
THE FOUNDATION 

PART EIGHT 

INVASION:  PART TWO 

BY 

Eric Metcalf 
 
 
 
Barkaz scowled as Taylor walked into his cabin.  “General Taylor,” he said, making the title a 
growl, “I hope that last night’s performance is not indicative of your tactical skill.  Losing five 
warbots for no enemy personnel permanently injured is not a very good exchange.” 
 
Taylor shook his head vigorously.  “Wrong, Barkaz.  The objective was accomplished.  We turned 
them back.  Actually, I was surprised.  I thought the Guardians didn’t have that much sense.  I 
had always heard they were a “get it done at any cost” unit.  If they had tried that, we’d have 
bagged all five.  As it was, the warbots are all capable of being repaired.  You lost nothing except 
some spare parts.  On the other hand, the Guardians suffered a major loss of prestige and 
credibility.  Remember, they’re the only ones who have dealt with you face to face who aren’t on 
your side.  If the military leadership doesn’t believe them, we have more time and space to 
operate in.  I want to take the Guardians out of the game as much as you do, but last night was 
not the time.” 
 
Barkaz nodded.  “As you say.  Still, I am under some pressure from my own superiors to take 
more affirmative action to eliminate this threat.  Do you have any plans for doing so?” 
 
Taylor smiled broadly.  “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
 
Laughlin glared at Mike, spitting him with daggers from her eyes.  “Do you mean to tell me that 
one of your personnel deliberately aborted the mission when personnel remained active and 
capable of completing the mission?” 
 
Mike kept his calm through an effort of will.  “One of my people ordered the team extracted after 
they had suffered forty percent casualties and when their best information showed that General 
Taylor had boarded the Beytraskan spacecraft prior to their engagement with the robots.  Given 
that he almost certainly went willingly, the mission had failed before the engagement even began.  
Techno’s decision to pull the team out probably prevented the Beytraskans from capturing the 
entire force.” 
 
“Which would be an entirely unacceptable outcome,” Carpenter interjected.  He glared back at the 
conference table at Laughlin.  “I don’t like the fact that they missed the target any better than you 
do, General.  However, I will not criticize the decision of a field operative when they did exactly 
what I would have done in the same circumstance.  Techno was facing unknown opposition with 
two personnel down and the odds of mission completion becoming more remote with each 
second.  He knew that the mission was a failure and made the smart call.  We lost that battle, but 
we still have a chance at winning the war.  If the Beytraskans would have captured the team, 
we’d have lost any chance of beating them.” 



 
Laughlin sighed deeply, conceding the argument.  “How are your injured?” 
 
“Crimson Knight is fine,” Mike said.  “Techno and Strongarm are working on the armor now.  
They’re trying to build in some surge suppressors in order to prevent a repeat performance.  Mind 
Mistress is still down in Medical, but she’s recovering well.  She just had a residual headache and 
some muscle stiffness.” 
 
“And the two from Foundation headquarters?”  Laughlin prompted. 
 
“Wraith and Aria are back to full operational status,” Mike said, his voice flat. 
 
“That’s amazing,” Laughlin said, perking up.  “One had cracked ribs, the other a broken jaw, and 
they’re just fine the next day?  That’s incredible.” 
 
“One aspect of their powers is their ability to heal damage rapidly in the right circumstances,” 
Mike said, his voice still flat. 
 
“And the right circumstances would be?” Laughlin prompted again. 
 
“Confidential,” Mike said.  “That’s all I can say on the matter.” 
 
“On to other subjects,” Carpenter interjected, “what’s our next move?  We have to assume that 
the other side has Taylor, probably willingly, so they have access to everything he knows.” 
 
“We have to extract him,” Laughlin said.  “The longer we leave him in their hands, the more 
information they can get out of him.  Also, with him on their side, they have a chance to 
undermine the loyalty of some of our special operations units.  We can’t allow that.” 
 
“However,” Mike said, “We still have no idea as to their real capabilities.  The last time we tried to 
extract people from their control, we ended up with a royal mess.  Besides, those people still 
believe that these aliens saved them and that they will come for them.  If Taylor went willingly, 
who knows what they could have done to him?” 
 
“So noted,” Carpenter replied.  “Also, remember that they can relocate almost at will.  We still 
have no reliable ability to track their ship or ships.  We can’t plan offensive action until we have an 
objective that will sit still long enough to be hit.” 
 
“So we do nothing?” Laughlin snorted.  “That’s not very heroic.” 
 
“No, but it can be smart,” Mike said.  “We’re in a reactive mode now.  We have to wait for them to 
show themselves before we can engage them directly.  This is actually not unlike how we had to 
fight the Shadow Empire.  They were buried pretty deep, but occasionally a sympathizer or 
courier would surface.  We’d raid them and try to catch their contacts before they went to ground.  
Most of the time, we were held in reserve to react to any of their actions.  This is the same sort of 
fight.” 
 
Carpenter nodded.  “The analogy works.  However, I don’t expect to see the aliens start a civil 
war to get what they want.  Rather, I would expect them to try and infiltrate our power structures, 
to convert powerful men to their side.  Once that’s done, they can ‘arrive’, announce their 
presence and their ‘peaceful’ intentions, and their plants will welcome them with open arms.” 
 
“A little advanced technology, probably medical and physical science, seals the deal,” Mike said, 
“and Earth becomes a happy and productive member of the Beytraskan Empire.” 
 



Laughlin was quiet for a moment, looking down at the table.  “That means,” she said in a quiet 
voice, almost inaudible to anyone but her, “we may have to start the war in order to prevent a 
takeover.” 
 
Carpenter nodded.  “We need to consider that eventuality.  However, before they can do that, 
they will need to reinsert Callaghan and Taylor into general society.  That’s our time to move.  
Once they come out of hiding, we have a fixed target.  That’s our time to move.” 
 
A light knock on the door broke the quiet.  “Come,” Mike called out.   
 
Kat stuck her head in.  “Excuse me, but I think you ought to see what’s on the news.”  Mike slid 
open a panel in the table top and keyed a control underneath.  A section of the wall slid back to 
reveal a television screen.  The screen came on, showing a perky reporter’s serious mien.  
“Behind me, you can see protestors gathering outside this military hospital.  We have received 
reports that several people who had been held hostage in Texas are still inside.  Government 
sources, speaking on condition of anonymity, have confirmed their presence, but insist that the 
people are being treated for Stockholm syndrome as a result of their capture.” 
 
“Freeze frame,” Mike barked.  The image obediently froze, showing the reporter standing in front 
of a group of demonstrators.  “Check out whose in the front row.”   
 
Kat nodded.  “That’s why I told you.” 
 
“So that’s him,” Carpenter said, looking more closely at the blurred image.   
 
“That’s who?”  Laughlin asked, squinting at the image.  “One of the aliens?” 
 
“No,” Mike said with a shake of his head, “but someone just as dangerous.  We call him The 
Reverend.  He’s a street preacher out of Boston with a real hatred for metas.  The funny thing is 
that he’s a meta himself.  He’s at least a tele-empathic projector, and odds are he’s a true 
telepath.  He probably can’t read for squat, but he sure can project.  We ran into him in DC when 
we were just down there, so we know he’s in town.  If he caught wind of this, he could really stir 
up some trouble.  If he starts whipping that crowd into a frenzy, they would go through anything.” 
 
“I’ll alert DCPD,” Carpenter said.  “They know we’re interested in this guy.  I’ll have them keep 
their people back.” 
 
“What,” Laughlin barked.  “If they try to storm that hospital, the police have to stop them.” 
 
