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I woke up on Wednesday the same way I had on Tuesday, pulled from a nightmare about Lung by my Dads footsteps in the hall.



“I’m up!” I called out, just as my Dad got to my 
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back — next



I woke up on Wednesday the same way I had on Tuesday, pulled from a nightmare about Lung by my Dads footsteps in the hall.



“I’m up!” I called out, just as my Dad got to my door.



“Breakfast is on the table, kiddo. Just cereal today, I’m afraid. I’ll be back down in a minute” he said, walking down the hall to his room.



The routine calmed me down, as it always did. I got up, ate breakfast, said a few words to my Dad, showered, got dressed, and headed out the door the same way I did every day. I hadn’t got my shield fixed last night like I’d wanted, although I thought I’d made good progress. Thankfully the whole thing checked out, physically, according to my schematics. It wasn’t a case of faulty construction or contaminated nano-paste, as far as I could tell. That just meant that some aspect of it’s programming was wrong. That wasn’t a huge surprise, honestly. I had to copy programming from my larger units when I built things, and not everything translated perfectly from the original version to my scaled-down ones.



It was a pain, but a pain I’d more or less become used to. It was just a matter of time and going through the program until I found what was wrong. It would be complicated a bit by my need to test any changes I made, which meant another session with the hockey stick when I was done, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.



I hadn’t even gotten started on my new nano-forge design, and that was more of an issue. I needed to get the design-work done before I could give anyone schematics for the metalwork I’d need done. Of course I had to find someone to do it first, and figure out how I’d get it transported and set up. Depending on how long it took I might be able to use my hover-backpack to help, if it was powerful enough. It wasn’t a small project, I needed to start as soon as possible. Every stage lead to another, and every stage had a problem that needed solving. But I’d been through that with everything I’d done so far, I knew I could manage this too. It was just a pain.



Well, it’d be done as soon as I could manage it, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it at the moment, I had to consider the coming school day.



Ideally I wanted to try to balance evading my bullies with limited, less dangerous engagements so they didn’t try to track me down. I tried to designate the least dangerous times and areas, mostly in the halls between classes where other people could see. It wasn’t foolproof, they’d made their worst attacks right out in the open, after all. But there was generally a build-up period before they did that sort of thing, and the day-to-day skirmishes were worst when there wasn’t anyone else to see.



I was calm when I passed through the front doors, already tracking all my priority targets.



However, they didn’t seem to be planning anything, just moving around the halls in the same way everyone else was. I made it through all the way until World Issues without even seeing one of the main trio, and Madison didn’t seem to have much interest in me there either, limiting herself to just a few glances my way.



Lunch was the same. Although I got a few dirty looks in the halls from Emma’s hangers-on, I ended up getting all the way to Computer Science without any problems. Either they were planning something at the end of the day, or it was another denied engagement. I wouldn’t complain if they laid off harassing me, of course. It could be that they had got their entertainment yesterday from Emma’s slap. If that was so, fine. But I was a bit worried that they might just be planning something bigger.



Well, I’d have to think about it later, I had plans today.



Specifically, plans to look myself up on PHO and see what people thought of my ‘real’ debut. I didn’t know if there’d be much information, but I wasn’t going to pass up the chance to see people talking about me. Sure, it wasn’t really the best use of my time, but I was still going to do it.



A few minutes later I was not disappointed. I even had to fight back a grin. It wasn’t like the forums were exploding with speculation about me or anything, but there were a few threads. One was mostly about the fight against the E88 and didn’t have much about me, just the fact that I was there and a few still images, obviously from camera phones. I had to say, I liked the look I had when my shield was up in the dark. I was a blurry image of pale green light wrapped around a bright green coat with hints of white and silver underneath, but all details blurred away.



The other thread was the speculation thread, and there was more about me there. The same images, as part of the OP post, along with some basic speculation about my equipment and my specialty. Huh, my gender too. Not so happy about that one. Either way, not much in the way of solid facts, of course, or any video. A few PRT posters chimed in, but they mostly just said that the PRT was aware of me and that I hadn’t officially chosen a name yet, but that I was currently designated ‘Viridescent’ when dealing with them. I wasn’t sure I liked that, since I had basically decided not to use the name full-time, but I was too excited to really get upset.



Hell, I was having trouble not fidgeting in my seat. I wanted to grab people nearby to tell them that this was me. I’d done this. I debated logging in and commenting, but in the end it just wasn’t a good idea. I couldn’t justify it. I decided to leave it alone, for the moment.



I was in a pretty good mood by the end of class, but I didn’t forget to take precautions when heading to Art. I checked for any concentrations of red icons, but I didn’t find any. Sophia’s icon was headed to class along with what I assumed were her regular cronies. I decided not to try anything fancy, maybe even provide her with a bit of a target, to see how she’d react. I slowed myself down a bit, timing my movement to Sophia’s. I turned into the hallway to Art class just a few seconds before she did, and watched her on my map.



Sure enough, she sped up a bit, just enough to push me against the doorjamb as she shoved past me into class. I let out a little “oof” as I hit, just to let her know I wasn’t expecting it. I got shoved around a bit by her friends as they came in the door after me.



I hung my head as I took my regular seat, but I wasn’t upset. I felt triumphant. I’d managed to manipulate Sophia, even if it was to get her to shove me as we entered class. If I could keep this balance, I might be able to make school tolerable. Maybe if I could arrange enough incidents when teachers were around, I could even break through their apathy. If I could get to a situation where I could bring out my notes and records of the last year…



Art passed quite easily, after that.



I left school that day through the side door, like normal, and took a city bus to the library. I wanted to check out a few more books on electronics, see if I could learn enough to maybe interface my tech with a regular computer. That was a bit of a holy grail for me at the moment, since I’d been trying and failing since almost the beginning. But my technology didn’t use anything remotely similar to modern electronic equipment, and it was a huge hassle to connect them at all, let alone get them communicating. Hell, nothing I built even used electricity. This was way different from apples and oranges, this was apples and bricks. Still, I held out some hope. I’d managed to get the webcam working, after all.



My real goal, however, was to do some research on exercises. I knew, broadly, about stuff like cardio or anaerobic exercise. But I wanted to see if I could find any good routines that wouldn’t need me to visit a gym, since that would cost money and I’d probably have to explain where I’d got it.



I only spent a few hours at the library before heading home with my backpack even more full than normal. I got home after six, and Dad had already started getting dinner ready. I came in and hugged him as soon as I’d dropped my backpack, got my shoes off, and shut off my interface.



He hugged me back. “Hey kiddo, what’s this for?”



I shrugged and let him go. “Nothing really, I just had a good day and thought a hug would be nice.”



He chuckled. “Can’t argue with that. Dinner’s gonna be ready soon. Nothing special, just mashed potatoes.”



“Cool” I said “I’m gonna get changed, then I’ll be back down.”



“Righto” he said, shooing me away. I rolled my eyes at him and grabbed my backpack, heading upstairs.



I got the books I’d borrowed out and stacked them with all the others I’d either bought or borrowed. They made quite a pile now, although I wasn’t nearly done working my way through them. I debated doing some work now, but decided against it. I’d do my homework first, after dinner, and figure out what else to work on after.



Dinner was nice, although most of our chatting was about how few jobs there were, apart from the hires for the renovation project that was starting up. I had sudden, nasty thought about that.



“Uh, so, Dad. Where is that happening?” It had just occurred to me that my lab was just about where he was talking about. I hadn’t worried before, since I was pretty sure I’d based myself in a warehouse and not a factory, but I’d just realized that I wasn’t totally sure.



“Hmm? Oh, near Lord Street. Maybe ten blocks west of the market, over towards the Trainyard, you know?” he replied.



“Ah, cool.” Well, that was a relief. But it did bring up something else to add to my list. I’d have to see if I could get some legitimate space at some point. Well, something to consider in the future, after my dozens of other current issues were dealt with.



After dinner I did my homework in front of the TV, watched the news, and headed to my room afterward to do some reading and see if I could work out the programming issue with my shield.



I ended up with a few ideas for exercising, mostly variations on jogging routines. I also cracked the issue with my shield, hopefully at least. I’d have to test it out tomorrow to be sure. I wasn’t looking forward to another ten minutes of smacking bricks with a hockey stick. Maybe I’d try something heavier, like a piece of rebar or something.



I ended up falling asleep before ten, thinking of my plans for Thursday.



–––-​


My Thursday started out much like my Wednesday had. I woke up from a nightmare, had breakfast, got ready for school, and headed out.



School went well, again, my plans to limit my engagements with my targets progressing well. I allowed Madison and Sophia a few opportunities to taunt or shove me, but Emma seemed to be avoiding me. My conclusion, for the moment, was that she had something bigger planned, although the others might not be involved.



After school I put my new exercise plans into action. I was fairly content with my strength, and everything I read lead me to believe that improving it more would require a long, dedicated program. My stamina and general health, on the other hand, would be much easier to increase. I just needed more regular activity of the right types, and jogging seemed like a good start. My plan was to jog as far as I could towards home, then talk a bus the rest of the way.



Sadly, it didn’t work out that easily. I could jog a good distance easily enough, but my backpack got in the way fairly badly, full of books and binders as it was. It would have been easier if I could have left anything I didn’t need in my locker, but there was no way I was about to do that. I had to give up after only a few blocks when no amount of fiddling with the straps helped. I took the bus the rest of the way.



Jogging home from school was likely a no-go for the moment, there was no way I’d be jogging to my lab, and I didn’t go anywhere else regularly enough for it to be a routine. I guess that just left getting up early and jogging before school. I screwed up my face in distaste. I didn’t really want to get up early, and it would almost certainly mean getting up around six thirty if I wanted to get anything out of it. But, I resolved to try it. Just another necessary sacrifice to be a hero.



I only stayed home long enough to change clothes and grab my shield. I wasn’t going to spend long in my lab today, just test my shield modifications and check to see how my projects were going. I didn’t bother to leave a note, since I’d be back before dinner, unless things went badly wrong. I took my phone though, just in case.



The bus ride was routine, and the walk through the Docks was it’s usual slightly stressful self. I got to my lab in good time and dropped my backpack off on the bench, as usual, before checking things over. The nano-forge hadn’t got quite as far with the scrap I’d put in as I had hoped. I was originally planning to refill the hopper tomorrow, but it looked like I’d have to wait until the weekend before it finished it’s current load. My two projects were similarly far from completion, although there was an off chance they might be done on Sunday. But Monday or Tuesday were more likely.



Well, it looked like I was pretty thoroughly on standby, then. Once I tested my shield I wouldn’t need to be back here for days. Not that I would miss the walk through the neighborhood, but I’d spent so much time down here in the last two months that I was getting to be almost as comfortable here as at home. All I needed was a mini-fridge and a comfy chair and I’d be set.



I got my shield generator out of my backpack, set it up on the brick pile again, and got to work. I decided against using the rebar or a metal pipe or anything, I wasn’t really strong enough to swing them that long, and I’d already succeeded with the hockey stick once before. Besides, a few days of rest had done wonders for my soreness, and I was feeling pretty good. I started swinging.



