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The shopping floor of the financial building gradually illuminated as the adjustable lights and shutters were replicated by the time camera.  It made for an unusual picture, where the shutters and the covers for the lights were closed but the light that passed through was painted as especially intense.

Meanwhile, on the floor of the center, the shadows of people passing through streaked the area, darkening it.  The yellow of construction vests and hats cut through the darkness of clothing, some skin, and equipment being rolled through as the building was used as a shortcut.

The other members of the group were standing at higher vantage points- on the stair-like ledges at the edges of the shopping floor’s main concourse, and on the stone edge around the simple fountain.  Having the higher ground let them see over the heads of the blurs.  Next to me, Kenzie had the best vantage point in the place, sitting on Byron’s shoulders.  The silent unfolding of the scene was punctuated by Byron telling her to stop wiggling so she wouldn’t fall.

I took the easier route and floated, trying to see the areas the camera covered that the others couldn’t.  There were people leaning in nooks and crannies, people sitting with papers beside them.

Most of the covert leaning was done by one construction employee, who carried an empty container and smoked, the ashes being tapped off into the container.  Multiple instances of smoke became a gossamer haze that hid their face.

The papers littered the places where people grabbed lunch and did some reading.  I flew past, noting the papers, and I saw ads for apartments, newspapers, and some kind of legal documentation that scanned as hazy with the way the time camera worked.

“A lot of people pass through this supposedly abandoned area,” Sveta said.  “I’m glad we called to ask for permission before breaking in this time, because this kind of traffic would have made it really dumb to try to sneak in.”

“They would notice the sea of blurry images before they noticed us,” Chris said.  “Especially if any of those images have the same height and general shape as them.  That’s gotta be weird.”

“This is over a few weeks,” Kenzie said.  “It’s not actually that many people.  Wait until I run facial identification and thin it out.”

“I can picture one of these guys showing up.  Hey, Leon the security guy, sorry to surprise you, we’re just replaying footage of every single thing you did in this building since the start of September.  Is that you scratching your butt there?  Then their jaws drop.”

“That wouldn’t happen, Chris,” I said.

“Do you think they’d shoot the scary parahumans first and ask questions later?” Chris asked.

“I think you wouldn’t say sorry,” I said.

“Why did this place close down?” Sveta asked.  She was peering into a store that still had a banner down the window, featuring some game character.  I wasn’t sure if it was a board game or video game.  “It looks like it closed down before the portal.”

“It wasn’t built to fill a need,” Chris said.  “It was put here to make things feel like the home we lost.  It’s a lot of upkeep and money to prop up something symbolic.”

“It’s close to the station, stores look decent,” I said, looking at the remnants of what used to be.  A solid sign with plexiglass on it showed the stores the place had once had.  “It’s fine for location, a little grocery store and pharmacy for the people in nearby apartment complexes, or anyone working upstairs coming down… I don’t think that’s it.”

“It’s already going to pieces,” Byron said.  He kicked at the stone boundary of the fountain he was standing on.  A stone or two were missing.  “Problems, maybe.”

“That makes more sense to me,” I said.  A safety issue and forced evacuation.  It would be easier to get established somewhere else than to try to fix anything expensive.

As the blurs stretched out like so many misshapen caterpillars, many of them yellow-striped from the hard hats and vests, I saw one blur in one of the stores.

I flew down to investigate.

Dark clothes, dark hair, and a consistent slash of darkness at eye level.  Blurs intersected with her.

“Can you focus your facial recognition program on any area?” I called out.

“Ummmm… I have to finish first!  Which is soon!”

“When you’re finished?” I asked.

“I can choose a place as a starting point, I can start it over there,” Kenzie called out.  Her voice echoed through the large space.  “I’ll scan all of this before we’re done, though.”

“Sure,” I said.  “I think I found the woman with the sunglasses in… I think this was a computer store.”

I folded my arm over the arm I still had in the sling as I walked around the perimeter of the computer store.  I tried to assess what the woman with the sunglasses was doing.  Something with computers and phones.  There were enough points where papers and a laptop rested on one of the long wooden tables that the table was now a blur of her work material.  No chair- she’d worked from a standing position.