“Yeah, that’s his plan, too,” Mike replied. “Remember, this guy can influence emotions, maybe 
thoughts.  It’s not out of the realm of possibility that he could influence the cops to either start 
shooting and create a massacre.  More likely, he could make them turn around and lead the 
charge.  Bad odds.” 
 
He saw Kat trying to back out of the room.  “Kat, hang on a second.  Get Lindsey and Jinn up 
here on the double.  We’re going to get those patients out.” 
 
“What?”  Kat asked.  “Why me?” 
 
“Everybody except Lindsey can fly,” Mike said.  “Also, you and Jinn are strong-willed from your 
training, and Lindsey and I are trained telepaths.  We can evacuate the patients to the Protector 
One, and then fly them either here or to another hospital.  That’ll take the heat off.” 
 
“Take them to Bethesda Naval,” Laughlin instructed.  “I’ll arrange things on my end.  If we lock 
down Bethesda, even the Reverend can’t get close.  Besides, if we defuse the riot out from under 



him, it’ll take him some time to get geared up for another one, and we can prepare to move them 
again, with more security this time.” 
 
Carpenter nodded.  “Good plan.  Let’s get it done, before the Beytraskans come up with 
something else.” 
 
 
Mister Pain glowered at the burly guard who had pulled him from his cell and led him down to the 
interview area.  The guard seemed to think that Pain’s legs didn’t work, even though the 
straightjacket he was wearing didn’t impede his walking at all.  It was just that Pain was naturally 
stubborn, and he wasn’t going anywhere this bozo wanted any faster than he could push him.   
 
Pain still didn’t know who had called him up.  He didn’t have a lawyer working for him.  For one, 
the Feds had seized all of his assets, so he couldn’t pay one good enough to spring him.  For 
another, not only would the Guardians be on his ass if he got loose, the Black Guard, or who was 
left of them, would be too.  Some of the Guarddies that the Guardians had put away since the 
Black King bought it had let Pain and the other Shadow Empire metas know that the Guard 
considered them traitors.  Traitors, hell, Pain thought.  Where were those dumb asses when the 
Guardians came roaring up to the White House with more attitude and power than any of them 
had ever seen?  Hiding, just like they were now, that’s where. 
 
The bozo dropped Pain into the interview cell.  “Fifteen minutes,” he snarled, “then it’s back to the 
can.” 
 
“Don’t wait up,” Pain snarled back before he looked at the other side of the glass.  He didn’t know 
the guy sitting across from him, but he didn’t like him.  No guy that good-looking was ever any 
good.  Yeah, the guy looked like he could handle himself in a fight, but it was just as obvious he’d 
never been in one. 
 
“Mister Patrickson,” the man began. 
 
“Pain, the name’s Pain.  That other guy died a long time ago.” 
 
“As you wish,” the man replied, with one of those ingratiating smiles pretty people give everybody 
else when they think you’re under their spell.  “As I was about to say, you have been chosen for a 
signal honor.  You have been selected to take part in a series of experiments.  As payment for 
your assistance, your sentence will be substantially reduced.” 
 
“Why would I want that?” Pain replied with a sneer.  “Most everybody on the outside wants me 
dead, one way or the other.” 
 
The man smiled again.  “Let us just say that, should the experiments prove successful, you won’t 
have to worry about your enemies again.” 
 
Power, Pain thought.  This guy is talking about enhancing my powers.  If he can do that, I can 
really kick some ass when I get out.  Hell, if it works, I can flat bust out.  “Me and who else?” 
 
“We will be extending similar offers to some of your old associates.  We believe that you have the 
right, makeup shall we say, for the experiment to be a success.” 
 
In other words, Pain thought, you want us to be your little meta army.  Well, just keep thinking.  
Once you hype me up, I ain’t working for nobody but me.   
 
“Keep talkin’.” 
 
 



“We’re approaching the coordinates,” the pilot said through the intercom.  Mindstar stood up from 
his seat and started towards the cockpit.  As he stood up, he saw Mind Mistress’s hands 
trembling.  She was also much paler than usual. 
 
“I shouldn’t be here,” she whispered, feeling Mindstar’s eyes on her.  “It’s too soon.” 
 
“You’re fine,” Mindstar said, laying a hand on her shoulder, “at least physically.  Emotionally, well, 
you’ve been hit.  They always say that everybody’s get a plan until they get hit.  Well, you just got 
hit.  How you bounce back is up to you.   I know we need you down there.  I’ll be busy running 
shuttle.  You’ll have to counter The Reverend.” 
 
She blanched.  “I can’t stand touching his mind.  It’s sick.” 
 
“I know,” Mindstar answered, “but we can’t let him have free reign over those people.  If we do, 
they’ll storm the building before we can get the patients out.   You have to slow him down.” 
 
She looked up and smiled, albeit weakly.  “I’ll do my best.” 
 
He returned her smile.  “You always do.”  He turned and opened the cockpit door. 
 
“Coming up on a flyby,” the pilot said.  Mindstar moved forward, being careful to stay out of the 
way of the flight crew.  Even from their altitude, he could see a large crowd of people outside of 
the building.  The building was several stories tall and broad, but the roof was cluttered with 
antennas and fans.   
 
“Too crowded to land,” the pilot said. 
 
“We knew that,” Mindstar replied.  “Bring us in and hover.  We’ll bring the targets up.” 
 
“Excuse me, sir,” the copilot said, “but Dulles control is giving me some static about flying low 
over the city.  Do you want to talk to them?” 
 
“By all means,” Mindstar said, smiling.  He took the proffered headset. 
 
“November Niner-Niner-Seven-Eight-Six, this is Dulles Control,” a rather irritated, male voice was 
saying, “you are outside of normal flight path and operating at an unsafe altitude.  Come to 
course one-seven-zero and angels twenty immediately.” 
 
“Dulles Control,” Mindstar said, “this is November Niner-Niner-Seven-Eight-Six.  Stand by to copy 
authorization code for low altitude operations.” 
 
When the man’s voice came back, he was less irritated and more quizzical.  “Standing by.” 
 
“Code is as follows.  Golf-Ultra-Alpha-Romeo-Delta-India-Alpha-November-Sierra.  How do you 
copy?” 
 
The man’s voice was now shaky, as if he’d been given a bad shock.  Well, Mindstar thought, he 
probably has.  “Uh, sir, I read Golf-Ultra-Alpha-Romeo-Delta-India-Alpha-November-Sierra.  Is my 
read back correct?” 
 
“Read back correct,” Mindstar said, smiling even broader. 
 
“Authorization is, ah, confirmed,” the controller said.  “Do you, ah, require any, ah, assistance?” 
 
“Just keep the airspace above us clear,” Mindstar said.  “When we exit the area, we will be doing 
so rapidly.” 



 
“Wilco,” the controller replied.  “Good luck.” 
 
“Out,” Mindstar replied.  He removed the headset and handed it back to the copilot.  “Bring us in 
over the objective.  Hover just high enough to keep from jetwashing us off of the roof.  We’ll be 
transiting the patients aboard pretty rapidly, so keep a firm hand.” 
 
“Acknowledged,” the pilot said.  His voice was cool and confident, inspiring confidence in his 
ability to perform the delicate and difficult maneuver Mindstar had just outlined.  Then again, the 
pilots were top-flight aviators. 
 
“We’ll deploy as soon as you put it into a hover.  The hostiles will see us and step up their efforts, 
so we’ll move quickly.”  Mindstar left the cockpit, holding onto the bulkheads as the plane banked 
sharply. 
 