Ten or so minutes later when the shield finally went down I decided that I didn’t want to have to do this again. Even without pulled muscles and minor injuries it was exhausting work. Maybe I should build another gun, something focused enough that I could use it to drop a shield without damaging the generator, I thought. Once I had a second nano-forge up and running, stuff like that would be a lot less problematic, and I wouldn’t mind a more surgical alternative to my sonic pistol and it’s indiscriminate destruction. Possibly a laser, I could build a few varieties of those, and they seemed less likely to have any long-term consequences than a quantum phase cannon or a particle disruptor.



I realized I was just trying to distract myself. The clock on my interface was counting down, and I was getting more and more worried that my changes wouldn’t work. Or worse, they’d cause my shield generator to break, somehow. I couldn’t afford to lose it right now, it would be weeks until I could build another, and there was no way I’d go out in costume without it. My breathing sped up as the counter neared the one minute mark, and passed it.



I sucked in a breath. No no no, don’t be broken, I need you to work! I thought, frantically. A minute and one second, a minute and two. I was stiff as a board, my whole body tense as I waited. A minute and three, a minute and four.



At one minute and five seconds the shield snapped back up on it’s own, and I sagged to the floor. I let myself fall backwards, lying on my back with my arms and legs splayed out. It worked. It was more of a relief than I could have imagined.



The floor was surprisingly comfortable, enough so that I ended up lying there for a few minutes, relaxing in the glow of my power and shield generators.



I checked the time. Just after five, I’d only been out of school for an hour and a bit. I wanted to be home by six, for dinner and the news, so I had plenty of time left. I decided I’d try to jog home, once I got back to the Boardwalk anyways. If I got tired I’d walk the rest of the way, I had enough time.



I climbed to my feet and packed up. Luckily this time my backpack just had my shield generator and some clothes as padding, so running with it shouldn’t be as much of a problem. I left my lab in good spirits. If my new equipment tested as functional I should be good to go out and patrol on Monday night, or maybe Tuesday. I debated calling Lisa on the way home, it should be safe enough and there were tons of things I wanted to ask her. But I decided against it. I still wasn’t totally sure how to feel about her, anyways.



The trip back to the Boardwalk was as uneventful as the trip in, and I started jogging home. I made sure that my hood was down for this, and put my hair up in a quick braid, to keep it out of the way. I didn’t want the local enforcers to think I was a thief or anything, given my clothes. Of course, they’d just ask me to leave, very politely. It’s not like I’d fight back or make a scene. I just didn’t want the attention.



My jog ended less than a third of the way home. Yeah, I’d need to work at this, my endurance just was not good enough for this kind of extended activity. I walked for awhile, then started jogging again when I had my energy back. I didn’t make it as far, that time, but at least it was something. I alternated like that the rest of the way home.



I was pretty exhausted by the time I walked in the door, not long before six. I might have underestimated the distance a bit, since I usually took the bus. I didn’t have the energy to greet my Dad or do much of anything except go up to my room and change. And hide my shield and ratty disguise in the closet, of course. I really did have to get around to washing my costume and my disguise. I hadn’t really thought about that before, but hiding them from Dad while I washed them might not be that easy. Well, maybe I’d do it tomorrow after school, before he got home. It wasn’t like I needed to go to the lab or the library or anything.



I made my way back downstairs and plopped myself onto the couch with a little bounce and turned on the TV. I could have started on my homework and got some done before dinner, but I was too tired.



Dad popped his head out of the kitchen when he heard me back downstairs. “Hey kiddo, how’s it going?” He never asked about school these days, for which I was always grateful.



“Not bad. I decided I want to get in shape, so I went for a jog out on the Boardwalk. I’m beat” I replied.



“That so? I could swear you’d already managed to get in pretty good shape recently. What kicked this off?”



Not really a line of conversation I wanted to follow, so I deflected. “Dunno, really. I just felt like it. Makes me feel good about myself.”



He smiled. “Can’t say no to that then. Anyway, dinner’s gonna be awhile, so get some rest.”



I smiled. “Sure Dad, that’s the plan.”



With that, he went back into the kitchen and I went back to watching TV. I’d got in the habit of watching the local news in the last few months, when I was home in time to do it. It was part of my plan to educate myself as much as possible about the city, both the cape and non-cape parts or it. There was nothing to say that I could only fight supervillains, after all. If I saw something about a crime on TV, I could possibly help solve it. I’d originally got the idea when I started the design work for my sensor and was thinking about all the things I could do with it. I hadn’t seen much along those lines yet, that sort of thing didn’t happen all that often. But it was a good source of information, and it had helped me with mundane stuff a few times. Mostly just knowing when certain streets were blocked off by construction or rebuilding, so I knew what bus routes to avoid.



Today though, was different. The news started fairly normally, but it wasn’t long before they got to a report on a bank robbery earlier in the day. It was the Bay Central, too, the biggest bank in town. The robbers had been capes, of course, and they’d apparently gotten away clean. That was a bit of a surprise, given the bank’s location and the fact that it had been a daylight robbery, but what really shocked me was the culprits. It had been the Undersider’s, Lisa’s group.



I gaped. Lisa, one of the only people who’d been nice to me in over a year, had robbed a bank. I had no idea how to feel about that. Apparently nobody had really been hurt in the robbery, and it was over quickly, but still. In the end, I was glad I hadn’t called her. I had no idea how that conversation could have gone. ‘Oh hey Lisa, how’s it going, had a few questions for you.’ ‘Oh pretty good Jane, I just robbed a bank to the tune of twelve thousand dollars, how about you?’ No, I had to think about this. I’d been wanting to talk to her more and more over the past few days, but now, I didn’t know if I wanted to talk to her at all. It was a bit depressing.



The news had a few low quality videos of the robbery, from people outside. There wasn’t much to see, really. The Wards had arrived to fight them, but when the Undersiders came out of the bank they detonated a bunch of flashbangs they’d hidden across the road from the entrance, and then made a break for it. Pursuit hadn’t gone well at all, and they’d escaped with the money.



I ate dinner mostly in silence after that, lost in thought. It took me a long time to get to sleep that night.



–––-​


I passed through most of Friday in a bit of a fog, lost in my own thoughts. I even forgot to set my alarm and get up early to jog, or even tell my Dad that I’d planned to. Most of my time was spent thinking about how I should react to what the Undersiders had done. On one hand, I didn’t really have to do anything about it. I hadn’t known what Lisa was planning, and I hadn’t talked to her more than once, anyways. It’s not like I could have stopped her. On the other hand, I couldn’t stop feeling bad about it. Lisa was someone who I could maybe see being friends with, but I couldn’t really resolve that with her being a villain and a criminal.



In the end I could think of three courses of action I could take. First, and easiest, I could just delete her number and forget she ever existed. I didn’t want to do it, but I could. I could probably even feel alright with doing it, if I did decide to. Second, I could call Armsmaster and tell him I’d talked to her, and ask for his advice. I didn’t really want to do that either, since it might make him think less of me for not telling him right away. It would also feel like a betrayal of Lisa. Still, it was what the logical part of my mind said was the right thing, even if my emotions didn’t agree. Third, I could call Lisa and try to talk to her about it. I had to admit that of all my options it was what I wanted to do most.



After school I ended up lying in bed for a few hours, thinking. I was torn, I couldn’t decide on any options, so in the end I chose none of them. I decided to put off deciding for the moment and go out on a patrol, in costume. I got my stuff packed up and headed downstairs to talk to my Dad. At least I’d remembered to wash everything before he got home. I knew he wouldn’t be happy with me being out late, but I didn’t want to just disappear for awhile and leave him to worry.



I found him on the couch, watching TV and drinking a beer. I hid my backpack by the door, since I wouldn’t be able to escape questions if he saw the towel wrapped around my rifle underneath.



I cleared my throat. “Hey Dad, I’m gonna go out for awhile, I think. I have some stuff to think about, and just lying in bed isn’t helping.” Hopefully that was vague enough that he’d let me go without asking too many questions. It was true, too, in it’s way.



He turned to and said “Where do you plan to go, kiddo?”



I shrugged. “The boardwalk, maybe take a walk around the Market. I just need to get out.”



He frowned. “I’m not happy about that, Taylor. It’s only a few hours til dark. We already talked about you being out at night, remember?”



“Dad, please…” I shook my head “I just need to go out for a bit, alright? I’ll try not to be gone too long, I promise. I have change, I’ll call you whenever I see a payphone.”



He let out a breath, slowly, and paused for a moment. “Alright, Taylor. I’m not happy about this, but… I trust you not to do anything stupid. If this is something you think you need, then alright.” I smiled, but he held up his hand and went on “just… just promise me you’ll be safe, alright?”



I hung my head for a moment. I wasn’t planning on getting into a fight today, but I was planning to go walking in the bad part of town. “Alright, I promise” I lied. I didn’t feel good about it, but I needed to go.



He just nodded, and I turned to go, grabbing up my backpack before I left. I paused before opening the gate to our yard, looking back to see if Dad was watching me, but he didn’t seem to be. I triggered my interface on, and took off down the street at a jog.
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I didn’t stay at home long, just enough time to let my stress drain away and write a note for Dad that I’d be out late, and that I probably wouldn’t need dinner. Then I changed into my Docks disguise, grabbed my shield, my sonic pistol, a few books, some old clothes and a backpack from when I was a kid, shoved them all in my backpack, and headed to my lab.



The ride in was typically boring, and I managed the walk to my lab without issue. I couldn’t really distract myself on the way with thoughts of new projects since I was more or less on standby on the construction front. It felt a bit weird, like I should be doing more. Probably a result of the months of frantic effort it took to get my nano-forge and generator up and running. I’d had to build all my initial tools by hand, and basically teach myself about construction and engineering from scratch. While I certainly wasn’t an expert, I knew a lot now. I’d learned how to weld, even. I’d also tried to get a better understanding of the science behind my tech, but I wasn’t moving very fast on that front. There was a pretty big gap between high school science and temporal mechanics, let alone quantum mechanics. I had only taken chemistry last semester, and I hadn’t even started on physics before I got my power.



Well, no time for any of that today. I had work to do. I let myself into my lab and cleared a space on my workbench, setting my backpack down in the space I’d made. I paused for a moment to observe how well my two current projects were coming along. From the gaps between the nano-lathes I could see that nothing had gone wrong yet, at least, but neither of them were really far enough along to tell how things would go.



Alright, first order of business, build a chair. I dragged a few cinder blocks over from my testing range and set them on top of each other beside my desk, then unloaded my backpack on my workbench before placing it on top of them, as a sort of cushion. I sat down to try it out. It wasn’t that bad, really, although I still wanted to get a real chair eventually. I wiggled around a bit to see if the cinder blocks were stable enough. They seemed to be, so I set to work.



I couldn’t do too much yet to improve my costume or my gear, but I did have a few ideas. First, I wanted a sling for my rifle. I knew it’s length, so getting one the right size should be easy enough. I found my scissors in the clutter of tools and unused nano-lathes and got to work cutting up the shoulder straps from my old backpack. I measured them out, made sure the little plastic bits that adjusted the length still worked, and started sewing them back together. I was never very good at sewing, but I’d learned how from my Mom, during that phase as a kid where I’d wanted to follow her everywhere and do everything she did. In the end it wasn’t that hard, and I went over the joint between the two straps I was using a few times for extra strength. When I was done I stood up and pulled at a few times, to test if the join was strong enough, and it seemed to be.