Was there a point where she stayed still for a long period?

“Done!” Kenzie called out.  “Facial recognition one, live!  Siccing it on the sunglasses woman for you, Victoria!”

The cube-frame began dancing across the sunglasses woman’s head, flowing around the room as it tracked her pacing around the computer store.

“Facial recognition two, live!  Chris’ man, Leon the security guy!  Facial recognition three is a go!  And because it’s bratty, let’s change priority, give it a headstart annnnd… our fourth scan is live, looking for curious boxes.”

“Wait,” I could hear Chris say.  “The reason it kept finding itself is because you told it to look for boxes?”

“Under a certain size, with certain internal properties, yeah.  I told the compiler and the face and person searches to ignore you guys, but I forgot to make the box searcher ignore itself.  Fifth scan live.”

I stepped out of the store, glancing around.  As the cubes danced through the streams and waves of people, some were eliminated, cutting up the caterpillars.

“That answers one question and leaves me with so many more.  These things see inside people?”

“They can,” Kenzie said.  “There isn’t much point though.  There is a point when I’m looking for tinkertech portal bombs.”

“If we identify any of our targets, do you think we could get a look inside them?”

“You just want to see their underwear, I bet.  So gross.”

There was a pause.  I could imagine Chris sighing.  I wasn’t close enough to hear, and my attention was focused elsewhere.

“What are you looking for, Chris?” Byron asked.

“The way people are put together is interesting,” Chris said.  “I’ll know it when I see it.”

“Can you do that, Kenz?” I asked.  “Give us a view of their insides?”

“Sure.  I guess.  We’ll try it when this part is done.  The resolution might suck for things that aren’t normally visible, and I have to concentrate it on one area.”

“While you’re at it,” Chris said.  “Can you draw a line through everyone?  Keep the… however many images of people you want.  But show the paths they traveled by giving each person a certain color of line that runs through their hearts or whatever?”

“Belt buckle, maybe.  People don’t change belts that often and they’re nice and unique, yeah, I can,” Kenzie said.  She motioned for Byron to put her down, and then went to get her computer out.  She was wholly focused on what she was doing, now.

“You’re surprising me with how into this you are,” Byron said, to Chris.  Byron rubbed at his own shoulders, where Kenzie had been sitting.

“It’s interesting.  This is neat,” Chris said.  Kenzie made a pleased sound, and Chris said.  “Don’t go getting a big head just because I gave you a compliment.”

“It’s neat that you think it’s neat,” Kenzie said.

“Why the focus on the way they’re put together and where they are, Chris?” Sveta asked.  “Are you looking for a shapeshifter or someone in disguise?”

“Nah,” Chris said, as he walked toward us, studying the security guy in passing.  “I’m thinking outside the box, plus she shuts up when she’s working hard on stuff.”

As the images started reducing down to a small enough number that people could walk between them without being blinded by the projections in their faces, the others stepped down from their vantage points, getting a look at our players in this scene.

“How are you these days, By?” Sveta asked.

“Dealing.  Some days I’m fine, some days it catches up with me and I’m the furthest thing from ‘fine’.  It’s times like that where I think a lot about-”  He lowered his voice.  “-how there’s not a lot of case seventies left.  Even before Gold Morning, most were dead or they had totally gone off the deep end.”

“From one name in a numbered casefile to another, there are answers,” Sveta said.  “It’s the upside of things being as messy and complicated as they are.  There’s a lot of weirdness out there, there are a lot of capes, and there’s tinkertech.  There has to be a key to things out there.”

I was left to wonder about that.  Sveta maintained a kind of optimism I wasn’t sure I held.  When I thought about my own issues, which might have been smaller than the problems of the members of this team, I didn’t generally think of fixes.