“Get ready to deploy,” he called.  The team stood up, all bracing themselves against the bank as 
the plane came in on approach to the hospital.  The engines roared louder as the pilot shifted 
them to vertical thrust.   
 
“Stand by,” he called, moving to open one of the two side doors.  Firemane moved to the other 
one, Wind Shear behind her.  Mind Mistress stumbled as she moved to Mindstar.  He caught her 
with a brief mental push.  She tried to shrug, but her hands were shaking so badly it didn’t come 
off.   
 
“When we come to a hover,” Mindstar called, “we exit.  Mind Mistress, head to the edge of the 
roof and get a sight line on The Reverend.  When you do, try to block his control of the crowd for 
as long as you can.  The rest of us will go into the hospital, secure the patients, and bring them 
out.  We’ll need to move quickly.  Mind Mistress will buy us as much time as she can, but once 
The Reverend breaks free, those people will flood the hospital and our time to get out of here will 
be measured in seconds.”  They nodded, Mind Mistress less confidently than the other two. 
 
The airplane bucked slightly, and then came to a stop.  “Now,” Mindstar called as he slung open 
his door.  There was only a slight wind outside, but the roar of the engines was a physical force.  
Mindstar grabbed Mind Mistress around her waist, and then he propelled them out of the plane.  
He brought them down lightly on the gravel roof.  They could hear a low roar of voices from one 
side of the building.  Mindstar pointed in that direction.  Mind Mistress nodded and jogged to the 
edge of the building and looked down. 
 
It’s bad, she thought to Mindstar.  There must be hundreds at least, maybe thousands.  I can feel 
him.  He sees the jet; he knows we’re trying to get the patients out.  I can jam his thoughts, but I 
don’t know how long I can keep it up. 
 
As long as you can, Mindstar thought back.  I believe in you. 
 
Mindstar found the roof access door with a quick sweep.  An equally quick mental punch 
slammed the door open.  He led the way down, with Firemane and Wind Shear hard on his heels.  
He knew that the hospital had fifteen floors and that the patients they were looking for were on 
the twelfth.  That height would give them a few, precious seconds if Mind Mistress lost control of 
the crowd before they were finished. 
 
Just as they pushed through the door onto the twelfth floor, a harried nurse greeted them.  “Mister 
Carpenter just called and told us you were coming.  Thank goodness you got here before that 
crowd stormed the building.  How are you going to get them out?” 
 
“We have an aircraft hovering overhead,” Mindstar said.  “We can take the patients, and any of 
the staff that we can, away with that.  I assume you have the patients sedated?” 



 
“Yes, sir,” the nurse nodded vigorously.  “We keep them mildly sedated at all times, except when 
they’re in a session.  We upped the sedative levels to keep them from making any trouble during 
the commotion.” 
 
“Excellent,” Mindstar replied.  “Quickly, get them on gurneys and up to the roof.  If you can get 
them moving in relays, that will work fine.” 
 
“Right away,” the nurse said.  She turned away from them and moved quickly and with purpose to 
a knot of nurses and orderlies standing nearby, all with their eyes glued on the Guardians. 
 
“Jeez,” Firemane whispered, “you’d think they had better things to do than to stare at us.” 
 
“They’re scared,” Mindstar replied in a soft voice, “and they’re wondering why we’re not out there 
dispersing the crowd.  If we tried that, Reverend would turn them on us and we’d have to go full 
power against civilians to protect ourselves.  That’s a no-win scenario.  We need to be doing what 
we’re doing.” 
 
The head nurse had dispersed the knot of onlookers.  In moments, they were coming back with a 
series of unconscious patients on gurneys.  “Come on,” Mindstar said, “rest time’s over.” 
 
The three Guardians led the gurneys up the stairs, the small wheels bouncing roughly over each 
step.  “Too bad the elevators don’t go to the roof,” one of the orderly’s huffed. 
 
“Should have thought of that before,” Mindstar replied.  “Now’s a little late to do that much 
remodeling.” 
 
Firemane led the group out of the stairwell door onto the roof.  The Protector One hovered lower, 
the blast from its engines stirring up dust devils that skidded across the gravel surface.  The 
nurses looked up in shock and awe at the aircraft hovering above the building, shifting slightly as 
wind gusts caught the building and pushed it one way and another.  The pilot was correcting 
quickly, but it was still a moving target.  “Firemane”, Mindstar called, “fly one patient up, and then 
stand by to catch the others.  Wind Shear and I will boost them to you.” 
 
“Got it,” Firemane said.  She went to the first gurney and easily lifted the man from it, even though 
he was taller and broader than she was.  She lifted into the air easily, her magical flight ignoring 
the weight of her cargo. 
 
Mindstar glanced over to Mind Mistress.  How are you holding up? 
 
Not good, she thought, but I’m hanging in there.  He could feel her mental touch weakening as 
she focused all of her will and power into suppressing The Reverend, but she hadn’t broken yet. 
 
You’re doing fine, keep at it.  Mindstar sent reassuring feelings along with his thoughts, letting 
some pride at her performance slip into her mind.  He felt her buck up and draw strength from his 
reassurance. 
 
Wind Shear had lifted her first patient up to Firemane, who deftly picked the woman out of the air.  
The first two orderlies rapidly retreated back into the building.  Mindstar nodded to the third 
orderly, who unsnapped the restraints on the unconscious man.  Mindstar focused his mind for a 
moment, and the man’s body floated into the air.  Mindstar’s eyes blazed orange as the man 
floated up to the Protector One’s open door.  He moved the man out of the way of a last-second 
shift by the plane, and Firemane easily brought him inside. 
 



Mindstar could hear the chants from below as he lifted another patient; they were loud enough to 
be heard even over the roar of the Protector One’s engine.  As Firemane caught his latest cargo, 
he spared a glance over to Mind Mistress. 
 
I’m losing him, she cried in his mind, I can’t hold any longer!  With a shriek of pain, she collapsed.  
She hung on the edge of the building, her weight wanting to fall forward.  Mindstar reached out for 
her and pulled her back with a burst of mental force.  She sprawled on the roof; her loose-limbed 
body an easy clue that she was unconscious.   
 
“Move it,” Mindstar yelled.  “They’re going to be breaking in any moment.”  Below, they heard 
hooting and shrieking alarms begin to sound as the crowd, at The Reverend’s direction, push 
forward into the hospital. 
 
The charge nurse came running up the stairs, with two orderlies following her closely.  “They’re 
breaking in,” she yelled.  “We have to get out of here.” 
 
“Are those the last patients?”  Mindstar called back. 
 
The nurse nodded vigorously.  “Yes.  Please take us with you.” 
 
Mindstar looked up.  “Can you catch them?” 
 
“Yes,” the nurse said, “anything, just please take us with you.” 
 
Firemane, fly down here, Mindstar thought.  Firemane obeyed, leaping out the door and swept 
down to the roof.  “Get these people up next,” Mindstar yelled, “then help us shuttle the last 
patients.”   
 
Firemane easily grabbed the burliest orderly.  “Hang on, sugar,” she said and she jumped into the 
air.  The man’s eyes bugged out as she easily flew him up to the Protector One.  Wind Shear 
boosted the other orderly up, while Mindstar gave the nurse a quick ride.  All three were visibly 
shaken as they stepped onto the Protector One, but they gamely signaled their readiness to catch 
the patients. 
 