With that done I wandered over to my scrap pile and started sorting through it. I was pretty sure I had some loops from key-chains and those little clippy things, carabiners I think they’re called, in with everything else. I’d made sure to gather everything I thought I could possibly use on my scavenging missions after the first few times I had to go looking for the right parts for a build after I’d already started. I’d been pretty thorough in sorting through all the local flea markets, thrift stores, and junkyards. I’d been out to the Market pretty much every weekend, too.



I quickly found what I was looking for, as well as some buttons and a pair of boots I had plans for later, and carried it all back to my workbench. Through a bit of luck, my rifle had places where I was pretty sure I could attach the strap. I’d tried to give it sights like I’d seen on real guns, but I hadn’t really known what I was doing and they’d ended up just being little circles that weren’t much use for aiming, especially since I could just do that through my interface anyways. But they should work just fine for connecting my jury rigged sling. Which was good, since I couldn’t really alter anything I’d made, physically at least, after it was already done. Not conventionally, anyways. I didn’t have any tools that could work with the materials my tech ended up as. I could probably work out a way to nano-lathe other bits on, but it was a hassle I didn’t really want to go through.



I got back to sewing and quickly had a finished rifle sling, if not exactly a professional looking one. I tugged at the clips I’d attached, but they seemed pretty securely fastened. I put it aside for now, and moved on to my next project.



This one was more tricky. I wanted to make a holster for my sonic pistol in case I ever needed it. Having it cinched to the back of my belt was fine, but there wasn’t any way I could quick-draw it like that, and if I needed it I would probably need it right away. That’s where the books I’d brought came in. They were both books on sewing and had tons of patterns I could use. Not actual holsters, of course, but I figured I could improvise from something else. I didn’t have a lot of the right tools, either, nothing to trace patterns on or anything. But I had a bunch of old clothes that didn’t fit that I could use for materials as well as the boots from my junk pile, if I needed them. I buckled down and got to work.



It was an easy enough job, in the end, although it took over an hour and a half before I was finished. I had found a pattern for a belt-pouch in one of the books, with a flap over the top that buttoned closed. I’d just had to make it deeper and change the shape a bit, and leave a hole for the grip to stick out of. It wasn’t very pretty, of course, being made from scrap fabric and boot leather, but I figured that was fine for now.



I got up and put on my belt, threading the holster through first. It was pretty bulky, given that my pistol was pretty huge by pistol standards, but it fit. I holstered my gun and buttoned it closed, shifting around and shaking a bit to see how it sat. It wasn’t perfect, it had a tendency to slide around a bit and get in the way with it’s size. But it was acceptable. I jumped a few times and ran back and forth across the room, and it sat well enough during that too.



I smiled. Two projects down with time to spare. I took the rest of the fabric and the cut up boots back to the pile and dropped them in, along with the rest of the stuff I hadn’t used. I left the holster on for now, I needed to get used to it anyways.



Next was the big one, my shield generator. I needed to know how long it took to rebuild the shield after it fell, and I needed to see if I could fix whatever problem kept it from coming back on automatically. Neither of those would be that easy, unfortunately. The only way I could check the rebuild time was to get the shield to fall, and I didn’t really have many ways to do that.



Rather than spend a lot of time thinking about it, I decided on the quick-and-dirty method. I set the generator down on my brick pile, out of the way, triggered it on, and started wailing on the pile with a hockey stick.



I swung as hard as I could, again and again, without stopping to rest. I figured that was probably the only way to keep the damage stacking up fast enough to do the job. It took over ten minutes before I could finally get the shield to fall. I sat down on the floor, gasping for air. That had been exhausting, even with the shape I was in.



No time to catch my breath yet, this is the important part, I thought as I immediately starting pinging the shield generators icon. I could probably have worked out a more elegant method of testing, in the end. But bashing the shield down and then just pressing the button until it came back on had the advantage of simplicity.



It took just over a minute before the the green glow of the shield sprang up again, and immediately shut off as I didn’t stop pinging the icon fast enough. I triggered it back on, just to make sure it worked, and it did. I let out a long breath and went to sit back down on my makeshift chair. I had started to worry that I really had broken it this time. A minute was a lot worse than I’d been hoping for. The original design that I’d based my shield off of was huge, probably as big as the room I was in, and it only took twenty seconds to rebuild when it dropped. I’d been kind of hoping that a smaller shield meant a quicker rebuild time. But, it was what it was. No use complaining, I’d just have to see if I could do better next time.



I checked the time. It was after seven now, I’d have to head out fairly soon if I didn’t want to get caught in the Docks after dark. Plus I still wanted to get some food. I’d promised myself that if I got everything done today, I’d go out and get Burger King on the way home. I still had to work on the programming of my shield, but I could just do that at home. I’d already planned to bring a programming core with me anyways, to work on my next project when I finally decided on one. I could just bring two instead.



Yeah, that sounded good. It wouldn’t really slow me down, and it’d let me get home early enough that Dad wouldn’t worry. I started packing up. Luckily I managed to fit everything I wanted to take with me into my backpack. My shield and pistol, the two programming cores – which were a pain, since despite being only a few pounds each, they were spheres nearly six inches across – and my books. Then I just gave my map a quick check and headed out.



I skipped the bus and walked to a little mini-mall just off the Boardwalk. While it was still in the Docks, technically, it was like my neighborhood in that nothing too bad went on there, if you didn’t count drug deals at least. I’d been going to the Burger King there for years now, ever since I was a kid. My Mom and Dad used to take me when I was younger, and I’d been coming on my own ever since I’d been old enough to, whenever I had the money to spare. There was a bit of line, and the place was full. Not really surprising, given the time of day.



I thought while I waited. On the subject of money, I had to decide what to do with the two thousand dollars Lisa had given me. I’d more or less decided to trust her – a bit – for the moment, which meant that I couldn’t just get rid of the money as coming from a treacherous villain. I’d have to give it away to charity, if I could find one that took anonymous donations, or just hand it over to the PRT. I thought for a minute before I realized that I was just trying to avoid what I really wanted to do. I wanted to keep it, and use it. Not only was it more money than I’d ever had before, but it could help me out with so many problems.



I could buy equipment or commission a real costume. I’d already thought of seeing if I could pay someone to make the frame for my next nano-forge. Getting one made to order would speed that process up incredibly, and I desperately needed more production speed if I was going to complete my real costume idea in less than a year. I could do the same for a stealth-field generator too, if I decided to go with it first. It was almost funny to think of just how much it would speed things up if I could spend some money. When I’d just started out, I figured I’d be able to just build anything I needed myself. After all, self-replication was what my tech did best. I hadn’t even thought about how to make money with my power, since I didn’t really want any more information about me out there than I could help. But the more I progressed, the more I realized just how hard it was to do anything on my meager budget.



If I could have bought whatever I needed right from the start, I could have saved at least a month of work, so far. I’d considered selling a few pieces of tinkertech to fund my efforts more than once. I was still considering it, really.



I decided. I’d keep the money and use it to advance my plans. If it turned out to be the wrong decision I could just make up for it later. Of course now I had to decide what to buy first.



I thought through everything I needed that I couldn’t make myself, or at least not make well. A frame for a new nano-forge or for a stealth-field generator, whichever I decided to build first. Body armor, a baton or a knife – note to self, see if I can cut things when my forcefield is up, I thought – a spy-camera or something I could fit into my mask, a professionally made mask, a real rifle sling and holster, maybe a utility pouch to hold my stuff, some burner phones, a voice recorder, the list went on. I knew that I couldn’t get everything I wanted for what I had, but it would be a good start.



I didn’t know how to prioritize most of my list, but I decided on a new nano-forge first. I’d have to live without a stealth field awhile longer. So, I’d need to contact a metalworker or some kind to see what sort of price I’d be looking at. Of course first I’d need to find one that would be willing to work for a cape. Even if I could find someone and get the work done, I’d need figure out how to get it into my lab. Unless I was very wrong with my preliminary work, my new nano-forge would have to be pretty big. Probably twice the size of my current one, and I’d had to build that in place and bolt it to the floor. I didn’t know if I could do it all myself.



My mind turned back to something Lisa had told me. I could hire some people, get a sort of team going. If I had people to do the basic physical work for me, that alone would save me lots of time. Plus, if I could get them to watch over the nano-forge and feed it whenever it went through it’s material, I could really work on getting the efficiency of my operation up. But I had no idea how to go about that, and I’d need a steady supply of money to pay them anyways.



Actually… I thought back to what my Dad had mentioned yesterday at breakfast. One of the dockworkers, Gerry, had apparently got a job with Uber and Leet. I knew there wasn’t much work for the Association these days, maybe more them would be willing to work for capes. Especially since I wasn’t a villain. It was a thought, one that I actually really liked. The idea of having a team of big, burly guys to help with my work and come into the field with me really appealed. I… wasn’t really sure how to go about it though, or how it would look to Armsmaster if I did. I didn’t even really know if it was legal. I’d have to keep it in mind, though.



I eventually got through to the register and made my order. It was too busy for me to be comfortable eating inside, so I ordered to-go. They were in full swing so it didn’t take long to get my food. I headed outside to find an out of the way place to sit. It was pretty easy with my sensor, I found a spot out behind the mini-mall quick enough and sat down near a fence where nobody could see me before I could spot them.



Once I got myself comfortable I took my phone out of my pocket and turned it on. This was the very first time I’d actually used it myself, since I’d turned it off as soon as I’d had a chance last night. I wasn’t sure if anyone could track it when it was on, but I didn’t want to take chances. So I’d decided I wouldn’t ever have it on at home, at school, or in my lab.



I fiddled with it while I ate, figuring out how the menus and stuff worked, and how to text. It was pretty simple stuff overall. I didn’t have any trouble getting a decent grasp on it. I was a bit disappointed that there weren’t any messages for me, although only Lisa would have really bothered, I think. Then I checked the phonebook, to see what numbers Lisa and Battery had left. Lisa’s was simple, just a single number. Battery had left more. There were numbers for the PHQ, the PRT HQ, the BBPD, a few hospitals, and a number labeled ‘dispatch’ that I wasn’t sure of. I had a few guesses, but I figured I should check with someone before I called it. I debated inputting Armsmaster’s number as well. His card was safe and sound back home, but I’d memorized the number. I wasn’t comfortable with doing it on this phone, though. I’d have to wait until I bought one of my own.



I fiddled with the phone a bit more while I finished eating. I kind of wanted to call Lisa, or text her. There was a lot I could ask her, and it had been fun talking to her before. Awkward, but fun. I decided against it for now. I’d deal with it more later, but for now I’d treat the phone as an emergency measure.



I got up, dusted myself off, and threw out my trash. I thought about maybe doing a bit of shopping or taking the bus to the mall to round out my day. I could afford to spend a bit on myself if I was going to use the money Lisa gave me for my cape stuff, now.



I decided against it in the end, and started walking home. I had stuff to do before I went to sleep, and I was already pretty tired anyways. Sore, too. I wanted to get to sleep early, if I could, and see if it helped my aching muscles. They were even worse since I’d swung the hockey stick around.



That brought to mind something else I really should do. I’d looked up a few self defense courses and exercise routines while I was preparing to go out in costume, but I’d never had enough time for them, let alone money. Most of my time since January had been spent getting my equipment up and running or scavenging parts. Or searching for a spot for my lab. What time I’d had to spare was spent on PHO doing cape research. I was still in a lot better shape than I had ever been, hauling scrap was a great way to gain strength. Hell, I even had muscles now, sort of. But if the last two nights had taught me anything it was that I could really use more endurance than I had, and some real training couldn’t hurt either. Now that most of my time was spent waiting for nano-paste or for my nano-lathes to finish their work, I could devote some time to it.