Byron spoke in a way that made it sound like he had to work to bring himself to say it, “It was easier when I could tell myself that we were researching it and reaching out to people who might be able to help or answer.  Progress is slow lately, with less people to reach out to, communication being slower and more awkward…”

“I’m working on your thing,” Kenzie said.  She didn’t look up from her computer as she talked.  “I know it’s not a fix, but it’ll give you options.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, Kenz,” Byron said.  “You’ve been working on that for a while, though.  If it’s too hard-”

“It’s not too hard!  It’s just weird.  If I had more scans of some specific cross-dimensional, intersectional sort of things, it would feel less weird.  I’ve had other things over the past few weeks, like this bratty time box, and then the cameras we used at the Fallen camp, for Rain, and Ashley’s eye camera, and a bunch of other stuff.  But I work on it every day.”

“Alright,” Byron said.  “Thanks, Kenz.  Don’t agonize on it- if it’s too hard, leave it.”

Kenzie had to raise her voice to be heard from the other end of the concourse, “It’s fine.  I could finish it in a day or two if I did nothing else.  Do you want me to do that?  It would mean postponing other stuff, but I’d do it for… if you’d take me out for a treat.  Thank me by taking me to get something nice at a restaurant or pastry shop.”

“It’s a trap,” Chris whispered.

“Shut it, Chris,” Kenzie said, her voice echoing.

I could see Byron’s expression change.  It was interesting just how distinct he was from Tristan.  Tristan had a way of moving his arms and shoulders and showing his emotions in a whole-body kind of way.  Byron contained it to his eyes and eyebrows, with the slightest of changes to his mouth, lips pressing together, eyebrows drawing together, while his eyes looked at nothing in particular.

He was tempted to say yes, I was ninety percent sure.

“No,” Byron said.  “Do what you need to.  This is more important.”

I couldn’t hold my tongue.  “If you’re actually thinking about death or losing it, Byron, that might warrant other people doing something.”

“I’m not,” he said.  “That’s the bad moments, and in those moments, I can see how things might end up that way.”

“So you are thinking about those things.”

“Not directly.  Besides, I’d feel worse knowing you guys could be helping others and you weren’t because you were trying to make me feel better.  I’m used to handling stuff myself, I’ve gotten this far, I can keep going.”

“Introverts unite,” Chris said.

“You know you can always reach out to us,” Sveta said.

All around us, the images were condensing into an isolated few.  There were some passing visits from other figures, I saw.  the scans of the woman with the sunglasses had finished, and now that cube was searching out the infrequent visitors.

Kids snuck in, going straight to the stores.

Then Kingdom Come, the bald man, and the strawberry blonde woman with the sleeve tattoo.

I glanced at Byron.  Sveta was investigating the group of the people we’d seen in the penthouse apartment, Chris was looking over Kenzie’s shoulder.

“You were saying something about… you didn’t want to dwell on your problem,” I said.  “You see other things as more important?”

Byron gave me a one-shouldered shrug.

“I have some experience with that,” I said.  “Not me, specifically.  My- my sister.  She was like that.  She did the introverted thing, doing stuff on her own.  Dealing on her own.”

“You don’t like talking about her.”

“I-” I started, then I laughed, and the one-note laugh came out with a hitch, making it sound awkward.  “I really don’t.  Um- yeah.  It’s easy to make that call, and then to make it again, and again, and again.  I imagine you tell yourself that you can deal, like you said.  You’ve dealt so far, right?”

“There will be bad days, Byron.  Then something happens, and when you’re in a position like you are, like my sister was, it doesn’t take much to leave you unable to deal anymore.  And where you could have asked for help before… you can’t after you get to that point.”

Byron nodded slowly.  “Yeah.”

I looked away, and I could see that the others were listening in.  No conversation between them.  Whatever.  It was fine.

“Just, you know, be careful,” I said.  “We’re parahumans, the casualties are more numerous and grislier.”

“Yeah,” he said.  “No, I get it, believe me.  I have some experience with that already.”

My awareness of once having been a ‘casualty’ made me feel uncomfortable.  I’d said my piece, and I tried to look casual as I checked the surroundings and flew off in the direction of the store with the woman withw the sunglasses.

She stood over a laptop on the desk, gripping the edge of the table as her weight rested on the heels of her hands.  Straight black hair in a utilitarian cut with straight-cut bangs and her hair tied back.  She wore sunglasses, a black long-sleeved shirt, jeans, and black boots. Her shirt was pulled over a bulge that had to be a gun.  The image was fuzzy, but I could see the straps beneath her shirt.

