. Or start helping me dig through this office. We’ll have to clear this building out completely and then figure out which way to go from there. Wait, do I own this knife now?” Felix asked curiously.

If he did, he could use his points to modify it into something better. Or clothes, even.

A quick check revealed that the knife did indeed belong to him now. Which meant the owner was dead and had no will or heirs, abandoned it willingly, or… something else entirely.

Smiling, Felix pulled up his point screen.
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Staring at the point screen, Felix had to fight to keep himself together.

Something seriously wrong happened. Very, very wrong. Ok, keep it together. We still have some points.

Sliding Eva’s points away from herself, and into his pool, Felix continued in his search for resources.

He needed to keep his mind occupied and working.

Occupied and working was much better than shock and inactivity.

Behind him, he could hear Eva starting to shift things around as she started to search.

Good. Good. Let’s see what we find.

 

The building was empty of people, unless you counted the corpse they found curled up in a fetal position out behind the building.

The shop did however have a few things that were usable as far as resources went.

Some of what they found still had owners, some of it didn’t. Everything that Felix could get his hands on that didn’t have an owner he turned into dirt if he couldn’t use it immediately.

For a mechanic’s shop, there happened to be some seriously expensive gear. Felix was more than happy to dust it all for points.

Three sets of mechanic’s jumpsuits, oil smeared and everything, were welcome additions.

Other than the knife, though, they found no weapons.

“We have… a total of fifty thousand points, give or take,” Felix said. They were hunkered down near the side entrance of the building that had been used by employees.

It was locked from the outside, but they could leave in an instant from the inside.

“Is that enough to give me a teleport power? Or portals?” Eva asked.

Felix grimaced at that. He’d actually already tried.

Adding any power at all to her would require upwards of a couple hundred thousand points. Even something simple like increased eyesight.

For the life of him he couldn’t figure out why it would cost so much. It wasn’t normal. It didn’t seem correct on any level.

Which means there’s an outside influence here. But I don’t think it’s my friend who I owe favors since… well since this is more likely to get me killed than anything.

“Honestly… I don’t have access to any of the points for Legion. Only your points and mine. And when I try to add any powers to you, I get a cost that’s… not realistic. At all. Something very wrong is going on with my power. I’m also starting to think the goal wasn’t to drop me here. Something… someone… intervened. If I had to guess… Lily maybe. Or Neutralizer,” Felix said, staring into the darkness of the vehicle bays.

“Oh… so… we’re stuck out here then,” Eva said a touch lifelessly.

“For the moment. How far did you get in your hand to hand training with Miu and Ioana?”

“Not far. They said I’d be better off sticking to my powers. I don’t have a knack for it, I guess.”

“How about guns? Did you work with anyone?”

“Yeah. Andrea, or Adriana I guess. I’m not a marksman or anything but I did alright,” Eva said defensively.

Felix sat there thinking to himself.

It really left it up to him unless he wanted her to start spending her one shot powers. He’d sent her all the names and activations a while back.

“Let’s do our best to not use your powers. There’s no guarantee I’ll be able to get them back any time soon,” Felix said. “For now, leave it up to me. I think our first immediate need is information. I’m not keen on risking it but… that post office across the street might be ideal.”

“What? The post office?” Eva asked.

“I figure it’s less likely to have people there, and if we’re lucky, it’ll have a route map. A route map would tell us where we are in the city. Or so I hope. Worst case… empty building with nothing for us,” Felix said.

Eva sighed, pressing her hands to her face. “This is insane.”

“It’s definitely not good. I think you need to realize that this will probably get worse though. Optimism and trust are probably the quickest ways to get killed out here. The teams we sent out to scout typically come back with some pretty bad stories about what was going on.” Felix paused and took a shaky breath.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is… I wouldn’t be surprised if this got worse, and we end up hurting people. Or worse. I normally try to limit the amount of harm I cause but… this isn’t going to be fun. Or easy.”

Eva choked off a broken chuckle that almost sounded like a sob. “So you’re telling me you’re going to murder people.”

“Probably. And if I have to kill fifty people to protect you, I will. And that isn’t something you can stop, prevent, or talk me out of. It isn’t your fault, and isn’t your doing, so you can’t be responsible for it. But if—and I hope it’s only an if—if it happens, I won’t hesitate,” Felix said.

Eva didn’t respond to that. Instead, she looked away from him, unwilling to meet his eyes.

“Alright, let’s go. I’ll take the lead. Stay close to me and don’t hesitate to pop a power if you think we need it,” Felix said.

Wish I had given her some more utility powers instead of all the combat ones. Teleport or Portals would be rather nice right about now.

Opening the door, Felix slipped out and started back towards the road. Reaching the sidewalk, he hesitated, listening intently for whatever he could.

There’d been no working clocks or watches in the mechanic shop, but it felt like it was the small hours of the morning. They’d have to act quickly and maybe find a place to hunker down for the night. It might be easier to move about in the daylight when people were less likely to shoot at a shadow coming near.

Felix mapped out the path he wanted to take across the road. There was a truck he wanted to search but he didn’t dare.

Not right now at least. 

For all he knew, he was next door to Skipper’s Headquarters. The last thing he wanted to do was get caught out in the open by her. He had the distinct impression she’d do awful things to him.

Taking in a slow breath, Felix got low to the ground and crept out into the street.

Sure steps and smooth movements carried him across the road quickly.

It wasn’t until he stepped off the sidewalk and onto a side approach for the post office that he let out the breath he’d been holding.

Not waiting for people to come investigate if they did see him, Felix went up the steps quickly. Easing up to the side of a sliding glass door he peered in to see if he could catch a glimpse of anything.

There was the briefest flicker of an orange glow. Deep, deep within the post office. He couldn’t be sure, but he’d swear it was a fire.

Which to Felix sounded like a pretty awful idea. Sure, it was cold out, but not that cold.

It was a risk he’d never take, that was for sure.

“Is that a fire?” Eva asked from beside him. “I’d love a fire.”

Maybe it’s a group of people with a similar mindset to Eva?

Pulling the knife from his pocket, Felix flicked it open as quietly as he could. Grimacing at how bright the damn thing was he looked down to the ground.

There in the corner he found some dark disgusting filth he couldn’t identify. But it was sticky, and dark.

Which was exactly what he wanted.

Reaching down, he scooped some of it up onto two fingers and liberally coated the blade in it. It wouldn’t do to have the knife reflecting in any way.

That bit of yuck done, Felix moved forward, entering the post office.

He kept to the far wall, half of his mind working in overdrive to keep himself from tripping over things, the other half trying to figure out where the firelight came from.

“—it!” came the faint sound of a heated whisper. Felix held perfectly still and cocked his head to one side, listening.

“No, I won’t!” came back an equally angry whisper.

Back room. Sorting room? Behind the service desk.

Doing a quick check of the room, he found two different doors that could possibly lead into the back area. It had to be where he’d spotted the faint light.

Moving to the second door, Felix listened intently. If he could just figure out if they were on the other side or not, this’d go easier.

Then he heard a sound that could never be mistaken for anything else.

The clack of a gun being chambered.

Opening the door as carefully as he could, Felix pulled it open a centimeter at a time. Getting it past two inches he peeked in through the gap.

Two men and four women were pressed up to a wall in a defensive huddle. Not far from them were three men and a woman who were clearly the aggressors.

They also had the gun.

“Just give them to me. It’ll be easy. And then we can both go our separate ways and act like nothing happened,” said the man with the gun.

“No. I already told you. Just leave, you don’t have to do this. It doesn’t have to be like this,” said one of the men in the defenders’ camp.

“But it does,” said the man with the gun, raising it up to eye level.


Chapter 29 - Never Again -

 

Goddamnit. If he pulls that trigger every idiot nearby will know something is going on here.

Taking a firm grasp on the blade, Felix thought furiously.

He wanted the gun. He wanted to stop this before it got out of hand and brought every fool down on them nearby that thought they could benefit.

He also wanted everything these people had on them, and anything in this building he could claim. Being after midnight, his points would hold until tomorrow night.

If he built up a big enough value, he could eek something out.

First, the gun.

Even if he never fired it, having it would help level the playing field. At the least, it’d be an intimidation factor.

Then we’re resolved. We take the gun.

Miu would tell me to take out the one least likely to be missed, and move on quickly. If I do this right… I can drop two before they realize. Maybe three.

Doesn’t have to be perfectly clean, just enough to drop them.

Incapacitate them.

A quick inspection of the area got him a chunk of brick, and a small rock.

Taking both up, Felix transferred the brick and knife to his left hand, taking the rock in the right. Gliding forward, he hefted the rock twice to get a feel for it.

“What now then? Huh? Hand ‘em over. Or I’ll just kill you, take ‘em, and get out of here before anyone comes to check,” said the man with the gun.

He was clearly enjoying his moment of power over these people. Hopefully he would be too caught up in that to notice Felix.

Amazingly, or perhaps not considering how hard Miu had trained him, Felix closed within two feet of the rearmost enemy. He was a man of short stature and seemed distracted. Felix flicked the rock to the far side of the building. He’d been aiming for a space that would take all the eyes off his targets.

Before anyone even reacted, Felix switched the knife to his right hand, and brought the chunk of brick up into the back of the man’s head.

There was a solid clunking sound that Felix ignored immediately.

Flowing forward, Felix drew up alongside the woman and drove the brick into the back of her head as well.

The sound of the first man collapsing drew the second man to start turning towards Felix.

Leaping forward, Felix buried all six inches into that man’s throat. Ripping the blade to the side, Felix did his best to continue on towards the gunman.

Only to find that man was already starting to lift the gun towards Felix.

Eva’s fist crashed into the man’s jaw, turning his head to one side with the force of the blow. The man fell to his knees, his head clearly ringing with the strike.

Moving in quickly Felix brought the brick down on the man’s forehead. Chasing the man to the ground as he went, Felix brought the brick down twice more in rapid succession. Tossing the brick to one side, Felix scooped up the gun, rolled to one side, and came up with it aimed on the other group.

The men and women were staring at him unmoving.

“Keep an eye on them while I finish the others,” Felix said, looking to Eva.

“Do we have to?” Eva asked plaintively.

Felix didn’t respond to her, and instead went to the man he’d stabbed in the throat.

He was bleeding out fast and was already slipping into unconsciousness.

That one’s done.

“Seriously, do we have to?” Eva asked again.

“What would you have me do?” Felix asked, moving over to the woman. “Do you want to tie them up? Let them go? Try to talk them onto our side? Hm?”

“Actually, wait,” Eva said. “Hey, what territory is this? Where are we?”

The collective response from the huddled mass was jumbled and confused.

Felix got down on the woman’s shoulders, pinning them down with his knees. Her face was covered in dirt and small cuts. She had the look of someone who was probably pretty, but had seen the ugly side of war and was coming out the other side changed already. She was breathing, and if he didn’t miss his guess, she’d probably be mobile within an hour or two. Though still with the giant goose egg he’d given her on the back of the head.

“Where. Are. We. Who owns this block?” Eva repeated.

Felix put a hand behind the woman’s head and grabbed a fistful of her black hair. He tilted her chin upward to get a good line at her throat.

“This is Skipper’s turf,” said one of the men.

“Wait, Felix! Don’t kill her. If this is Skipper’s territory, doesn’t that mean you could take them as slaves? Yes?” Eva said.

“Nothing to bind it with,” Felix said, pressing the bloody blade to the woman’s throat.

“Wait. We can make this work. You gave me that one, didn’t you? I could make that one work,” Eva said, pleading. “I can use magic, throttle it out for two months, and use that as the binder. Lily told me all about it. Said it didn’t take much if it was a blood oath to slavery. It’s how the Pit works.”

The woman beneath him cracked her eyelids open slowly. Her green eyes were rolling around in her head as she tried to focus on him.

“Mmmauuuhhhh,” she gurgled beneath him. He must have really brained her.

Felix looked up at Eva. He wanted to do right by her, but this was foolishness.

Foolishness that’ll scar her forever if I don’t do it.

Sighing, Felix looked towards the other man he’d smashed with the brick. Unfortunately for that one, he wasn’t breathing.

Must have hit him harder than I thought.

“The other one is already dead. Can’t really fix that,” Felix started.

“I don’t care. Don’t do this,” Eva said. She apparently had realized she’d gotten some traction somewhere in this conversation and was pressing on it.

Felix couldn’t help but smirk at the situation.

She adapts so well to the situation regardless of what it is.

“Fine. This’ll be the first one I guess. That or I finish what I started. And you,” Felix said, gesturing to the six people. “You’ll be given the chance to join as well, but I’ll be frank with you. I’ll expect you to do what I tell you to, when I tell you to. This isn’t a democracy.”

Shaking his head, he looked back to the woman under him.

“And you, my dear thug, are very lucky,” Felix murmured, wiping the bloody, blackened blade off on her shoulder. He watched her intently, wondering if she’d agree, or if he’d be finishing her off later.

“Lluuuuuuuu-fy,” she groaned before her eyes closed again.

Eva was quickly explaining the situation to those six people.

Felix didn’t really care anymore. He needed to start exploring the post office as quickly as he could.

If he could figure out what was of value here as quickly as possible, he could get moving.

Clear the building, dust everything for points we can, find a better location to hold out.

Once we have that… information, food, water.

And a plan to get the hell out of here and back home.

Not waiting for Eva to finish, he began to work over the entire post office from one side to the other. Quickly exploring to find anything he could claim, and convert to points.

Or at least chart everything out that he could so he could draw upon it later.

It felt like he’d only been gone for a few minutes when Eva stopped him while he was checking over a massive machine. Felix thought it might be a sorting device but he really had no idea.

All he knew was it was a mass of thick metal sheets and looked as if it were older than the building itself.

She’d hustled him into the main room everyone was staying in.

Sitting down on top of a desk, Felix folded his arms in front of himself. He let his eyes slowly roll over the seven people who had just sworn themselves to him on a blood oath. They’d all been given a chance to refuse, save the thug, and all had opted to join him.

Eva hadn’t told them much, other than that Felix and she had a place where, if they could get to it, everyone would be safe.

She didn’t specify where, who, or how, which was good, but they all seemed to eager to have a way out.

“So they were here for… your food?” Felix asked, staring at the man who’d been so defiant in the face of a gun.

“Food. Women. Both. Didn’t matter,” he said. “They weren’t going to get anything from us.”

“Admirable, if a bit suicidal. Your name is…?” Felix asked.

“Steve. Steve Middleton,” Steve said.

“Derek. Derek Bissell,” said the second man, without any prompting.

“Nancy Boltman,” said the woman next to him.

“Amy Inocencio.”

“Katy Hendricks.”

“Lauren Romick.”

Felix took that all in and nodded his head.

Looking to the thug he’d bound against her will, Felix waited.

“Julia Crawfird,” she muttered, standing up straighter under his gaze. She still seemed a touch out of it, but was quickly recovering

She was a remarkably tall young lady.

“Welcome aboard, one and all. Sunrise comes in an hour or two, everyone get some sleep. I’ll take the first watch, and we’ll organize in the morning. And so you know, our goal tomorrow is barricading this building. As far as I can tell, and after searching through it, it’s defensible. With a clear exit that’s actually not obvious, or even visible from the street.”

