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1. First Post


1. SpaceBattles Default Avatar Contest (Ends November 5th) 

2. SpaceBattles Racer Contest (Ends January 7th)




2. [1-2]


					
					Chapter 1-2



Lung looked at me. He seemed more angry than surprised. No matter.



As he prepared to lunge at me, I made my move. I focused my power and pushed. A wave of pure force was hurled forward and knocked Lung and a couple of his flunkies of their feet.



The others started shuffling backwards, away from me.



They were afraid. Afraid of Brockton Bay’s newest hero. Afraid of me.



That felt…weird, to say the least. I needed to remind myself that these were the bad guys. It was okay if they were afraid of me.



In the blink of an eye, Lung pushed himself of the ground and hurled a fireball at me. Nimbly, I dodged away and swatted the follow-up punch aside. He was strong, yes, but so was I as long as I had my armor on.



Lung followed up with a kick, but I was out of the way before it was anywhere near me. The big guy fought like an animal, wildly throwing punches and fireballs around like confetti. He roared in frustration as I danced around his blows with ease. I almost laughed. Seriously, this is the best he could do?



Then a fireball managed to land on me. A bluish barrier winked into existence and blocked it completely. Huh. My suit has energy shielding too. Awesome. I could definitely take this guy.



Lung didn’t agree. He managed to grab me while I was distracted and hurled me through the wall. Time slowed and I landed on my feet, but not before a stream of fire hit me in the face. The shield took out the worst of it, but I could feel the heat. My opponent stepped out of the hole he just made. He had already grown a foot taller and scales were starting to sprout from his skin.



I needed to finish this up quickly. According to the internet, the longer he fought, the stronger he’d get. Sooner or later, I wouldn’t be able to hurt him anymore.



I attacked with a low kick aimed for the knees while narrowly avoiding his fists. Scratch that, narrowly avoiding his giant metal claws. Lung howled in pain and rage until a wave of fire exploded out of him. Literally, exploded. No metaphor, no exaggeration. The dude freaking exploded, burning straight through my shield and sending me flying into a wall. I looked down at myself. Several parts of my armor were burnt, and my right shoulder-guard was still smoldering. Did I break something too? I’d have to check later. The giant stomped through the inferno he just made, seemingly uncaring about the heat. He was fire-proof too? The tattered remains of his clothing told me that he probably was.



I thought back to the unpowered gangsters. They hadn’t been afraid of me. They were afraid of him.



Not fair.



A massive, scale covered arm flew in my direction. I narrowly managed to dodge it as it slammed into the wall. While it was stuck, I punched him as hard as I could, but all I managed was to piss him off further. Metal scales now covered every inch of his body. My fists wouldn’t get through that in a million years. He freed himself and swatted me aside like a bug.



This had been a terrible idea. Lung became too strong, too fast. In minutes, he had turned into some sort of monster. What the hell was I thinking? There’s a reason the Protectorate hadn’t arrested him yet.



I had to run, now. I wasn’t going to win this. Not when he could probably vaporize me with a direct hit. According to the wiki, he was rumored to grow wings too. If he did, there’d be nowhere to run anymore. I pushed hard, knocking the giant down before silencing my steps and climbing onto the rooftops. I was still faster, quieter, and a more agile than he was. I should be able to outrun him.



My hopes were dashed when a giant ball of fire soared into the sky and landed on the rooftop next to me. He could use his super-strength to jump onto buildings. Shit. I kept running, hoping that I could escape his notice. The rapidly-closing roar told me I couldn’t. I was silent, but not invisible. Shit.



Lung hurled himself forward, the rooftops creaking under his steps. In seconds, he had closed the distance and threw me of the building with a blast of fire. I slammed into the wall before falling another six feet or so into the alley below. A grunt escaped my throat. I slowly pulled myself up. Everything hurt, a dull, throbbing pain that was driving away rational thought. I was bruised and burned, and Lung was still there on the rooftop, enraged at the insect who dared to defy him. With a roar, he took a leap in my direction and I didn’t have the strength to doge him.



As the ball of metal and fire drew closer, I instinctively crouched and held out my hands out to soften the impact. It was futile, but I didn’t care. If I’m going to die, I’m going to die knowing that I did everything I could.



The fireball collided with me and the force of impact knocked me over. I heard something scream in pain and frustration as the flames washed over me. I willed my throat shut, but the scream didn’t stop.



Wait, that wasn’t my voice.



Lung had come to a stop a few feet down the alley, howling in rage. His left leg had almost been severed and he had a massive cut across his leg and chest. Where did he get that? I didn’t have a knife with me.



I looked down at my hand and saw my glaive covered in blood. I’d summoned it without thinking. How did that even happen? I could have killed someone with that.

Lung somehow got back on his feet and roared. Reflexively, I lashed out with the glaive and hit him square in the shoulder. The blade sliced through his flesh like it was barely there. An instant later, I used the last of my strength to push the giant back on the ground with a wave of force. Lung went still.



Oh god.



Oh god.



I killed him.



First time out on patrol and I already killed someone.



Oh god, please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead. Please…



Lung grunted. He was still breathing. Thank god, he was still alive.



Part of me felt like laughing. Lung would have killed me without feeling a thing, and here I was, begging that he’d be okay.



Another part of me was recoiling in horror. That blade cut through him like butter. I could have killed him. Just a few inches to the right, and I would have cut his head clean off. As the glaive retracted back into my hand I made a promise to myself: not again. I was never going to use that thing again, not unless my life was in danger. I was lucky that I hadn’t killed him. If I wasn’t so lucky the next time and people found out…That’s why they build the Birdcage. An inescapable prison where they send the parahumans too dangerous to be put in a normal prison.



Now that I was thinking about it, I had gotten lucky with a lot of things tonight. If Lung’s flunkies hadn’t scattered to the four winds when they did, I could have been shot. I knew my armor could take a beating, but I wasn’t Alexandria. The charred plates were a very good reminder of that. Moreover, if Lung had any other parahumans backing him up, this fight would have been over in seconds. Didn’t he have a teleporting assassin working for him? Oni Lee, or something? If the guy wasn’t here, where was he?



A stampede-like noise from beyond the alley shook me out of my thoughts and a trio of figures came charging towards me. Was it the Protectorate? When they came closer, I could make out the shapes: three monsters that looked like something straight out of hell, two of which carried a pair of people that I could only assume were capes. The largest of them, a big guy in a dark outfit and a skull mask, took one look at Lung, then at me, and chuckled. “Okay, I wasn’t expecting that…”



I didn’t know what to say. Should I be saying anything? I’d never seen these people on TV before. Were they part of the Protectorate? Maybe the Wards, their junior branch? Then again, what kind of hero wears a skull mask and rides a giant monster?



“When we got word that Lung was coming after us, I thought we were going to have to make a run for it. Been arguing strategy for the better part of the day, only to say ‘fuck it’ and meet him head-on. Hit him with the element of surprise and wing it from there. Not our usual way of doing things, but yeah.”



I didn’t think these guys were heroes. Dammit, I should have run already, not stand still like a deer in the headlights. I stuck to my usual routine of shutting up when opening my mouth would only get me into more trouble. When I didn’t say anything, skull-mask kept talking: “Wouldn’t you know, we found his flunky Lee and a couple of ABB goons, but no sign of Lung himself. Don’t get me wrong, Lee’s good at what he does, but the ABB isn’t being run by him for a reason. Got spooked when his boss didn’t show up and ran for it. I guess you’re responsible for that?” He looked at Lung’s unconscious body and laughed. “This guy took on whole teams of heroes and won. Seriously, how the fuck did you take him down?”