Or I could spend it reading more books, I supposed. I was getting a decent grounding in a few fields, but anything that would help me translate the immense blueprints in my head down to something I could actually use was helpful.



Or maybe a bit of both, I thought idly as I walked onto my street. I had options, now. More than I knew what to do with, in some ways, but still. I wasn’t being limited, I could choose what to do to advance my career as a hero.



I was smiling as I let myself into the house and shut off my interface.



“I’m home!” I called out, as I kicked off my shoes and started towards my room.



My Dad responded from the living room “Hey Kiddo, what kept you out so late?”



“Not much. I had a good day, figured I’d go hang out at the Boardwalk and do a bit of window-shopping” I responded “I’ll be back down in a minute, I’m just gonna change first, and maybe do some homework.”



“Did you eat already?”



“Yeah, I stopped for Burger King on the way back. I’m good.”



“Oh ho, sounds like you really did have a good day. Want to tell me about it?”



I smiled. “Sure, I’ll be right back down. I’ll do my homework after.”



I could get to work on my programming and design work in a bit. Right now I just felt like talking to my Dad. I’d have to generalize of course, I wasn’t ready to tell him about being a cape just yet, although I was closer than I was yesterday. But, even though school hadn’t been great, overall it had been a good day.
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It was raining as I jogged through the streets, heading west from my house. I didn’t want to go Downtown, or to the Boardwalk. I didn’t really want to encounter any heroes today. I was too caught up in my own thoughts to want to walk that tightrope, no matter how fun it had been. What I really needed was a distraction, something to take my mind off of… everything. Something that would exhaust me, leave me too tired to think. A fight or a patrol



I didn’t want to patrol through ABB or E88 territory either. That didn’t leave much of the city, though. So, I turned north after awhile, heading towards the Trainyard. The area around there, in the most northern part of the city, was about as abandoned as you could get without going out into the countryside. There was a gang presence, of course, or I wouldn’t bother. But nobody really called it their territory, or at least that’s what I read. Not enough people there to make it worth anything except as a place to meet for drug deals or to stash loot. There were also rumors that a few independent parahumans made their bases in the area. I’d considered it myself, when I was looking for a place for my lab, but it was too far from my house given how often I’d have to make the trip. Besides, the buses didn’t run very far in.



It was nearly an hour later when I got out of the Docks and into the north end. The divide wasn’t really that sharp. It was more of a gradual lessening of people in the area, and an increase in the number of boarded up buildings. Which suited me just fine, at the moment. I quickly found an unoccupied building that wasn’t boarded up to change in, out of the rain. I checked my map, making sure there wasn’t anyone within sight, and headed in. Well, it was unoccupied except for rats, as it turned out. I jumped a bit in surprise as they ran away from me, deeper into the building, as I entered through the broken open door. They hadn’t shown up on my map. I’d come to rely on it, I suppose, enough that just a few rats scampering away had managed to give me a bit of a shock.



Well, it didn’t matter too much. I began changing, keeping an eye out for anyone in the area. When I’d finished I stashed my backpack a little further into the building, away from the light, and high enough up that the rats wouldn’t be too likely to chew on it. Not that it would be a huge loss if they did, really.



That done, I triggered my shield and light spilled out from me, fairly bright in the pitch dark building. I did one last scan of my map before leaving. Nobody was around now either, and I headed out. My plan was just to make a general patrol, checking my map as I went to see if there was anyone around that looked like a criminal. I didn’t expect much, of course, on a rainy Friday evening. But just being out here was enough. I could forget my worries and focus on what I was doing, the same way I could when I was tinkering.



I started my patrol at a jog, moving quickly through deserted streets in the rain, trying to tire myself out. One thing I noticed right away was that my shield kept the rain off, which was very nice. I had to wonder if it was affecting the shield’s stability, though. Not that I imagine it would be by much, but if it was I’d have to keep it in mind. I kept up my pace for awhile, before slowing to a walk, taking a break, and jogging again. I alternated like that for awhile, losing myself in moving my body and scanning the streets, with my eyes and my sensor. But nobody seemed to be out, other than me. It was kind of nice, to feel like I was on my own.



The rain let up not long after, and I stopped to watch the sun set as the sky cleared up. Sunsets are always the best after a spell of bad weather. After the sun had set, I sighed. It would be over an hour before I got back home, and Dad was likely already starting to worry. I heard thunder rumble in the distance. I guess it hadn’t stopped raining everywhere, yet. I took out the phone Lisa had given me and hesitated a moment before turning it on. I flipped it open and dialed home. Luckily we only had pretty basic phones at home, no displays, so Dad wouldn’t have any idea where I was calling from.



He picked up the phone after only one ring. “Hebert residence, Danny speaking.”



“Hey Dad, it’s me. I’m gonna start back soon. Not sure when I’ll get there, I might wander a bit. Just wanted to let you know not to worry” I said, fully aware that he would already be worrying and wouldn’t stop until I was safely home.



“Good to hear from you kiddo. I’ll try not to worry too much. Just hurry home, alright?”



“I will. I’m Downtown though, so I’ll be a bit.” I wasn’t happy to lie to him, but I figured it was better than telling my Dad that I was alone in the north end. Of course, I was probably safer here than I would be Downtown, given how empty the place was. But it was more about appearances than anything else.



“Do you want a ride back? I can head out to pick you up.” I had to smile at the hopeful tone of his voice. It was inconvenient, but it helped to know he cared.



Thunder rumbled again. A bit further away, maybe.



“No thanks. I’m trying to tire myself out, so I’m jogging around. I want to be so tired that I just fall asleep right away when I get home.”



“Well, if you’re sure. Call me again if you change your mind.” Now he just sounded worried again.



“I’m sure. Love you Dad, be back soon.”



“Love you too kiddo, be safe.”



“I will” I said, and hung up. I felt guilty about it, but I just couldn’t sit around the house anymore. Fruitless as this patrol had been, I needed it.



I was about to shut the phone off when it rang again. I frowned for a moment. Did Dad star sixty-nine me? I debated not answering, but if it was Dad, I owed it to him to answer. So I flipped the phone open again.



“Hello?” I asked.



“Hey, Jane!” oh shit it was Tattletale “Thought you might be in the area, need a little help. Bakuda, don’t ask, no time. Hey listen, we’re in the Trainyard, the old storage facility, don’t suppose you have a” the line broke up into static for a moment. I heard a rumble in the distance. The line came back a moment later. I heard screaming, then the sounds of people running before it cut out again and went to a dial-tone. I heard another rumble a moment later.



Bakuda. It wasn’t thunder, it was explosions. Lisa was… the Undersiders were in a cape fight right this moment, and from the sound of it they’d at least been close to one explosion already. Lisa might already be dead.



I didn’t know how to feel about her just yet, but I didn’t want her dead. I put the phone away and started running for the source of the rumbles I’d been hearing.



I stopped a moment later. No, this is it. This is that one stupid first step. I’m already stuck between a villain and the heroes. I’m lying to my Dad. I’m lying to everyone. There’s no way this won’t end badly. I can’t do it. My thoughts were a swirl. A didn’t want to let Lisa die. I wanted to go and fight. But this was Bakuda, Lung’s Tinker. I couldn’t do this on my own. I was in over my head.



That thought decided me, I started running again. I pulled the phone back out and dialed a number. I had to wait a tense few seconds while the phone dialed, then started ringing.



“Armsmaster here, is this Viridescent?”



Oh thank god… “Yes, it’s me. I need help. Bakuda is fighting the Undersiders in the old storage facility in the Trainyard, I think. I mean, I know they’re fighting. I think it’s in the Trainyard. Can you come?”



His voice intensified significantly at that, his fairly casual tone disappearing. “Understood. I’m dispatching all on-duty members there now. Do not, I repeat, do not approach. Bakuda is a known psychopath, she’s repeatedly shown significant disregard for human life. We also have to consider that Lung or Oni Lee may be present on-scene.”



I started shaking a bit at the mention of Lung. I hadn’t even thought that he might be there, before Armsmaster mentioned him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I have to go. A… a friend of mine is there, they called me. They might be hurt, I have to get them out. I know I shouldn’t. But I can’t do nothing, there may not be much time.”



His voice hardened slightly. “Viridescent, I can’t give you orders, but I strongly, strongly recommend you do not engage Bakuda or the ABB. Wait until we get there. This is a life or death situation.”



“I know this is life or death. My friend could already be dead. I have to go. I’m sorry. I won’t fight anyone if I don’t have to.” I was almost pleading with him, although I knew that I wouldn’t stop no matter what he said. But I desperately wanted him to understand.



“Fine, listen. At least let me direct you in. What’s the range of your sensor? What can it detect?” He sounded frustrated now, and I winced slightly. I knew it was my fault.



“Uh, it’s about seventy feet. Radius. It can detect life-forms from a cat on up and vehicles with the engines running. Everything else is just a wire-frame contour map.”



“Good. I’ll give you directions that should lead you in with minimal opportunities for anyone to spot you, make sure there’s no line of sight to you longer than your range. Be sure you’re not spotted. Find your friend as fast as you can and get out. Your shield’s light will be an issue, but keep it on. Only engage as a last resort. We’ll be there soon.” He was talking fast now, and I heard a sound I thought was his motorcycle.



Without giving me a chance to speak he started giving me directions. I hadn’t told him where I was, exactly, but he seemed to know. My guess was he could track my phone. Not something I would normally be happy about, but I wasn’t going to complain now.



I ran, already slightly tired. My focus was almost entirely on my map and Armsmaster’s directions. True to his word he lead me through the alleyways towards the Trainyard, giving me a path that kept me out of sight of the roads as much as possible, and using curving roads or dead-ends whenever he could. A few times I had to backtrack and get a new path when a person popped up on my sensor. Several times they were the pale blue I gave to gang members. I had to assume that Bakuda had stationed her troops to keep people away from the area, although the coverage wasn’t great.



I heard explosions, increasingly loud as I got close, every minute or so, in irregular bursts.



I managed to make it to the edge of the storage facility undetected. I slunk around the edges, just on the other side of the low wall that surrounded the lot. I was looking for a place out of sight to climb over and make my way into the maze of storage lockers, where I thought I could easily hide and rely on my sensor to let me spot anyone first.



“Alright, I’m here. I have to hang up, I’m going to try to sneak through. I’ll call back when I’m out.” I whispered.



“Fine. But don’t call me, call the PRT. I’ll be there soon myself, and I won’t have time to talk. They can relay the information to me on our channel.” He was still speaking in a clipped tone. I wasn’t sure if he was just being efficient or if he was angry with me. “One last time, I recommend you don’t go in. I understand your desire to help, but this is a very dangerous situation.” So, maybe angry then.



“I’m sorry” I said, and hung up.



I slung my rifle over my shoulder and then jumped up to grab the wall and tried to pull myself over. My shield, however, prevented me from getting a grip and I fell back down. I hesitated for a moment before turning my shield off and trying again. This time I made it over without any trouble and ran to the cover of a nearby storage locker. I turned my shield back on and started quietly hurrying between the lockers as a flash of light lit up the sky ahead of me for a moment.