That was her casual wear, as she was in this room… when?  Sometime between the passage of construction and the security patrols.

Another her was by the door of the computer store.  She stood there, staring down at her phone, looking like she’d settled in to stand there for a while.  A different outfit.  Nothing suggested she stayed here.  Which made this, what?  It was her office?  A meeting place, with very few meetings?

The refinement process had isolated the papers that had sat untouched on the desk the longest.  Because they were the least necessary, they also had the least information.  Envelopes had been torn open, left beneath stacks of other things that remained blurry or indistinct, with only company names or logos in the corner to set them apart.

I noted the wires that extended off the table to the wall.  There were bags under the table.

“We have our fourth target, I see,” Sveta said.

“Seems like,” I said.  “I thought there was one laptop she moved around… but this is three laptops.  The store was set up to have internet, power, and other things.  There might have been leftover stock.  She came here for the hookup.”

The others caught up with us.

“She hooked into this place’s security,” Kenzie said.  “The cameras moved to watch the entrances.”

“She made this a base of operations,” I said.  “Computers, supplies, internet, power, entrances watched so she could bolt if she needed to.”

“The papers aren’t readable,” Chris said.

Construction company, agriculture supply, more agriculture, which might have been the same company- I couldn’t be sure.  The name Mortari stood out to me.

Kenzie had her laptop tucked under one arm.  She put it on the table, then typed a bit.

A pulsing pastel-purple line threaded its way through the room.  The woman’s course, or the snake reduced down to a simple line.

Not an easy to follow line, but it gave us a sense of things.

“A lot of time at the door,” Byron said.

“Do you think we can do that deep scan?” Chris asked.

The scan was localized into an area about four feet by two feet by two feet across.  It was localized around the woman, and it took almost as long as the entire mall had.  We all did our patrols, studying the images, came back, wandered off again.

From a pure curiosity standpoint, it was interesting to see the woman.  People were dark inside, so Kenzie was forced to cast the image in black and white.  From there, it was like seeing slices of an MRI scan or X-ray.

I’d been right about the gun, I noted.

As the image filled in from the back forward, flickering violently at points, Chris got up onto the table, bending over.  I flew to get a better look.

The front of the brain.  The mind’s eye.

“Corona Pollentia,” I said.  “She has powers.”

“We could have guessed that,” Chris said.

“They take different forms.  There aren’t hard and fast rules.  But I’ve heard that if you trigger young, it takes more of a hold, with more… it’s called dimpling.  Like a hand is actually pressing it down into the brain.  That right there looks like dimpling.”

“Creepy, ” Kenzie said.

“You get more cloudiness in some kinds of scans where it expands out into the webbing around the brain, but we’re not getting that.  It’s been way too long since I studied this,” I said.  “The corona starts as a single marker, like a quarter-sized knot in wood, or a ball the size of a golf ball, pushed between the two lobes.  Then when we trigger, it surges into life.  It’s part of the reason we black out.  It expands slightly, veins swell.  But most of the time an unactivated corona is hard to tell apart from an activated one, and a surprising number of people have unactivated ones.  Sometimes you look at them and the larger veins or structures suggest what the power is linked to.”

“What does this tell us?” Chris asked.

“She triggered young.  It’s deeper set.  People who had a corona for a long time don’t get dimpling, I’m pretty sure.  Looking at the veins, where it seems to have reached out… can you rewind?  Slowly go back, show us slices further back?”

“Resolution’s too blurry in parts,” I said.  “Couldn’t begin to guess.  But going further back…”

“Going,” Kenzie said.

There.  That didn’t look right.

I searched on my phone, waited for a minute as it loaded, then held up the phone, comparing.

Veins or vein-like solid structures ran through one portion of the brain like the roots of a tree had been seeking nutrients.

“The cerebellum,” Chris said.

“Right,” I said.  “You apparently know more than I do on this.”

“I’ve had to pay attention to it.  If you go to a doctor and they say your pancreas almost tore itself in half, then it’s a great mnemonic for remembering the pancreas and what it’s for.  Cerebellum is senses, seeing, hearing, coordination of movement.”