Mindstar, Wind Shear and Firemane each boosted one of the last three patients up to the 
Protector One.  Mindstar could hear voices echoing out of the stairwell now.  He could feel the 
clock in his head ticking down the seconds before the mob burst onto the roof.  Reaching out with 
his mind, he picked up the unconscious Mind Mistress, and pulled her to him.  Just as she was 
within reach, the first of the crazed mob ran onto the roof. 
 
Mindstar didn’t launch an attack.  Instead, he leapt into the air, timing his push up and his pull of 
Mind Mistress.  He reached out and drew her into his arms just outside of the attacker’s reach.  
He flew into the Protector before anyone in the mob thought to draw a gun. 
 
As soon as he was inside, Firemane slammed the door closed behind him.  “Get us out of here,” 
he yelled towards the cockpit.  He could feel the change in the airplane as the pilot shifted the 
engines to horizontal flight and the aircraft leapt forward. 
 
“That was too close,” one of the orderlies said. 
 
“Nah,” Mindstar said, “we still had a few tenths of a second to spare.”  He smiled to show that he 
was joking.  The charge nurse didn’t think it was funny, by her expression, but Firemane and 
Wind Shear began laughing heartily, as did the orderlies. 
 
“Oooh,” Mind Mistress groaned.  She blinked several times, and looked up at Mindstar.  “Oh no, I 
failed,” she whimpered.  “I couldn’t stop him.” 



“Shh,” Mindstar whispered.  “You did fine.  See, we’re on the jet.  We got all of the patients out, 
plus some of the staff.” 
 
“I,” she sobbed, “I did all right?” 
 
“You did fine,” Mindstar beamed.  “Straight mental combat with that powerful of a will is no easy 
feat.  You gave us all the time we needed.” 
 
“I, I did?” 
 
“Yep,” Mindstar said.  “Now, hop up and get strapped in.  We’re going to need to make some 
good time to get to Bethesda.” 
 
As they got to their feet, the view screen in the passenger compartment came to life.  “Protector 
One, come in, this is Guardian base.” 
 
“Go ahead,” Mindstar said as he strode over to the screen. 
 
“Report,” Carpenter barked. 
 
“All patients present and accounted for,” Mindstar replied.  “En route to Bethesda.” 
 
“Proceed at top speed,” Carpenter ordered, “then reroute to ParaMax One.  We have an incident 
in progress.  The team here has already left, but it may be a Category One.” 
 
“Confirmed,” Mindstar replied.  “Okay, everybody, strap in tight.”  He moved to the nearest patient 
and pulled the five-point restraining harness from the seat and secured it around the unconscious 
man.  “We’re going to be accelerating rapidly in a few seconds.” 
 
“What’s going on?” the nurse asked sharply as she began strapping in the patients.  “Isn’t 
ParaMax One that prison?” 
 
“Yes, it is,” Wind Shear replied.  “However, a riot at that prison is much more dangerous than at 
other prisons.  We have to respond when there is any trouble.” 
 
“And a Category One means there’s plenty of trouble.” 
 
 
Terry felt the wall behind her rattle with the roar of the Protector Two launching into the sky, 
carrying Crimson Knight and the rest of the Guardians to another desperate battle.  Her heart 
ached to be going with them; that was why she had put on the uniform and agreed to give up her 
old life.  It wasn’t to lie on a bed, pregnant, aching, waiting on a child to be born that she wasn’t 
even sure was going to be human.   
 
She knew she should hate the Beytraskans for making her child into, something.  But it was 
impossible to hate Marka, even for her supermodel-beauty, when she was administering one of 
her deep massages that were the only things that made the aches in her sides and legs go away. 
 
A gentle knock on the door broke her reverie.  “Come in,” she said, rather weaker and squeakier 
than she would have liked.   
 
Carpenter peeked in.  “Just making sure you were decent,” he said before opening the door and 
letting himself in.  
 
“Thanks for the consideration,” Terry replied, trying to regain her old sass.  She saw Marka 
looking confused, and realized that she’d probably never hear the word “decent” used in that 



context before.  Marka was smart, but English could be a very tricky language.  “It sounds bad out 
there.” 
 
“I don’t like it,” Carpenter replied.  “First, the trouble in DC, and now a riot at ParaMax One.  I 
stopped believing in coincidences like this a long time ago, kid.  Something’s brewing.” 
 
“Beytraskans?” she asked.  She felt Marka stiffen at her side. 
 
Carpenter nodded.  “Probably.  I’d bet they’re hunting for help.  Sure, Techno and company 
knocked out five robots last night, but they had to abort the mission.  Still, the Beytraskans have 
to know they can’t beat us one-on-one.  Taylor’s smart enough to realize that there are a ton of 
very bad guys in ParaMax that will jump at any chance to make trouble for us.  If the Reverend 
had waited, we’d have sent the whole lot to ParaMax, and he would have had free reign at the 
hospital.” 
 
“That’s not his style,” Terry said.  “Besides, I doubt he knows he’s helping them.  Considering how 
much he hates metas, he’d hate aliens even worse.” 
 
“Unless those aliens could convince him that metas are an aberration in the cosmos and that 
they’re going to help him kill all of us,” Carpenter replied.  “Who knows what’s running around in 
his head?  Still, we’re lucky he jumped the gun.  If Crimson Knight and crew are any good, they 
can keep ParaMax One under control until Mike and his team arrive.  We’ve canned those goons 
before and we can do it again.” 
 
 
Pain bellowed out his challenge as he stormed into the prison yard.  Power burned along his 
veins, raced along his nerves, pounded in his brain.  All he had to do was look at someone for a 
moment, focus on them, and he could send his power burning into their brains.  It was beyond 
intoxicating.  He was a god, and he dared anyone to challenge him. 
 
Few dared.  The guards were few, now, since he had burned down several of their number 
inside.  He had ripped the bars from the cells with pitiful ease.  Others had broken loose at the 
same time.  They had not challenged him; they were not the enemy.  The guards were the 
enemy, but they had fled.  Now, no one stood in the yard to challenge them.  They were as gods, 
and none could oppose them.  Not even the Guardians. 
 
At the thought of the Guardians, Pain felt a twinge in his mind.  He had never had the power to 
defeat Mindstar.  Now, though, he had more power than he ever had.  Now, he could destroy the 
accursed Mindstar.  Today, the Guardians would die. 
 
As he thought that, he heard a roar from above.  A plane, a familiar plane, circled the prison.  He 
could see shapes drop from it as it turned and left.  Pain smiled.  The Guardians were coming.  
They were flying to their deaths. 
 
 
Barkaz glanced down at the primitive, digital chronograph.  The second plane had left fifteen 
standard minutes ago.  According to Taylor, that was almost sufficient time to assure that the 
plane had reached its destination.  Once the Guardians were in combat with the rioting prisoners, 
they could not easily leave.   
 
The communicator sitting beside Barkaz in the van’s front seat hummed.  Glancing down, Barkaz 
saw Taylor’s face.  “Greetings, Barkaz,” Taylor said in passable Beytraskan.  “I have news.” 
 
“Speak,” Barkaz replied. 
 
“The Guardians have arrived at their destination,” Taylor said.  “As I knew they would.” 



 
“What of the others?” 
 
“They have just left their first destination,” Taylor said.  “They are even now flying towards their 
second to join their team mates.  You may proceed at any time.” 
 
“No,” Barkaz said.  “We are safe here.  Inform me when the second team of Guardians has joined 
the first.  We will not move before then.  Have our extraction ready.” 
 
“As you wish,” Taylor said.  His formation of the words was tortured, at times, but he could make 
his tone clear enough.   
 