In fact, it opened up out into a private parking lot on the other side of the wall.

“It’ll need some work, but once we get holed up, we’ll have a better chance of keeping others out,” Felix finished.

“What then?” asked Katy.

“Food, water, intelligence. I’d like to know who is controlling each block of the city. Who the local players are. How they’re operating and what their activities are. Once we know that, we can better plan our moves, and how we get out of here,” Felix said. “Go to bed everyone, I’ll see you all in the morning.”

Standing up, Felix checked the pistol and knife, and went towards the front of the post office. He could hear Eva trailing along behind him.

“Well?” she asked quietly when he stopped.

“Well what. I’m going to watch the front entrance. You’ll be watching in a similar fashion when daybreak happens so I can get a nap in,” Felix said. “So you might want to hit the sack while you can.”

Eva snorted at that. She partially turned to leave and stopped. “Thank you… I know you did that for me.”

Felix nodded his head at that, not even trying to deny it. “I did.”

Smiling at that, Eva moved behind a desk, curled up, and promptly dropped off to sleep.

And when the morning comes… we’ll find out what we’re dealing with.

 

“Engineer,” Steve said. “National Guard.”

“Huh. And why are you out here in the city and not deployed? Last I heard they were all holed up with the army,” Felix asked.

Looking out through the broken entryway, Felix could see the morning gloom. He figured daylight wouldn’t be far off from now, and he could send his people out to begin gathering information.

“Wasn’t on the clock when it went down. Didn’t think I’d make it across the city so I didn’t try. From what I can tell, it was the right choice too.”

Felix made a curious noise but didn’t look away from his task. He needed to be ready if someone decided to drop in for a visit.

“In those first few days, a lot of people got shot simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Blue on blue situations,” Steve elaborated.

“Ah. That makes sense,” Felix conceded.

“But you wouldn’t know that. Would you?”

Sparing Steve a dangerous glance Felix deliberately slipped his finger into the guard.

“As soon as everything went down, Legion sealed itself up tight and hunkered down. No one’s seen much of you all since it all started.”

“Interesting theory you have.”

“Not a theory. I was there when we took over. I know you, Mr. Campbell.”

“And you decided to put yourself into slavery to me anyways? Considering all the rumors out there, I’d be curious to know why you did that.”

“Because you’re not supposed to be out here. The fact that you are means that Legion is probably now on a warpath trying to find you. Either you’ll find them, or they’ll find you, and that means a free ticket out of here for my people and I,” Steve explained.

Felix couldn’t help but appreciate the cold logic of it. It made sense.

He liked it, because he’d do it himself.

“That’s a fair point, Steve. For now, let’s work on improving our lot. I’d be much obliged if you could start working on getting a bunker of sorts in place here. Turn this single entryway into a choke point. We’ll barricade the back door to a degree, but nothing that can’t be dismantled in a hurry if we have to bail,” Felix said.

“Would if I could. I kinda need materials for that,” Steve said, shaking his head. “Steel would be great. Even if I can’t patch it together, getting it in place with a backstop would still do wonders.”

Wish I could help ya there. But as far as I can tell, doing anything that requires modification at any level balloons the points I need to an astronomical level. I can’t even make a—wait.

“Eva,” Felix called out softly.

“Mm?” she replied from where she was dozing. She hadn’t seemed to Felix as if she’d been sleeping very well.

At best she might have caught an hour or two of actual sleep.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like you to take the watch. I need to try something before the day gets started,” Felix said.

“Mm-hmm.”

Eva slowly got her feet, rubbing the palms of her hands into her eyes.

“Remind me to better appreciate what we have when we get back,” she grumbled.

“Noted. Need a minute to hit the bathroom or anything?”

“No. No, I’m alright. You only need a couple of hours?” she asked.

“Maybe less than that if I get this to work. We’ll see.”

Eva trudged over to him and leaned up into the desk. She held out her hand to him, still blinking rapidly to clear her vision.

“Shoot first, ask questions later,” Felix said, laying the pistol in her palm. “Safety’s off and should remain off.”

“’Kay.”

Smiling, he patted Eva on the shoulder, and went back towards the rear of the post office.

“Come on, Steve. Things to do, no time to do it,” Felix called over his shoulder, making a beeline for the machine he’d seen previously.

“What are you doing?” Derek asked when Felix passed by the sleeping area.

“If you’re awake, get ready to work. We’ll be moving out in an hour or so. Otherwise, get back to sleep. Going to be a long day,” Felix said.

Stopping in front of the massive machine, Felix gave it a once over.

“What are you looking for? And how is this going to help us?” Steve asked, walking up next to him.

“What I’m looking for is thick steel plates like this,” Felix said, tapping one particularly worn and dented example. “If I pried this off the machine, would this do what you wanted it to?”

“Uh… well, I guess. I mean, I don’t have any of my tools, it’d be whatever I could scrounge up and put together but… yeah. I think I could do something with it… but I’d need more. The backing I can fabricate easily enough.”

Steve had started to inspect the plate now. “Don’t know how you’re going to pry this off though. It looks like it’s been welded and riveted in place at the same time. That’s just overkill.”

“Get ready for a surprise,” Felix said.

“A surprise?”

Felix concentrated. He didn’t want to actually modify this machine too much. He merely wanted to turn everything to dust that wasn’t suitable for the task at hand.

Which was creating a bunker and choke point.

And he’d need every plate large enough or thick enough that’d work towards that goal.

With any luck, it’ll infer what I need and simply do it. And since we’re not modifying anything, this’ll be a zero point cost.

Or so we hope.
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Wincing, Felix hesitated. It’d give him what he wanted, but it’d cost him a potential point loss of around ten thousand. The plates were worth that much in points.

Not like ten-k would actually do me any favors though.

Felix thumbed the upgrade button and took a step back.

Steve practically jumped backward when the entire machine went up in a flurry of dust. The steel plates clanged and banged into each other, or simply fell to the ground from up on high, as the machine became nothing.

“What the actual fuck,” Steve said. “You’re a powered?”

“Indeed. Keep in mind, if you reveal that to anyone, you’ll meet Miu at some point. People don’t enjoy that meeting,” Felix said.

Reaching over, he rapped his knuckles against one of the thick plates. “This’ll do then? You can make this work?” Felix asked, looking back at Steve.

“Yeah. I’ll make it work. You were thinking just a kill zone?”

“Yep. With any luck we’ll make a raid tonight and get supplies. Food, water, weapons. Daytime is for trading information and intelligence,” Felix said.

Sighing he got up and brushed his hands together, futilely wiping dirt from one hand to the other.

Yeah. Need a portable portal device. Or a Telemedic call signal. Or anything.

Never let this happen again.

Ever.


Chapter 30 - War Crimes -

 

Frowning, Felix shifted his weight from one foot to the other.

They’d camped out in the old hull of a small knick-knack shack and were waiting for nightfall. This had been home-base for Julia and company.

The supplies at this location had already been carted back to the post office with Katy and Lauren. Eva was on duty there, guarding the entrance with Derek.

He was staring at the crude map Julia had brought in for him. It was drawn by hand by one of the men he’d killed, and though simple, at least had information.

Information was beyond priceless right now.

Apparently her group had been in the area for a while and had been working on establishing a “turf” of sorts.

The building he was interested in right now was a pawnshop that was only a street away. It’d been one of the purchases Kit had made on his behalf after the prison break. He’d wanted caches stored away for usage around the city. The idea of his people being trapped in a prison break without the means to survive had bothered him.

“You say there’s a gang there?” Felix asked.

“Yeah. We crossed paths with them once or twice. They left off when Ca… when we got the gun. They’ve been trying to build out in the opposite direction that we were. Mostly protection money stuff. There’s some small camps here and there.” Julia shrugged her shoulders.

“Mm. Alright. How many do you think there are?” Felix had decided that the first move was to see if they could get a hold of the Legion cache. There was a strong possibility it’d have a line back to HQ. If it did, he could summon reinforcements and get out of here as quick as could be.

“Twenty? We didn’t really get a good count. They left us alone after we… after we killed a few. Guns are power,” Julia said. 

“Any reason they chose the pawnshop, by the way?” Felix asked as casually as he could.

“Uhhh? I think someone said they found a door. Steel door. They got that open and didn’t find anything though. Was empty. Someone beat ‘em there. They stuck around because it only has the one door in the front, no windows,” Julia said after a minute of thought. Her face was twisting into a grimace. “Didn’t believe them though and kept digging for information.”

Good. That’s perfect.

Though I wonder if she was the one with the knife when they were asking for that info.

“Don’t grow a conscience on my part. I’ve done far worse to people I liked better,” Felix said, standing up. “That’s the plan then. We go take the pawnshop and clear the building.”

“And just how are you going to do that?” Steve asked.

“Two nasty things that when you mix ’em together cause a problem,” Felix said, pointing to the bag in the corner.

When he’d found the products, he’d realized he could weaponize it. All he had to do was find a building he could use it on and not worry about innocent casualties.

Most everyone in the city seemed to be operating under the idea that this was all going to blow over sooner than people feared. Felix was of a differing opinion, and was treating this as if it were the end times. With that perspective in mind, Felix didn’t really care much for any rules or laws that’d prevent him from protecting his people and himself.

He wasn’t positive, but he was pretty sure that the pawnshop would have a vent he could dump it all into and then cover up the entry with a thick blanket.

These cache buildings only had their sub-basements modified. Everything else was left as is for both the building, and the occupants.

Case in point, the vent system would be a very normal everyday thing that probably had a exhaust vent that’d be turned off without any power.

“I don’t understand,” Katy said, looking from the bag to Felix.

“Don’t worry about the details, but we’re going to bug bomb them. Just be ready to welcome anyone who comes out. Preferably with your weapon. They won’t exactly be sticking around once they see what’s going on. After that it’ll just be a matter of waiting for the gas to clear out,” Felix said.

Moving to the corner he picked up his bag and exited the room. “Get the map, Julia,” he called over his shoulder, not waiting or looking back.

He kept their pace fast on their way there. It wasn’t far but it wasn’t exactly close either. Depending on how much they pulled out, it could be a rather long trek back, too. Guessing on the outcome, it was likely they’d spend the day at the shop until nightfall.

He was glad he’d already warned Eva of that possibility as well.

When they finally got there, he’d been surprised to find the fire-escape had already been pulled down to street level. It’d made access to the roof easy and practically without a problem.

The harder part was keeping quiet as they got on the roof.

“You do realize this is a war crime,” Steve whispered, peering down into the vent below them.

“You’ll have to tell me what they think about it when I’m done,” Felix replied, spinning open the top to the bleach.

“What do you mean? They won’t be thinking at all. They’ll be dead.”

“That’d be my point. You know, you’re a good person, Steve. I don’t think this is the life for you. Remind me to transfer you to something that isn’t on the front line. Like teaching or providing expertise. No sense in wasting a resource.” Felix upended the bleach into the vent above the pawnshop.

“What? I just don’t like the idea of gassing an entire building full of people. It’s not wrong to believe that.”

Felix shrugged and pulled out the second bottle. Not bothering to check the label, he knew what the contents were and what they’d do, he turned it upside down over the vent.

“Get that blanket ready. This is going to go bad pretty fast. We need to get out of here as soon as we’re done, too,” Felix said softly.

Steve shook his head, clutching the blanket a bit tighter to his chest.

Felix couldn’t fault him for his attitude. Steve was a good person, trying to do the right thing, in a bad situation.

Those were the type of people who people wrote stories about.

Counter to him was Julia, who simply acted for whatever her interest was. She was much closer to Felix in sentiment.

“Toss it on, we’re done here. Let’s get back down and get ready.”

“Can’t we—”

“No. No prisoners. Nowhere to put ’em. Just… give the wounded to Julia. She has her orders. No need for you to bloody your hands. This isn’t your call, and you can’t save them. But I can at least spare you that,” Felix said.

Turning on his heel, Felix moved as quickly as he could manage while keeping silent. Right about the time he slipped in close to Julia’s left side, he could hear coughing coming from inside the building.

“What’d you do?” Julia asked.

“I made it so we could take them out as they come out. If they don’t come out, they’ll die in there anyways. No prisoners, Julia. I expect you to leave no one alive. Take anything worth a damn and set it to one side,” Felix ordered.

“Huh? Why?” Julia griped.

“Because you’re probably the only person, other than me, with blood on their hands. Did you notice all the weapons our compatriots chose?” Felix asked.

Julia’s head turned towards Steve, Nancy, and Amy. “The weapons they chose?” she asked under her breath.

The coughing was growing louder.

“All blunt weapons that I’m betting they’ll use on arms and legs. Or torso and shoulders. Hoping they’ll fall down unconscious or in pain. No… this’ll be you and me, I’m afraid, and some ugly blade work,” Felix said. “Now get ready, here they come. Remember, fatal attacks if possible upfront. Less to deal with on the backside.”

Julia nodded her head to that, gripping the machete in her hand tighter.

Felix had decided to stick with the blade he’d found the night previous. He’d already blooded it after all.

That, and the gas more than likely took his opponents’ ability to see clearly.

Or so he hoped.

A man burst out of the door and stepped out into the night, hacking and coughing heavily. Light green vapor wafted out behind him before the door closed.

Worked like a charm.

The man was rubbing at his eyes with both hands, not even looking at his surroundings. Julia smashed a rock into the man’s temple, dropping him to the ground. Grunting, she pushed the body of the man up against the door, then leaned up against it.

“Fuck you and your ‘fatal attacks’ and whatever else you wanted me to do,” Julia said. Sliding down to her bottom atop the unconscious man. She wedged her shoulders and braced her feet. “They can all stay in there and be on your own conscience. Not mine.”

Nancy and Amy were there before she even finished talking. Gripping the door handle, Amy held onto it while Nancy sat down right next to Julia.

“Overcomplicated bullshit. Are all your ideas like this?” Julia complained.

“Huh,” Felix said, standing up slowly from his crouch. “That works, too. We’re going to work out just fine together, Julia.”

Felix could hear shouting and coughing from inside the building. The pounding of fists and feet on the door.

Probably a few shoulder checks.

Nancy and Julia bounced with each hit, but neither woman budged away from their job as a door wedge.

Well. We’ll give it a few hours, then pull the cover off the vent to help it disperse.

Figure by morning we should be able to get in there and take a look around.

Maybe.

Hopefully.

 

Felix had spent last night and early this morning on trying to figure out what he could do with his points.

However… everything he tried was astronomically inflated.

There was nothing he could do.

With anything.

To anything.

Owning it or not, something was terribly wrong with his power. To the point that he was now certain that there was an outside source influencing him.

Focus, Felix. Focus.

Breathing in through the wet cloth, and redirecting his thoughts, Felix stepped over the bodies in the entry area of the pawnshop.

There were at least fifteen bodies right here, crowding each other at the door.

Guess that worked pretty well.

He didn’t dare wait any longer since dawn was coming. They didn’t want to be out in the street when daylight came.

No one wanted to be out unless they had to.

Hoping that the stupid wet cloth would work as an filter well enough that he didn’t die, Felix pressed on. He didn’t bother with the corpses and instead went straight into the sales room.