Luckily for me the place was a haphazard mess, the storage lockers having been put in without much in the way of planning or order. They were generally arranged into rows, but the rows were short and often intersected other rows, leading to a maze-like area of crisscrossing lanes and multiple dead ends. With my sensor it wasn’t so bad, but it still wasn’t easy to make my way around.



I crouched low as I ran. Not really necessary, but I did it anyways. I had no idea where the Undersiders might be, so I just ran towards where the last explosion was. It didn’t take me long to encounter my first ABB members.



There were two of them, standing facing away from me, further into the maze. They were at the edge of my sensor’s range. I was about to try sneaking up and shooting them when I noticed something odd. They weren’t registering as triangles on my interface, either gray or blue. They were showing up as yellow dots. Like the chunks of rubble Krieg had thrown at me. I took a moment to think about why the two men would show up the same way as an attack directed at me.



My mind made the connection. Bakuda was a bomb Tinker. Mines, they had to be mines with a holographic disguise. I crept closer, keeping an eye out for anyone else in the area, and the two figures didn’t move an inch. As I got closer I saw that there were more yellow dots nearby. They were blocking off every path I could take to get me towards the center of the yard, as far as I could see. If my sensor had a longer range I might be able to find a way around, but it didn’t. The fact that traps were laid here was a good indication that I was on the right track, though, so going through was the best idea I could come up with. I heard a bizarre rumble ahead of me.



I backed up, dialed my rifle to it’s highest power and narrowest beam and aimed at the ground below one of the ABB maybe-holograms, right between it’s feet. If I was wrong about this I didn’t want to break his leg or anything. I fired and the figure flicked out of existence in an instant. A heavily dented cylinder flew away from the point where I’d shot, bouncing along the ground away from me.



I hadn’t considered the second mine, however, which immediately detonated in a sparkling flash and a loud popping sound, tiny sparks leaping out from the central explosion and curling away in all direction. Wherever they met solid material they let off more popping sounds as they burst, leaving smooth, circular craters inches across. I jerked backwards too late to do anything, but the sparks simply fizzled when they met my shield, leaving minor ripples.



The ground was littered with tiny craters and the nearby lockers all had neat holes in their brick walls and wooden doors, as well as a few in the corrugated metal rooves where some sparks had settled back down. My heart was beating hard, and I swallowed a lump in my throat. But my way was clear, so I started forward again.



A bit further in I started to encounter ABB members for real, small groups of two or three icons moving between the storage lockers. Mostly gray, but with an occasional blue icon as well. I help off on tagging any more right now, since I couldn’t see any of them directly. I was thankful for the overhead lights, otherwise my shield would be pretty obvious to any of them nearby, even if they couldn’t see me themselves. I was able to move around them without problems, but I made sure to dial down my rifle’s power and increase it’s arc. If I had to I could simply knock them against the brick lockers with it until they stayed down.



I also started to encounter the remnants of the explosions I had heard. Was still hearing, in fact. Torn earth, shattered bricks and wood, and more unusual things. A section of ground and lockers coated with glass-like material. Flickering lights hanging in mid-air and pulling all light away in a circle around them. An area where all matter seemed to have been randomly moved and swapped around.



I saw bodies, too. Not many, but here and there I saw wreckage on the ground that was too wet, and mixed with scraps of cloth. Red and green predominated. I tried to turn my eyes away, whenever that happened, and kept moving.



Off to my left, I saw an explosion bloom over the top of the storage lockers before flash-freezing into a tower of ice. I stopped for a moment. I didn’t think that should have been possible. But it was the closest I’d been to any explosion yet and I hurried towards it. If I could get close… I wasn’t really sure what I could do. But I had to do something. I didn’t know exactly when the Protectorate would get here, but if I could stall it might give them enough time to get here before anyone else died. I just had to hope that none of the Undersiders were dead yet. It wasn’t what I really wanted in a plan. I’d much rather sneak out with everyone safe, but if the masters of escape couldn’t do it, I had very little hope that I could.



I moved closer and a large gray icon entered my range, around a corner from me at a nearby crossroads. A vehicle then, or possibly one of Hellhound’s creatures. I hurried towards it. As I neared I saw three more icons in close proximity to each other, all gray, around another corner from whatever the large icon was. They were pretty close to the tower of ice, so that would probably be the Undersiders, at least some of them. I hoped Tattletale wasn’t already dead. I stopped just around a corner from the large icon, just feet away, and listened. I could hear a low murmur of voices. One sounded normal, the other a flat monotone with a low hiss behind it.



So, me and probably the Undersiders on parallel lanes, about forty feet apart. Something else, possibly Hellhound, possible an ABB vehicle, on a lane perpendicular to both. What can I make of this? I thought.



Suddenly all the nearby lights went out. A moment later I heard a heavy ‘whump’ noise and a sharp whistle, heading away from me. A rocket, fired just around the corner. The tower of ice exploded, collapsing in a huge crackling roar. One of the three icons moved away from the others, then disappeared. I heard the squeal of tires as the large icon started moving away from me, towards the corner that lead to where the three icons, two now, were.



I was out of time. I didn’t have a real plan, but I stepped around the corner and leveled my rifle anyways.



I had a bare moment to see that the large icon was a Jeep with three people in it. It was already moving forward, away from me. It was nearly out of my range. I fired, aiming at the driver. My shot hit, sending the driver forward and bouncing his chest off the steering wheel, wrenching him to the right and knocking him against the person beside him. The Jeep accelerated and swerved to the right, hammering into a storage locker and bouncing away, spinning. It hadn’t had much speed, so the crash wasn’t crippling. However, my rifle was set to a wide arc, and I also hit the person standing in the back, hurling them forward. They were stopped by the roll-cage for a moment, but when the Jeep crashed they went over, tumbling across the ground.



After the crash I had a moment to take in the scene. The Jeep had overshot the corner that lead to the two icons by at least fifty feet. There was a rocket launcher lying on the ground between the Jeep and me. I assume the person who had fallen out had been holding it when they crashed. I moved towards the Jeep carefully. When I got to the corner the Jeep had been heading for I paused, leaning around to take a look at the gray icons near the collapsed tower of ice.



I saw two figures standing on the frost-slick ground, darkness swirling around them and the storage lockers. One was someone I thought was Regent. He was supporting another, who I recognized as Tattletale, with one arm across her back and under her armpit. She was leaning on him, head hanging down, using one arm to cling to his shoulder. Her other arm was limp at her side, clearly broken, with blood dripping from her fingers. One of her legs was also limp and bloody. I couldn’t see Grue or Hellhound. I swallowed, hard.



I started towards the Jeep again, slowly. As I passed by I could see Regent begin walking backwards, half-dragging Tattletale as he went, before I lost sight of him around the corner. The Jeep’s driver and passenger stirred. The passenger opened the door and stepped out, unsteady, holding a gun in each hand. He shook his head and caught sight of me. I leveled my rifle at him. Before either of us could pull a trigger he collapsed to the ground. A piece of shadow stepped out of the darkness beside him and headed around the Jeep towards the driver. The shadow – Grue, I realized – hauled the driver out of his seat and threw him to the ground.



Grue didn’t show up on my map. So, the icon that disappeared must have been him. I had worried that somebody had died.



Grue kicked the driver in the ribs, causing him to cough in pain, before hauling him to his feet and across the lane, slamming him bodily against a storage locker. “Where’s bitch!” he yelled. I was confused. Had he missed a word in there? I walked toward him, warily. If he had a head injury he might hurt the guy or do something else stupid.



The driver said a few slurred words in a language I didn’t recognize and Grue slammed him into the locker again. I reached them, and prepared to subdue Grue, if I had to. The fight was over, the Protectorate would be here soon if they weren’t already. I didn’t want to see anyone else hurt. I’d try talking first. There was a soft sound further down the lane, and then a ‘clink’ as a small silver cylinder bounced off the storage locker near Grue, landing on the ground just past him. It exploded.



The explosion was small, Just pushing Grue and the ABB driver off their feet and towards me. My shield flared bright green and Grue and the driver slowed down in mid-air.



My eyes widened, I knew what this was. This was a temporal distortion field, some of my own designs used them. My shield was keeping it from affecting me, for now, but Grue and the driver weren’t so lucky. Depending on how this field worked, they could be trapped, or die.



I let go of my rifle, letting it dangle from it’s sling, and looped my arms through where Grue was holding the driver and pulled with all my might, backpedaling hard. I hoped that Grue was smart enough not to let go of the driver, because if he did I couldn’t possibly catch him with my shield reducing the friction on my hands. I dug my sneakers into the ground and ran backwards as best I could, with the two of them floating in front of me. I was lucky, if they hadn’t been thrown off their feet by the explosion I wouldn’t have had the strength to pull them. Grue flailed his legs in slow motion, and a look of horror spread across the driver’s face like molasses as I dragged them back, their legs stretching out into the air behind them as I pulled them vertical.



A moment later my shield stopped flaring and I turned, hurling them with all my might. They flew slowly for a moment before jerking back to normal speed and flying through the air for a moment before hitting the ground. Temporal fields did weird things to momentum, I guessed. I glanced back at where the explosion had happened and saw a cloud of dust hanging in mid-air, stopped in time. My shield was flickering, slightly.



“Oh you dumb fucking bitch” a flat voice called out. The tone was at odds with the volume and inflection. A woman was stalking dramatically around the small field of frozen time, towards the Jeep, holding what looked like a grenade launcher towards me in one hand while the other gestured. She had on a pair of red goggles and a high-tech looking gas mask, but her costume beyond that was bizarre. A blue leotard, broad black belt, white skin-tight sleeves and legging, and of all things bright pink gloves and boots.



This… looked like Bakuda, but I had no idea about the costume. I reached down to try to grab my rifle where it had come to rest at my side, but Bakuda gestured with the grenade launcher and twitched her finger at me.



“Ah, ah, ah. Naughty naughty, no guns for you. Make a move and I blow you to shreds. Raise those hands” she said. It was odd. She sounded… sort of angry, but her mask made everything come out totally level and precise, backed by a low hiss.



I raised my hands, I couldn’t think of anything else to do.
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I didn’t stay at home long, just enough time to let my stress drain away and write a note for Dad that I’d be out late, and that I probably wouldn’t need dinner. Then I changed into my Docks disguise, grabbed my shield, my sonic pistol, a few books, some old clothes and a backpack from when I was a kid, shoved them all in my backpack, and headed to my lab.



The ride in was typically boring, and I managed the walk to my lab without issue. I couldn’t really distract myself on the way with thoughts of new projects since I was more or less on standby on the construction front. It felt a bit weird, like I should be doing more. Probably a result of the months of frantic effort it took to get my nano-forge and generator up and running. I’d had to build all my initial tools by hand, and basically teach myself about construction and engineering from scratch. While I certainly wasn’t an expert, I knew a lot now. I’d learned how to weld, even. I’d also tried to get a better understanding of the science behind my tech, but I wasn’t moving very fast on that front. There was a pretty big gap between high school science and temporal mechanics, let alone quantum mechanics. I had only taken chemistry last semester, and I hadn’t even started on physics before I got my power.



Well, no time for any of that today. I had work to do. I let myself into my lab and cleared a space on my workbench, setting my backpack down in the space I’d made. I paused for a moment to observe how well my two current projects were coming along. From the gaps between the nano-lathes I could see that nothing had gone wrong yet, at least, but neither of them were really far enough along to tell how things would go.