“High-powered waves of sound, kicks, and a really, really sharp knife.” One of the girls answered for him. She was a blond and wore a skin-tight black and purple outfit with a domino mask. She also had this really weird look on her face, like she was trying to stare into my soul. “Don’t worry, he’s not going to die. His bones will probably shatter if you sneeze at him, but his regeneration should take care of that eventually. Still, it’ll be a couple of days before he’s back to full strength. He should be half-way to the Birdcage by then.” Well, I suppose that was a relief. If she was telling the truth, that is. The girl suddenly smirked. She didn’t know what I was thinking, did she? I really didn’t like that stare of hers. Or the way she seemed to bite her lip.



Skull-mask suddenly started talking. “Introductions. That’s Tattletale. I’m Grue. Girl over there” He turned to the only girl who wasn’t in costume, unless you count plainclothes with a dollar-store Rottweiler mask as a costume. “is Bitch, or Hellhound, if you’re feeling PC. And don’t worry, the dogs are under her control. They won’t eat you, I promise. Last and most certainly least, we have Regent.”



Wait, those things were dogs? How did that even…



“Fuck you, Grue!” Regent said, with a chuckle. He didn’t seem offended at all. His costume looked more like something out of a Renaissance fair. I couldn’t help but wonder how he expected to fight in it. Maybe he wasn’t a front-line fighter. He certainly didn’t have the build for it. Then again, neither do I, really, so I guess that doesn’t mean all that much.



“Hey, you okay? You hurt? You look a little…crispy.” Grue said. He raised a hand towards me, but I reflexively turned away. I didn’t know what to think. Could I trust this guy? Could I trust any of them?



“She isn’t hurt, Grue. She’s just shy.” Tattletale said, sounding a little impatient. “It’s her first big fight.”



“Really? Could’ve fooled me, looking at Lung.”



Suddenly Tattletale’s head snapped around. “Dammit! Guys, we gotta scram. Protectorate will be here any minute.”



Without another word, the team got back on their ‘dogs’. Grue turned to me and asked: “Hey, want a ride?” I looked at the giant monsters shook my head. No way I was getting anywhere near one of those. Or their masters.



“Grue, we need to leave.” Tattletale all but commanded. “Now.”



“Just a minute.” He nodded before turning to me. “You did us a solid, taking care of Lung, so a word of advice: get out of here. If the Protectorate see two bad guys duking it out, they aren’t going to let one of them walk away.” Two bad guys. Shit. He thought I was a bad guy too. That’s why he’d been acting so friendly. Before I could say anything, Grue and the others disappeared into the night.



Now that I had time to think, I started putting two and two together. Those capes, they could have easily been teenagers. Grue might have been a little older, but not much. They must have been the ‘children’ Lung mentioned. I nearly died protecting a bunch of teenage supervillains. Worse, they now think I’m one of them.



 

Looking at Lung, I couldn’t help but wonder if they were right.
					
				


3. [1-3]


					
					So you want more, eh? Guess I can do that…

 

Chapter 1-3

 

I could hear engines and sirens in the distance. They were getting closer, as far as I could tell. Guess that’s the PRT coming…

 

I could still make a run for it. With my powers, I could easily hide on the rooftops and quietly slip away. I could even give up the whole cape thing and never call on the armor again. No one would ever know that it was me who nearly killed Lung.

 

But I’d be proving the bullies right if I took the coward’s way out. Mom always said that you gotta own up to your mistakes. If I ran away now…I don’t know what she’d think, but she’d probably be disappointed in me. Almost as disappointed as I’d be in myself.

 

No, I had to stay.

 

I’d always wondered what it would be like to meet an actual superhero face-to-face. Not that I hadn’t seen them before; Dad had taken me to the occasional publicity events, after all. I’d always imagined that I’d be giddy or excited. Right now, I was just too tired and overwhelmed to make sense of what was going through my head. It didn’t help that the hero in question was none other than Armsmaster himself on his enormous tinker-tech motorcycle. God, now I had to explain myself to the top superhero in town. The cape got of his motorcycle and looked at me and Lung. Unlike Grue, though, I couldn’t read him very well. His suit of armor made it hard to make out his body language and his helmet covered his eyes. All I could see was the lower half of his face, but his expression looked completely neutral. I had no idea if he was going to thank me or arrest me on the spot.

 

“You gonna fight me?” He called out. He held his halberd, a futuristic-looking pole-arm stuffed with gadgets, defensively. When he spoke, it was strangely calm. I couldn’t even hear a change in his breath rate. Then again, this is the kind of guy who stared down Endbringers for a living. I probably didn’t intimidate him the slightest.

 

“I’m not a bad guy.” I replied. The words felt hollow even as I said them.

 

“I think Lung over there would disagree.” Armsmaster said, flatly. While his expression didn’t change, it still sounded like a condemnation, coming from someone like him.

 

“Look, that was an accident. He said he was going to shoot some kids so I tried to stop him but he tried to kill me so I hit him as hard as I could and I…and I…I’m rambling.” I was also shaking like a reed. And looking like an idiot. In front of freaking Armsmaster. Goddammit.

 

“You’re telling the truth.” He said, matter-of-factly. There was no shred of doubt in his voice. Did he have a lie detector built into his suit? The cape lowered his halberd and pulled some sort of device out of his motorcycle. He folded it into a cage before placing it over Lung and welding the thing to the ground with his halberd’s cutting tool. “Do you need me to take you to a hospital? You look hurt.”

 

“I’m fine.” I stammered. “The armor’s tougher than it looks.”

 

“Really?” Even with the visor, I could feel his eyes examining me. “Did you make it yourself?”

 

“No, I didn’t. It just sort of grows on me.”

 

“Hmm. Interesting.” Interesting? What does that even mean? Is it good, bad, or… “You’re a new cape, aren’t you?”

 

“Yes…” I nodded, before nervously adding: “First night out. Haven’t even picked a name yet.”

 

“So you decide to go after Lung.” I nodded in reply. His expression still hasn’t changed. “And it didn’t occur to you to call the PRT?”

 

“I don’t have a phone.” It sounded so sheepish when I said it. Such a stupid excuse.

 

Armsmaster took a breath before continuing. “If I understand this right, you went after one of the most powerful parahumans in town on your very first night as a cape without any back-up at all.”

 

“He was going to kill kids…” I replied, weakly.

 

“Did you save them?” He asked.

 

“Yes…but they turned out to be a group of teenage supervillains…” I wasn’t sure why I said that. It sounded like a stupid thing to say, but… He was the head of the Protectorate. I couldn’t lie to him. “They thought I was a villain too.”

 

“Could you have stopped them?”

 

Could I? I didn’t even know what those guys could do. “I…I don’t think so…There were four of them and they rode these huge dog-things…”

 

“Dogs?” Armsmaster asked. “Hellhound was one of them, wasn’t she?”

 

“Yes, and three others…”

 

“Grue, Regent, and Tattletale.” He answered for me. Apparently he knew more about them than I did. “They knew I was coming, didn’t they?” I nodded. “Damn. Slippery bastards.”

 

“I could have taken maybe one of them, but all four…”

 

“Then it’s a good thing they mistook you for one.” He said. For the first time, there actually seemed to be some warmth in his voice. Armsmaster shook his head. “What you did was stupid. Noble, but stupid.” I shivered a little. He was right. “You could have been killed.”