Most of the pawnshop’s sales floor was littered with stolen loot, food, resources, and camping items. It was clear this group had been here for a while.

Ignoring it all, he kept on, making his way to the backroom.

There in the corner he found the no longer concealed trapdoor. That led to a steel door that’d been ripped off its hinges. He had no idea how they’d managed that.

That led straight into a concrete room with nothing in it. There were chips in all of the walls. It was clear that whoever had checked the room had tried to determine if the walls were truly concrete.

Standing in the center of the room, Felix cleared his throat and lifted the fabric up from his mouth.

“Felix Campbell,” he said to no one.

Nothing happened.

Really, Felicia? I know you said you did, but I was hoping you were kidding.

Sighing, Felix cleared his throat again.

There was a slight burning sensation in his mouth and eyes.

He had to make this quick, it didn’t seem as if the gas was quite gone.

“Felix Campbell, holy fucking shit.”

A grinding noise came from the floor itself. Looking down, he realized the entire thing was divided into six portions, and the two on the furthest side from the door were moving.

They were literally sliding into the wall.

“Felicia, I hate you, and love you,” Felix said in a muffled voice, pulling the wet fabric back down over his mouth.

Waiting only long enough for the floor to make a hole wide enough, Felix dropped down into the hole it’d made. It was a staircase that spiraled downward for at least thirty feet. He only went two steps down before he decided it’d be better to go back and get everyone else.

Returning two minutes later, Felix started to make his way down the steps.

“So, it’s true then,” Julia said from behind him.

“Which part?” Felix asked.

“That you’re Felix Campbell, the CEO of Legion,” Nancy said.

“Yes, he really is,” Steve confirmed.

Felix ignored them all. He didn’t feel like answering, and they seemed perfectly happy to answer for him.

When he reached the bottom, Felix found exactly what he was hoping for.

Sealed Legion crates.

They were all hermetically sealed and packed tight. Made and built at machine standard with no expense spared so that they could be shipped and held in reserve if ever needed.

The need had come first for planet Legion.

Michael had literal tons of these cases in store rooms to arm his recruits if he needed to. At least until they could build up a suitable force on site with an armory.

“Holy shit,” Julia said.

“First and foremost…” Felix said, moving to a glowing panel off to one side. He pressed the activation button. Lights flickered on, and multiple displays to the right of the panel he was working in turned on.

Pressing a finger to the “close door” function, Felix heard the cement above grinding closed. Before the entry had even closed, Felix pulled the wet cloth free and flicked it towards the stairwell.

“Figure out what you want, but don’t open anything. Every crate should have a contents list on the top,” Felix said. Moving over to the next panel he pressed his thumb to the security reader. The screen flickered and opened up into the launch page and he started to read it over.

“This… this is incredible,” Julia said, moving to the closest crate. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I get the impression this is a small cache,” Steve said, leaning over a crate, scanning the list.

“Why do you say that?” Amy asked, staying close to his side.

“The crate itself has an entire designation, and at the end is a dash with the letter S. If I don’t miss my guess about our intrepid leader,” Steve drawled. “The S denotes this is a small crate, or a small cache, or a small load-out.”

“Yes,” Felix said, then promptly tuned them out.

He was gliding through the screen to figure out what he had access to.

Manifests, shipping logs, inventory and warehouse expectations, distribution, links to the other caches… where’s the communication panel? This is all localized to the city, but nothing linking back to Legion HQ.

A sickening fear starting to build in his heart, Felix closed this panel down and moved to the next.

Mashing his thumb into the security scanner he impatiently waited. As soon as the screen opened up, he began to flip through the settings and windows. This one was more about the building itself. Everything and anything to do with the pawnshop.

Grunting, Felix closed that one up and moved to the last panel. Barely managing to keep his fear in check, he crammed his thumb into the security window.

The landing page opened with the single word “communications” as the title.

Ah, here we are. I was getting worried.

Managing to get through the windows he began to cycle through all the available options. Finally he found what he was looking for. A simple message system that tied all the caches to the local HQ.

Opening the program, Felix began to type in a quick rescue and recovery request to pick him up. It wouldn’t take long for someone to get out here with enough forces to break through, retrieve him, and get out.

Snapping his finger down on the enter key, he reached up with his other hand and hit the send button.

Perfect. Now we just sit back and wait for rescue. This wasn’t too bad.

Though definitely learned a few things.

The hourglass icon on the screen flipped over and then froze. It changed into a spinning circle, and a window popped up.

 

Error. There is no connection to HQ. The message could not be sent. The diagnostic tool reports that there is a signal interruption that appears to be a fiber cut.

 

Would you like to log your message and send it once the connection has been re-established?

 

Felix ground his teeth together and selected the no option.

He wasn’t going to get the quick exit he’d been hoping for.

“Alright. Let’s figure out everything we want to take with us, and get some shut-eye. We’ll need to be ready to move tonight with whatever we can carry. We can always make a second trip if we need to, but I’d rather not,” Felix said, turning around to his small group. “I’ll pop open a camping supply crate and start pulling out what we need for a decent rest. Sleep in turns so everyone gets a chance to go through the lists and sleep. One person up, everyone else sleeping. Questions?”

Everyone shook their head.

“Let’s hop to then. Quick quick like a bunny,” Felix said, clapping his hands together.


Chapter 31 - Reinvigorated -

 

The ground itself shook and rumbled, knocking Felix out of a dead sleep.

Staring blearily around himself, it took a few seconds to remember he was still in the Legion cache bunker.

“What the fu—”

Everything trembled and shook. The rumble of what sounded like a freight train passing overhead was audible.

“Oh my god,” Steve said from the stairwell, staring upward. “What the hell is going on?”

“No idea,” Felix said, the way he was woken up clearing his mind pretty quickly. “But it sounds bad. Have there been any super fights in this area?”

“No. They all went to the front. The worst we get is patrols. Usually bored ones that are more concerned with getting back to base,” Amy said.

Before Felix could respond, a massive shaking took over everything. Cases and supplies went tumbling about in different directions as the world seemed as if it would come apart.

The sound was deafening as well. Even as well sheltered as they were, the sound was as if he’d stuck his head into a machine.

Dust fell from the flickering lightbulbs above them as the cacophony of sound continued.

Felix got his feet under him and started to secure their cases and supplies. He was helpless to whatever was going on above him. He could at least be productive here and get things ready.

Motioning to the others, Felix set to work and got down to business. Hopefully it would distract him as well as he planned, and for everyone else as well.

Julia didn’t hesitate and started to work as a pair with Felix, taking guidance from his actions and finger directions.

Steve managed to shake himself out of the daze. He rounded up the others and started to work on sorting out cases they’d tagged to open, and the ones they had no interest in.

Everyone got to work, and did their best to ignore what sounded like the world ending above them.

 

There were few breaks in the onslaught of sound and shaking.

Right at ten o’clock—and Felix only noted this because the panel chimed once at the top of every hour and he actually heard it—everything had gone calm.

Quiet.

Silence filled the room. Felix could actually hear his ears ringing now. What had sounded like constant explosions had ceased.

Felix and all of his people were all staring at the stairwell. As if they could somehow see to the pawnshop above.

“Amy, check it out. Don’t go too far though. Just see what you can see from the stairs,” Felix said. It felt strange to use his voice.

To talk.

There’d been no possibility of saying anything since it the shelling had started.

Moving over to the security panel, Felix tagged the entrance to open.

Amy nodded her head and unhesitatingly scurried up the stairs. The grinding of the bay doors was loud, but not half as loud as what they’d just gone through.

When she got to the top she stopped.

“I can’t get out,” she called down. “The entire room is collapsed. I can see the sky above though. We might be able to climb out? Oh my god…”

“What is it?” Felix asked

“I can see Powereds fighting in the sky in the distance. It’s… there’s so many. I think… I think they shelled the city,” Amy said.

There’s no way they’d shell the city, would they? The goal isn’t to kill their own citizens. To destroy their own cities.

They’d want to them back, wouldn’t they?

Unless… unless they felt like they couldn’t win. That they were losing. And destroying the city was preferable?

Does that mean… that they’d nuke the city?

Felix froze at the thought. It was an unrealistic scenario a few months ago, but now?

Now it might not be unthinkable. If they’re willing to bomb the city, what’s to stop them from dropping a nuke? We have to get out of the city. Have to get out, and now.

“Gear up. Now. Don’t bother taking anything that you don’t plan on carrying for long. Because we’re only going to stop long enough at the post office to give everyone else their gear. We’re done with Tilen,” Felix commanded.

“Why not stay here?” someone asked. Felix wasn’t quite sure who it was.

“Because an artillery strike is only the first move. And honestly there’s no escape routes from here. This is a dead end,” Felix answered. Moving to the closest case, he picked up the rifle he’d secured for himself. It was a shortened version of a military battle rifle. Andrea had drilled him repeatedly with it and several SMGs. This was one that he’d been relentlessly trained on. She’d told him repeatedly that standard use rifles weren’t going to be useful in most city fights. Being that Legion operated in a city, it was all she would allow him to work with.

Need to thank her. Somehow. Both of them, since they both worked on this with me.

He’d already donned the dark fatigues, tac vest, and webbing. Felix was fully loaded with clips, grenades, a knife, and anything else he thought he’d need in city fighting.

Grabbing one of the extra clips from the case he slipped it in and felt it click into place. He pulled the charging handle and took a slow breath. The nerves were starting to creep up on him.

The plan was to take a group of people, with only one who had any rifle experience, another who was little more than a street thug, and two who were probably homemakers straight out into the street that was now an active war-zone, and try to get home.

All the while dodging Skipper and her people.

You got this. 

“Mount up. Steve, you’re on point. I’ll take the rear. Everyone else, pick a case, and get ready to hump it all the way home,” Felix said.

Being the only other person with any sort of experience with a weapon, he was the logical person to take the front.

They made their way up the stairs and met with their first obstacle of what felt like it was going to be a very long night.

Hanging around the entry in broken walls and shattered objects, the pawnshop was a ruin.

Whatever had gone on up above ground had landed squarely atop them. Only Felicia’s knack for safety measures had spared them.

Clambering over and through the broken husk of a building, they eventually managed to get onto the street.

Only to find it was as bad, if not worse,  as the pawnshop had been.

Gigantic craters littered the streets and holes were torn out of buildings all around.

The city of Tilen had been attacked with artillery. This was a scene of a city not under siege, but in a war with active combatants.

“Oh my god,” Julia said, standing on his right side. She rolled her shoulders under the weight of her bulging backpack. “I… I can’t even begin… I mean… This wasn’t a staging area. This was all civilians… we weren’t… we were just trying to survive.”

“Unfortunately, someone decided that it was worth it, if it took care of a local Skipper resource. That’s my guess at least, but I’m pretty confident in it,” Felix said.

Shaking his head, he started down the sidewalk, weapon couched in his shoulder and finger in the trigger.

Having the situation elevated meant that everyone else would either be hunkering down, or panicking. Given that the city was already on edge before this point, and most of this entire territory seemed like it was living under apocalypse rules, Felix was betting on the latter.

“Only one warning,” he said. “Then you fire. Keep the number of rounds low if possible to conserve ammo. It’s unlikely they’ll give you a second chance, so don’t give them one.”

“You’re a nasty asshole, boss,” Julia said. “A man after my own heart.”

“I’m going to give you to Miu when we’re done here. She could use a second. Then you can tell me if I’m a nasty asshole, or just a realist,” Felix said. “Let’s cut the chatter, keep an eye out.”

Felix kept himself on high alert as they walked down the street. There were several times they heard noises from the alleys, and investigated none of them.

This wasn’t the time to play investigative detective, and he wasn’t about to split the party either.

At long last, the post office came into sight. Or what was left of it.

It’d clearly taken a direct hit and the entire front was a wreck of broken bricks.

“Move to the rear entrance. That’s probably still intact simply because of the way it’s positioned,” Felix said.

Steve swung out to the right, his rifle held steady as he changed their direction.

Turning the corner through the alley, they arrived at the rear parking lock and secured entry. Standing around in large groups around the lot was what could only be citizens. It was hard to tell clearly what was going on since they were only going by the light of the moon, but he could see enough.

They were gathered around something on the ground in the corner, in the center where it looked to be an argument, and a bunch of people were battering on the rear door of the post office.

“Back up,” Felix hissed.

Steve backed up slowly, everyone else doing the same.

“Drop gear and prepare for a firefight. I didn’t see any guns, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have any. Make sure you’re chambered, safety off, and have your clips ready. Try to keep your finger moving. Burst fire only. No full auto,” Felix ordered.

Twenty seconds later, and everyone had dropped their cargo. Julia and Steve looked sure, the others looked sick.

“You two will be up front, kneeling. I want you to try to only shoot if people start heading our way. Got it?”

The two of them nodded at Felix.

“Great.  Julia, post up on the right and keep it clear. Steve, the left. I’ll hold the middle. Keep your fields of fire clean. If I move, move with me. To start this party off, I’ll fire a single shot over their heads. If I fire after that, light ’em up,” Felix said.

A single breath and they were staring back into the parking lot.

Nothing had changed.

Everyone got into position quickly, their weapons trained on the targets.

Aiming just above their heads, Felix fired a single round.

In an instant the world changed.

The single round cracked the air and echoed.

“Clear out!” Felix called. “Now! Only warning!”

Apparently the situation was far worse than he had thought it was. Because they all turned towards his group, and charged.

Sighting the individual who had started moving first, Felix pulled the trigger for a split second. Before he could even determine how bad he’d hit that one, he moved on to the next target.

Then everyone opened up and muzzle flashes lit the night.

Nancy and Amy spent their entire clip in seconds. Both freezing up on their trigger and holding it down.

Steve and Julia fared better, each tracking targets and firing selectively.

They got within thirty feet of Felix and his squad, before it was clear to everyone that this wasn’t going to work. The rounds were penetrating multiple people and bodies were piling up rapidly.

What had started as a mob rush, now quickly became a full-on retreat. Everyone tried to head back the way they came, scattering as they did.

“Drop as many as you can. No survivors if possible,” Felix called, shooting one of the fleeing people in the back with a burst of fire.

A dead round locked up his rifle as he sighted a woman who had almost made it to an alley.

Hitting the bottom of the clip with his left hand he checked the trigger and found it unresponsive. Reaching up he yanked the charging handle and sent a round flying.

Re-sighting his target, he pulled the trigger just as she cleared the corner. The two rounds he got off hit the building.

Scanning the area, he found no upright targets.

“Clear?” he asked.

“Clear,” Steve responded.

“Fuckin’ dead,” Julia said.

Amy and Nancy said nothing.

“Walk the field. Julia, Steve, any survivors get a blade. If you think they’re a threat, put a round in their head instead. Don’t risk getting close. Amy, Nancy, get on that door and see if you can’t get anyone inside to answer,” Felix said. “I want to go see what they were so interested in over in that corner.”

Pulling his magazine free he looked into it. He couldn’t tell how many rounds were left in there, and he didn’t really want to find out at a critical moment. Slipping it into one of his pouches, he put in a fresh clip and then headed off for the corner.

Keeping his distance from the unchecked bodies, Felix let his eyes scout the path out for him.

Reaching the corner, he found something surprising.