Alright, first order of business, build a chair. I dragged a few cinder blocks over from my testing range and set them on top of each other beside my desk, then unloaded my backpack on my workbench before placing it on top of them, as a sort of cushion. I sat down to try it out. It wasn’t that bad, really, although I still wanted to get a real chair eventually. I wiggled around a bit to see if the cinder blocks were stable enough. They seemed to be, so I set to work.



I couldn’t do too much yet to improve my costume or my gear, but I did have a few ideas. First, I wanted a sling for my rifle. I knew it’s length, so getting one the right size should be easy enough. I found my scissors in the clutter of tools and unused nano-lathes and got to work cutting up the shoulder straps from my old backpack. I measured them out, made sure the little plastic bits that adjusted the length still worked, and started sewing them back together. I was never very good at sewing, but I’d learned how from my Mom, during that phase as a kid where I’d wanted to follow her everywhere and do everything she did. In the end it wasn’t that hard, and I went over the joint between the two straps I was using a few times for extra strength. When I was done I stood up and pulled at a few times, to test if the join was strong enough, and it seemed to be.



With that done I wandered over to my scrap pile and started sorting through it. I was pretty sure I had some loops from key-chains and those little clippy things, carabiners I think they’re called, in with everything else. I’d made sure to gather everything I thought I could possibly use on my scavenging missions after the first few times I had to go looking for the right parts for a build after I’d already started. I’d been pretty thorough in sorting through all the local flea markets, thrift stores, and junkyards. I’d been out to the Market pretty much every weekend, too.



I quickly found what I was looking for, as well as some buttons and a pair of boots I had plans for later, and carried it all back to my workbench. Through a bit of luck, my rifle had places where I was pretty sure I could attach the strap. I’d tried to give it sights like I’d seen on real guns, but I hadn’t really known what I was doing and they’d ended up just being little circles that weren’t much use for aiming, especially since I could just do that through my interface anyways. But they should work just fine for connecting my jury rigged sling. Which was good, since I couldn’t really alter anything I’d made, physically at least, after it was already done. Not conventionally, anyways. I didn’t have any tools that could work with the materials my tech ended up as. I could probably work out a way to nano-lathe other bits on, but it was a hassle I didn’t really want to go through.



I got back to sewing and quickly had a finished rifle sling, if not exactly a professional looking one. I tugged at the clips I’d attached, but they seemed pretty securely fastened. I put it aside for now, and moved on to my next project.



This one was more tricky. I wanted to make a holster for my sonic pistol in case I ever needed it. Having it cinched to the back of my belt was fine, but there wasn’t any way I could quick-draw it like that, and if I needed it I would probably need it right away. That’s where the books I’d brought came in. They were both books on sewing and had tons of patterns I could use. Not actual holsters, of course, but I figured I could improvise from something else. I didn’t have a lot of the right tools, either, nothing to trace patterns on or anything. But I had a bunch of old clothes that didn’t fit that I could use for materials as well as the boots from my junk pile, if I needed them. I buckled down and got to work.



It was an easy enough job, in the end, although it took over an hour and a half before I was finished. I had found a pattern for a belt-pouch in one of the books, with a flap over the top that buttoned closed. I’d just had to make it deeper and change the shape a bit, and leave a hole for the grip to stick out of. It wasn’t very pretty, of course, being made from scrap fabric and boot leather, but I figured that was fine for now.



I got up and put on my belt, threading the holster through first. It was pretty bulky, given that my pistol was pretty huge by pistol standards, but it fit. I holstered my gun and buttoned it closed, shifting around and shaking a bit to see how it sat. It wasn’t perfect, it had a tendency to slide around a bit and get in the way with it’s size. But it was acceptable. I jumped a few times and ran back and forth across the room, and it sat well enough during that too.



I smiled. Two projects down with time to spare. I took the rest of the fabric and the cut up boots back to the pile and dropped them in, along with the rest of the stuff I hadn’t used. I left the holster on for now, I needed to get used to it anyways.



Next was the big one, my shield generator. I needed to know how long it took to rebuild the shield after it fell, and I needed to see if I could fix whatever problem kept it from coming back on automatically. Neither of those would be that easy, unfortunately. The only way I could check the rebuild time was to get the shield to fall, and I didn’t really have many ways to do that.



Rather than spend a lot of time thinking about it, I decided on the quick-and-dirty method. I set the generator down on my brick pile, out of the way, triggered it on, and started wailing on the pile with a hockey stick.



I swung as hard as I could, again and again, without stopping to rest. I figured that was probably the only way to keep the damage stacking up fast enough to do the job. It took over ten minutes before I could finally get the shield to fall. I sat down on the floor, gasping for air. That had been exhausting, even with the shape I was in.



No time to catch my breath yet, this is the important part, I thought as I immediately starting pinging the shield generators icon. I could probably have worked out a more elegant method of testing, in the end. But bashing the shield down and then just pressing the button until it came back on had the advantage of simplicity.



It took just over a minute before the the green glow of the shield sprang up again, and immediately shut off as I didn’t stop pinging the icon fast enough. I triggered it back on, just to make sure it worked, and it did. I let out a long breath and went to sit back down on my makeshift chair. I had started to worry that I really had broken it this time. A minute was a lot worse than I’d been hoping for. The original design that I’d based my shield off of was huge, probably as big as the room I was in, and it only took twenty seconds to rebuild when it dropped. I’d been kind of hoping that a smaller shield meant a quicker rebuild time. But, it was what it was. No use complaining, I’d just have to see if I could do better next time.



I checked the time. It was after seven now, I’d have to head out fairly soon if I didn’t want to get caught in the Docks after dark. Plus I still wanted to get some food. I’d promised myself that if I got everything done today, I’d go out and get Burger King on the way home. I still had to work on the programming of my shield, but I could just do that at home. I’d already planned to bring a programming core with me anyways, to work on my next project when I finally decided on one. I could just bring two instead.



Yeah, that sounded good. It wouldn’t really slow me down, and it’d let me get home early enough that Dad wouldn’t worry. I started packing up. Luckily I managed to fit everything I wanted to take with me into my backpack. My shield and pistol, the two programming cores – which were a pain, since despite being only a few pounds each, they were spheres nearly six inches across – and my books. Then I just gave my map a quick check and headed out.



I skipped the bus and walked to a little mini-mall just off the Boardwalk. While it was still in the Docks, technically, it was like my neighborhood in that nothing too bad went on there, if you didn’t count drug deals at least. I’d been going to the Burger King there for years now, ever since I was a kid. My Mom and Dad used to take me when I was younger, and I’d been coming on my own ever since I’d been old enough to, whenever I had the money to spare. There was a bit of line, and the place was full. Not really surprising, given the time of day.



I thought while I waited. On the subject of money, I had to decide what to do with the two thousand dollars Lisa had given me. I’d more or less decided to trust her – a bit – for the moment, which meant that I couldn’t just get rid of the money as coming from a treacherous villain. I’d have to give it away to charity, if I could find one that took anonymous donations, or just hand it over to the PRT. I thought for a minute before I realized that I was just trying to avoid what I really wanted to do. I wanted to keep it, and use it. Not only was it more money than I’d ever had before, but it could help me out with so many problems.



I could buy equipment or commission a real costume. I’d already thought of seeing if I could pay someone to make the frame for my next nano-forge. Getting one made to order would speed that process up incredibly, and I desperately needed more production speed if I was going to complete my real costume idea in less than a year. I could do the same for a stealth-field generator too, if I decided to go with it first. It was almost funny to think of just how much it would speed things up if I could spend some money. When I’d just started out, I figured I’d be able to just build anything I needed myself. After all, self-replication was what my tech did best. I hadn’t even thought about how to make money with my power, since I didn’t really want any more information about me out there than I could help. But the more I progressed, the more I realized just how hard it was to do anything on my meager budget.



If I could have bought whatever I needed right from the start, I could have saved at least a month of work, so far. I’d considered selling a few pieces of tinkertech to fund my efforts more than once. I was still considering it, really.



I decided. I’d keep the money and use it to advance my plans. If it turned out to be the wrong decision I could just make up for it later. Of course now I had to decide what to buy first.



I thought through everything I needed that I couldn’t make myself, or at least not make well. A frame for a new nano-forge or for a stealth-field generator, whichever I decided to build first. Body armor, a baton or a knife – note to self, see if I can cut things when my forcefield is up, I thought – a spy-camera or something I could fit into my mask, a professionally made mask, a real rifle sling and holster, maybe a utility pouch to hold my stuff, some burner phones, a voice recorder, the list went on. I knew that I couldn’t get everything I wanted for what I had, but it would be a good start.



I didn’t know how to prioritize most of my list, but I decided on a new nano-forge first. I’d have to live without a stealth field awhile longer. So, I’d need to contact a metalworker or some kind to see what sort of price I’d be looking at. Of course first I’d need to find one that would be willing to work for a cape. Even if I could find someone and get the work done, I’d need figure out how to get it into my lab. Unless I was very wrong with my preliminary work, my new nano-forge would have to be pretty big. Probably twice the size of my current one, and I’d had to build that in place and bolt it to the floor. I didn’t know if I could do it all myself.



My mind turned back to something Lisa had told me. I could hire some people, get a sort of team going. If I had people to do the basic physical work for me, that alone would save me lots of time. Plus, if I could get them to watch over the nano-forge and feed it whenever it went through it’s material, I could really work on getting the efficiency of my operation up. But I had no idea how to go about that, and I’d need a steady supply of money to pay them anyways.



Actually… I thought back to what my Dad had mentioned yesterday at breakfast. One of the dockworkers, Gerry, had apparently got a job with Uber and Leet. I knew there wasn’t much work for the Association these days, maybe more them would be willing to work for capes. Especially since I wasn’t a villain. It was a thought, one that I actually really liked. The idea of having a team of big, burly guys to help with my work and come into the field with me really appealed. I… wasn’t really sure how to go about it though, or how it would look to Armsmaster if I did. I didn’t even really know if it was legal. I’d have to keep it in mind, though.



I eventually got through to the register and made my order. It was too busy for me to be comfortable eating inside, so I ordered to-go. They were in full swing so it didn’t take long to get my food. I headed outside to find an out of the way place to sit. It was pretty easy with my sensor, I found a spot out behind the mini-mall quick enough and sat down near a fence where nobody could see me before I could spot them.



Once I got myself comfortable I took my phone out of my pocket and turned it on. This was the very first time I’d actually used it myself, since I’d turned it off as soon as I’d had a chance last night. I wasn’t sure if anyone could track it when it was on, but I didn’t want to take chances. So I’d decided I wouldn’t ever have it on at home, at school, or in my lab.



I fiddled with it while I ate, figuring out how the menus and stuff worked, and how to text. It was pretty simple stuff overall. I didn’t have any trouble getting a decent grasp on it. I was a bit disappointed that there weren’t any messages for me, although only Lisa would have really bothered, I think. Then I checked the phonebook, to see what numbers Lisa and Battery had left. Lisa’s was simple, just a single number. Battery had left more. There were numbers for the PHQ, the PRT HQ, the BBPD, a few hospitals, and a number labeled ‘dispatch’ that I wasn’t sure of. I had a few guesses, but I figured I should check with someone before I called it. I debated inputting Armsmaster’s number as well. His card was safe and sound back home, but I’d memorized the number. I wasn’t comfortable with doing it on this phone, though. I’d have to wait until I bought one of my own.