 
Carpenter rested his left hand lightly on the curve of Terry’s stomach.  She might have resented 
his contact, but it was one of the few forms of tenderness she’s seen from the man.  Even though 
the child was not Carpenter’s flesh-and-blood grandson, she could see that he viewed the child in 
that light.   
 
A timid knock on the open door brought her attention back that way.  Sarah stuck her head into 
the room, and Terry could see Tony’s bulk behind her.  “Can we come in?”   
 
“Come on in,” Terry said.  “I thought Dr. Stone was teaching you today.” 
 
“He was,” Tony said, “but he said he was working on something in the lab and for us to just read 
our books.  We both completed the reading and Sarah wanted to come up and see how you were 
doing.” 
 
“Better,” Terry said.  “Marka knows some fantastic massages that really help,” she didn’t finish.  
Suddenly, a sharp spike of pain hit her from her stomach.  She could feel the muscles clench into 
a tight ball. 
 
Marka touched her and gasped.  “It is her time,” she said. 
 
“Get Stone up here, now,” Carpenter barked. 
 
“Easier to go down than up and back down,” Tony said.  He moved over to the bedside.  “No fluid, 
so her water hasn’t broken yet.”  He reached down and lifted Terry easily out of the bed, covers 
and all. 
 
“It is quicker this way,” he said, as he turned sideways to get out of the door with Terry in his 
arms. 
 
“I’m, not, complaining,” she panted as the pains came quicker now.  These must be contractions, 
Terry thought.  It will be over soon. 
 
 
Mindstar let the acceleration of the Protector One push him back into his seat.  They had just 
dropped off the patients and medical staff at Bethesda Naval Hospital and were in the air again, 
heading for ParaMax One.  With all of the restrictions on supersonic flight removed for the trip, 
they would cover the miles in minutes.  According to his estimates, Crimson Knight would be 
dropping in approximately two minutes before they hit the scene.  Mindstar just hoped they could 
hold out for those minutes with a short team. 
 
 



“Thirty seconds to target,” the pilot called on the intercom.  Mindstar sat back and reached out 
with his mind.  In an eye blink, he touched Jake’s mind.  He didn’t bother with the visual and 
auditory images flashing through; he touched Jake’s consciousness. 
Sit rep, Mindstar thought. 
 
Priority One free for all, Jake thought back.  Every bad boy we ever put in here is partying in the 
yard.  We’re stalling them, but they’re OUCH! 
 
Mindstar reeled back into his own mind.  That mental touch was distinctly Mister Pain’s.  
However, that was not his mental stun attack.  “Heads up, people,” Mindstar said aloud.  “The 
rest of the team are still fighting, however, I think some of our old friends may have some new 
surprises for us.  Nothing definite, but don’t get cocky.” 
 
“Not at a time like this,” Firemane said.  Wind Shear and Mind Mistress nodded. 
 
“Let’s get ready to deploy,” Mindstar ordered.  With practiced ease, the team moved to the two 
exit doors, Firemane and Wind Shear at one, the two mentalists at the other. 
 
“On target,” the pilot called.  Firemane and Mindstar swung the doors open and the team jumped, 
Mind Mistress in Mindstar’s arms. 
 
Below, Mindstar could see the battle unfold.  The Guardians has landed near a corner of the 
outer wall, with two sides blocked by reinforced concrete.  Strongarm covered the open angle of 
the corner and was fighting at what had to be close to full height.  Techno and Wraith covered his 
flanks, while Aria flew above, blasting away at anyone attacking from long range.  Crimson Knight 
was just getting back to his hands and knees in the open space behind Strongarm.  He was 
visibly shaking his head after whatever Pain had hit him with. 
 
“Wind Shear, Firemane,” Mindstar called, “take fire support.  Mind Mistress, coordinate.  I’ll link up 
with Crimson Knight and jump in shortly.”  Wind Shear and Firemane nodded and split up, one 
flying towards either side of Strongarm.  Mindstar flew in behind Strongarm, dropping Mind 
Mistress lightly to the ground. 
 
“Glad you decided to make it,” Crimson Knight groaned as he levered himself upright.   
 
“Trouble at the airport,” Mindstar said.  “Nice party you’ve got here.” 
 
“Some of the guests are pretty wired,” he replied.  “Watch yourself.” 
 
“I,” Mindstar said when he felt a surge of force in his mind.  Someone was trying to blast into his 
mind.  He quickly reinforced his mental shields, holding back the flood.  Glancing around, he saw 
Pain, standing several yards back, glaring at him. 
 
“Nice try,” Mindstar called, “but not good enough.”  He responded with a mental attack of his own.  
Pain howled as his own pain synapses fired under Mindstar’s attack.  He stumbled, but recovered 
and came back again. 
 
Another mental force joined Mindstar’s.  “I’ve got him,” Mind Mistress said, her voice strong with 
courage and righteous anger over Pain’s attack on Jake.  “Help the others.” 
 
Mindstar smiled.  “No time like the present.” 
 
 
“They are engaged,” Taylor said over the communicator.  “You may proceed.” 
 



“Immediately,” Barkaz replied.  He spoke quickly and concisely in Beytraskan.  The five robots 
accompanying him wore skins of flesh, but they still appeared artificial to his eyes.  Unfortunately, 
the ship was too far away for Taylor to directly command the robots.  Barkaz would have to direct 
them himself. 
 
Before he stepped out of the van, he keyed in a special command that Callaghan had given him 
to a small computer.  He didn’t understand the significance, but Callaghan had assured him that it 
would make passage easier. 
 
Inside the control center of the Guardians’ base/mansion, a hooting alarm began to sound.  One 
of the view screens flashed “Perimeter Security Deactivated” in brilliant red letters.  Another 
screen was split into nine smaller views; each began to go black in sequence.  In a few moments, 
the alarm ceased and the warnings faded.  No one had heard them. 
 
 
Mindstar floated around Strongarm’s left shoulder.  He could have conserved power by staying on 
the ground, but he wanted the villains to know that the A-team was on the case.  He hoped that it 
would give them pause, give the Guardians a chance to get organized.  
 
He got his wish, but not in the way he wanted.  When he floated into open view, he instantly 
became the center of attention.  Metalite tossed a bolt of magnetic force that Mindstar’s force field 
barely deflected.  That was another one that’s definitely stronger, Mindstar thought briefly, as he 
returned fire with one of his mental force blasts.  Metalite staggered back, but he didn’t go down. 
 
Mindstar heard an all-to-familiar roar from below Strongarm.  Rampage, seemingly even bulkier 
than before, was trying to take out Strongarm’s legs.  Mindstar loosed a mental bolt at him.  The 
force of the impact drove Rampage back from his prey. 
 
“Mindstar,” Rampage roared, “come down here and fight.” 
 
“Glad to have you, boss,” Strongarm called.  “Just ain’t the same without you.” 
 
“Always nice to be appreciated,” Mindstar replied.  “This isn’t all of them.” 
 
“Negative,” Crimson Knight said as he got back into the air.  “Looks like just the male metas.  
That doesn’t make any sense.  Where are the females and the others?” 
 
“Don’t say it,” Firemane replied.  “Don’t jinx us.” 
 
 
Brian Carpenter tried to keep his calm watching his daughter-in-law suffer through her 
contractions.  He knew she wasn’t the telepath in the family, but watching her in such pain still 
had an effect on him.  He wished that Alyina were there, both to ease Terry’s suffering and to 
ease his mind that everything would be all right.  She had that effect on him.   
 
Paying as much attention as he was to Terry, his instincts alerted him to danger too late to do 
anything more than turn around.  Six humanoid robots burst into the medical bay, weapons 
drawn. 
 