An Adriana.

She was alive, though she looked like she’d been thrown through a wood-chipper from the feet up. There wasn’t much left of her from the hips down. Her left arm was gone from the forearm down as well.

“Fuck off,” she muttered, her head turning away from him.

One of her eyes were clear, and the other looked like it’d been partially torn out.

Though he could see why everyone had been crowding around her.

It was slow, probably because of the extent of the injury, but it was obvious she was healing.

Growing tissue anew.

“Hey there, dear,” Felix said, squatting down near her head. “It’s Felix. Going to get you some place to rest, hydrate, and put some food in your belly. I imagine if we can get you some energy and time, you’ll be right as rain. Good thing your sister passed on that regeneration power, huh?”

Adriana turned her head back towards him and smiled brightly. She visibly relaxed from her position on the ground, tears trickling out from the corners of her eyes.

“I found you. I found you, Felix. I found you,” she said. 

“That you did. Now, how about you let me carry you inside and we get you comfy so you can put yourself together.”

“They threw several grenades at me. No idea where they got them,” Adriana muttered. “Bet they didn’t expect me to survive. They had to rush me when I was reloading with one hand.”

“Yes, dear. You’re quite the soldier. Maybe we should consider pumping your power up into a crazy level and drown the world in Adrianas,” Felix said. Reaching underneath her, he gently scooped up her broken body and pulled her in against his chest.

Adriana immediately laid her head on his shoulder, her right hand clutching at his back.

Standing up, Felix went over to the rear entry door. Amy and Nancy were there, talking to someone through it.

They both stopped at his approach, eying what probably looked like a corpse to them.

“Open the door. Now. Or I swear by the dark-side of my asshole I’ll—”

The door swung open rapidly. Derek stepped out and held it open for them. “Felix! I’m so glad you’re back. Everyone got back ok, but with the shelling, we were worried about you. Then all those people showed up and—”

Walking past Derek without a word, Felix walked into the post office and headed straight for his sleeping bag.

“Oh thank goodness. I’m so glad to see you—oh my god. Adriana?”

Eva appeared at his side, her hands immediately going to the wounded Beastkin.

“She’ll be alright. Her power just needs fuel to work. Start feeding her until she throws up. Fill her up with juice or food. Anything with sugar, and high in calories,” Felix said. He kicked his sleeping bag open and then slid Adriana inside.

“Smells like you,” said the Beastkin, her one good eye focusing on him.

“I would imagine so. Now. Anything I need to know immediately or can I debrief you later?” Felix asked.

“Later. It can wait,” Adriana said, nodding her head.

“Great. Lauren, Katy, Derek, with me. We need to move some crates inside and re-secure the door. We’ll also need to clear the front so we can get out. Having only one way in or out is making me itchy,” Felix said.

He gently pulled the sleeping bag closed around Adriana and snuggled it up to her chin.

“Rest. We’ll talk more after you’ve got more than a single limb.”

“Nn…” Adriana said, closing her eyes. “I found you.”

“Yes. You did.”

Felix felt better. Having her here, in his time of need, was reality changing.

He was positive he could get through this now.

Taking a quick minute, Felix checked the front entrance of the post office and found that it was mostly intact, just collapsed. With a few quick checks of his power, he found he’d be able to clear it relatively quickly for an escape.

“With me, everyone—except you, Eva, take care of Adriana,” Felix said as he passed by everyone.

Outside there was a single shout, followed by a groan. “Bastard. You’re not getting off that easy,” Julia growled. “Try to stab me?”

Felix stepped outside just in time to see her stomping on a man’s skull.

“Julia, finish him up and move to the next. Better we’re not out here if anyone decides to return. We’ll need to figure out our next steps, too.”

Grunting, Julia dropped her booted heel on the man’s windpipe, and moved to the next body without a word.

Miu’s apprentice, indeed.

“Get everything and get it in. I’d love to believe we won’t have any more visitors but I’m not built for optimism,” Felix said.

Drawing his rifle up partially, Felix remained posted at the entryway. He scanned the alleys and watched the corners. This was a bad situation and he didn’t want his people out here any longer than they had to be.

Julia and Steve finished up their grisly task and helped to bring in the last of the crates.

Not waiting around, Felix got everyone inside and closed the door. He slid the locking mechanism in place. It wasn’t until the solid steel door was closed, locked, and sealed that he felt his anxiety lessen.

Thank god to whoever decided to drop such a paranoid door in.

Turning on his heel, Felix made his way back to Adriana.

Eva was patiently spooning a constant stream of food into the Beastkin. There was almost no time to chew or even breathe.

Felix could see why Eva had taken such an extreme approach immediately.

Adriana looked better. Much better. Her eye and eyelid were now recognizable as an eye and were quickly reforming themselves.

“Nuh mooh. Feel shick,” Adrian gurgled out between heaping spoonfuls.

“Give her five minutes, then stuff her full again,” Felix said, squatting down by Adriana.

Adriana whimpered at that and pouted at him as she chewed. “Get shick and faht,” she complained.

“Uh huh. Wanna give me a rundown of what’s going on while you get an eating break?”

Adriana swallowed and then nodded her head once. “After you… what happened to you?”

“Don’t know. Was in my office with Eva, then was on the street.”

“Nn. Lily thought it was something like that. She could feel magical residue, she said. Anyways,” she said, shifting around in his sleeping bag. “After you vanished Lily and Kit stepped in. They shored everything up and kept everyone moving. They were concerned, but not worried, ya know? They said that you were clearly still alive since all the magic of Legion was still in place. It just felt muted.”

Felix couldn’t help but agree with that sentiment. “My points are blocked, and everything I try to modify is about thirty times the expense that it should be. Someone, or something, is definitely interfering with Legion.”

“Nn… that’s what Lily thought. The two gods you contracted got to work yesterday after Felicia put that machine together. They were battering away at whatever was working against us. Especially the big lady. Ioana and her get along well,” Adriana said.

Hm. If it wasn’t for the artillery, and the possibility of someone dropping a nuke on us, I’d say we could probably hunker down and wait for Abera.

“We, the ANet, didn’t feel like we should wait. We’ve been combing the streets looking for you. And before you ask, we each removed a pinky and left it with our Prime so we could be re-summoned by you after we found you in case we died while out on patrol.

“We knew we would find you. Us or Miu, but we trust her,” said the Beastkin.

“Miu?” Felix asked.

“She’s been looking for you as well. She’s been carving her way through the ranks of Skipper’s officers. Listening to their communications and ambushing them. She thought it was one of them who took you away. We weren’t really sure.”

From the rear of the post office there was a bang, as if someone had hit the door. It was followed by repeated strikes and booms.

“And our guests have returned,” Felix said. “Alright. One up on the rear door. Everyone catch a nap if you can. We’re out of here in three or four hours. I’ll clear the front door when it’s time.”


Chapter 32 - Over a Candy Bar -

 

Felix felt like there was no time like the present. Rolling to his feet, he gave himself a quick brush off.

The strikes from the back of the post office had quit hours ago. Apparently they were figuring out a better way to get in, or had given up for the time being.

Either way, Felix wouldn’t be using that door anytime soon.

Moving quietly around the rooms, he began to gently shake everyone awake, or get them up and moving if they already were.

There was no time like the present and moving at this hour would be beneficial.

Finally, he got to Adriana.

Eva had stuffed her to bursting, to the point that Adriana actually started to look like she might vomit.

Taking the corner of his sleeping bag in hand, he carefully raised it up to peek in to see if her legs were completely mended.

She was completely restored. Though he doubted she was recovered. Being fully intact wasn’t the same as being healthy.

“Darling, are you going to join me? I’m not so sure with so many people around though,” Adriana said, her eyes glowing softly with her Beastkin heritage as she stared up at him.

He hadn’t even noticed she’d woken up.

Her teasing smile gave her true intention away.

“Cute. You’re quite a bit darker and more playful than your sister,” Felix said.

“Yes. We are. When we divvied everything up, we realized we would soon start to develop our own personalities. We thought this was ok,” Adriana admitted.

“Mm. Eventually I’m going to corner you or Andrea about what really happened with Myriad.”

“We know… we’ve been discussing it on the ANet… if possible… leave it be? For now?”

“Speaking of the ANet, I take it you have no way to contact home base?”

“It was destroyed when they fragged me. I had a radio and a transponder,” Adriana said, frustration tinging her voice.

“Time to go out on a maneuver. Can you perform?”

“Yes… but I’m no good as anything other than a rifle right now. I’m feeling pretty weak,” Adriana said, her eyes breaking contact with his.

“Great. You can walk the middle with Julia. That’d be a load off my shoulders. We have some no-combat experience helpers with us. In about ten minutes, be ready to roll out,” Felix said.

Adriana’s eyes flashed as they snapped up to his, freezing him. Her right hand slowly snaked out of the sleeping bag and drew him down, planting a firm kiss on his mouth.

“I’ll be ready, darling,” she said, releasing him.

Blinking twice, Felix got to his feet and went to the front of the post office.

Very different. Getting more so every day.

Staring at the entryway, Felix had pulled up multiple windows. The rubble was rubble, and had no owner.

It was trash.

Clearing unowned rubble was as easy as could be.

“Missed my calling in demolition work,” Felix muttered with a grin.

“What, dear?” Adriana asked from his right side.

“Nothing. Nevermind,” Felix said, shaking his head. Looking around, he saw everyone standing loosely behind him, all holding packs, crates, and weapons. “We all ready then?”

There was a collective nodding of heads.

“Suppose that’s it then. The goal is to get out of Skipper territory. They’re going to target anything owned by anyone else. We’ll be heading in the same direction as Legion HQ as we do so,” Felix explained. “Keep it quiet. Keep it simple. Keep it tight. Goal is to make it through without being seen or heard. Steve, you’re on point again. Keep it to the back channels.”

Felix activated the panels and the entire front of the post office fell away into nothing. In the span of ten seconds, it ceased to be and no longer existed.

Steve immediately moved out first, his rifle raised and on a swivel as he took point. Clearing the entry, he paused long enough to scan both sides of the street, and then started moving again.

Everyone fell in behind Steve. Felix and his small group set off in the gloomy pre-dawn hours.

 

They’d managed to make decent progress. Nowhere near as fast as Felix had hoped, though. Much of the city was in ruins, or now populated by angry citizens who were forming their own gangs.

Dropping shells on the city had only galvanized it into a support structure for Skipper.

Whatever idiot had decided this plan of action had altered not just the scale of this fight, but the complexity of it.

As they slunk through alleys, and broken buildings, and did everything possible to stay out of sight, they’d managed to get an eyeful of the change.

Murdering one’s own civilians tended to radicalize a population. Tilen was no exception to that, and if anything, had gone to an extreme in that regard.

Partially so because of what Felix was now witnessing.

They’d been forced to take a breather when noon rolled around. Up ahead was a street crossing that they’d have to make and doing that in broad daylight didn’t seem like the best idea.

Most especially when right in the middle of the intersection nearby was an entire congregation of people, that were clearly caught up in some true zealotry.

The screams were audible even from this far out.

“Sickening,” Julia said, her mouth twisting in a sneer. “I’m not one to squirm away from killing, but this… is barbaric.”

Felix didn’t respond, but only made a soft humming noise instead. There was no point in saying anything. It’d all already been said by everyone else.

He could add nothing of value.

In the middle of that intersection, for their god or goddess, this group of people were setting people on fire and letting them burn to death.

Unable to watch them pull out another person to throw onto the pile of burning wood, Felix turned away from the sight.

He paused halfway as the sound of chanting voices could be heard.

It was faint.

Almost inaudible.

And coming this way from down the street.

“Felix, I can see a large group of people,” Adriana said from a different window. “They’re coming up the road. They’re… glowing?”

Glowing?

Keeping himself patient and still, Felix waited at the window, his eyes glued to the direction the glowing chanting people were coming from.

At the same time, the murdering crazies who had been using people to make a bonfire were now organizing themselves. With several groups of people at the center, they formed up into a shapeless mass facing down the street.

When the newcomers finally came into view, Felix was surprised to find it was exactly as Andrea said, and yet not at all.

They really were glowing, but not in the way he had been expecting. Each person had auras shining out from their bodies. Right from the very center of their chests.

They all came to a sudden stop, in a much more organized fashion than the other group.

“I don’t even—” Felix started to say, but fell silent quickly when he saw someone step out from the new group.

It was a woman with a bright glow coming out of her. She took several steps forward and held her fist up above her head.

A thick white miasma that made Felix’s eyes water spun up around the woman’s hand.

Flinging that same hand forward, the white ball spiraled off towards the other group.

It detonated on impact.

Fresh screams and the crackle of power filled the street.

Men and women with weapons in their hands charged out from the bonfire group. Their hands burst into orange flames.

Flames that twisted and licked up their arms and flared with light.

“I’m only getting snatches but… I think… I think they’re all being powered by faith magic. I know we’d seen and heard that there’d been a change but… this is far beyond what anyone had even hinted at,” Eva said.

“I imagine not. This would change the game for religions. Some of the biggest ones would now have an army inspired by their beliefs. No… this is…” Felix paused as he thought for a second. “This might just be all the world needed to finally go up in flames.”

The weight of those words seemed to drive everyone into the floor. Everyone immediately thought about the ramifications of what was likely to happen as these kinds of scenarios escalated.

Grew larger.

Took on the guises of a country that’s entire military would be its own belief.

“I think we’re going to find many a deity at the head of a nation here real soon,” Felix said softly. “Or so my worst fears tell me.”

In the street below, the fiery armed worshipers had now clashed with those who glowed from within.

It seemed to be a low power fight between supers. Some threw their faith, others wielded weapons, but it was obvious they were all using a similar energy.

“Maybe,” Steve said. “I think you’re misjudging the situation a bit. There are quite a few deities who preach peace and benevolence.”

“And you’d be right. As I said, my worst fears. Let’s hope it’s exactly as you said. And let’s use this and get across the street while we can.” Turning from the window, Felix moved to the rear stairwell and made his way quickly to ground level.

Taking their positions, his people got back into their original formation.

Looking at the crates of supplies, Felix realized this wasn’t going to work. They were simply weighed down too much by it all. Luck and fortune had been on their side so far, but there was no guarantee it’d continue.

If they ended up with a sudden need to fight, four of his people would be scrambling to drop crates and ready weapons.

“Pack what you can into your kits. Leave the crates. Plan on being safe in two days, or finding a new source of food and water. Ammo is harder to come by than food and water right now, I’d wager. Pack accordingly. You got three minutes,” Felix said.

Moving into the alley Steve had led them in from, Felix posted up near the wall and waited.

Adriana followed him out immediately, her eyes bright, scanning in every direction.

“Felix,” Adriana said softly, coming up to him.

“Mm?”

“Your hands are shaking.”

Looking down to his hands, he found they were shuddering and jerking every which way. He hadn’t even noticed it.

“Put them in your pockets for now or hold your rifle. You’re starting to lose it,” Adriana murmured for his ears alone.

Laying his hands to his rifle, he gripped it tightly. Trying to stop the shaking by force of will alone. He could feel his mind threatening to unravel as he began to consider what his mind didn’t want him to.