 

“I nearly was.” I answered after a while.

 

“And that’s why we have the Wards program. I think we could help you more than you realize.” He stated. While it didn’t sound like he was trying to pressure me into anything, it was clear that he really wanted me to join.

 

I couldn’t help but blink in surprise. “You’re not going to arrest me?”

 

“Why would I?” I pointed to Lung, and the man shrugged in response. “It’s not like you did any permanent damage. You didn’t kill him and he’ll regenerate. The law allows citizens to defend themselves, as long as they use reasonable force. Sure, if it had been anyone other than Lung, you would be handcuffed on the floor by now, but I know he’ll be fine in a couple of days. By then he’ll be stuck in the toughest cage I can get my hands on.”

 

It’s common knowledge that parahumans are an absolute nightmare for lawmakers. Regeneration or superhuman toughness makes it impossible to determine what ‘aggravated assault’ actually means these days. Usually, parahumans issues have to be dealt with on a case-by-case basis. Apparently, Armsmaster thought what I did was justified. Hearing that from Brockton Bay’s top superhero was relieving.

 

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “So, I’m free to go?”

 

“Unless recklessness has suddenly become a crime, yes. However, I’d like to make you an offer first.”

 

“You want me to join the Wards.” The Wards. The under-age branch of the Protectorate. I’d considered joining before, but I didn’t want to end up going from one mess of teenage drama to the other. Not to mention all the publicity. Besides, I didn’t like the idea of being bogged down by rules and oversight. Then again, looking at Lung, maybe having someone to stop me from crossing the line wasn’t such a bad idea…

 

“Don’t get me wrong, you did something incredible today, but it’s obvious that you’re still inexperienced. No phone, no back-up, and I’m not seeing any pockets on that suit…”

 

“Hey, I didn’t pick it, alright! Like I said, it just grows on me. I don’t get to chose what it looks like.”

 

“Ever considered a utility belt?” He replied without missing a beat. I gritted my teeth. I should have thought of that myself. Armsmaster…he was infuriating, but he wasn’t wrong. Of course he wasn’t, he’s probably been a hero longer than I’ve been alive. I even remember having underwear with his emblem printed on it. “I’m willing to bet that the biggest reason you’re still alive is because you got lucky. You have a power, yes, but that doesn’t mean you’re invincible. Using your power to its fullest potential takes years of practice and training. We can give you that.” The speech sounded a bit rehearsed, but I didn’t say that out loud. Speaking has never been my strong point and he was the leader of the Protectorate. He’s probably said this to god knows how many people. “Look, the truth is that solo heroes don’t last long. Sooner or later, you’re going to make a mistake or run into someone more powerful than yourself. When that happens, there’s a good chance that you won’t make it out alive. Your luck is going to run out eventually and when it does, it’s over. We can help you. We can protect you from retaliation from the ABB and as a member of the Wards, you’ll have the resources you need to realize your potential. To make a real difference.”

 

I shifted a little. Rules and regulations aside, joining the Wards had its benefits and if I’d learned anything from tonight is that I can’t do this superhero thing on my own. Still, joining the Wards was a lifelong commitment and came with a lot of strings attached. On the other hand, I hadn’t considered what the ABB would do when they found out who got their leader thrown in jail. Oni Lee was still around and he could decide to come after me. Or worse, he could come after my dad instead. “I don’t know…It’s a big decision…”

 

Armsmaster smiled. It was a nice smile. Probably designed to win the hearts of everyone seeing him in a newspaper. “Yes, it is. Not something you should make on a Sunday night.” I nodded in response. “You should go home. Talk about this with your parents, if you have any. I think you know where to find me…”

 

I climbed back on the rooftops and ran back home. My head has swimming. I nearly died. I nearly killed a man. But I also took down one of the biggest supervillains in Brockton Bay. And Armsmaster…he may be as blunt as a roofing tile, but I think I actually earned his approval. I…I should be proud of that. No, I was proud of it. I’m a goddamn bona fide superhero! Suck on that, Emma!

 

I ran the way back with my head held high. Nothing could sour my mood. Not even the pain that came with reabsorbing my armor, or the fact that tomorrow was a school day.
					
				


4. [Interlude]


					
					Chapter 1-Interlude

 

“Well, that was anti-climactic.” Alec muttered as he crashed on the couch.

 

Brian, chuckled besides himself. Yes, tonight had been anti-climactic. The Undersiders had been discussing strategy for hours, trying to prepare for every scenario they could think off. The ABB was the second strongest gang in the city and Lung himself was probably the most powerful parahumans in the city. More importantly, he was a killer and Brian knew that he wouldn’t have held back on them. For the first time since the group had come together, the Undersiders thought that their luck had run out. That at least one of them was going to end up maimed or killed by a teleporting assassin or a raging dragon-man. The group even toyed with the idea of turning themselves in to the Protectorate. Sure, they’d go to jail and lose their reputation, but prison’s better than getting murdered.

 

In the end, they decided to go on the offensive, take the fight to the ABB and hope for the best. Lisa, AKA Tattletale, mentioned that that option was probably going to suck the least. Still, Brian, or Grue once he put on his mask, didn’t feel that confident. Even in the best-case scenario, they’d be fighting for their lives with no back-up and probably no escape. Compared to the kind of jobs the Undersiders usually do, tonight was fixing to be a recipe for disaster.

 

But then Oni Lee ran away and Lung ended up gutted like a fish by a literal no-name cape. Either his group had the devil’s own luck or Tattletale’s somehow managed to warp reality in their favor. Both seemed equally terrifying.

 

Alec had turned on the TV and started watching some mindless action flick. Brian joined in. It would be good to unwind for a while. Just get their minds of off things. Lisa had disappeared in her room the moment she arrived. Odd, Brian though. She, of all people, deserved to let their hair down for a little while, especially after a day like this. Everything had turned out better than they could have ever dreamed: either the ABB was taken out of the action for good or they’d be too busy trying to hunt down the cape that beat up Lung to bother with the Undersiders. Then again, Lisa might have interpreted that as a case of ‘too good to be true’. Now that he thought about it, she had been acting funny ever since meeting the rookie. When the movie was finished, he’d have a chat with Lisa, see what’s up.

 

Brian’s mind started to wander in the movie’s umpteenth badly-choreographed fight scene. (Seriously, why does Alec even like this crap? Doesn’t he get into enough scraps already?) The new cape was…an oddity, to say the least. Few capes were powerful enough to go toe-to-toe with Lung, even if they started fighting him before he transformed. A cape that has that kind of power on their first night out? Someone like that could be an absolute terror…or an opportunity. While Brian didn’t have Lisa’s thinker power, he knew enough about people to know that the girl had been as surprised by her beating Lung as the rest of them were. Judging by how she talked, Brian guessed that she hadn’t been recruited by any of Brockton Bay’s major powers yet. If the Undersiders could get their hands on such a powerhouse…

 

Screw the movie, he needed to talk to Lisa about this.

 

Lisa herself was talking to the phone, oblivious to his presence. Of all the Undersiders, she was the only one who really used her room as an actual workplace. Tattletale was, after all, the closest thing their group had to an intelligence officer and the only one who had a direct link to their boss. It was a responsibility that she took very seriously, even if she didn’t act like it at times. Basically, it meant that one of the walls was covered in post-its with facts and events written on them, with differently colored strings connecting everything in ways that made sense to Tattletale but no one else. Brian had been here several times, but even he wouldn’t bother trying to get into Lisa’s head. Still, he came by every now and then to look over her notes. If nothing else, it gave him a good rundown of what happened in Brockton Bay.