“Alert!” he managed to yell as he jumped into a fighting stance.  One of the robots leveled its 
weapon and fired.  The energy bolt hit him like a bolt of lightning.  For an instant, all of his 
muscles contracted at once, and then they lost all tension.  He fell to the floor in a heap.  
However, he wasn’t unconscious.  He could still see. 
 
He saw the two kids jump into action, moving to Terry’s defense by reflex.  They’ll be all right, he 
thought, if they make it through this mess.  Tony let his rage carry him into action, slamming two 



robots back as he moved towards the door.  Sarah threw icy daggers from behind him, spitting 
another android.   
 
Tony howled in pain as the remaining androids turned their weapons on him.  He held up under 
first one blast, then two and then three.  The fourth blast staggered him, and he dropped to his 
knees.  More blasts rained down. 
 
“Tony,” Carpenter heard Sarah yell, “Get out of here.”  She threw more icy daggers at the 
androids.  She was hitting, but the androids seemed to ignore the impacts.   
 
One of the androids looked up and fired once at Sarah.  The shot hit her full in the chest, and she 
shrieked and collapsed.  Sarah’s shriek gave Tony fresh rage, and he staggered to his feet.  
Before he could stop swaying to attack, the androids hit him with another salvo of blasts and he 
crumpled to the ground, blue sparks dancing over his form. 
 
As Carpenter looked up, a man walked into the room.  He must have been waiting outside until 
the androids cleaned up, Carpenter thought.  He looked disdainfully down at Tony, and then his 
eyes widened at the sight of Terry.  He barked out some commands in a sibilant language that 
vaguely reminded Carpenter of French.  The androids moved over to Terry and lifted her into the 
air easily.  She tried to struggle, but the contractions were weakening her too much.   
 
The man knelt down beside Carpenter.  “So, Colonel Carpenter, it appears that I have taken two 
birds with one stone.  Not only have I captured you and these young ones, I have taken the 
female of your team leader just before she bares his child.  He will be willing to sacrifice much for 
her safe return.” 
 
 
Wraith spun another punch at the Black Knight as they darted back and forth, covering the 
ground between Strongarm and the wall several times in a space of seconds.  They traded 
punches as they ran, but each could block the other’s shots.  Still, Wraith felt himself tiring.  The 
Black Knight was fast, faster than anyone he had ever fought.  The two speedsters were 
canceling each other out.  Neither was free to harass anyone else, so they were stalemated.  
 
Aria tried to blast the Black Knight again, but she was so afraid of hitting Wraith that she couldn’t 
hit her target.  All she did was make Wraith’s ears ring.   
 
“You’re pretty fast,” Wraith said as he dodged another punch with a slight shift of his body.   
 
The Knight didn’t reply.  He just kept moving and firing off punches.  Suddenly, he shifted his 
trajectory.  Wraith was forced to match him or risk losing him.  He realized that the Knight was 
leading him away from Strongarm and the other Guardians.  That was not good. 
 
Before he could correct his course to get back to his place in the formation, pain seared through 
his body.  The agony caused him to misstep.  One missed step sent him sprawling on the gravel, 
skidding across the prison yard.  Looking up, he saw Pain standing over him, grinning maliciously 
as he reached down, his hand glowing a sickening, lambent green. 
 
A shriek echoed in Wraith’s ears.  Pain staggered back, his hands going to his ears to block out 
the noise.  Strong, slender arms reached down and plucked Wraith into the air.   
 
Looking over his shoulder, he smiled at Wind Shear’s face.  “Thanks for the rescue.” 
 
“Do not thank me,” she said.  “I wouldn’t have gotten to you if Aria hadn’t stunned Mister Pain.” 
 
“Get back in line,” Mindstar called.  He could see more forms coming up from inside the prison.  
“It looks like we’ve got more company.” 



 
Firemane heard Mindstar’s call and looked up.  She’d been busy trying to keep Rampage 
preoccupied with her fire bolts, but he stayed in too close to Strongarm for her to feel comfortable 
unleashing a full power shot.  She’d barely managed to singe Rampage’s overstretched prison 
outfit.  She certainly hadn’t hit him hard enough to really hurt him. 
 
Now, Firemane could see more prisoners pouring out into the yard.  Some of these were armed 
men; many of those were carrying Black Guard equipment.  Others were female.  One of those 
was already ablaze and flying as soon as she left the building.  Firemane recognized her as one 
of Rampage’s team:  Scorcher.  If she were free to open fire on the Guardians from range, things 
would go from bad to worse. 
 
“Hey, Scorcher,” Firemane called, “let’s cook.”  Firemane flew at Scorcher, intending to distract 
her in aerial combat.  True to Rampage’s nature, Scorcher took the bait.  She tossed one fire 
blast at Firemane, and then she tried to grab the magical warrior.  Firemane kicked away her 
clumsy grab attempt and followed it up with a solid kick.  Scorcher flew back and away, barely 
dodging Firemane’s boot.   
 
 
Techno focused on one of the men pouring out of the prison.  He recognized his armor and 
weapons from some of the old videos of the Guardians’ early fights:  the Black Bishop of the 
Shadow Empire.  Techno had studied him, looking for ideas for his own weapons and equipment.  
He remembered that the Black Bishop, rather than doing damage himself, loved to weaken other 
fighters for his teammates to take down.  Strongarm getting weakened was the last thing they 
needed right now. 
 
“Hey, pendejo,” Techno called, “Come and get some.”  He fired off a series of blasts at the 
gadgeteer.  Only one hit, but that was enough to get the Black Bishop’s attention.  Techno 
ducked to one knee as a ball of energy roiled over his head to impact on the concrete outer wall.  
The energy didn’t do anything to the wall, which confirmed Techno’s suspicion.   
 
Techno returned fire.  He didn’t have much luck, but all he had to do was keep the Black Bishop 
distracted.  Even if he were weakened, as long as he could stand, they’d be all right.  He just had 
to keep Strongarm upright. 
 
 
Crimson Knight swooped down to Strongarm’s left.  As soon as he saw the female members of 
Rampage emerge, he knew who’d be coming to Rampage’s aid.  He saw her charging across the 
yard, her pale hair streaming behind her.  Lioness, as she was called, was as lean and feral as 
any alley cat.  The claws that replaced her fingernails would put some nasty cuts in Strongarm if 
she got close enough to use them.  Crimson Knight intended to see that she never got that 
chance. 
 
Sighting in on her running form, he fired his lasers.  One bolt hit her, burning her right side, and 
she staggered.  As she dropped, Crimson Knight saw Optica, the bug-eyed Hispanic woman, 
appear behind Lioness.  Optica’s eye beams lanced out, catching him full in the chest plate.  The 
blast threw him backwards, but he was able to keep his balance without going down on his back. 
 
 
Strongarm kicked Rampage out of the way with a thick shin.  He knew that he was the center of 
attention, but that was how he wanted it.  He could soak up damage better than any of his 
teammates, so he wanted everybody taking potshots at him.  The team was fully engaged now, 
battling both Rampage and the Shadow Empire.  The Black Guardsmen that had made it out onto 
the field were mostly firing randomly, often at one of the Shadow Empire villains.  Rampage was 
tied up with the Guardians in a series of one-on-one or two-on-one duels.   
 



The Black Rook flew above the crowd.  Strongarm spotted him as soon as he lifted off.  He hoped 
that the prison staff had been smart enough to keep the Rook armor disarmed.  The last thing he 
needed right now was one of those rockets. 
 