I fiddled with the phone a bit more while I finished eating. I kind of wanted to call Lisa, or text her. There was a lot I could ask her, and it had been fun talking to her before. Awkward, but fun. I decided against it for now. I’d deal with it more later, but for now I’d treat the phone as an emergency measure.



I got up, dusted myself off, and threw out my trash. I thought about maybe doing a bit of shopping or taking the bus to the mall to round out my day. I could afford to spend a bit on myself if I was going to use the money Lisa gave me for my cape stuff, now.



I decided against it in the end, and started walking home. I had stuff to do before I went to sleep, and I was already pretty tired anyways. Sore, too. I wanted to get to sleep early, if I could, and see if it helped my aching muscles. They were even worse since I’d swung the hockey stick around.



That brought to mind something else I really should do. I’d looked up a few self defense courses and exercise routines while I was preparing to go out in costume, but I’d never had enough time for them, let alone money. Most of my time since January had been spent getting my equipment up and running or scavenging parts. Or searching for a spot for my lab. What time I’d had to spare was spent on PHO doing cape research. I was still in a lot better shape than I had ever been, hauling scrap was a great way to gain strength. Hell, I even had muscles now, sort of. But if the last two nights had taught me anything it was that I could really use more endurance than I had, and some real training couldn’t hurt either. Now that most of my time was spent waiting for nano-paste or for my nano-lathes to finish their work, I could devote some time to it.



Or I could spend it reading more books, I supposed. I was getting a decent grounding in a few fields, but anything that would help me translate the immense blueprints in my head down to something I could actually use was helpful.



Or maybe a bit of both, I thought idly as I walked onto my street. I had options, now. More than I knew what to do with, in some ways, but still. I wasn’t being limited, I could choose what to do to advance my career as a hero.



I was smiling as I let myself into the house and shut off my interface.



“I’m home!” I called out, as I kicked off my shoes and started towards my room.



My Dad responded from the living room “Hey Kiddo, what kept you out so late?”



“Not much. I had a good day, figured I’d go hang out at the Boardwalk and do a bit of window-shopping” I responded “I’ll be back down in a minute, I’m just gonna change first, and maybe do some homework.”



“Did you eat already?”



“Yeah, I stopped for Burger King on the way back. I’m good.”



“Oh ho, sounds like you really did have a good day. Want to tell me about it?”



I smiled. “Sure, I’ll be right back down. I’ll do my homework after.”



I could get to work on my programming and design work in a bit. Right now I just felt like talking to my Dad. I’d have to generalize of course, I wasn’t ready to tell him about being a cape just yet, although I was closer than I was yesterday. But, even though school hadn’t been great, overall it had been a good day.
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It was raining as I jogged through the streets, heading west from my house. I didn’t want to go Downtown, or to the Boardwalk. I didn’t really want to encounter any heroes today. I was too caught up in my own thoughts to want to walk that tightrope, no matter how fun it had been. What I really needed was a distraction, something to take my mind off of… everything. Something that would exhaust me, leave me too tired to think. A fight or a patrol



I didn’t want to patrol through ABB or E88 territory either. That didn’t leave much of the city, though. So, I turned north after awhile, heading towards the Trainyard. The area around there, in the most northern part of the city, was about as abandoned as you could get without going out into the countryside. There was a gang presence, of course, or I wouldn’t bother. But nobody really called it their territory, or at least that’s what I read. Not enough people there to make it worth anything except as a place to meet for drug deals or to stash loot. There were also rumors that a few independent parahumans made their bases in the area. I’d considered it myself, when I was looking for a place for my lab, but it was too far from my house given how often I’d have to make the trip. Besides, the buses didn’t run very far in.



It was nearly an hour later when I got out of the Docks and into the north end. The divide wasn’t really that sharp. It was more of a gradual lessening of people in the area, and an increase in the number of boarded up buildings. Which suited me just fine, at the moment. I quickly found an unoccupied building that wasn’t boarded up to change in, out of the rain. I checked my map, making sure there wasn’t anyone within sight, and headed in. Well, it was unoccupied except for rats, as it turned out. I jumped a bit in surprise as they ran away from me, deeper into the building, as I entered through the broken open door. They hadn’t shown up on my map. I’d come to rely on it, I suppose, enough that just a few rats scampering away had managed to give me a bit of a shock.



Well, it didn’t matter too much. I began changing, keeping an eye out for anyone in the area. When I’d finished I stashed my backpack a little further into the building, away from the light, and high enough up that the rats wouldn’t be too likely to chew on it. Not that it would be a huge loss if they did, really.



That done, I triggered my shield and light spilled out from me, fairly bright in the pitch dark building. I did one last scan of my map before leaving. Nobody was around now either, and I headed out. My plan was just to make a general patrol, checking my map as I went to see if there was anyone around that looked like a criminal. I didn’t expect much, of course, on a rainy Friday evening. But just being out here was enough. I could forget my worries and focus on what I was doing, the same way I could when I was tinkering.



I started my patrol at a jog, moving quickly through deserted streets in the rain, trying to tire myself out. One thing I noticed right away was that my shield kept the rain off, which was very nice. I had to wonder if it was affecting the shield’s stability, though. Not that I imagine it would be by much, but if it was I’d have to keep it in mind. I kept up my pace for awhile, before slowing to a walk, taking a break, and jogging again. I alternated like that for awhile, losing myself in moving my body and scanning the streets, with my eyes and my sensor. But nobody seemed to be out, other than me. It was kind of nice, to feel like I was on my own.



The rain let up not long after, and I stopped to watch the sun set as the sky cleared up. Sunsets are always the best after a spell of bad weather. After the sun had set, I sighed. It would be over an hour before I got back home, and Dad was likely already starting to worry. I heard thunder rumble in the distance. I guess it hadn’t stopped raining everywhere, yet. I took out the phone Lisa had given me and hesitated a moment before turning it on. I flipped it open and dialed home. Luckily we only had pretty basic phones at home, no displays, so Dad wouldn’t have any idea where I was calling from.



He picked up the phone after only one ring. “Hebert residence, Danny speaking.”



“Hey Dad, it’s me. I’m gonna start back soon. Not sure when I’ll get there, I might wander a bit. Just wanted to let you know not to worry” I said, fully aware that he would already be worrying and wouldn’t stop until I was safely home.



“Good to hear from you kiddo. I’ll try not to worry too much. Just hurry home, alright?”



“I will. I’m Downtown though, so I’ll be a bit.” I wasn’t happy to lie to him, but I figured it was better than telling my Dad that I was alone in the north end. Of course, I was probably safer here than I would be Downtown, given how empty the place was. But it was more about appearances than anything else.



“Do you want a ride back? I can head out to pick you up.” I had to smile at the hopeful tone of his voice. It was inconvenient, but it helped to know he cared.



Thunder rumbled again. A bit further away, maybe.



“No thanks. I’m trying to tire myself out, so I’m jogging around. I want to be so tired that I just fall asleep right away when I get home.”



“Well, if you’re sure. Call me again if you change your mind.” Now he just sounded worried again.



“I’m sure. Love you Dad, be back soon.”



“Love you too kiddo, be safe.”



“I will” I said, and hung up. I felt guilty about it, but I just couldn’t sit around the house anymore. Fruitless as this patrol had been, I needed it.



I was about to shut the phone off when it rang again. I frowned for a moment. Did Dad star sixty-nine me? I debated not answering, but if it was Dad, I owed it to him to answer. So I flipped the phone open again.



“Hello?” I asked.



“Hey, Jane!” oh shit it was Tattletale “Thought you might be in the area, need a little help. Bakuda, don’t ask, no time. Hey listen, we’re in the Trainyard, the old storage facility, don’t suppose you have a” the line broke up into static for a moment. I heard a rumble in the distance. The line came back a moment later. I heard screaming, then the sounds of people running before it cut out again and went to a dial-tone. I heard another rumble a moment later.



Bakuda. It wasn’t thunder, it was explosions. Lisa was… the Undersiders were in a cape fight right this moment, and from the sound of it they’d at least been close to one explosion already. Lisa might already be dead.



I didn’t know how to feel about her just yet, but I didn’t want her dead. I put the phone away and started running for the source of the rumbles I’d been hearing.



I stopped a moment later. No, this is it. This is that one stupid first step. I’m already stuck between a villain and the heroes. I’m lying to my Dad. I’m lying to everyone. There’s no way this won’t end badly. I can’t do it. My thoughts were a swirl. A didn’t want to let Lisa die. I wanted to go and fight. But this was Bakuda, Lung’s Tinker. I couldn’t do this on my own. I was in over my head.



That thought decided me, I started running again. I pulled the phone back out and dialed a number. I had to wait a tense few seconds while the phone dialed, then started ringing.



“Armsmaster here, is this Viridescent?”



Oh thank god… “Yes, it’s me. I need help. Bakuda is fighting the Undersiders in the old storage facility in the Trainyard, I think. I mean, I know they’re fighting. I think it’s in the Trainyard. Can you come?”



His voice intensified significantly at that, his fairly casual tone disappearing. “Understood. I’m dispatching all on-duty members there now. Do not, I repeat, do not approach. Bakuda is a known psychopath, she’s repeatedly shown significant disregard for human life. We also have to consider that Lung or Oni Lee may be present on-scene.”



I started shaking a bit at the mention of Lung. I hadn’t even thought that he might be there, before Armsmaster mentioned him. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I have to go. A… a friend of mine is there, they called me. They might be hurt, I have to get them out. I know I shouldn’t. But I can’t do nothing, there may not be much time.”



His voice hardened slightly. “Viridescent, I can’t give you orders, but I strongly, strongly recommend you do not engage Bakuda or the ABB. Wait until we get there. This is a life or death situation.”



“I know this is life or death. My friend could already be dead. I have to go. I’m sorry. I won’t fight anyone if I don’t have to.” I was almost pleading with him, although I knew that I wouldn’t stop no matter what he said. But I desperately wanted him to understand.



“Fine, listen. At least let me direct you in. What’s the range of your sensor? What can it detect?” He sounded frustrated now, and I winced slightly. I knew it was my fault.



“Uh, it’s about seventy feet. Radius. It can detect life-forms from a cat on up and vehicles with the engines running. Everything else is just a wire-frame contour map.”



“Good. I’ll give you directions that should lead you in with minimal opportunities for anyone to spot you, make sure there’s no line of sight to you longer than your range. Be sure you’re not spotted. Find your friend as fast as you can and get out. Your shield’s light will be an issue, but keep it on. Only engage as a last resort. We’ll be there soon.” He was talking fast now, and I heard a sound I thought was his motorcycle.



Without giving me a chance to speak he started giving me directions. I hadn’t told him where I was, exactly, but he seemed to know. My guess was he could track my phone. Not something I would normally be happy about, but I wasn’t going to complain now.



I ran, already slightly tired. My focus was almost entirely on my map and Armsmaster’s directions. True to his word he lead me through the alleyways towards the Trainyard, giving me a path that kept me out of sight of the roads as much as possible, and using curving roads or dead-ends whenever he could. A few times I had to backtrack and get a new path when a person popped up on my sensor. Several times they were the pale blue I gave to gang members. I had to assume that Bakuda had stationed her troops to keep people away from the area, although the coverage wasn’t great.