 

“I’m telling you, it’s a bad idea. She beat Lung, dammit, and my power says that she’s a magnet for trouble. If she decides to turn on us, we’re gonna get our asses kicked without question.”

 

In the middle of the wall was a note labeled Lung’s defeat. Made sense: the defeat of one of the biggest villains in town would change everything. From it was a spider-web of possible scenarios, most centered around the idea that the ABB would fall apart. Then again, that probably was inevitable anyway. Even if Lung somehow escaped prison, he no longer had the reputation of being invincible. Not after getting his ass kicked by a little girl, even if it had been one with powers.

E88 expanding into ABB territory. Should prevent this. Coordinate with boss if E88 turns too aggressive. The white supremacist Empire 88 may have been the largest and strongest gang in Brockton Bay, but the ABB tended to keep them in check. With the ABB falling apart, there was little to stop them from taking over the city. That would be bad for business, for everyone involved.

 

“I know my power isn’t perfect, but we can’t just take her in. It will blow up in our faces. I’m telling you: have someone watch her, just don’t recruit her.”

 

Protectorate might intervene; attack while others are stretched thin. Can defeat smaller gangs but not E88 with current numbers. May ask for help: New Wave, other cities, new capes? The Protectorate has been fighting a losing battle against the various gangs of the city for decades now. With Lung gone and everyone else too busy helping themselves to ABB territory? No way they’d stay out of the fight. If they play their cards right, they might end up taking back the Docks.

 

New factions? Faultline? Boxheads? Travellers? Unknowns. Could be here for Boss, could be here for themselves. Need more data. In a cape fight, knowing what the other guy can do is just as important as the fight itself. Being blindsided is probably the quickest way to lose one. Newcomers were rarely a welcome sight in the supervillain business.

 

Another note really surprised him: Merchants seen with tinker-made rifles. Trainwreck? Squealer? New tinker? Imports? Need more data. Tinker-made technology was often decades or even centuries ahead of anything produced by normals. It tended to be one hell of a force-multiplier. While the Merchants were little more than bottom-feeders and drug addicts, Brian didn’t like the idea of them getting any stronger. Merchants with laser guns? While they’d never be able to defeat Empire 88 on their own, they were still one of the larger gangs in town and the Undersiders couldn’t afford to ignore them. Especially if they found someone crazy enough to make them even more powerful.

 

“Thank you. I’ll let the others know.” Lisa said as she turned off her phone. “Oh, hi, Brian. Didn’t know you were there. Been listening in?”

 

“I overheard. Thinking about recruiting the new girl?”

 

“Boss did. I had to talk him out of it.” The way Lisa kept biting her lip…she was hiding something.

 

“You know that’s not your choice to make, right? We’re a team, we do this together.”

 

“You’ll thank me later. Trust me.”

 

Brian hated it when she said that. Yes, he trusted Tattletale, but that didn’t make him feel much better. “Then give me a reason to. Spit it out. Why are you so scared of that girl?”

 

“You mean apart from the fact that she singlehandedly beat a guy who picked a fight with Leviathan and won? Do you really need more?”

 

“Yes, I do.”

 

Lisa gave him a dirty look, but answered anyway. “You’re not letting go, aren’t you? Great. Cliffnotes version? My power’s off its meds.”

 

Brian blinked for a second before muttering: “What.”

 

“You know my power tells me things, right.”

 

“Yes, and it’s saved our asses more times than I can count.”

 

“Cute. Now, what if I told you my power shat fucking bricks when I saw that girl.”

 

“I’d have to ask you why.”

 

Lisa sighed. “That girl…when I tried to use my power on her, it was like I stared at a hole in the universe. I…I don’t know what she’s doing, how she does it, or if she’s even aware she’s doing it in the first place. I don’t even know if it’s a power like what we have or if it’s something else entirely or…”

 

“Lisa, you’re rambling. And scaring the crap out of me.” Near-perfect intel thanks to Tattletale is the one advantage the Undersiders always had over the other groups. If there’s someone out there who could somehow mess with her abilities, it would put them at a huge disadvantage.

 

“Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but when I saw that girl, my power was practically screaming for me to get away from her as fast as possible. That’s a big problem, especially if we’re going to recruit her.”

 

Brian started putting two and two together in his mind. “You can’t vet her with your power.”

 

“Exactly. I can’t trust my power with her. What if she’s a mole, and I can’t see it coming? What if my power convinces me she’s going to stab us in the back, even when she doesn’t want to? What if…there’re too many what ifs. We’re walking a dangerous line. I need information and my power can’t give it to me. I could read Lung, I could tell the Protectorate was coming, but that girl is a blind spot and I don’t know why.”

 

“Well, I guess that explains why you’ve been antsy all night. I suppose it’s better not to recruit her, then. Last thing we need is somebody screwing with our heads at the worst possible time.”

 

“My head.” Lisa corrected.

 

“Hmm?”

 

“My head. You guys weren’t affected. Just me, and only when I’m trying to figure out who she is or where she comes from.”

 

“Right. You think she’ll be trouble?”

 

“I’m counting on it. Girl that strong…someone’s gonna pick her up by the end of the week.”

 

“Your power telling you that?”

 

“Experience. I’m not helpless without my power, you know. I still have a working brain.”

 

“Right.” Brian couldn’t help but frown. She was way too calm for his liking. “It’s okay to have a freak-out. That girl just hard-countered your power.”

 

“It’s gonna happen to all of us, eventually. We all run into that one person we can’t beat sooner or later. Bursting into tears isn’t gonna help.” Lisa yawned. It had been a long day for everyone. “Besides, it’s only one person. It’s not like there’s more of her running around…”

 

“Don’t tempt fate.” Brian said. “But we can worry about that later.”

 

 

“Yeah…later.”
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					Chapter 2-1

 

I woke up to the beeping of the alarm clock. Worst noise ever. Clumsily, I tried to get it to stop, only to knock the damn thing of my nightstand. Dammit. Groggily, I pushed myself out of bed, landed on the floor, grabbed the damn thing, and turned it off. Silence. Finally.

 

It was 6:30. Dad was already in the shower. Right, a weekday. Great. Time to get up.

 

Slowly, my brain started working again. Strange, I normally didn’t need the alarm. My dad and I always stuck by our routines; the sound of his shower should be enough to wake me up. Then I remembered that I didn’t come home until well after midnight. I’ve only been sleeping for three or four hours. That probably wasn’t very good.

I picked myself up from the floor and looked in a mirror. There were bruises all along my chest and shoulders. Oh right, I got into a fight with a pyrokinetic dragon-man. Apparently the armor didn’t stop Lung’s attacks completely. How could I’ve forgotten. At least I didn’t see any burns. Bruises, I could explain away. Burns… not so much. I shook my head, put on a long-sleeved shirt and got on with my routine.

 

My introduction to the worst part of superheroing: the double-life. There’re only so many hours in a day, after all. Guess that means having to give up some sleep if I wanted to do the right thing. That, and having to hide inconvenient things like bruises. When I got downstairs, dad was already making breakfast. The smell of bacon invigorated me, if only a little.

 

“Morning, kiddo.”

 

“Hey, dad.”

 

“You okay? You sound a little glum.”