“That makes me think of Mama Mathers,” Sveta said.

“If thinkers had an emphasis, I think it leans more toward frontal lobe.  This could be a perception power, I guess.”

“I think we’re pretty far into the weeds,” Byron said.

“Yeah,” I said.  I still considered for a moment longer.  “What if she’s a master, and that’s… whatever control system she needs to manage her minions?  See, hear, coordinate?”

“Could be,” Chris said.  “Okay, I didn’t want to say it, because it was my idea-”

“Good idea,” Byron said.

“-Yeah.  But it took forever, and I’m bored, I gotta piss, and I’m hungry,” Chris said.  He walked over the top of the table, stepping through things that weren’t really there.

“We can wrap up soon,” I said.  “The trails- the image of her standing at the door.  Is it possible to find the time she was waiting and see if anyone was there around that time?”

“Um.  This is awkward,” Kenzie said.

“Awkward how?” I asked.

“So, as you know, I work primarily with space.  I can’t really know if any images are related in proximity in time because I didn’t gather any of that data.”

“You made a camera that can look through time,” Chris was incredulous.  “How did you not implement timestamps?”

“It’s fine,” I said.  “No stress.”

“It’s a little stressful when he’s giving me a hard time,” Kenzie said.

“Hypothetically speaking, is it possible to narrow down times of day?  Cut out every image that came up between two past midnight and four in the afternoon?”

“Or… days?  Limiting things to just the day before the attack?”

“Maybe, but there might not be many good images.”

“We could simplify,” Byron said.  “The lines.  She was waiting here a lot.  There’s a scribbly sort of collection of lines here.”

We stepped away from the image of the woman.  Chris jumped down from the table he was standing on.

“And the only other line that’s really clustered here…”

“Leon the security guard,” Chris said.

“Whose name,” Kenzie observed, before running over a few feet to where an image of Leon was stuffing a bag into the trash.  “Was… Durbin, according to the nametag.”

He was outnumbered.  A nineteen year old guy with a very dense growth of facial hair that had been short and the edges cut in exacting straight lines, creating an effect where it looked like it was fake.  The hair around his temples and hairline was overly meticulous in the same way.  He sat alone and he looked tired as hell.  He worked nights, and this was firmly in the later hours of his sleep schedule.  The cops had already questioned him, adding to how frazzled he was.

Sveta, Capricorn, and I were there, facing him down, with Chris and Looksee sitting by a table in the corner, sitting with Natalie.  Capricorn was in goat-mode.  Tristan.

Two of Foresight’s members were also present.  Effervescent was the cape with the unreliable emotion read who had helped scupper my interview for the team.  Anelace was the dashing rogue who had tried to be nice about things.

The group was rounded out with three officers.  Two stood in the corner by the door.  The third was behind Durbin, an older guy who stood near the kids and Natalie.

“You met the woman who was using the shopping center for a base of operations,” Capricorn said.  “You knew she was there.”

“It was an office, I thought,” Durbin said.  “I didn’t think it was doing any harm.  She brought gas for the generator, she didn’t leave any mess.”

“She had access to security,” Capricorn said.

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“You didn’t notice the cameras moved?  There was no part in your patrol where you’d go to the security office, look at the monitors, and realize they weren’t pointed where they should be?”

The guy looked so scared.  “I did my job.”

“Answer the question,” an officer said.

“She paid me to look the other way.  I looked the other way.  I already admitted this.”

“She was one of the terrorists who blew up the Norwalk portal,” Anelace cut in.

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard that, but the fear intensified as it was hammered in.  I’d seen that expression so many times when I’d used my power, something with presence and magnitude taking hold of everything from heart to muscle to the dilation of the eyes.

I wouldn’t have gone straight for that.  From the glance Capricorn shot me, he wouldn’t have either.

Still.  Connections mattered.  Information was currency, and we’d decided it was essential to buy cooperation.  Bringing Foresight in would help more in the long run.  I hoped.

“Taz,” I said.  “You weren’t sympathetic with them, were you?  You weren’t happy about this portal thing?”