I heard explosions, increasingly loud as I got close, every minute or so, in irregular bursts.



I managed to make it to the edge of the storage facility undetected. I slunk around the edges, just on the other side of the low wall that surrounded the lot. I was looking for a place out of sight to climb over and make my way into the maze of storage lockers, where I thought I could easily hide and rely on my sensor to let me spot anyone first.



“Alright, I’m here. I have to hang up, I’m going to try to sneak through. I’ll call back when I’m out.” I whispered.



“Fine. But don’t call me, call the PRT. I’ll be there soon myself, and I won’t have time to talk. They can relay the information to me on our channel.” He was still speaking in a clipped tone. I wasn’t sure if he was just being efficient or if he was angry with me. “One last time, I recommend you don’t go in. I understand your desire to help, but this is a very dangerous situation.” So, maybe angry then.



“I’m sorry” I said, and hung up.



I slung my rifle over my shoulder and then jumped up to grab the wall and tried to pull myself over. My shield, however, prevented me from getting a grip and I fell back down. I hesitated for a moment before turning my shield off and trying again. This time I made it over without any trouble and ran to the cover of a nearby storage locker. I turned my shield back on and started quietly hurrying between the lockers as a flash of light lit up the sky ahead of me for a moment.



Luckily for me the place was a haphazard mess, the storage lockers having been put in without much in the way of planning or order. They were generally arranged into rows, but the rows were short and often intersected other rows, leading to a maze-like area of crisscrossing lanes and multiple dead ends. With my sensor it wasn’t so bad, but it still wasn’t easy to make my way around.



I crouched low as I ran. Not really necessary, but I did it anyways. I had no idea where the Undersiders might be, so I just ran towards where the last explosion was. It didn’t take me long to encounter my first ABB members.



There were two of them, standing facing away from me, further into the maze. They were at the edge of my sensor’s range. I was about to try sneaking up and shooting them when I noticed something odd. They weren’t registering as triangles on my interface, either gray or blue. They were showing up as yellow dots. Like the chunks of rubble Krieg had thrown at me. I took a moment to think about why the two men would show up the same way as an attack directed at me.



My mind made the connection. Bakuda was a bomb Tinker. Mines, they had to be mines with a holographic disguise. I crept closer, keeping an eye out for anyone else in the area, and the two figures didn’t move an inch. As I got closer I saw that there were more yellow dots nearby. They were blocking off every path I could take to get me towards the center of the yard, as far as I could see. If my sensor had a longer range I might be able to find a way around, but it didn’t. The fact that traps were laid here was a good indication that I was on the right track, though, so going through was the best idea I could come up with. I heard a bizarre rumble ahead of me.



I backed up, dialed my rifle to it’s highest power and narrowest beam and aimed at the ground below one of the ABB maybe-holograms, right between it’s feet. If I was wrong about this I didn’t want to break his leg or anything. I fired and the figure flicked out of existence in an instant. A heavily dented cylinder flew away from the point where I’d shot, bouncing along the ground away from me.



I hadn’t considered the second mine, however, which immediately detonated in a sparkling flash and a loud popping sound, tiny sparks leaping out from the central explosion and curling away in all direction. Wherever they met solid material they let off more popping sounds as they burst, leaving smooth, circular craters inches across. I jerked backwards too late to do anything, but the sparks simply fizzled when they met my shield, leaving minor ripples.



The ground was littered with tiny craters and the nearby lockers all had neat holes in their brick walls and wooden doors, as well as a few in the corrugated metal rooves where some sparks had settled back down. My heart was beating hard, and I swallowed a lump in my throat. But my way was clear, so I started forward again.



A bit further in I started to encounter ABB members for real, small groups of two or three icons moving between the storage lockers. Mostly gray, but with an occasional blue icon as well. I help off on tagging any more right now, since I couldn’t see any of them directly. I was thankful for the overhead lights, otherwise my shield would be pretty obvious to any of them nearby, even if they couldn’t see me themselves. I was able to move around them without problems, but I made sure to dial down my rifle’s power and increase it’s arc. If I had to I could simply knock them against the brick lockers with it until they stayed down.



I also started to encounter the remnants of the explosions I had heard. Was still hearing, in fact. Torn earth, shattered bricks and wood, and more unusual things. A section of ground and lockers coated with glass-like material. Flickering lights hanging in mid-air and pulling all light away in a circle around them. An area where all matter seemed to have been randomly moved and swapped around.



I saw bodies, too. Not many, but here and there I saw wreckage on the ground that was too wet, and mixed with scraps of cloth. Red and green predominated. I tried to turn my eyes away, whenever that happened, and kept moving.



Off to my left, I saw an explosion bloom over the top of the storage lockers before flash-freezing into a tower of ice. I stopped for a moment. I didn’t think that should have been possible. But it was the closest I’d been to any explosion yet and I hurried towards it. If I could get close… I wasn’t really sure what I could do. But I had to do something. I didn’t know exactly when the Protectorate would get here, but if I could stall it might give them enough time to get here before anyone else died. I just had to hope that none of the Undersiders were dead yet. It wasn’t what I really wanted in a plan. I’d much rather sneak out with everyone safe, but if the masters of escape couldn’t do it, I had very little hope that I could.



I moved closer and a large gray icon entered my range, around a corner from me at a nearby crossroads. A vehicle then, or possibly one of Hellhound’s creatures. I hurried towards it. As I neared I saw three more icons in close proximity to each other, all gray, around another corner from whatever the large icon was. They were pretty close to the tower of ice, so that would probably be the Undersiders, at least some of them. I hoped Tattletale wasn’t already dead. I stopped just around a corner from the large icon, just feet away, and listened. I could hear a low murmur of voices. One sounded normal, the other a flat monotone with a low hiss behind it.



So, me and probably the Undersiders on parallel lanes, about forty feet apart. Something else, possibly Hellhound, possible an ABB vehicle, on a lane perpendicular to both. What can I make of this? I thought.



Suddenly all the nearby lights went out. A moment later I heard a heavy ‘whump’ noise and a sharp whistle, heading away from me. A rocket, fired just around the corner. The tower of ice exploded, collapsing in a huge crackling roar. One of the three icons moved away from the others, then disappeared. I heard the squeal of tires as the large icon started moving away from me, towards the corner that lead to where the three icons, two now, were.



I was out of time. I didn’t have a real plan, but I stepped around the corner and leveled my rifle anyways.



I had a bare moment to see that the large icon was a Jeep with three people in it. It was already moving forward, away from me. It was nearly out of my range. I fired, aiming at the driver. My shot hit, sending the driver forward and bouncing his chest off the steering wheel, wrenching him to the right and knocking him against the person beside him. The Jeep accelerated and swerved to the right, hammering into a storage locker and bouncing away, spinning. It hadn’t had much speed, so the crash wasn’t crippling. However, my rifle was set to a wide arc, and I also hit the person standing in the back, hurling them forward. They were stopped by the roll-cage for a moment, but when the Jeep crashed they went over, tumbling across the ground.



After the crash I had a moment to take in the scene. The Jeep had overshot the corner that lead to the two icons by at least fifty feet. There was a rocket launcher lying on the ground between the Jeep and me. I assume the person who had fallen out had been holding it when they crashed. I moved towards the Jeep carefully. When I got to the corner the Jeep had been heading for I paused, leaning around to take a look at the gray icons near the collapsed tower of ice.



I saw two figures standing on the frost-slick ground, darkness swirling around them and the storage lockers. One was someone I thought was Regent. He was supporting another, who I recognized as Tattletale, with one arm across her back and under her armpit. She was leaning on him, head hanging down, using one arm to cling to his shoulder. Her other arm was limp at her side, clearly broken, with blood dripping from her fingers. One of her legs was also limp and bloody. I couldn’t see Grue or Hellhound. I swallowed, hard.



I started towards the Jeep again, slowly. As I passed by I could see Regent begin walking backwards, half-dragging Tattletale as he went, before I lost sight of him around the corner. The Jeep’s driver and passenger stirred. The passenger opened the door and stepped out, unsteady, holding a gun in each hand. He shook his head and caught sight of me. I leveled my rifle at him. Before either of us could pull a trigger he collapsed to the ground. A piece of shadow stepped out of the darkness beside him and headed around the Jeep towards the driver. The shadow – Grue, I realized – hauled the driver out of his seat and threw him to the ground.



Grue didn’t show up on my map. So, the icon that disappeared must have been him. I had worried that somebody had died.



Grue kicked the driver in the ribs, causing him to cough in pain, before hauling him to his feet and across the lane, slamming him bodily against a storage locker. “Where’s bitch!” he yelled. I was confused. Had he missed a word in there? I walked toward him, warily. If he had a head injury he might hurt the guy or do something else stupid.



The driver said a few slurred words in a language I didn’t recognize and Grue slammed him into the locker again. I reached them, and prepared to subdue Grue, if I had to. The fight was over, the Protectorate would be here soon if they weren’t already. I didn’t want to see anyone else hurt. I’d try talking first. There was a soft sound further down the lane, and then a ‘clink’ as a small silver cylinder bounced off the storage locker near Grue, landing on the ground just past him. It exploded.



The explosion was small, Just pushing Grue and the ABB driver off their feet and towards me. My shield flared bright green and Grue and the driver slowed down in mid-air.



My eyes widened, I knew what this was. This was a temporal distortion field, some of my own designs used them. My shield was keeping it from affecting me, for now, but Grue and the driver weren’t so lucky. Depending on how this field worked, they could be trapped, or die.



I let go of my rifle, letting it dangle from it’s sling, and looped my arms through where Grue was holding the driver and pulled with all my might, backpedaling hard. I hoped that Grue was smart enough not to let go of the driver, because if he did I couldn’t possibly catch him with my shield reducing the friction on my hands. I dug my sneakers into the ground and ran backwards as best I could, with the two of them floating in front of me. I was lucky, if they hadn’t been thrown off their feet by the explosion I wouldn’t have had the strength to pull them. Grue flailed his legs in slow motion, and a look of horror spread across the driver’s face like molasses as I dragged them back, their legs stretching out into the air behind them as I pulled them vertical.



A moment later my shield stopped flaring and I turned, hurling them with all my might. They flew slowly for a moment before jerking back to normal speed and flying through the air for a moment before hitting the ground. Temporal fields did weird things to momentum, I guessed. I glanced back at where the explosion had happened and saw a cloud of dust hanging in mid-air, stopped in time. My shield was flickering, slightly.



“Oh you dumb fucking bitch” a flat voice called out. The tone was at odds with the volume and inflection. A woman was stalking dramatically around the small field of frozen time, towards the Jeep, holding what looked like a grenade launcher towards me in one hand while the other gestured. She had on a pair of red goggles and a high-tech looking gas mask, but her costume beyond that was bizarre. A blue leotard, broad black belt, white skin-tight sleeves and legging, and of all things bright pink gloves and boots.



This… looked like Bakuda, but I had no idea about the costume. I reached down to try to grab my rifle where it had come to rest at my side, but Bakuda gestured with the grenade launcher and twitched her finger at me.



“Ah, ah, ah. Naughty naughty, no guns for you. Make a move and I blow you to shreds. Raise those hands” she said. It was odd. She sounded… sort of angry, but her mask made everything come out totally level and precise, backed by a low hiss.



I raised my hands, I couldn’t think of anything else to do.
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