 

On reflection, I probably did. “Tired. Didn’t sleep well.”

 

“You know, you don’t have to go on your morning runs…”

 

I sighed. My dad had always been over-protective of me, and it only got worse after mom died. As annoying as it was, though, he meant well. I guess I should appreciate that. Dad was probably the only person on the planet who actually gave a damn about me. If I got hurt, really hurt, it’d kill him. “You know I do, dad. If I don’t…”

 

“…it’ll be harder to get up tomorrow. I know. You got your…”

 

“Pepper spray, yes. Don’t worry, dad, I’ll stay safe.” I’ve got superpowers, after all. Not that he knew that.

 

We ate breakfast in silence, like we usually did. It wasn’t broken until Dad looked up and said: “I know you went out last night.” My brain suddenly kicked into overdrive and my heart rate tripled.

 

“I couldn’t sleep.” I said, which wasn’t entirely a lie. “I had to take a run, clear my head.” It hurt, lying to my dad. Still, it had to be done. How was I supposed to tell him that I almost died last night? That I had superpowers and was probably going to go out again?

 

“Christ, Taylor! You know it’s dangerous to go out in the middle of the night.”

 

“I had my pepper spray.” Among other things.

 

“And if you got blindsided or ambushed or…” Dad winced, trying to control his anger. The man had a legendary temper, but I knew he’d do anything to make sure that he’d never lose it in front of me. That said, he deserved to be angry. I did nearly die. “What’s going on? I can’t help you if you don’t let me.”

 

“School.” I said. “Friends, or lack thereof.”

 

“It’s not better?”

 

I didn’t answer. If the bullying had stopped, I wouldn’t be in this position. Not that I would ever say so out loud. I think the only thing that was hurting him more than me being bullied was the fact that he could do nothing about it. I understood the feeling, better than he probably realized. Even with my powers, even with me going up and beating Lung, it wouldn’t stop. Nothing short of moving to another school or getting the bullies expelled ever would. The latter would never happen, not with the idiots that run my school, and the former wasn’t looking much better. The only school close enough was Arcadia High, but that school had a waiting list of over a year. Then again, the Wards supposedly went to that school. If I joined up with them now that I could…

 

It was worth thinking about, if nothing else.

 

“No more going out in the middle of the night, okay?” Dad suddenly said. “I’ll lock the windows or put a bell on the door if I have to.”

 

He probably would, too. Not that it’d do much, given my powerset. “I’m sorry, dad.” I said. My apology left a bitter taste in my mouth. I felt bad for making him worry, yes, but I knew that I’d do it again sooner rather than later. It sucks, having to lie to my father. I finished my breakfast and put my plate in the dishwasher.

 

“Going on your run?”

 

“Yeah.” I said, absentmindedly, before adding: “I’ll stay safe, I promise.”

 

My father didn’t respond. I didn’t know what to make of that.

 

As I started running, my thoughts kept coming back to my father. He knew something was up. He had to. My father isn’t a stupid man. He couldn’t have heard me leave, thanks to my power, which probably meant that he had entered my room to check up on me when I was gone. On the one hand, the realization felt like a massive invasion of my privacy. On the other, I had left the house in the middle of the night without telling him about it. Were things getting so bad that I couldn’t hide it from him anymore?

 

My usual strategy for dealing with the bullies is to avoid it as much as possible. Sitting away from them in class and hiding in the bathroom during lunch hours let me avoid the worst of it. Failing that, I simply soldiered on. I couldn’t do anything back without making things worse for myself, so I just coped with it and hoped they’d get bored and go away.

 

Still, some dark part of my mind kept reminding me that it wasn’t working. The teachers looked the other way, my hiding places would inevitably be discovered, and the trio were too easily amused to get bored with me. Now my dad knew as well. Had to, or he wouldn’t have bothered asking about it. Funny how that was even worse than the bullying itself. I have a thick skin and a high tolerance for pain, but the thought of my dad being hurt because of me was just too much. I’d have to learn to hide it better.

 

As I got to Winslow, a knot formed in my stomach. I had skipped the afternoon classes on Friday and failed to turn in a major art project. My grade would suffer, but that wasn’t my biggest concern. The humiliation of being called out in class by the principal and the attention that would draw to myself was worse. Dammit. School hadn’t even begun yet and I was already feeling like crap. What a wonderful start of the day.

 

Computer class was first, which I suppose was alright. For one, none of the big three attended it, so I was usually safe from any pranks. Some of their lackeys did, but they generally wouldn’t bother harassing me if the trio weren’t around to egg them on or appreciate it. Besides, I was in the advanced class, and most of them weren’t. Frankly, it was one of the few classes I actually did well in. Then again, it wasn’t that hard. The teacher, Mrs. Knott, was one of the few who actually seemed to be reasonably good at their job, even if she did look a bit like a male transvestite. She usually gave the advanced class an assignment and focused on the other students. I usually finished it in about thirty minutes and spent the rest of the time surfing the internet.

 

Today’s assignment was little different: make a simple calculator in Visual Basic. We already went over basic coding last week, so this assignment was just busywork disguised as practice. I finished it in about fifteen minutes, saved it in the ‘completed assignments’ folder, and went onto Parahumans Online, the go-to website for capes and everything cape-related. Wondering if I had made an impact with last night’s escapades, I went to the Brockton Bay subpage and searched for anything related to ‘Lung’. The result: the message-boards were on fire.

 

No pun intended.

 

By now, Lung’s defeat had conjured up a storm of ranting and speculation. Some people, obviously ABB members, were screaming about taking revenge. I smiled when I read those. Most, if not all of them weren’t capes, so they probably wouldn’t have much of a chance against me in a fight. Other posters wondered if the weakening of the ABB would spark a city-wide gang war. That made me cringe a little. When I went after Lung, I did it to save the lives of the ‘children’ he was about to kill. I never considered the big picture. What would happen now that Lung was in custody? Better not think about that. I did good, taking out Lung. Armsmaster himself said as much. If a gang war was on the horizon, he and the other heroes would put a stop to it.

 

Speaking of Armsmaster, the PRT had released a statement earlier saying that he apprehended Lung after the supervillain had been defeated by an unknown cape. I had to suppress a squeal while reading through several pages of people speculating who the unknown might be. Some said that I was a freelance hero. Others claimed that I worked for the Empire 88. Fighting the ear-to-ear grin was almost impossible. First night out, and people were already talking about me like I was some sort of living legend.

 

What did kind of surprised me was that Armsmaster hadn’t taken the credit for himself. Beating someone like Lung would have been a hell of a boost to his career and it wasn’t like I was in any position to tell the world he was lying. But then again, I had sort of butchered the guy. His bosses in the PRT would probably have disapproved of excessive violence.

 

I shook my head. Was I really this cynical? To think that Armsmaster would do something as petty as stealing credit for a take-down? Geez, what was I thinking? He was a hero, for God’s sake. He may have been a little more blunt than I expected, but he still seemed like a stand-up kind of guy. Besides, thinking that way would only sour my mood. I just changed Brockton Bay for the better. I did something I could be proud off. Today would be a good day. Nothing could get me of the high I was riding now.

 

Nope.

 

Nothing at all.
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History class.