“It’s normal. Very normal. You’re under a lot of stress. Training doesn’t prepare the mind for being surrounded by it,” Adriana said, getting closer to him.

Her hands pressed to his neck and jaw. Cool fingers gently stroked his skin, her eyes digging through his own.

“You’re doing fine. There’s nothing wrong. It’s a perfectly normal response,” she said, her tone soothing and light. “No one ever walks away from things like this the same. Nothing compares to a life being lived in a heightened sense of fight or flight all day, every day. It’s not something you can be ready for.”

Staring into Adriana’s face, hearing her words, her very reasonable and accepting words, Felix nodded.

“It’s just anxiety. It’ll pass and only you will remain.”

Laughing at that, Felix felt his lips curve into a strange smile. “Anxiety? I’ve never had anxiety like this before.”

“And you’ve never been dumped into a live or die situation where everyone wants to kill you for a candy bar, either.”

That brought him up short. He was a planner. Someone who was almost always in the rear with the gear, so to speak. His excursions to the front of the action were limited and far between.

“Do you feel this way?” Felix asked.

“Sometimes. We’ve learned to control it. When we get home, I’ll make you a nice batch of blueberry pancakes. I know you like those best,” Adriana promised. “Then we can relax, talk about it, and have Kit maybe do a bit of spring cleaning in your head.”

Soft and feathery, her fingers trailed up and down the sides of his neck and lower jaw. Briefly moving upward to trace the line of his ear and back down.

“Okay. I like that plan.”

Adriana snickered at that, her eyes watching him. “We’re well aware of what you like, darling. Just get us out of here, and we’ll take care of the rest.”

“Ready,” Steve called from the front of their small column. Julia had sidled up next to him, preparing to walk point a step behind him.

Adriana gave him a charming smile and then patted his cheek.

“Nn, we’re ready,” Adriana said, turning around and lifting her rifle up to her shoulder. “Lead on.”

By the time the team took three steps, Felix had caught up and was walking beside Adriana. He’d pulled his rifle up to his shoulder and was back to where he’d been before the brief stop.

The ongoing sounds of the battle a street over were ever present. A lot of it sounded like small arms fire and low yield explosives.

Focus on the now. Focus on here. You can fall apart after.

“Contact!” Steve shouted from up ahead.

Both Steve and Julia went to one knee and two bursts of gunfire crackled down the alley.

With so many people in between himself and the front line, Felix didn’t feel confident that he could get a solid sight on the target without risking his own people.

A streak of bright red fire came from ahead of them and passed screaming over their heads, going wide.

Nancy, Lauren, and Amy started to fire off rounds as well, as they moved to the sides of the alley.

Then almost as quick as it had kicked off, it was over.

“Forward,” Adriana called out. “We need to get out of this alley double-quick. Let’s get across. Fast.”

No one argued that the order didn’t come from Felix. They were all off at a trot and moving.

As they went by, Felix slowed only for a second to get a look at who’d they had just exchanged fire with.

They were clearly from the bonfire group of people, as flames were now covering their bodies. Burning them from the inside out it seemed.

Not sparing any more time for his curiosity, Felix kept his head on a swivel as they exited the alley.

“Intruders!” called a voice off to their left.

Felix pivoted as he went, sighting his rifle at who’d called out.

There were several people all clustered together. Pulling the trigger as he ran across the street, Felix managed a decent spray towards the group. Two dropped immediately and a third dove to one side.

Felix felt his toes catch on something and he almost went sliding to the asphalt. Getting his feet back up under him with only a minor bobble Felix ducked into the destination alley.

“Gonna need a rear action,” Felix said to Adriana. “I dropped two, and one got away. Might be friends coming.”

“On it. Keep them moving. Tell Steve we need to break contact,” she said, pulling a grenade from her rigging and stopping in her tracks.

“Steve, we need to break contact. Throw us down a different alley if possible, and then another. We can keep on a parallel track!” Felix shouted up to Steve.

After that, the only thing Felix could hear was the sound of the faith battle fading away behind them. That and the stomp and crunch of booted feet echoing over and over.

From the rear there was a single explosion. One that Felix assumed had to be a grenade.

Turning down an alley to the left, Steve led on, moving according to the command he’d been given.

A moment of fear slammed into Felix’s thoughts as he realized Adriana hadn’t caught up yet.

Slowing down, he started to turn around.

Right as Adriana caught up to him with a grin.

“Darling, were you slowing down?” she asked excitedly. “For me? For an Other?”

Picking up his speed again, Felix glanced over at her. “Other, Prime, either, you’re still Adriana. You’re worth no less than Prime, it’s just easier to bring you back,” Felix huffed out between heavy footfalls.

“Nn… when I tell Prime she’s going to insist on rewarding you,” Adriana said, her cheeks coloring faintly.

She can blush while she runs and isn’t even out of breath? Beastkin are crazy.

He was so caught up in this brief exchange, he ran right into Julia and practically went up her back with the force of the impact.

Tumbling to the ground, he ended up on top of her, her face pressed into the ground.

“Damnit, Felix. I’m not your bed toy. Get off me,” Julia grumped, pushing him off her.

“Sorry, Julia. I’m not cut out for this.”

Getting up to his feet, Felix looked up to try and figure out why everyone had stopped.

There, in the middle of what had once been a very large park, was a military encampment.

Sprawling in every direction, it was a haphazard arrangement of thrown together buildings, lean-tos, and tents.

There were people everywhere inside. Moving about on tasks, lazing around, or engaged in other diversions. Even from here Felix had the impression of it being a dirty hellhole of a place.

Skipper’s flag hung limply in the wind at the center atop a larger building. There in the middle of it all was a series of put together buildings that had more permanence to them.

“What the hell is it?” Katy asked.

“Processing center,” Derek said. “It’s… it’s where Skipper sends people. To be recruited, killed, or… or simply become entertainment. I heard from a couple people about it. Those patrols we saw were out looking for people. If they found what they wanted, they headed back. They only knew about it because a few people managed to escape and talk about it. Apparently a lot of this place is underground. Dug out into maintenance tunnels below the park.”

“Great. We’ll wait till nightfall and just go around it. With them being there, that means all eyes will be on them, and not us. We might just make it to the other side without a problem,” Felix said.

Perfect.

“Why can’t we help them? I bet if I used some of my powers I could get in, get out, and be done quickly. We could save them all,” Eva said.

“To what end? It’s not like we can take them with us. We’d only be giving them a brief window to flee, and probably be recaptured,” Felix said, shaking his head.

“So? That’d be better than the chance they have now, wouldn’t it?”

“Eva. They’re not Legion. Legion first. We can’t—”

“Why? Why is it always and ever Legion first? Don’t you care about them at all?”

“No! I don’t. Not at all. They’re strangers to me, and this isn’t some made up fantasy story about how the heroes save the day! This is real life, and real life doesn’t work that way!” Felix said, his voice getting heated with the exchange.

Her morality and ideals were a positive in his life, but right now, they were sorely pressing him.

This suicidal need to help others is inconvenient, to say the least!

“Felix, we can hel—”

“No. And that’s that. We rest here, stay till nightfall, and then move forward when it gets near one a.m. or so. The end. I’m sorry,” Felix said. “We have a lot of people counting on us getting back safe and sound. We owe these people nothing in comparison.”

“Damn right,” Julia said, squatting down right there and pulling her pack off her shoulders.

“I don’t know,” Steve said, looking at the camp. “If she could—”

“Discussion is over. You bleeding hearts are going to get us all killed,” Felix muttered.


Chapter 33 - The Price -

 

Felix woke up gradually. His head felt full and empty at the same time.

Not enough sleep. Need more sleep. Can barely think.

Forcing his eyes open, Felix tried to focus on his surroundings.

Right, the alley. Skipper’s fort. Is it time to go?

Julia was on his left, Adriana on his right. Across the way the rest of the group lay curled up and sleeping. Derek should be around the corner on guard duty with instructions to get everyone up and moving when the only wristwatch between them all said one a.m.

He wasn’t sure, but it felt like about the right time to get going.

“Derek,” Felix whispered, getting up from the ground.

There was no response.

Moving as quietly as he could, since there was no reason to wake anyone yet, Felix crept towards where Derek should be.

Turning the corner, he found Derek sitting right where he should be.

Except he was sleeping. Chin down on his chest and snoring away.

Grumbling to himself, Felix made his way over and shook Derek gently.

“Hey, wake up. We should probably get going,” Felix said.

Derek lifted his chin up. “Wuuuh?”

Frowning, Felix leaned in close to Derek’s face.

His eyes were dilated. Huge, even.

“You alright?” Felix asked.

“Feel shick. Think Evash drink ish bad,” Derek gurgled out. Then he promptly turned to one side and threw up.

Eva?

Spinning on his heel, Felix stalked back to where everyone was sleeping.

Checking over each person, he felt his blood run cold when he realized there were two people missing.

Steve and Eva were both gone.

Goddamnit!

Peering at the distant encampment, Felix had a pretty good idea of where those two had gone.

Gritting his teeth in frustration and anger, he went back to Julia and Adriana, waking them.

“Time to get up. We’ll need to be ready to move,” Felix whispered as he got them both to open their eyes.

Once it was clear they were up and moving, Felix slunk to the other side of the alley and proceeded to do the same.

When everyone was up and getting ready, Felix set about getting his kit together.

“Eva’s missing,” Adriana said. There was no real question in her voice. In fact, Felix didn’t even detect the unspoken question of where they went.

Felix nodded his head before realizing not everyone would be able to see it.

“Yeah. Her and Steve. I imagine they’re in Skipper’s fort over there. Not much we can do about it either, except be ready to go,” Felix said, cinching up a strap.

“Huh. Let’s just go,” Julia said from his left. “They made their choice, they can catch up later, can’t they? She’s a powered after all. Right?”

Not exactly wrong but… this is Eva.

“We’re not leaving without her,” Adriana said from his other side. “We’ll wait for her here. I’m sure they’ll be back in no time at all.”

And at that moment, it was obvious she’d jinxed it. The sound of a single gunshot rang throughout the fort.

Followed by a whole lot of gunfire and a small detonation.

Everyone looked to the camp as the sound of gunfire continued.

Damnit. Damnit!

“You’re all free to decide what you want to do. Stay here, fend for yourself, come with me, whatever. I’m going in for her,” Felix said. Chambering his rifle, Felix set off at a trot to the fort.

Damn you, Eva. I’m going to flog you and give you to Victoria to train in a mountain range for a decade.

Closing in on the fort, the sound of screaming, yelling, and people shouting could be heard through the din of the gun battle.

A Skipper soldier stumbled out of a tent, and went down almost as suddenly as he appeared.

Julia had appeared on his left in that moment. And not only had she joined him, but she’d taken the first shot.

Reward that loyalty later. Heavily.

“I told the others to go around,” Julia said. “Take Derek and clear the alley on the other side of the fort. Give us an exit route.”

Drown her ass in rewards.

Adriana snickered from his right, her easy gait, athletic grace, and feral beauty shinning through.

“The one-time thug is earning her keep,” Adriana said. Felix saw the front of her rifle come up an inch or two. A burst of rounds exploded free of the muzzle.

Off to one side, he saw two soldiers drop to the ground.

“Don’t try to make a claim on my Felix though. I won’t kill you, but Miu might,” Adriana said.

“Why does everyone treat this Miu as if they were a walking death machine?” Julia asked.

“Because she is. Follow the sound of the battle and let’s keep out of sight when and as we can,” Felix said.

Then they were in and amongst the tents.

Shifting their speed to a swift walk, Felix kept tracking towards the sound of battle.

As they got closer and closer, they started to see fallen bodies. At first there were wounds and corpses that looked like they’d been shattered or simply crushed.

Super strength.

As they got further from whatever had kicked this off, and closer to the battle, the wounds changed.

Now the bodies had clear bullet wounds mixed in.

Brass casings were everywhere in the grass. Glinting in the soft camp lights.

“Up ahead,” Julia said.

Focusing on what was directly ahead of them, Felix saw several soldiers taking cover behind crates.

Lining his rifle on them, Felix pulled the trigger. Julia and Adriana did the same, and the enemy soldiers dropped in a hail of fire.

Reaching the position the enemy had been holding, Julia made sure the enemies they’d shot were dead. A quick knife to the throat for each of them.

Didn’t even bat an eye.

Adriana set up on the cover, scanned the view, and hesitated.

Looking out to the area in front of him, Felix paused.

There were a number of Skipper soldiers throughout. All with their backs to them, staring down a concrete ramp that led downward into the ground.

The gunfire was these soldiers simply firing blindly down into that ramp.

Julia rested her weapon on the crate and took aim. “Light ’em up?” she asked.

“Take left, work inward. Adriana, the right. I’ll start moving out from the center. On my first shot,” Felix said.

Setting up carefully, he got in position and readied himself.

Then he pulled the trigger on a woman straight out in front of him.

Her clothes puffed out around her as the rounds struck her, and she dropped to the ground.

Sighting up his next target, Felix pulled the trigger again.

And again.

And again.

When it finally came time for him to change his magazine, there were only two targets left in his field of view.

By the time he exchanged the empty with a fresh one, there was no one left to stand against them.

“Move,” Adriana said. Standing up on top of the crates in front of them, she stepped over it and dropped to the other side.

Before Felix could process it, she was off at a run.

Julia slid over the crates leaving Felix alone behind cover.

Right.

Scrambling over the tops of the crates, Felix tried to catch up to the two women.

They had to be quick. The goal was simple. Get Eva, get Steve, get the fuck out. Before the rest of the base could respond and lock them into place.

“Friendly!” Adriana shouted down the ramp as she disappeared downward. “Friendly coming in!”

Adriana rounded the corner and vanished around the bend. Julia was only a few steps behind her.

When Felix managed to do the same he almost crashed into them.

Eva was down on the ground on one knee, blood flowing out of what looked to be gunshot wounds. None of them looked fatal, but they looked freakishly painful.

Steve was pressed up against a wall to one side, his rifle couched in his lap and wedged into his hip. He didn’t look very good either.

“Grab ’em up, we’re out of here,” Felix said, turning in place and moving back up the ramp.

There was a storm of gunfire that came down towards him. It felt like his leg exploded, and then went out from under him.

Screaming, Felix went with the fall and did his best to roll down the ramp and back towards the turn.

Concrete shattered around him as rounds impacted the ground and walls.

Coming to a stop at the edge of the corner, Felix felt someone grab his leg and yank him back around the turn.

Adriana squatted down over him and grabbed his leg. She deftly ripped his pant leg open, revealing flesh and blood.

Sucking in a breath she pulled the fabric free and cleared the area two inches above the problem area.

To Felix it didn’t look like one bullet wound, but several.

Reaching for his belt she started to unfasten it.

“I don’t think this is the time or place,” Felix said.

Adriana gave him a ghost of a smile and looped the belt around his leg just above the bloody mess, and then yanked on it till it was tight.

Shifting it around until the buckle was on the side of his leg rather than above the wound, she pulled on the tongue of it.

She expertly tied it into itself and gave it a tug to test it.

“Your leg is done. That’ll keep you up for around two hours but… we’re on a timer now,” Adriana said, her face turning a pale white. “Lose the leg if we wait too long, maybe bleed out if we remove it.”