“Then help us.  Anything you can tell us about her,” Capricorn said.

“I don’t- I really don’t know.  Jesus, I can’t think.”

“Can I talk to you guys outside?” Effervescent asked the cops.  After a nod, she led them to the door.

Though Durbin turned to look at the reflective glass, aware that there were even more eyes on him, of a number he couldn’t know, the people leaving the interrogation room served to lower the pressure.

I chose to back off, myself.  Anelace and Capricorn could take point.  I stepped off to the side.  If needed, I’d try to play nice.

“Did she give you a name?” Capricorn asked.

“How did she approach you?” Anelace asked.

“She caught me on my way through the door by the elevators,” Durbin said.  “Other entrances are boarded up.  She asked if there was a place she could set up, and I thought she meant the offices above.  I told her about having to talk to people upstairs, I didn’t know anything, you know.  She clarified, she wanted to be more discreet, do something less expensive than buying office space.  Said it was to get her company up and running.”

“And she raised the subject of the gas?”

“That was after.  The power shuts off after a certain time.  I do my patrol with my flashlight.  After a few times when she lost her work, she said she’d bring in gas for the emergency generator, she knew people.  I thought it was great for both of us.”

“She offered you cash at first, then.”

Durbin nodded.  “Yeah.  Not a lot.  Not worth this.  I bought myself sneakers with the money, after a few weeks.  It’s hard to get good shoes these days.”

“A few weeks?  How long total?” Capricorn asked.

“Since… June, I guess.  It was hot out when I first saw her, and it was late.  I remember thinking about the fact that she was wearing black on such a warm evening.”

“Were you aware she was a parahuman?” Anelace asked.

“No, no idea.  Who is she?”

Anelace didn’t answer, instead glancing at Capricorn and I.

I wasn’t sure I was a fan of how he kept giving up information on how much we knew, but I wasn’t about to stop him or ask him to leave.  Durbin wasn’t a mastermind.  He wasn’t going to break or stop being able to testify.  It was more a question of getting him to realize and parse just how much he knew.

“What did you talk about?” Capricorn asked.

“Weather, stuff I’d seen on television, recent events.  She’d wait for me, hand me my cash, we’d say one or two things.  Sometimes she’d ask when my relief was coming because she was planning on staying late.”

“You seem awfully cool with this arrangement,” Anelace said.  “Nameless woman, random approach, gas from nowhere?”

“I was happy to have my lights on while I did my route, a bit of pocket money,” Durbin said.  “I thought it was a good thing, being able to see things and make sure nobody was hiding in the shadows, spot any vandalism, which there wasn’t much.”

“It kind of defeats the purpose of having security if the security lets people into the building, doesn’t it?” Anelace asked.

Taz Durbin looked miserable.  He nodded.

“She didn’t tell you her name, she didn’t tell you where she was from, or anything about the business?  Was there any kind of marking on the can or barrel she used for the gas?” Capricorn asked.

“Barrel.  No.  No mark that I saw.  I think it was the same barrel every time.”

“What color was the barrel?” Anelace asked.

“Uh.  No idea.  It was dark, and… light green?  Or gray?”

Witness testimony was bad when it came to things like that.

“You never met her friends?” Capricorn asked.  When Durbin shook his head, Capricorn pressed, “You never saw anyone go in with her, or go in to see her?”

“Did you ever see her with her sunglasses off?” I asked.

Durbin looked startled at the question.  He shook his head.  “No.  She said she had a vision problem.  Is that useful?”

“Maybe.  Could have been a lie.  Some physical mutations might be hidden with sunglasses.”

“Could be,” Sveta said.

“Holy,” Durbin said.  “Holy.  I didn’t think she was dangerous.”

“Focus, okay?” Capricorn told the shell-shocked guy.  “Were there any moments you had doubts?  Anything peculiar that put you off?”

“She did her thing, I did mine,” Durbin said.  “We talked for a minute a night, or not even.  I didn’t want to interrupt her too much.  She really did that with the portal?”