 

Well, I guess there was something that could sour my mood. Thank you, universe. Not that I hated history class itself, it was just that the bullies ruined it like everything else. Most of that was thanks to Mr. Glady. He was a nice guy, ironically, but he was also the kind of teacher that wanted to be the student’s friend. This usually meant that he let us work in groups most of the time. I suppose that’s great if you’ve got a lot of friends of your own: plenty of time to socialize. However, I didn’t have any friends, so I ended up being grouped with other ‘losers’ or one of the trio’s cronies who would use the opportunity to make my life miserable for the general amusement of all. On top of that, Mr. Glady was completely oblivious to the bullying, even if it happened right in front of him. Have I mentioned how much I hated history class?

 

At least I’d done my homework. Spent all weekend working on a detailed essay on how superheroes affected our lives and the world around us. I was actually quite proud of it, which doesn’t happen often with a piece of homework. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that I was a cape now. This sort of thing appealed to me more than it used to. At any rate, I was sure that I would get a good grade for it. Given how my grades have been in the gutter since I started high school, it could have been a good way of salvaging at least one of them. Or it would have been, if one of the trio’s little helpers hadn’t stolen it from under my nose, gave it to Emma, who then presented my work as if it were her own. Fuck her, fuck her triumphant smirk, and fuck Mr. Glady for applauding her for something I did.

 

Then, just when the day couldn’t get any worse, the bell rang and Mr. Glady called me over. Great, now he’s going to chew me out for not doing my homework too. I took a deep breath and walked to his desk. Maybe I could tell him that it had been stolen? Nah, it wouldn’t change anything. I had no proof and not enough emotional reserves left to argue with him. God knows, I needed them just to get to the day without melting the ear-drums of everyone in the school.

 

Mr. Glady looked at me with an unusually stern look on his face. “Taylor, I’m not stupid.”

 

“Umm, okay?” I asked, not sure how to respond.

 

“I do know what’s going on in my classroom. I know there are students in my class giving you a hard time.”

 

“Sure.”

 

“This has been going on for a very long time, hasn’t it? I know about the incident at the start of the year, with the locker. All of your teacher had a meeting about that. I’m also not stupid enough to think that that was the last of it.”

 

I didn’t know what to feel. It was nice that someone, anyone, had finally read the writing on the wall. On the other hand, I didn’t want the attention. It would just give the bullies another excuse to ‘teach me my place’. That, and every moment I spent here was one I couldn’t use to look for another hiding place. My heart sank; I had forgotten to look for another one now that the bathrooms had been discovered. Where would I go now?

 

“I asked you after someone smeared glue on your seat a few weeks ago.” Mr. Glady continued. “I’m going to ask you again: will you come with me to the principal’s office?”

 

I wanted to. God help me, I wanted to. Even just being heard out might make me feel better. “What would happen?”

 

“We’ll have a discussion. You can tell us which one of your classmates have been bullying you and we’ll talk to them.”

 

“But they wouldn’t get expelled?”

 

“If there’s enough proof, they’ll be suspended for a few days, unless they’ve done something really bad. If they keep up the bullying, expulsion will be considered.”

 

In other words, the school would do exactly what it had been doing for the past two years: nothing of value. Just a slap on the wrist to convince themselves they’re actually doing something. “Which basically means that they’ll get a few days off to prepare the next horrible prank, and only if I can prove that they’re the ones making my life a living hell.”

 

“You have to start somewhere, Taylor.”

 

I shook my head. “Unless the bullies get expelled or I get a transfer, all I’ll end up doing is paying for the time lost with interest.” When the teacher didn’t answer, I turned around and left.

 

Right into the hands of Sophia, Emma, Madison, and a posse of their friends.

 

I tried to walk past them, but they surrounded me, slowly pushing me into a corner. Not hard enough to attract attention, of course. Just blocking the way with their bodies so that I couldn’t get past them without pushing them away. Then, they started talking.

 

“Nobody likes her, nobody wants her here.”

 

“Such a loser, she didn’t even turn in the major art project on Friday.”

 

“Why’s she even coming to school if she’s not going to try?”

 

It’s the same thing they’ve been doing for months. They’re not actually saying hurtful things to my face, that would be bullying. No, they’re just saying hurtful things to each other, which is nothing more than gossip. That I happen to be so close that I would have heard them perfectly even without super-hearing is my own problem. They bent the rules in a way that only high schoolers could think of.

 

“Ugliest girl in our grade.”

 

At this point, I wasn’t even wasting the energy trying to tell who said what. It wouldn’t matter anyway. The girls had me in a corner and were just slugging random insults at me like I was some verbal scratching pole. The point wasn’t being smart, or even to say something that really hit the mark. They just wanted to hammer it in. Just a show of superiority. To wail at me until I broke down and started crying. The girls talked fast, one after another, building up a sort of momentum that made it impossible to interrupt without being talked over. If only I could interrupt one of them somehow, say something to throw them off their rhythm…

 

“She never talks to anybody. Maybe she knows she sounds like a retard and keeps her mouth shut.”

 

“Nah, she’s not that smart.”

 

Behind me, I could see Mr. Glady leave his classroom. The girls didn’t let up, even though a teacher was standing right next to them.

 

“If I were her, I’d kill myself.”

 

Mr. Glady looked me in the eye.

 

“So glad we don’t have gym with her. Can you imagine seeing her in the locker room? Gag me with a spoon.”

 

I looked back at him. You wanted proof? Here it was. All he needed to do is say something. Come forward, warn the principal, and all this would go away. He just needed to do his job as a teacher. The man knew what was going on. He knew that I needed help, real help.

 

Instead, he turned around and walked away.

 

There were no words.

 

“What’s the matter, Taylor? You look upset.” Emma spoke up for the first time.

 

I wanted to punch her. If we’d all been guys, it probably would have worked too. I’d get my ass kicked, sure, but the school couldn’t have ignored it. Couldn’t just walk away…

 

“So upset you’re going to cry yourself to sleep for a straight week?”

 

I…

 

My mind shut down as I processed the words. After my mother died in a car accident, I was in a rough shape. Dad pretty much sunk into a depression which pretty much left me on my own. I couldn’t deal with it and wept for a week. I told Emma this a month later. I admitted it to her because I thought she was a real friend. Like a sister I never had. Someone who would never in the whole wide world betray me.

 

Now, it’s just another memory she turned against me. I loved my mother and it felt like a piece of my soul had been torn out when she died. It was one of those memories that I forcibly shut out, even on a good day. It just hurts too much to think about it.

 

Her grin widened. She must have seen the pained look on my face. Emma hit a nerve and she knew it. Goddammit, she knew exactly which button to press.

 

“Oh, look,” one of the girls shouted, excitedly, “she’s crying!”

 

She was right too. A tear wormed its way down my face. Followed by another. And another. I couldn’t stop them. Dammit, why couldn’t I stop them?

 

I needed to get out of here. I needed to go anywhere but here. I pushed my way past the girls and took three steps before my bag was yanked of my shoulder. Sophia, of course, proudly standing over my bag like a huntress over her prey. I pulled the bag from under her feet and bolted. I didn’t care where I was going. I didn’t care the girls were still watching, jeering, and laughing at me. I didn’t even care about my stuff being damaged or me skipping another afternoon. I just needed to go.