Strongarm saw the armor’s right gauntlet drop towards him.  The familiar six-holed rocket 
launcher stared at his face.  “Aw, hell,” he swore, trying to brace himself against the explosion.  
There was nowhere he could go. 
 
The rocket roared out of its launch tube with a gout of flame trailing.  Strongarm braced himself, 
but it wasn’t enough.  The rocket hit him square in the chest.  The explosion threw him 
backwards, off of his feet.  He was unconscious from the concussion and the burning pain before 
he hit the ground with a monstrous crash. 
 
Mindstar barely glanced down at the fallen giant, who was rapidly shrinking to his normal height.  
With Strongarm, they had been able to fight a positional battle, striking and then retreating behind 
his mass when they were injured.  Without him, they would be easily separated and beaten 
individually.  Their only chance was to buy Firemane enough time to get Strongarm back on his 
feet.  Mindstar thought about the one touch he’d had with Pain’s mind.  This wasn’t the usual, 
coldly rational killer he’d faced before.  His mind was a boiling pit of rage, anger and power-
madness.  He could use that. 
 
“Firemane,” Mindstar yelled, “get the big guy back up and going.  Everyone else, cover her and 
each other.”  Before any of the others could speak, Mindstar flew into the midst of a group of 
Black Guard.   
 
“You want me, come get me,” he called as he struck.  A pair of rapid hand strikes sent one 
opponent flying; a back kick knocked another back.  He snapped another into an arm lock and 
used him as a club to knock another away.  
 
“What’s he doing?” Techno shouted.  “He’s loco.” 
 
“Crazy like a fox,” Crimson Knight replied softly.  “He’s drawing all of their attention to him.  Look.”  
Indeed, all of the villains were piling into a series of circles around Mindstar, but none could hold 
him in position long enough for any of the others to mount a coordinated attack.  All that were left 
were isolated rushes, and Mindstar was dealing with those. 
 
“He can’t keep that up forever,” Mind Mistress said. 
 
Crimson Knight glanced down at Firemane, who had one hand over the scorched wound in 
Strongarm’s chest.  Her eyes were closed in concentration as energy flowed between her hand 
and the wound.  “Hopefully, he won’t have to.” 
 
“I’m going in there,” Wraith groaned as he got to his feet.   
 
“Negative,” Crimson Knight ordered.  “You especially, Wraith.  Stay back, all of you.” 
 
“We can’t just stand here,” Aria said. 
 
“If we try and fire,” Crimson Knight said, “we stand as much chance of hitting Mindstar as we do 
anybody else.  Besides, he’s doing this to buy us time.  Catch your breath, but stay alert.  If he 
does go down, hit them with everything you can.  It may be his only chance.” 
 
Mindstar wasn’t worried about going down right now.  In fact, he was barely thinking, only 
reacting.  As opponents presented themselves, he struck.  Kick, punches, throws, all blended 
together into a ballet of destruction.  He felt strangely detached, as if his body was acting on it’s 
own.  He began to funnel his power into his moves, covering his body with his force field and 



reinforcing his strikes with short bursts of telekinetic power.  Suddenly, his opponents weren’t 
stumbling back when hit; they were flying away, often taking two or three would be attackers with 
them.  He couldn’t sustain such effort for long; his energy reserves were fading fast, but it was 
effective. 
 
An opponent resisted his first attacks.  Coming back to focus, he recognized Mister Pain.  He had 
hit the brawler with a spinning kick, but Pain had held his ground.  Eldritch energies now 
surrounded his fists as he struck at Mindstar.  Mindstar sidestepped and grabbed the attacking 
arm above the wrist.  Pulling Pain downward, Mindstar stuck upwards with a ride-hand attack at 
Pain’s solar plexus.  The impact drove the breath from Pain’s lungs with a massive whoosh of 
expelled air.  Mindstar took the leverage of the punch, and Pain’s continued momentum, and 
lifted him above and over his head.  Pain’s unconscious form drove three guardsmen to the 
ground behind Mindstar.   
 
With a bestial roar, Rampage charged into the fray.  Mindstar spun on the ball of his left foot and 
swung his right foot up into a hook kick.  The point of his boot caught the berserker on the 
cheekbone and drove him away from and past Mindstar.  Caught off balance by the strike, 
Rampage stumbled to his knees.  Mindstar swung his right leg up and down, catching Rampage 
with an axe kick on the back of his head.  The impact drove the berserker’s jaw into the gravel, 
stunning the massive man. 
 
“Your skills are impressive,” a voice said from Mindstar’s right side.  Turning, he saw Banzai 
standing there, calmly appraising him.  “I would meet you in honorable combat.”  Mindstar didn’t 
reply verbally, but he shifted into a tournament-style ready position.  Banzai smiled, taking that as 
an acceptance.  “Anyone who attacks Mindstar before I finish him will face me,” he barked as he 
strode forward and took his own ready stance. 
 
“Uh oh,” Mind Mistress said as she watched.   
 
“What,” Crimson Knight asked. 
 
“Banzai.  He’s challenging Mindstar to a duel.  Just the two of them.” 
 
“Look alive,” Crimson Knight said.  “If someone else remembers that we’re here while Banzai’s 
tying up Mindstar, life could get interesting.” 
 
“Bring ‘em on,” Techno said.  “I could use a good fight right about now.” 
 
“Be careful what you wish for,” Wind Shear said. 
 
 
With an ear-rattling yell, Banzai struck.  Mindstar saw the hand strike coming and raised his left 
arm to block, pushing a raising knee strike into Banzai’s stomach.  Banzai rolled away from the 
impact and brought his own leg up into a kick at Mindstar’s chest.  Mindstar leaned back, allowing 
the kick to graze his force field, as he spun to bring his leg back into action.  Banzai surprised him 
by striking at his back, which was parallel to the ground.  Mindstar was flipped over and spun off 
of his feet.  He recovered quickly, using his telekinesis to swing himself into an upright position 
before he hit the ground. 
 
Banzai came at him again.  Mindstar feinted a strike at Banzai’s chest and swung a spinning kick 
at his head.  Banzai took the kick on the jaw and staggered back a step, but he launched himself 
again.  This time, Mindstar’s attack was a step slow.  Banzai slammed his fist into Mindstar’s 
chest with enough force to push through the force field and hit hard.  Mindstar stumbled 
backwards, but he managed to keep his feet, but he could feel his sternum ache from the hit.  
Another shot like that and it would crack of break, seriously weakening him. 
 



From the corner of his eye, he saw one of the guardsmen raise a rifle, attempting to butt-stroke 
him.  With a sharp back kick, he knocked the guardsman back, and the rifle fell from his hands.   
 
“I said stay back,” Banzai called.  “You dishonorable dogs.”  He waited for Mindstar to resume a 
ready stance before he came again.  Mindstar ducked his charge and swung around behind him.  
Moving quickly, Mindstar grabbed Banzai’s left arm and pulled his viciously, locking it in his own.  
The lock brought Banzai’s charge up short, but Banzai wasted no time.  Swinging his squat body 
up, he locked his legs around Mindstar’s neck and pulled him forward.  Banzai’s weight was more 
than enough to unbalance Mindstar, and he went flying forward.  He hit the ground headfirst.  The 
impact dazed him, but his force field took enough damage to keep him from passing out or 
breaking his neck.  Still, it took him a few seconds to regain his feet, and he was woozy. 
 
Mind Mistress gasped.  “Crimson, he’s killing him.” 
 