“She was in contact with two other groups,” Looksee said.  Durbin had to twist around in the chair that was bolted to the ground in order to see her.  “I think she was coordinating three of the attacks.”

“Oh,” Durbin said.  Color leeched from his face.  “Yeah, that’s… God.”

Capricorn tapped the table, and Durbin’s head whipped around like Capricorn had slammed his hand down.

Capricorn’s voice was gentle.  “Focus.  You talked for a minute every night, right?  There could be clues in that.”

“We talked about weather,” Durbin said.

“Any mention of travel?” Capricorn asked.  “Having to drive in the rain?”

Durbin shook his head.  “Was, like, aw, the weather’s getting cooler.  Nothing big.”

“What else, then?  What did you talk about?”

“What shows?” Capricorn pressed, insistent.

“Uh.  Shit, I don’t think she talked about much.  I mostly blathered.  I’d recommend stuff, she’d say she would get to it when she wasn’t so busy with getting her business started.”

“What shows did you talk to her about?” Capricorn asked.

“Is this so important?” Anelace asked.

“What shows?” Capricorn asked, more firmly.

The competitive streak might have been coming out.  He very naturally took the lead in this questioning, when we had invited Foresight to the table.

On a level, I couldn’t blame him.  I had issues with Anelace’s approach to the interrogation.  With Capricorn, there seemed to be a thrust to it.  He had something in mind.

“TVA, it’s Earth Aleph stuff.  I’d complain because they don’t always have all the episodes at the station, and it’s not like we can get more.  Sometimes I’d watch a show and it would skip episodes, and it got really confusing with this one modern supernatural show, because it actually skipped an episode on purpose, because of time magic-”

“Um.  Yeah.  Some trashy television.  Reality stuff, I tried to pitch it to her but she seemed repulsed.”

“That’s good.  That’s the sort of small detail that might be useful,” Capricorn said.

Taz nodded, seemingly eager to be giving us anything that might help.  “Uh, I’d bring up sports, when there was a match.  Parahuman brawling- she wasn’t a fan.”

“Repulsed again?” I asked.

“Nah.  Just not a fan.  I brought up basketball a lot.  The high school teams have a league this year, with a lot of the athletic students focusing on sports during their half-days.  She said she missed watching.”

“Which means she had some interest.  Who did she root for?” Capricorn asked.

“Oh, huh.  The Heralds.”

“She really liked them,” Durbin said.

“That’s not Earth Gimel,” Anelace said.  “That’d be the school in Wailings, Earth N.”

“Lord of Loss’s territory,” I said.

“You don’t think he’s responsible, do you?” Anelace asked.

I shook my head.  “No idea.  But it says something if they’re maybe coming from a place that’s not a part of the megalopolis and they attacked it in the way they did.  It also explains why they set up shop here.”

“They’re not connected to us,” Anelace said.  “For internet, information, cell… they had to come here.”

“It’s thin,” Capricorn said.  “It’s a place to look, though.”

“Durbin,” I said.  When he didn’t snap his attention to me, I said, “Taz.”

“When she paid you.  What did she give you?”

“Forty a night.  Twenty if she brought gas.”

“No, I mean what type of currency?”

“New Dollars,” Durbin said.  “In my pocket.  I still have some, it’s hard to exchange.”

I remained where I was and let Anelace be the one to fish in Durbin’s pocket, drawing out the wallet.  He opened it up and fished out a bill.  “Tracking number might help us trace it back.”

“Ooh,” Looksee said.  “Wait, hold it flat.”

She approached the table.  Anelace held the bill flat, and Looksee took a picture of it.

“Fingerprints,” she said.

“I wasn’t happy about it being New Dollars,” Durbin volunteered.  “She was nice about giving me more when the value dropped.”

Anelace nodded, looking at me.  Unconventional currency for the unconventional settlement of Wailings.  The Trading Dollar was the dominant currency across the Megalopolis.  Other currencies were tied to natural resources, to other Earth currencies, but they had their issues.  The New Dollar had its issues, but it was still used in places, on the fringes.

The hypothesis is getting less thin, now.

There was a knock on the window.  We’d asked for a turn at questioning, in exchange for giving them this info.  It seemed our time was up.