 

I ran around the docks aimlessly for at least an hour before collapsing on a bench and crying like a baby. Some people passed by, but they ignored the weeping teenage girl who should probably be in school right about now. Probably for the best. I just…I just needed to be alone. It took nearly half an hour before I got a hold of myself again. Part of me wanted to go back, armored up, glaive drawn. Cut the girls to pieces and disappear. There’re plenty of warehouses around that I could disappear into for a few minutes while I changed. No one would have to know it was me. I’d be doing the universe a favor too…

 

Except mom would roll over in her grave. Dad would never speak with me again. Armsmaster…he let me go yesterday because he thought I was a hero. If I slaughtered the bullies and he found out what I did…

 

I laughed through my tears. Look at me, giving a damn about the opinion of a guy I barely met. How fucked up has my life become?

 

Taking slow, deep breaths, I forcibly calmed myself down. My muscles were screaming. The last time I pushed myself this far had been a few days after I left the hospital following the locker incident. Dad came home, having spoken with the school administration. Since the school supposedly didn’t know who had stuffed me in the locker, they had given my dad a pile of ‘shut-up money’ and sent him on his way. He said they’d investigate, but I already knew how that would turn out. Back then, I was a mess: still in shock; trying and failing to process all the input my freshly changed senses were giving me. I went on a walk later that night, trying to clear my head. When it didn’t work, I ran faster. I kept pushing myself until I was too tired to take another step. Without thinking, I ended up in some abandoned warehouse, knocked over a few crates and collapsed.

 

The next thing I remembered was my skin being ripped apart. For over thirty minutes, I trashed and screamed as my body remade itself. Then, the pain vanished as suddenly as it began. That had been the first time the armor had come out, and the only time it had happened without me being totally calm and willingly calling for it.

It took me three hours of begging, praying, and panicking before I calmed down enough to make it go away. It took another week for me to really grasp what had happened to me. Needless to say, I didn’t want it to happen again without my consent. Transforming hurts a lot.

 

I looked at my watch. It was quarter past two. It would still be a couple of hours before Dad came home. What should I do with the rest of the afternoon? Better yet, what was I supposed to do with the rest of the week? Or the year? The bullies weren’t going to stop, the school was no help either, and my dad didn’t have the connections to help. Then again, I did have a way out. I could take Armsmaster’s offer. I had powers and I did manage beat Lung on my own. That should be more than enough to get a place in the Wards. I could…I could start over. The Wards would send me to Arcadia High, away from the bullies, and I would be doing something that I could be proud off.

 

God help me, the Wards really was my best, no, the only way out. What else could I do? Things weren’t going to get better on their own. As the saying goes, it’s the definition of insanity to do the same thing over and over again and expect a different result. Way things were going, it’d only a matter of time before I snap and gutted someone. I made a promise to myself. I didn’t want to break it.

 

But if I was going to join the Wards, I’d have to tell my dad.

 

Fuck.
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Chapter 2-3

 

Convincing my father to let me join the Wards wouldn’t be easy. My dad was about as overprotective as a father could be and it was common knowledge that the Wards put themselves in danger a lot. Then again, all superheroes did. It kind of comes with the territory. Inevitably, my father’s first thought would be to say no. Since I’d need his permission to join, I’d have to find a way to get past his need to constantly protect me. I needed information.

 

I started looking up the Wards in the public library. What I found were pages of smiling teenagers in colorful costumes looking sickeningly happy. It reminded me a little too much of some of the pictures my dad showed me when I was about to enroll in Winslow High. As I learned the hard way, looks can be very deceiving. I shook the thought out of my head. It made sense that an organization would try to sell itself, after all. I’m not stupid enough to think that life in the Wards will be all sunshine and puppies, but it can’t possibly be worse than going back to Winslow.

 

From what I was reading so far, that seemed to be the case. I read several ‘a day in the life of’ articles, including an old one from Brockton Bay’s very own Triumph before he graduated to the Protectorate, and they made the superheroes sound…almost normal. They went to school, did homework, practiced using their powers, and occasionally stopped a crime. The story seemed to especially hammer on about how combat was strictly voluntary and how rarely anyone ended up in a hospital. It was nice, clean, and as kid-friendly as it could be. Showing this to my dad would be a good start.

 

One forum mentioned that the PRT could be a little overbearing, but that didn’t bother me that much. After months of having to deal with apathetic teachers and nearly killing someone because I didn’t know my own strength, having someone watching my back might actually be a good thing. If nothing else, they’d be an excellent bully repellant. Not that bullying would happen much if I ended up in a good school like Arcadia. Arcadia had a reputation to keep.

 

That said, I knew the internet would give me an unrealistically rosy picture of what life was like in the Wards. Sure, Wards aren’t required to join the Protectorate when they turn eighteen, but they almost always did. Sure, Wards don’t have to join Endbringer fights, but it happened anyway. The more I read, the more I found myself wondering what they’re hiding. There was no way that the Wards were all fun and games. What weren’t they telling me?

 

Great, now I was having second thoughts. How would I convince my dad if I couldn’t even convince myself?

 

I sighed. The funny thing about paranoia is that you’ll always find ‘proof’ that someone’s lying to you if you look hard enough. I have been lied to and disappointed by so many people that I automatically assumed everyone was out to get me. Right now, I probably wouldn’t even bat an eyelash if I found out that one of my bullies had been a Ward all along. It was probably stupid, but the doubts still niggled at me. As much as I wanted to think that the system was perfect, or at least functional, I’ve seen too much evidence in the past two years that it wasn’t. That left the million-dollar question: Was I right to be paranoid? The internet kept saying how great the Wards were but I’m not stupid enough to believe everything the web tells me. I’ve never actually met any of the Wards myself outside of publicity events and had no idea what they were really like. What if they turned out to be a bunch of jackasses with a god complex? What if the PRT is run by a maniac who thinks all parahumans are villains waiting to happen? How badly could I screw myself over if I go down this path?

 

Memories of Winslow came back. Months of near daily pranks. The locker. A thousand other small humiliations. Whatever the Wards were like, it’d still be better than what I already had. There’s no way in hell the PRT would let a parahuman with Emma’s, Madison’s, or Sophia’s mindset run around unchecked. Besides, for all I knew, the Brockton Bay Wards could turn out to be really nice people. I might have friends again. Real friends. People who care about me that aren’t named ‘Dad’. It was hard to have hope again after everything I’d been through, but if I was wrong…

 

I squashed that train of thought. Nothing would change if I kept convincing myself it would all end in tears anyway. God help me, I needed things to change. I spent another thirty minutes or so in the library taking notes before heading home. As I got closer, a pit of dread opened up in my stomach. Dad and I didn’t talk much, especially about the important things. Even with all the information at my disposal and my notes backing me up, there was always the chance that he would say no. If he did, what would I do? I couldn’t join the Wards without his permission and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I went out at night against his will. On the other hand, I couldn’t soldier on like this forever.

 

I got home at about 5:30 and went to my room, still pondering how I was going to break it to him. Right now, he didn’t even know that I had triggered, let alone that I wanted to join the Wards. Should I just tell him? He probably wouldn’t believe me without giving him a demonstration and my flashier powers don’t work without my suit. Should I transform right in front of him? If it looked as painful as it felt, I might just end up traumatizing him. Maybe I should just put on my armor and hope for the best. Then again, I’ve had a lot of experiences with plans that involved the phrase ‘hope for the best’…

 

Six o’clock. Dad would be home soon. I had to make a decision.

 

Fuck it. Fortune favors the bold.

 

I took off my clothes, called, and gritted my teeth as the plates tore through my skin. Yeah, Dad would kill himself if he ever saw me doing this. Funnily enough, the damage from yesterday had almost completely disappeared. Well, that’s convenient. I took a deep breath, calmed myself, and waited.