Eva was staring at him from a few feet away. Her regeneration power must have been active, because the wounds she had were closing up.

“Felix, what are you doing here? Why?” she asked.

“Because you fucked up and got caught. And if I didn’t come to get you,” Felix said, sitting up, “then I’d never forgive myself. I hope your goddamn bleeding heart morality doesn’t cost us all our lives though. Did you even manage to free them?”

“No… they… someone shouted for the guards when they realized we were freeing them. One of the prisoners did. I don’t… why?” Eva asked, her voice tight.

“Because people are the best and worst things about our world. Someone probably didn’t want to give up the power they had over other prisoners. This isn’t a fairy tale. Remember? It’s life. When we’re done here, I think maybe it’s time you got a real world education,” Felix said. Levering himself up on one leg, he pressed his shoulder up to the wall.

Julia slipped in under his arm and pulled his around her side. “Come on, let’s head back a bit. It’ll only take a genius to get a grenade launcher around the corner.”

Adriana grabbed Steve by the back of his vest and began dragging him along behind her as she followed Julia and Felix.

“Broken ribs,” Steve panted out. “Something…wrong. Hard to breathe,” he said in a strangled voice.

“Stab wound?” Adriana asked, not bothering to check him.

“Yes.”

“Maybe a punctured lung. You’ll be alright for now so long as you’re not bleeding into it. If you are, you’re probably already done,” she said clinically.

“Great,” Steve wheezed.

“I’m so sorry, Felix,” Eva said, wringing her hands together, getting in front of him.

“Shut up and watch behind us. Use my rifle if you lost yours. Worry about your self-righteousness later,” Felix grumped.

Looking crestfallen, Eva bobbed her head quickly. Taking his rifle she moved back behind them.

“That was a bit cold, darling,” Adriana said after Eva got further away.

“And the world is cold. If you hadn’t noticed, we’re probably going to die down here.”

“Nn. All the more reason to be kind to her.”

“Don’t be a dick-bag, boss,” Julia said, agreeing with Adriana.

Sighing, Felix fell silent. He didn’t want to talk about it right now.

Julia dropped him down into a chair next to an old laptop and a corpse. Taking her weapon in hand she started to move things around from the nearby areas to create some shelter and cover.

Adriana laid Steve out next to Felix and then checked on his leg again.

“That bad, huh?” Felix asked, watching Adriana’s face. She had a pretty solid poker face, but when you spent almost every day with the same people, you tended to learn their mannerisms.

Her ears laid flat to her head and she froze, looking up at him.

“Yes… darling. It is. We need to get you out of here.”

Unable to keep himself from grimacing, Felix thought hard on the situation.

There wasn’t much they could do. He didn’t think there’d be an exit out of the tunnels. They were pre-existing and he doubted Skipper’s people really wanted to provide a way in or out of the fort.

There wasn’t any way to contact Legion either. They’d never managed to find a cell phone with a signal, landline, or working computer.

Everything had been shut down by Skipper’s techs and her control of the area.

What about radios? Or better yet, isn’t Miu listening?

Turning his attention to the corpse, Felix started pulling at the uniform of the dead woman.

“Felix, what are you doing?” Adriana asked.

“Looking for a unit radio. There was a tower above us, which means this probably gets broadcasted, right?”

“Uuhhhm? Oh! Here,” she said, picking up something that was under one of the woman’s legs. Taking the radio from her hand, Felix checked it.

It was on, powered, and on whatever communication channel it was encoded to.

“You said Miu was listening, right?”

“She was last I saw her… Judging from the rank insignia, that’s an officer. Leave it on whatever setting it’s on.”

Thumbing down the transmit button, leaving the settings as they were, Felix leaned over the device.

“Shadow. This is Throne. I need you,” Felix said, trying to be as clear as he could be, while still protecting what little information he could.

It was enough to get her attention if she was listening.

A burst of responses crackled through the speakers. From people demanding that he identify himself, that he get off the channel, and just asking what the hell was going on.

Eventually, when no response was forthcoming, it all died away.

Nothing came back.

Silence.

Leaning back in his chair, Felix sighed.

She wasn’t listening.

“She might be out hunting. We should try again in—”

“Where?” came the single word across the space and depth of hopelessness Felix held in his heart.

“What park is this?” Felix asked Adriana.

“Aaaa… I don’t know,” Adriana said.

“Tradewinds,” Julia interjected. “I saw a sign for it when we were crossing in. Tradewinds Park.”

Smiling, and feeling just the smallest bit of hope, Felix looked back to the radio.

It’d be a massive risk to give a location, but it was the only way he could give her the information at the same time.

He took a breath and pressed the transmit button.

“Tradewinds Park,” he said.

Another flurry of messages came over the radio as people started talking about what was going on.

In the span of a heartbeat, between several people talking at the same time, Miu responded.

“I’m coming.”

It was lost in the chatter almost immediately, but he’d heard it.

Closing his eyes, Felix couldn’t help but smile.

His psychotic, devoted, maniacal, deeply disturbed assassin was coming for him.

“She’s going to murder the shit out of me,” Adriana said under her breath.

“Why?” Felix asked, opening his eyes and looking to Adriana.

“Nothing. Something Lily explained to us. We will endure. Now, we just need to hold them off until she arrives,” Adriana smiled at him.

“None of this would have been possible without you. I needed you. Not for your skills, but just the emotional support,” Felix said.

“Nn! Good. I expect to be rewarded. A lot. Also, my Prime has not yet selected a second. You should tell her to choose me.”

Chuckling, Felix gave her a smile. “I’ll do that. Reward you, and tell the Prime to make you second. Is there some type of reward for being the second?”

“Better access to you,” Adriana said. Turning to Julia, she pointed to the woman. “Guard Felix, I’m going to go hold the line. When a scary woman shows up, let her do what she wants.”

Not waiting for a response, Adriana walked off, heading for where Eva was positioned.

Watching her go, Julia eased up next to Felix. “I take it this Miu is on her way then?” she asked.

“That she is. I’m not sure how this is going to play out but… I have a strange question for you.”

Julia grunted, not responding.

“If you died, would you want me to bring you back to life?”

“You can do that?” she asked, looking at him.

“Provided I have something of you I can… well, regrow, yes. I can. Is that a yes?”

“Hell yes. So, what do you need from me?”

“Well. A pinky would probably work. An ear. Something that you can function pretty well without. We can get it regrown once we get back to Legion HQ so don’t worry about it being permanently gone or anything.”

Julia grimaced at him, but released her rifle with one hand, and drew the blade at her side.

“And while you’re at it… Steve, in or out?”

“I’m in,” he rasped.

“Julia, be sure to collect something from Steve, and Eva as well. Thanks.”

Julia shook her head, muttering to herself.

“Strangest and best job I’ve ever had,” she said.

Then she chopped off her pinky finger.


Chapter 34 - Setup -

 

Felix had been drifting in a haze of pain and fear, his thoughts fluttering around wildly. Sitting, waiting, hoping that Miu showed up before they got rushed, was playing with his mind.

The sudden chatter of rifle fire shook Felix from his thoughts. It was deafening in the stark quiet that’d been squatting over them.

Lifting his head up, Felix focused on his people.

Julia, Eva, and Adriana were all lined up behind the crates. Julia’s muzzle flashed as she fired another burst of rounds.

Following the line of fire, Felix saw the problem.

Skipper troopers were trying to get down into the tunnels with them. Either this was the only entrance, or they thought they could simply muscle their way through.

It’d cost them two people already. They were groaning and rolling around on the floor. Their arms flopping back and forth as they bled out.

Shifting in his chair, Felix’s leg screamed at him.

The pain of the wound and tourniquet itself were kept his thoughts scattered. Bouncing around in his head like a couple of screws in a tin can.

“Save the ammo, let them bleed out,” Adriana said.

“But, we could try and sa—”

“Do you really want to finish that sentence?” Julia said, interrupting her. “Haven’t your goddamn goody-two-shoes wishes given us enough trouble?”

“I didn’t mean for thi—”

“No, you didn’t, and you didn’t think a damn bit of what could happen. You just charged in because you wanted to help. If you didn’t notice, your dad back there is dying because of your need to help,” Julia hissed at her. “Shut your stupid mouth, and let the adults fix your mess.”

“Julia… this isn’t the time or place,” Adriana said. “Stow it.”

Scoffing, Julia gave her head a shake and muttered something under her breath that Felix couldn’t make out.

Eva got quiet after that.

He didn’t doubt for a second she was more than likely boiling with guilt and anxiety about the situation.

But he wasn’t going to correct Julia either.

Unfortunately, even though he cared deeply for Eva, he didn’t feel like Julia was wrong.

Soft headed morality was the shortest and quickest route to getting yourself killed, hurt, or taken advantage of.

You don’t have to step on the heads of others to get ahead, but you’ll never do it by letting others step on your own head. Then again, people in Legion are different. We’re all united in our purpose and cause.

As his thoughts started to slip out of his control, several groups of armed Skipper troops came sprinting around the corner.

They all opened up as they came.

His Legionnaires returned fire and started to drop targets

Rounds shattered into walls, the ceiling, and passed all around in both directions.

Felix threw himself to the ground, trying to limit his profile. He wasn’t good to anyone right now and was a liability.

Adriana spun to one side and went down in a heap.

Several heartbeats later, the bullets stopped flying, though there was a clinking sound he’d never heard before.

Rolling around between himself and his people was a small green sphere.

A grenade? A grenade.

Felix froze, unsure of what to do. He didn’t think he could get away quick enough with his leg in such bad shape.

Julia dove on top of the grenade before Felix could come up with a valid plan.

She covered it up completely with her chest and stomach, lying flat over the top of it.

Her head shot up and she locked eyes with him.

“Bring me back, or I’ll haunt you,” she said, and then exploded.

The blast was particularly large, cutting her in half and emptying out her chest cavity as if the armor she’d been wearing had done nothing at all to protect her.

Her torso flopped to one side, her eyes wide open and alive.

A bullet passed through her temple as she took in a struggling breath and exited the back of her head, her eyes going glassy and flat in a moment.

“She’ll thank me later,” Adriana said, turning back to the ramp after having delivered the mercy shot.

“This is all my fault. All my fault,” Eva said, her voice breaking.

“Keep your head in the game, Eva. I need you right now,” Adriana shouted, her rifle opening up again as more enemy soldiers stormed down the ramp.

This time Adriana returned the favor, tossing a grenade as they turned the corner.

The detonation dropped half of them, and the other half was dazed.

Holding the trigger down, Adriana dropped them all and emptied the clip at the same time.

With a rapid magazine change that’d impress even the hardest of soldiers, Adriana leaned back into the cover.

Waiting. 

“Damn. That was close,” Felix muttered.

Levering himself up to a sitting position, Felix swiveled around to face Steve. “How you doing over the—”

Felix stopped when he realized Steve wasn’t breathing. His head was leaned back against the wall he’d been propped up against.

Unmoving.

Dead.

Looking away, Felix wasn’t sure what he could do anymore.

This is why you stay in the rear, with the gear. Remember? Sure, they trained you up just in case, but this isn’t your forte.

The sound of movement came from the tunnel.

Felix briefly wondered how many more waves they could survive.

A large black mech stomped around the corner. It had a large sword in one hand and the other was empty.

Emblazoned on the shoulder was Legion’s brand.

He didn’t recognize it as one of the Warden models he’d seen.

Sliding around behind the Warden, because that was clearly what it was, came Victoria in her personalized suit.

Feeling a hiccupping laugh escape his chest, Felix lifted a hand and waved.

Not trusting himself to talk, that was the extent he could handle right now.

The Warden oriented itself on him and then moved quickly towards him, only stopping when it loomed over him.

“Felix. I’m here,” came Miu’s voice through the speakers.

“I’m glad to see you,” Felix said. “I’m afraid I have another hard one for you. Get me, Eva, and Adriana out of here.”

Victoria was talking to Adriana and Eva, a hushed conversation with violent gestures.

“I understand,” Miu said. “You are wounded.”

“Yeah. It’s… not good. I think it’s worse than Adriana is letting on. Think you can get us out?”

“No.” Turning in place, the front of the Warden faced Adriana.

“If the Beastkin lets me kill her, we can escape quickly. She left a piece of herself at HQ and can be brought back easily,” Miu said. “It would increase our speed.”

Adriana stopped talking to Victoria and stared up at Miu. After three seconds she looked at Felix. “She’s not wrong, darling. I’m healing but not fast, I’d slow you down. I’ll take care of it in a moment. Please remember your promise, won’t you? I’m currently designated as forty-two,” Adriana said.

Not sparing them another word, she returned to her conversation with Victoria.

The Warden rotated around and lined up on Felix again.

“I will take Felix, and go back to HQ,” Miu said. She reached behind her back and the sword clanged into place in its holder.

A pod attached to the left hip of the Warden cracked open. Kneeling down in front of him, Miu indicated the pod. “Medical kit. Use the painkillers,” she said. “You need to stay awake, and I think the pain might become unbearable once we set out.”

Reaching into the pod, Felix pulled it out and cracked it open.

There were several pre-set injectors hooked into the sides. The idea was that anyone could use the kit even without training.

Felix didn’t know what was in them, or how to use it, and didn’t even care.

Instead, he pulled one out, flicked the tip off it, and jammed it into his forearm.

Miu leaned in after that was done and scooped Felix up under his armpits and knees.

She’s not actually going to princess carry me… ah crap she is.

“Throne acquired,” Victoria said to what he assumed was the communication network. “Hook returning, requesting escort along R-2.”

Felix saw Eva clamber onto Victoria’s back at the same time that Adriana put her rifle down between her knees, put the rifle to her brow, and pulled the trigger.

The single boom and the explosion of her skull splattering the ceiling was shocking for some reason.

Crumpling to the ground, Adriana’s corpse went rigid.

Miu didn’t stop, and stepped over the blood-gushing corpse and started towards the ramp.

She turned the shoulder of the mech as she got up to ground level. Felix had a momentary thought that she’d done it to shield Felix in case there were more troops. At the same time, Felix got a view of the back of the camp.

The pain in his leg was rapidly fading away.

He wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing, but at the moment, it sure felt good.

There was a straight line of wreckage through the camp that led right here.

Nothing tried to stop them as Miu headed out of the camp.

“We sent a group of people towards the back alley,” Felix said.

“We found them,” Victoria said, loping along beside Miu as the Warden began to gather speed. Eva was wrapped around her back like a backpack, clutching tightly to her. “They’re already being evacuated.”

“I sense a but in there,” Felix replied dryly.

“Skipper figured out where you were. She’s mobilizing everything. A lot of the new religious forces are apparently moving as well. The only group not interested in eradicating you is apparently the federal forces,” Victoria said.

“I… see. What you’re saying is… we’re going to have a lot of company real quick,” Felix summarized.

“Legion is already taking the field. Everything is being turned loose. The new recruits from Fort One as well,” Victoria said. “We did send all the students and their families on to Wal though. They weren’t ready for this. At least, Lily and Kit didn’t think so.”

“Where are they,” Victoria said, her head swiveling around.