We filed out, and the room that had been a dozen people facing down Durbin became just a room with only a miserable, tired Durbin sitting in his metal chair, elbows on the metal table.

The door shut, and the cop locked it.

Others were already out in the hallway.  Effervescent stepped out of the room with the one-way window.

“Effy?” Anelace asked.

“He’s telling the truth.  He has a drug habit he hasn’t mentioned, but it’s minor.  He was scared of her.  No indication powers screwed with his head or mind.”

“If she is a master, it’s not necessarily that?” I asked.  “Could it be subtle?  You had a hard time getting a read on me.”

‘Effy’ looked annoyed at that.  “I don’t think it’s subtle.  I don’t think there are any blocks or scrambles, either.”

“It was a very mundane infiltration, then,” Anelace said.

“It would be interesting to know if he was being watched,” I said.  “If I were them, I wouldn’t let something I saw as critical be reliant on one stranger’s conscience.”

“I can check stuff,” Looksee said.

“Don’t overwork,” I said.

“I won’t.  This is easy and fun.”

I glanced at Natalie, who was silent, and then at the oldest cop in the room.

“This is good to know,” he said.

“I know we’ve been reeling,” I said.  “Stuff’s… all over the place, with the Wardens gone and key people gone, missing, or being moved around.  We could have gone this alone, but we decided it’s key to share information.  The greatest strength the good guys have is that we work together.”

“What do you want?” the cop asked.

“The people who were arrested when we stopped some from getting the portals.  Interrogation logs, information, anything that could point us in the right direction.  Whatever we get, we’ll share with you.  Whatever you have… give us access.”

“I’ll talk to people, see about cutting away the red tape.”

“Same with us?” Anelace asked.

“And the other teams,” Capricorn said.

“There’s really only one other,” Anelace said.  “Advance Guard’s having trouble bouncing back.  They got hurt badly by the injuries and loss of infrastructure.”

“Maybe a mission will help,” Capricorn said.

“Maybe,” Anelace conceded.

“Can you ask around, see if anyone has a good enough relationship with Lord of Loss to open communication?” Capricorn asked.  “Don’t tip him off, but ask if some heroes could visit Wailings?”

“I’ll ask, see if anyone knows.  You should know that a lot of the Hollow Point guys that didn’t get offed fell back to the border territories.”

“We’ll be careful,” Capricorn said.

A younger officer approached, a stack of print-outs in his arms the size of a phone book.  Capricorn took half.  Chris and Sveta each took the remainder.  Our files.

There was a brief exchange of numbers and cards.  We shook hands with the cops, and then we shook hands with Anelace.

He held my hand a touch longer than was necessary, looking me in the eyes, and said, “This was good.”

“I’m glad,” I said.

He freed my hand.  The groups split up, with Durbin left in the care of the police.

“The G-N portal was one of the data points,” Looksee said.  “Calls made to and from that area.”

“There’s no cell signal from the other side,” Capricorn said.

“They come through and make calls as soon as they have signals,” Looksee said.  “Give me a bit of time to get the wheels spinning and I can start on facial recognition, license plates, and start checking on people around there.  It’s even close-ish to my place.”

“After you get permission from the authorities for that kind of surveillance, you mean,” Natalie said.

“Of course,” Looksee said.

The last time I’d faced Lord of Loss, we’d fought Brute to Breaker.  It hadn’t been pretty, but… he’d played by the rules.

The people he seemed to be hosting in his territory were very much not playing by those rules.  There was a chance that he knew, which meant another Earth, however small a set of settlements, that was aligned against Gimel.

A chance he didn’t know.  Which would mean Earth N faced the same kind of subversive attack that we’d weathered in Gimel.

I mentally revised my schedule, trying to keep key duties and events straight in my head.  Visit the orphanage where Chris was staying, and make sure all was well.  Make time for Sveta.  Make time for Crystal, and get her something nice.  Call Rain and Ashley, and catch them up, see if they had input.  Move.  Ugh.  Have dinner with Kenzie’s family.  Have a conversation with the Villain Warlord of Earth N, potentially with the fate of whole Earths on the line.
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