Crimson Knight flexed his right gauntlet, moving the fingers out of the way of the twin lasers.  
“Aria, Techno, Wind Shear, as soon as I give the word, hit them with everything you’ve got.  Mind 
Mistress, tie up Banzai.  Wraith, you make the grab.  Get in, grab Mindstar, and get out.  No 
stopping for playtime.  Got it?” 
 
“Got it,” five throats chorused as one. 
 
Banzai charged in again.  Mindstar, instead of waiting for the charge, counterattacked 
aggressively.  He launched himself into the air, his right foot extended in front of him.  His jump 
kick struck Banzai solidly and brought him up short.  Mindstar launched into a series of hand 
strikes, working on Banzai’s muscular chest.  Mindstar knew that he had to slow the man down, 
but he couldn’t put him away too soon.  The crowd gathered around them was not attacking the 
other Guardians.  As long as the others were safe, his own life was forfeit, at least in his mind. 
 
Banzai dropped to the ground.  For an instant, Mindstar thought he had won.  Instead, he caught 
a glimpse of Banzai spinning and then he felt Banzai’s legs impact the back of his ankles.  The 
sweep was too powerful; Mindstar fell, managing only to pitch himself away from Banzai.  He hit 
the gravel yard viciously; only the Kevlar weave of his armor protected him from cuts and 
scratches.  He tried to right himself, but Banzai was faster.  He swung his foot into Mindstar’s 
stomach.  The impact doubled Mindstar over, even with his force field, jackknifing him around 
Banzai’s boot. 
 
 
“He’s down,” Mind Mistress called. 
 
“Go!” Crimson Knight yelled.  He raised his gauntlets and unleashed beams of burning light into 
the crowd around Mindstar.  Techno joined in with his bolts of energy, Aria sang a piercing note of 
pure power, and Wind Shear pushed the villains back with a gust of wind.  Wraith was a gray blur, 
running across the yard in the span of heartbeats.  He phased through the intervening opponents, 
speeding faster as their life energy healed his wounds, and he swept Mindstar up from beneath 
Banzai in a sweeping grab.  Wraith darted through a narrow path carved by Crimson’s lasers with 
his precious cargo.  Before any of the villains could react, he was dropping his wounded leader 
beside the rousing Strongarm. 
 
“Destroy them,” Pain called, finally having roused from his stupor.  The villains that were still on 
their feet turned towards the knot of Guardians and began to charge.   
 
“Make every shot count,” Crimson Knight called.  Suddenly a harsh wind swept across the yard, 
and a strange, keening roar filled the air.  The wind whipped the gravel into a wall of flying 
particles, obscuring vision and stinging exposed flesh.  The air shimmered as a craft appeared in 
mid-air.  A tapered, almost pink cylinder, the craft hung in mid air with no visible rockets or other 
means of propulsion.  Beams of light struck out of the bottom of the craft, grabbing up the 



metahuman villains.  Pain and Rampage could be seen raging as they were lifted into the air.  
The villains were taken into the belly of the craft.  Once they were all safely ensconced inside, the 
craft vanished in another shimmering of the air, but it’s exit could be heard very distinctly. 
 
The Black Guard still standing looked at the Guardians.  “Surrender, and it’ll hurt a lot less,” 
Crimson Knight said, his lasers still pointing down-range.  Glancing around, the guardsmen put 
down their weapons and raised their hands. 
 
As the surviving ParaMax One guards moved in to secure the prisoners, the Guardians turned 
their attention to their own casualties.  Strongarm groaned and opened his eyes.  “Hey, 
gorgeous,” he said to Firemane, “did we win?” 
 
“A draw,” she said as she walked around to look at Mindstar.  He was still breathing, but his 
breathing was ragged and pained.  Probably broken ribs, she thought; being the team’s healer, 
she had become something of an expert in the injuries the Guardians tended to acquire.  
Muttering the words to herself, she reached her right hand out, holding it over Mindstar’s chest.  
She funneled her power through her hand and into his body, resetting the ribs in accordance with 
his body’s own memory.  He took a deep, shuddering breath, and opened his eyes. 
 
“Thanks,” he said.  “What’s the situation?”  He struggled into a sitting position, his body aching 
from the beating he had taken.  In fact, he hadn’t expected to be alive.  When he jumped into the 
midst of the enemy, he fully expected to die.  His only thought was to keep the enemy distracted 
as long as possible so that the other Guardians could live. 
 
“Beytraskans grabbed them,” Crimson Knight said.  “Right after you went down, that Beytraskan 
ship we found in Texas swooped in and pulled all of the metas inside with some kind of beam.  
After that, they split and the regulars gave up.” 
 
“Why?” Aria asked Mindstar.  “Why did you do it?  You could have been killed.” 
 
“No choice,” he said.  “It was either let them kill us all separately or distract them so that you all 
had a chance.  Easy enough.” 
 
A suited man strode over to them, flanked by four prison guards.  Mindstar recognized him easy 
enough:  Warden Stanmore.  “Where do you think the other prisoner’s have escaped to?  You 
must pursue them.” 
 
“We will,” Mindstar replied, “but we need the resources of our base to track them.”  He briefly 
considered sending a telepathic call to the Protectors, but he knew himself well enough to know 
that he was too drained for that.  “Crimson, bring the Protector One in for a pickup and send Two 
back to base.” 
 
“Two’s already gone,” he replied, “and I had One start in after the Beytraskans split.” 
 
“Good work,” Mindstar nodded.  “Let’s get on board and get in touch with headquarters.  Let’s get 
moving.” 
 
 
Once they were in the air, Mindstar sat back in one of the chairs facing the view screen, waiting 
for the pilots to establish the connection.  As seconds wore into minutes and the connection was 
still dark, he thought to the pilot. 
 
What’s the situation with the communications link? 
 
No response from home base, the pilot thought.  The equipment’s functioning properly, but no 
one is answering. 



 
Mike’s frown attracted attention.  “What’s wrong?” Lindsey asked. 
 
“I don’t know,” he said, “but I don’t like it.”  Settling back in the chair, he reached out with his mind 
for Terry.  With all of their time together, he knew he could reach her from almost any distance, 
certainly any distance that they were now separated by, assuming that she was still in the base.  
Her touch wasn’t close; he extended his reach, searching farther and farther.  Finally, he found 
the familiar touch, far away.  She was all but unconscious; he only dimly felt the pain of the 
contractions she was even now going through. 
 
“Something’s wrong,” he said as he came back to himself. 
 
 
Terry struggled back to consciousness.  She thought that, for a moment, she heard Mike’s voice 
calling for her.  She could feel the contractions, and the pain brought a grimace to her face.  
When she managed to force her eyes open, only the pain kept her from gasping. 
 
She was lying on a soft bed in a room made entirely of metal.  The room was only nine or ten feet 
square, with a toilet and a table the only furnishings other than the bed.  She could barely tell 
what was at the foot of the bed for the swollen mass of her belly.  The baby was coming soon.  
Even she, who had never had a child before, knew that it couldn’t go on much longer. 
 
She heard the door open with a whoosh.  That sealed it.  Doors in the base didn’t whoosh.  The 
Beytraskans really had captured her, and they were about to do God knows what with her and 
her child. 
 
“Greetings, Theresa,” a smooth, almost oily voice said.  He walked around to her side, so that she 
could see him.  His inhuman beauty stopped her heart for a moment, but his lustful eyes shook 
her out of that mood quickly.  He looked at her as if she was a piece of meat; beautiful, but still 
meat.  Mike loved her for who she was; this man saw only her body. 
 
“Why are you doing this?” she moaned. 
 
“Because we are just as interested in how your, experiences, and your powers will affect your 
son,” he said.  “We only want the best for you.”   
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