“Where is—” Felix stopped when he saw an entire platoon of Wardens stomping their way towards him. They were fully loaded, and looked as if every Warden across the entire country was there.

As if it were by plan, the Wardens closed in around Miu and Victoria. A solid shield-wall of mechs and munitions.

“Hook is ten minutes out,” Victoria said.

Either she’s extremely nervous and forgot to turn off her external speakers, or she’s taken damage.

From a side alley of the street they were running down, a group of Skipper soldiers stumbled out. Several Wardens on that side turned as they ran, leveled their weapons, and fired. Solid magnetic projectiles launched from the railguns and bodies literally exploded.

The entire group didn’t even miss a beat in their running speed.

“Had contact. Position may be compromised,” Victoria said, pausing as if listening to a response.

“Understood,” she said, several seconds later. “Line change, R-2A.”

The platoon began shifting towards the left side of the street. At the next intersection, the group turned left down a large street. After that they took the next right into another street.

They shifted over one to try and break contact. It must be much worse than I—

Up ahead there was a checkpoint of sorts. The center of the intersection was hastily barricaded with gutted cars and broken chunks of anything. Arrayed behind that haphazard cover were four squads of Legion security forces in full combat gear and two armored personnel vehicles.

The squads stood up when they saw the Wardens heading their way. Their officers made a couple of quick gestures and everyone began rapidly piling into their heavily armed transports.

Before Miu and the rest had even cleared the barricades, both vehicles had started forward.

“Good,” Victoria said. “That helps.”

The turrets were manned, and the vehicles slowed to match the Warden’s pace. The designation on the rear of the APC marked it as belonging to SC:HQ though.

They now had a point guard from vehicles that shouldn’t be here.

“You actually mobilized everything?” Felix asked.

“Everything,” Victoria said. “No one was told a lie, everyone was aware you were gone. We were united in purpose, but we all knew you’d be found. Was only a matter of time.”

“Felicia had to expand the portals from base to base. All Teleport and Portal functions outside of the city HQs don’t work though. It’s like someone took Neutralizer’s power and threw it on the entire city. Otherwise we’d have already ported you out with a Telemedic,” Miu’s voice startled him when she started talking. She’d been quiet for a while.

This wasn’t an accident in any way, shape or form. This was an elaborately orchestrated attack to kill me, specifically. But it doesn’t quite make sense.

“Speaking of Neutralizer, he said the night you disappeared he felt a power trying to reach into HQ. He disrupted it as best as he could, but he’d never encountered it before and didn’t know how to do it,” Victoria said. “He’s confident he can block it if he runs up against it again though. He also shared his knowledge with his department.”

“I wonder if that’s why I ended up where I did. They didn’t get to use it the way they wanted, maybe,” Felix said. “Remind me to thank him. Actually, I have an entire list of people I need to reward and thank.”

A boom sounded out from somewhere to the left. It was a deep, resonating thing that shook the pit of his stomach.

Gunfire filled the silence afterward, only to be drowned out by a deep rumbling of a high powered machine gun.

The APCs entered what appeared to be a large single level parking lot and peeled off to the right.

When the Wardens made it into the lot, Felix realized it was anything but empty. It was bristling and full of Legion forces and equipment.

Machine gun emplacements, vehicles, even Powered soldiers were everywhere.

For all the world, it had the appearance of a fort perched on the edge of a battlefield that’d be held to the death.

Then people started to realize Miu and her Wardens had just passed the perimeter.

It started as a single cheer, and quickly progressed to a deep rumbling roar.

The Warden guard came to rest at the center of the fort.

Felix wasn’t sure where it had come from, or if it had been there, but he was happy that there was a building there. One that looked like it had thick walls and maybe a nice seat.

Kit, Lily, and Ioana trooped out of that building, and rushed over to him.

He was surprised when he saw them because they were all wearing costumes.

Kit was in what looked like her original Augur outfit. He knew she’d kept it in a locker, and hadn’t touched it since she retrieved it.

Lily was wearing a suit of the light combat armor that Miu typically favored.

Though this one was different. The black fabric had red stitching and graphics worked throughout it. The shimmer of magic bled back and forth across it as she moved. She’d clearly spent some time enchanting and modifying it.

Ioana was in a suit of armor similar to Victoria’s, though much more bulky.

“Felix!” Lily said, quickly moving to his side as Miu set him down. “Oh, thank god. Oh my god, you’re wounded.”

Unable to help himself, he smiled as Lily began to methodically check him over, her fingers light and tender.

Andrea and Adriana Prime squirmed in at Lily’s sides.

Adriana began to quickly go over his wound while Andrea fussed with his face and hair.

“Stop, back up, he’s fine. But we should get him under cover,” Kit said, muscling her way between everyone. “Here, I’ve got him.”

Lily, Adriana, and Andrea all took a step back. They all wore worried smiles, but were clearly glad to see him.

Pulling her helmet off her head, Kit smiled at him, her short hair blowing out around her. Without a gesture or word, Felix floated up off the ground. Completely supported and weightless.

The door to the building opened on its own, and Felix was floated inside.

“I imagine Miu gave you the rundown,” Kit said, following him in.

“She did. I’m not sure what good I am though. My powers have been messed with. I assume it’s a unique powerset or… well… divine intervention,” Felix said, trying not to panic at the fact that there was nothing between him and the ground.

The room was simple. A few chairs, a table, and a computer desk with a huge bank of monitors with live camera feeds.

“That’s not a problem,” Ioana said from the doorway. “Your job is to build us up and guide us. Fighting is the job of me, and my people. You’ve done everything possible, now it’s our turn to show you what we can do.”

Kit lowered Felix down into a padded chair.

Relaxing, Felix oozed into it, trying to get comfortable. 

“Then you have my permission to engage as you see fit, and do what must be done. I place my full trust in you, Ioana. My Warmaiden,” Felix said.

Ioana stood up straighter, her hands clenching. She seemed as if she couldn’t respond to that. 

“Go forth and conquer,” he added.

Saluting smartly, she spun on her heel and charged back outside.

Lily leaned over him, hugging him tightly, pressing his face into her shoulder. “We were all so worried,” she said into his hair.

Then Adriana and Andrea were there, hugging everyone at the same time.

“Sorry. I did everything I could to get back as quickly as I could. And before I forget… Adriana, one of your Others found me. Helped me. Provided assistance above and beyond. I’m not sure if you have a second, but I think it’d be a suitable reward for what she did for me,” Felix said.

“Nn, I can do that. Where is she?”

“Dead. She took her own life so we could move faster in escaping. She said she left her finger with you. That her current designation was forty-two,” Felix said.

Adriana nodded her head and then kissed him.

Followed by Andrea doing the same.

Lily only wrinkled her nose at them.

“I’ll wait till later, when you’re not covered in Wolfgirl slobber,” she said with a broad smile.


Chapter 35 - Last Mile -

 

“Sounds like this was all part of some scheme by Skipper,” Kit said, sitting next to him.

Everyone other than Lily and Kit had cleared the room. They all had things that they needed to do and see to.

“And we’re not out of the woods yet,” Lily said. “Best guess is we’re about to be drowned in Skipper and other forces.”

“They mentioned that,” Felix said dryly. Grimacing he looked at his leg.

The tourniquet had been on for too long. He knew there was going to be muscle damage, but he figured Felicia could repair that. Bleeding out wasn’t going to be as easy to solve, so it remained right there.

“Yes. It’s not good,” Kit said. “The leg is probably lost or severely damaged at this point. But so long as it’s still intact and we get you to Felicia sooner rather than later, it’ll be fine.”

“Speaking of, how are we getting out of here?” Felix asked.

“Most of us are going to get out the same way we got in. Load up, move out. You, though, are being flown out by helicopter to an airfield. Felicia’s there with a medical bed ready for you and a much larger plane. It’s bound for Wal. We’ve already made a number of deals with them to acquire a sanctuary there,” Lily explained.

“After everything that’s happened… yeah. Tilen and Skipper City aren’t going to be safe for us to operate out of. And with the religions getting militarized, I imagine global politics are shifting rapidly,” Felix said.

“That they are,” Kit agreed. “Wal is looking forward to our operational relationship as much as we are, I think. Their military was never large. We’ve taken on a contract to act as a standing army for them. PMC for an entire military, so to speak.”

“Interesting. Michael will be happy about that.”

“Which Michael?” Lily asked. “There’s a lot of them.”

“Fort One Michael.”

“Ah, yes. He’s already sped up his recruitment to help fill slots for that contract,” Lily said.

There was a short klaxon-like sound, followed by a long high pitched whistle.

Kit sighed and put her helmet on, pulling it down tight. “I’m afraid your ride out hasn’t arrived yet, but our enemies have.”

Lily stood up and brushed herself off quickly. Leaning down, she gave him a quick kiss and then fled the building.

“She was rather worried. She might seem like everything is fine, but there were a few times where it was clear she was falling apart,” Kit said. “I… must admit I felt very much the same. It was eye opening how much we rely on you when you’re suddenly not there. Now… I’m going to go lead my Minders and Fixers into the field.”

“Where’d Eva go?” Felix asked, wondering where she’d ended up.

“She’s in an APC. I think there’s a few Andreas with her. She’s…” Kit’s voice trailed off.

“Yeah. I get it. I’ll talk to her later about it all.”

Kit nodded, and then left the room, leaving Felix by himself.

Sighing, he levered himself up, and hopped and hobbled his way over to the computer desk. Sitting heavily in the seat, he managed to get himself mostly comfortable. 

Fixing his view on the monitors, he watched as his people went about their tasks. Ioana, Kit, Lily, and Andrea were at the center. Around them were their lieutenants and assistants. Victoria, Miu, Adriana, and Neutralizer were much closer to the front, though clearly going through very similar circumstances.

On the next monitor, Felix found himself looking at one of the perimeter views. At the edge of the view-screen, he could see people making their way towards the Legion position. They were numerous. Something akin to a horror movie where a horde of zombies were rushing in, to be exact.

Legion forces opened fire, the heavy machine guns, rifles, and SMGs unloading. The turrets on vehicles, Wardens, and emplacements began firing as well.

Skipper’s Powereds began filtering in amongst the enemy troops. Some literally came down from buildings to try and land amongst Legion’s forces. Legion’s equivalent met them head on, working in groups and in tandem to their advantage.

From another direction, on a different monitor, Felix watched as a group of what he assumed were militarized religious priests came running down a street. The only reason he even assumed that was that they were all glowing in a similar way to the group he’d seen the other day.

At that moment, the screen frizzed out. Almost immediately after that, every monitor died.

Not wanting to miss what was going on, and figuring he could probably do this safely, Felix decided to leave.

Picking up a helmet someone had left inside, he pulled it down over his head, becoming a faceless soldier, and not a standout target.

Exiting the building, he didn’t go far. He leaned up against the wall, and looked towards where the religious order had started to come from.

There, floating in the air above, were several impressive looking men. They were garbed in nothing but energy, and seemed to hold weapons made of the same stuff.

Gods. Great.

Abera and Desh materialized over the Legion forces. Desh folded his arms across his chest and leaned his head back, laughing. Abera howled, gripped her axe, and leapt towards the three deities.

One lifted what looked like a sword to block her attack, only to have it shatter into bits, and her axe buried into his head.

Screaming triumphantly, Abera turned on the other two, yanking her weapon free of the god with the split skull.

More gods started to appear, until Desh and Abera were facing twenty or so of them.

“Come then,” shouted the goddess of war. It was audible to everyone. As if it were enhanced and multiplied. “I’ll bury you all! In the name of Felix and Legion, I will crush you. Crush you to goo.”

The result was instantaneous. Whatever machine Felicia built was clearly working. Abera suddenly burned like the sun as Legion screamed their agreement to her words.

Desh turned a bright white then exploded, a golden halo sweeping out from him and covering everyone nearby.

As it passed over him, Felix suddenly felt lucky. Incredibly lucky. Like if he were to buy a lottery ticket right now, he’d win.

If he bought a ticket for every lottery, he’d win every one.

Turning into a golden meteor, Abera launched herself headlong into the enemy gods and goddesses, and began to wreak havoc amongst them.

Standing on a rooftop nearby, a dark robed man began to build rune-script out of the air.

Not far from where Felix stood, bright blue runes popped into being.

Evan stood there, his hands making sharp gestures as perfect, clean runes formed. Rapidly formed.

He was clearly proceeding with his spell in a much quicker fashion than the other man.

No sooner had the rune closed the pattern, than Evan clapped his hands together and shoved them forward. The rune formed a gigantic icicle and sped off towards the black robed man. And went through him.

Crumpling where he stood, the enemy magician tumbled off the roof and disappeared.

Evan wasted no time and started up another spell, the runes coming almost as fast as Lily’s did before he upgraded her.

A rumbling crunch to the left got Felix’s attention as an armored car with a turret mounted on it came into view. It started to fire into the ranks of his people.

Only one round got through before a wall of glowing red runes appeared. It was sloped to force rounds to glance upwards and away, Lily standing at the center of the formation.

Kit stood beside her, and wherever she looked, enemies fell in twitching heaps.

All around him, the forces of Legion battled and held their ground. There was no getting around the fact that Legion were outnumbered.

While everything Legion had had indeed been mobilized, that didn’t mean everyone had already made it here.

And even if it was, Felix and his forces were fighting against multiple enemies. Holding out was a definite, and winning was almost guaranteed.

But it wasn’t assured.

There was a chance it could all fail and fall apart. Most of this entire situation was because of Skipper.

She viewed him as a problem. A hurdle.

He was a rival for Tilen and Skipper City.

But what if he wasn’t?

Hobbling back into the building, Felix wondered if this ploy would work, or doom them.

Yanking off the helmet he tossed it into a corner. With a hop and a graceless flop, he landed back in the computer desk’s chair. Taking a deep breath, he picked up the speaker that was perched in front of the stand of monitors, and thumbed the button to turn it on.

“This is Felix Campbell, head and CEO of Legion. I’d like to parley with Skipper,” Felix said. He could hear his voice amplified over the loudspeakers outside. More than likely it’d be passed back to Skipper.

“If she’d prefer to meet in a virtual space, I’ll be on—” Felix paused to look at the radio nearby to read off what it was set to. “Two-seventy MHz. I’ll be waiting for ten minutes, then assume you want to continue wasting your resources here. I’m sure the federal government is just watching and waiting to make their move. I know I would be.”

Felix let go of the button and picked up the headset, pulling it over his head.

Before he’d even sat there waiting for a minute, Kit entered the room, her helmet clutched under one hand. 

“What are you doing?” she asked immediately.

“Hopefully, I’m getting us out of here quickly. I mean, loss of life isn’t a concern for us, but I’d rather not waste resources if we don’t have to. Do you have any idea how much gold it’d cost us if this kept going?” Felix shook his head at thought of it. “No, if I can get us out quickly and easily, that’d be ideal.”

“We’re winning out there. Completely.”

“Of that I have no doubt, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t the possibility of defeat. In this case, I’m going to be risk averse,” Felix said, shrugging his shoulders. “Sit your pretty ass down and keep me company. Maybe you can block her from reading the future. Oh, and here, this’ll catch you up. Also let you listen in technically if she decides to respond.”

With his left hand, Felix opened up the command to allow Kit to read his thoughts.

“Felix,” said a voice over his headset. “What the fuck do you want. Before my army crushes you and your peasants.”

“Not much,” Felix said, pressing down the microphone button. “Though I’m not so sure about you crushing anything. Have you taken a look at your losses yet? I have. Not looking so good. You lose too much more and you won’t be able to fight when they roll over your forces in Tilen and swing to Skipper City.”

“Hmph,” Skipper said, and went silent.

Letting go of the button, Felix laughed. “She’s so obvious. She relies on her power too much. Without it she can barely function. Right now she’s probably trying to get reports on what’s happening here. But your presence might be making it harder or impossible to do it with her power.”

Shaking his head, he laughed again.

“I mean, we already know her infrastructure is garbage. If—”

“Well?” Skipper asked.

“Ah, to be continued, Kit my dear,” Felix said.

He paused for a moment at that comment. His head felt funny, and the pain hadn’t come back yet. Things weren’t feeling quite normal.

Painkillers?

Except right now wasn’t the time to worry about it.

“I was hoping to make you an offer to end this early. I don’t want to sit here murdering your entire army just to pack up and leave when you finally figure it out. So I’ll make you an offer. I have nothing I want in Tilen or Skipper City. I’ll retreat, remove, and release all matters pertaining to Tilen and Skipper City for at least five years. This goes for everyone in my employ as well,” Felix said, dragging a wrist across his brow.

“Un. And what do you want from me. Hm?” Skipper asked.

“I want the same from you that I’m offering. That you’ll have no interest in Legion in any way for five years, and you’ll withdraw from this fight. I want to leave, and the sooner you call your pets off, the sooner I can do so,” Felix said.

Skipper didn’t respond. The line went dead.

Outside, Felix could hear his people continuing their grim work. They’d been able to prep a position that they could hold from.

He wasn’t in a rush. For now, his people held the upper hand.

Silence was his ally. 

Always.

“Deal,” Skipper said. It was clear she was frustrated and angry.

“Great. Go ahead and pull your forces back. We’ll be on our way as soon as we can. Legion won’t be your problem by the end of today. Though I recommend not sending people into our buildings. I’m going to demo them,” Felix said. “Signing off.”

Letting go of the button, Felix dropped the headset on the desk. Spinning in the chair, he turned to face Kit. “And there we have it,” he said.

Kit was watching him intently. Her eyes were narrowed as she stared.

Lifting his eyebrows, he waited a beat. “Yes?”

“Nothing,” she said, visibly relaxing. “Should I tell the troops to lay off as they retreat?”

“No. I don’t want to give Skipper a chance to change her mind. We’ll remain vigilant, aggressive, and ready. Though you can go ahead and tell everyone what’s going on,” Felix said.

“Done,” Kit said, still watching him, though not as intensely. “I think when we have some time later, I’d like to sit down and discuss what all happened.”

“We can do that. Definitely,” Felix said, smiling. His head felt light and he wanted to lay down.

Sitting in a room with Kit and watching her as she dissected him didn’t seem like a bad idea down the road. Maybe she’d even wear something fun. He just had to remember to make sure she couldn’t read his thoughts. His minded tended to wander at the best of times.

Wait. Can she read them right now?

Did we turn it on? Or off?

Closing his eyes, Felix pressed his hands to his face and tried to collect himself. He felt like his control was unraveling. 

Leaning forward in his chair, he took in a deep breath, and could only smell blood.

His blood.

His leg was soaked in it.

Sitting up straight, Felix forced the image of Julia exploding out of his mind. Of Adriana blowing her own head off.

He’d seen worse. He’d done worse. So why did those images haunt him right now?

No, no, no. Got to get—

“Felix,” Kit said, pressing her warm hand to his cheek. “Calm down. Just… relax. The chopper is landing right now, and we’ll be getting out of here in a moment.”

“Alright,” Felix said. “It’s landing?”

“Yes. Right now.”

Listening intently, Felix heard it then.

He was amazed he’d missed it up to this point. It was so loud.

Had he lost some time there?

“Come on. Everyone is getting out now. A squad of Adrianas is staying behind to organize the retreat, everyone else is getting on the chopper with us,” Kit said.

Trying to stand up, Felix felt his leg go out from under him. Collapsing to the floor, Felix couldn’t understand what’d just happened.

Oh yeah, that leg doesn’t work now.

More than one pair of hands lifted him up, and he was situated between two people. Letting his head hang, Felix let himself go with the movements. Someone lifted him up into the interior of the helicopter, and belted him in. A number of other people joined him in the helicopter till someone eventually slammed the door shut.

Lifting his head a bit, Felix was staring out the window of the helicopter as it started to take off. Everyone was packing it in rapidly. Pulling out and putting tires to the road. Once Skipper’s troops had backed out, the religious fanatics had found themselves under extreme attack by the concerted efforts of Legion.

Or so it seemed to Felix.

That’s what it looked like to him right now as he watched them run away as magic, ammo, and other things rained down on them.

Abera and Desh stood side by side in the middle of the air as the enemy forces went tumbling back. Legion’s forces taking the chance to dash away from the line and to their mechanized transports.

When it was clear that there would be nothing coming back their way, Abera and Desh vanished.

Lifting into the air, the helicopter swung to one side, and Felix’s view of the field of battle was gone. Soon enough they were lifting up above the buildings and heading towards the south.

All along the route beneath them there were bombed out buildings, husks of cars, and wrecked pavement. The city wouldn’t be useful for anything other than collecting debris.

Whoever won this battle would gain nothing.

In fact, he’d be surprised if someone didn’t decide to start shelling it again.

Or bomb it.

Pressing his forehead to the cool glass, Felix closed his eyes.

That was all a problem for another day.

Right now, he just wanted to sleep.


- Epilogue -

 

Dear Felix,

 

I’m sure by now someone has told you that I’ve left.

Don’t blame Andrea or Adriana, this was my choice. Looking back, I can honestly tell myself it was mostly due to the fact that I wasn’t Prime anymore. That I wasn’t the lead personality, even though I was the original.

I was Andrea Elex

I was Myriad.

It was hard to carry that in my own head, honestly. Hard to think that I was the original, but was no longer.

That I died.

With how much power, intelligence, and honestly everything you gave us, we became extremely stable. To the point that Adriana was able to split off into a person.

I decided to take that opportunity for myself, and split off as well.

Now I wander this interesting planet with a squad of Myriads. So long as I’m careful, and utilizing that lovely regeneration power you gave us, I don’t think there will ever be an issue.

And yes, I know I can always come home whenever I want and you’ll take me back with open arms. I appreciate it.

As for Legion world…it’s fairly straightforward. Things are brutal and violent.

Simple.

I definitely appreciate the fact that you’ve launched satellites into orbit almost everywhere, by the way.

I can’t help but wonder if you did this specifically for me, since there isn’t anyone else on this entire planet but me who could use the Legion network via satellite.

The fact that my access is open, clear, and the same as it always was speaks for itself to a degree as well.

In closing, I’m well. Everything is fine, and I’ll report back everything I find.

Be safe, darling.

 

Myriad

 

Felix looked up from the email and stared out the window.

They’d moved everything to Wal two months ago. During that time, they’d expanded rapidly into Legion world and built it out as if it were a normal city.

A normal HQ location, that was now the hub for everywhere else.

Every other HQ.

Satellites, roads, everything that they’d need to conduct Legion business.

Everything had settled down and Legion was back up and running to its previous stride.

It’d only taken that long for them to branch out in every direction according to their previous successes: junkyards, used car lots, pawnshops, security for businesses, and the PMC contract.

He still regretted having to demolish the HQs in both cities, but he wasn’t about to leave them standing for someone else. Though the underground portions for both buildings existed today, and were still thriving.

Legion would abide by the agreement it struck with Skipper, but it wouldn’t give up its underground kingdom.

It’d only taken that single night to seal it all off as if it had never been there.

That same night his power returned to normal. As if there’d never been a problem in the first place.

Getting to his feet, Felix walked over to the window and stared out of it.

A vast and open plain was there.

He preferred to work in the main HQ on Legion world. There was no chance of being attacked by anything that could actually do him harm.

Which meant he was allowed to have a window.

With an actual view.

“Felix,” Andrea said, getting his attention.

“Mm?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

Andrea Prime was dressing in a similar fashion to Lily now, her hairstyle changing as well. She was sitting at the desk she’d brought into his office that was specifically for her, and her work as the ANet coordinator.

On the other side of the office, Adriana Prime had a similar desk. Though she still wore her combat gear everywhere.

“Have you decided what you wanted to do?” she asked.

“What, about Skipper and the rest?”

“Unn.”

“Nothing. We’re going to do nothing for another four years and ten months. I’ll abide by the contract. Until then, we’re going to build up and leverage everything. I have no desire for power, but I’ll not be forced out again,” Felix said, shaking his head.

“Nn. Oh, what about the portals? We have that project coming up to explore a few more worlds,” Andrea said.

Felix had been mulling that one over for a while. He needed resources, and the other worlds offered up an opportunity for it.

There was a sudden knock on the door that broke Felix’s thoughts. Turning, he frowned. No one knocked on his door because the Adrianas outside of it never let anyone in they didn’t announce first.

Opening, the door swung inward and a man stepped in.

He was about five foot nine, Felix would guess. With average looks and build. Dressed in business attire, he looked like any office worker.

His eyes were unique though.

They were bright blue. Eyes that popped out with their vibrancy, and a shock of dark black hair that contrasted with them.

“Hey Felix,” the man said, stepping into the office.

Andrea shot to her feet, her hands going down to the inside of her jacket.

Adriana was quicker and had brought her SMG up to her shoulder in a second from her position.

“Ah, that’s enough of that,” said the man, pointing a finger at Adriana and then Andrea.

Both Beastkin Primes froze stock still. Their eyes still moved, they breathed, but they were statues otherwise.

“They’re unharmed of course. But we can’t have them shooting at me right now. It’d just cause more problems than it’s worth,” said the man.

Felix blinked and then clasped his hands behind his back, trying to cover up his anxiety and nerves.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Felix asked, walking over to his desk and then taking a seat behind it.

“Ah, well, I’d like to talk to you about your portal experiments,” the man said, taking a seat in one of the open chairs in front of Felix’s desk.

“My portal experiments,” Felix repeated. “Ok, and what about them exactly?”

“I’d like you to stop. Entirely. You’re welcome to use them on your world and this one, but no more traveling to other worlds,” said the man, nodding his head.

“Ah…” Felix said, unsure how to proceed.

“Right, then. I’ll put it another way. You owe me two favors,” the man said, leaning forward in his chair and holding up two fingers. “I’m calling one in.”

Felix felt his blood run cold and his heart stumble in his chest.

It’s him. This is him.

“I understand. I’ll cease all portal experiments immediately for anything off-world related,” Felix said, nodding his head.

“Great, that’s grand. See, I knew you wouldn’t be a problem. I think with that I’ll get going. Lots to do today,” the man said, standing up again.

Felix stood up quickly, holding out a hand to the man.

He had to try and work out a deal. A communication line.

Anything.

This entity was infinitely powerful.

“Ah, could I perhaps—”

“No. And realistically, it’s better that way. The more you interact with me, the worse it’ll be for you. There comes a point of no return where it’ll no longer make any sense. Sooner rather than later as well. Especially for people like you,” the man said, shaking his head.

“Can I at least ask you about the future and—”

“I have no idea how it’ll all turn out. I’m omnipresent, not omniscient.”

“Then you are a god after all,” Felix said.

“No. I’m not,” the man said. He paused, scratching at his jaw with one hand. “Eh… I’ll be listening if you need something from me. But I still have one favor left, and there isn’t much I need from you other than what I already have the favor planned for. Just don’t expect me to respond. And if you try to play any games with me…”

The man stopped and walked over to Andrea and put a finger to her head. “I’ll pull her soul out—” He paused to point at Adriana. “—and hers. Do you understand?”

“I… yes,” Felix said, well and properly frightened.

“You’re smart, Felix. Sometimes too smart. If I didn’t tell you exactly what I don’t want you to do, you’d think a way around it.”

“Ah… can I at least ask you a question? Please?”

The man seemed to think on that, looking at Andrea.

“Right, then. I’ll answer. If I can,” he said finally.

“Are my aunt and uncle alive?” Felix asked.

Sighing, the man looked away from Andrea and focused on Felix. “Your aunt is long since passed. Your uncle is alive, but there’s no way for you to ever see him again. Consider him lost to you, but yes, he lives,” the man said.

Felix nodded at that, his eyes lowering till he was looking at the carpet.

“She died quickly. Painlessly. She’s in a better place. Your uncle did everything he could to help her. They both left with regret about not being able to see you again,” the man offered up. “I’ll… I’ll let them know you’re thinking of them.”

“Mm. At least I know, now,” Felix said. “Thank you.”

“Knowledge can be cruel. Ah, and before I go,” the man said. Taking a moment, he snapped his fingers. “They’ll not hear me for this next bit, and when I leave I’ll wake them both up.”

That got Felix’s attention. Prying his eyes off the ground, he looked back to the man.

“You should probably remove the barren thing from both of them. Or have an honest conversation with them about not having kids yet. They’re starting to worry they’re never going to have children. I’m not sure how it’ll turn out but I would guess it’d break them. I mean, I get it. I’d do it myself, but keep it up at your own peril,” said the man, indicating both Beastkin women. “That’s your freebie for not being a douche-canoe. My personal opinion is… knock ‘em up. They want it, it’d make them happy, and honestly you could use some joy in your life yourself.”

The man walked over to the door and opened it up.

“I’m outta here. I need to take a wicked shit in my crap-castle. See ya later, Felix,” the man said and closed the door behind himself.

Andrea and Adriana immediately came to life again, both holding their weapons and scanning the room.

“He’s gone,” Felix said. “Don’t bother raising the alarm or trying to find him. I get the impression he was a god. Or something like it. He used the door for his own convenience.”

Andrea and Adriana didn’t seem to care for that one bit.

“Darling, I don’t understand…” Andrea said.

“Mm? Which part. He’s the one I made a deal with. I owed him two favors for it. He called one in,” Felix said.

“I… suppose. Unn,” Andrea said, her ears twitching.

“I don’t like it,” Adriana muttered. Her own ears had gone flat to her head.

“And yet there it is,” Felix said. Sitting back down at his desk, he folded his hands, one into the other. “We’re canceling all portal experiments that aren’t related to our world, or Legion world.”

Felix looked off to one side. There were things to do, a war with Skipper to plan, and many things to consider.

Like how to tell Andrea he didn’t want kids yet and had given her a barren status.

That or remove it and let her get pregnant to her heart’s content.

He did suggest simply doing just that, didn’t he?

Maybe that’s a conversation better had with Lily first since she’s sharing our bed too, now. See what she thinks about the twins getting pregnant.

Shaking his head, Felix looked up with a smile at the Beastkin.

That was the least of his problems. He still had a conversation he’d been planning to have with Eva later today. Hopefully… they could get through the problems and start to heal.

Together.

There was also the need to check in on Julia and Steve to make sure they were adapting well to life in Legion.

 “Well. What’s next?” Felix asked, grinning.
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