 

“Taylor! I’m home!”

 

Time to face the music. I hesitated as I got to the door. I could still turn back. Banish the armor and pretend nothing’s wrong. But if I did that, I’d never be able to muster the courage to talk about this again. Still, the prospect of outing myself to Dad terrified me. Funny how I threw myself at Lung without a second thought but that I’m too scared to talk to my own father.

 

I opened the door and walked down the stairs. Dad was already cooking when he saw me.

 

“Dad.” I said softly. “We need to talk.”

 

His eyes widened. “Taylor?” I didn’t know what to make of his expression. Was it shock? Fear? Horror? “Is that…you’re a cape…”

 

I nodded. “Yes.”

 

For a minute, the two of us just stood there. I don’t think either of us really knew what to say, so I did what I normally do: I kept my mouth shut. “Since when?” Dad suddenly asked, breaking the silence.

 

“Couple of months. I think I triggered in the locker.”

 

Dad just stared at me with a sad look on his face. “I…I don’t know what to say.” I haven’t seen my father look this lost. Not since Mom died. “So…what’s your power, then?”

 

I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. He didn’t scream or burst into tears. I guess that’s a good sign. “I can control sound. I’m stronger and faster than a normal.” Dad slowly set himself down at the table. It felt nice, just talking about my powers like it was a homework assignment. Made me feel a little more human. “I have super-hearing too. The neighbors are arguing. Mr. Graves brought the wrong type of potatoes again.”

 

Dad snickered. “Well, they all taste the same anyway.” He sighed. “You’re had…this for months. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

 

I winched. How was I going to put this diplomatically? “I needed to know what I could do. Figure out what my options are.”

 

“And by ‘figuring out’, you meant ‘sneak out the house in the middle of the night and play superhero’, didn’t you?” I twitched. How the hell did he know that? “I’m your father, Taylor. I can tell when something’s up with my daughter. I’m just glad it’s not drugs.”

 

The two of us sat in silence for a while. “Thank you. For not freaking out, I mean.”

 

“Freaking out? Oh, I’ll probably freak out in a few hours when the shock wears off. Right now…right now, I don’t know what to think. When I said that I knew something was up, you being a parahuman wasn’t what I was expecting.” Dad shook his head. He looked very tired. “So, what happens now?”

 

I took a deep breath. Time for bomb-shell number two. “I was thinking of joining the Wards…”

 

Suddenly, life returned to my father’s eyes. He looked up so fast I thought he just gave himself a whiplash. “No. Absolutely not. I won’t have you running around the street in the middle of the night. You could get hurt, or worse.” He grabbed my hands and looked me straight in the eye. “I love you, Taylor. You’re all I have left. I can’t lose you to some punk with a gun.” It was sweet, how much he cared about me. I almost felt selfish just for considering going to the Wards. Still, I needed this, more than I could ever explain.

 

“Dad, I looked them up in the library. Wards aren’t child-soldiers. They’re never put in serious danger. The worst I’d be fighting would be C-rate villains and the occasional mugger.”

 

“And if one of those muggers has a gun?”

 

“My armor’s a lot tougher than it looks and I have a shield that could take several of Lung’s fireballs before it went down.” I reassured him, before my brain caught up with me and I realized what I’d just said.

 

Dad hadn’t missed it either. I recoiled when I saw his face go red. “Lung…YOU FOUGHT LUNG! YOU…” Dad visibly tried to calm himself. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t…Christ, Taylor, what were you thinking…”

 

“He said he was going to kill kids…” I said, weakly. “I had to stop him.”

 

He laughed, mirthlessly. “You…you’re just like your mother. People could yell at her for hours and she wouldn’t bat an eyelash, but God have mercy on your soul if you touch a child when she’s around… You won, didn’t you?” I nodded. “Heard about it at work. I don’t know if I should be proud of you or ground you for the rest of your life.” In a way, hearing that was even better than getting Armsmaster’s approval.

 

“Dad, if I join the Wards, I’ll get training, equipment, back-up…I could be a real superhero.”

 

“And if I said no, you’d go out on your own.” I didn’t want to admit it, but I probably would. Dad knew me too well, I guess.

 

“If you don’t want me to do this, I’ll stop. I’ll never use my powers again.”

 

“But you’d resent me for it.”

 

I didn’t answer him. He was probably right. I didn’t want to say it out loud, but he was probably right.

 

“I need this, Dad.” I pleaded.

 

“Why?” Dad grabbed my hands. “I know you’re unhappy at school, but to go this far… There’s got to be a better way to feel happy than to take a swing at the biggest supervillain in town.” My father wasn’t stupid. We both knew that if it weren’t for the bullies, I’d never have taken the risk of fighting Lung.

 

“I need…I need to prove to prove to myself that I’m not just a victim. That I’m better than them.”

 

“You’re still being bullied.” He said, flatly.

 

“They never stopped.”

 

“You should have told me.”

 

“You couldn’t have changed anything if I did.” I could practically hear Dad’s heart sink at my admission. He would take it as a personal failure to protect me, but that didn’t make it any less true.

 

“What about Emma? Maybe you two could have reconnected?”

 

My blood began to boil at the mention of that girl. “Dad, she’s the one who started it all.”

 

“What? Why?”

 

“I don’t know! The summer break before high school and she just decided to turn on me for no reason and her asshole friend stuffed me in that locker and she gets away with everything because her dad’s a lawyer.” Here I was, rambling again.

 

“Oh god, Taylor…” He sighed, running his hands through his thinning hair. “I am going to kill Alan.”

 

I really hoped he wasn’t serious about killing Emma’s father, even if the bastard did deserve it. “Dad, if I stay at Winslow, I’m going to lose it. When I do…I have powers now, and I could do something I’m going to regret later.”

 

He nodded. I think he was beginning to understand. “And you think joining the Wards will make things better?”

 

“I can’t get any worse. If I join the Wards, I can convince them to move me to Arcadia High. I get a fresh start away from the bullies and I get to do something that makes me feel good about myself. I need this, dad. Please.”

 

Dad looked at me for a few minutes before softly saying: “All I ever wanted is for you to be happy…” He hugged me. The touch of his skin felt cold, as if there was some distance between us with the armor on. Still, it felt good to come clean. To cry on his shoulder, even if I didn’t have tear ducts in this form. “We’re both going to take a day off tomorrow. If you still feel the same way about this then, I’m calling the PRT. That okay?”

 

I nodded. Yeah, it was okay.

 

It was all going to be okay.
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					Chapter 2-4

 

I woke up at 6:28 to the sound of Dad’s shower, like every other schoolday. Except this wasn’t a schoolday, not really. Today I was going to join the Wards, get into Arcadia, and never worry about being bullied again. It was going to be a good day. I couldn’t remember the last time I woke up feeling this happy. I even caught myself humming while making breakfast.

 

I should probably stop. Being giddy like a schoolgirl is going to be bad for my reputation.

 

Dad came down from his room with bags under his eyes. Apparently he didn’t sleep as well as I did. It made sense, I suppose. It took me weeks to understand what had happened to me and Dad only had the bombshell dropped on him yesterday. Maybe I should have given him a little more time to think things over, but that would mean going back to Winslow until he figured out what to do. I love my dad more than anyone in the world, but that’s too much to handle, even for me.

 

We ate breakfast in silence, as usual, before Dad said: “Just so I know I haven’t gone crazy… About yesterday…”

 

“Parahuman, sound control, I want to join the Wards.” I summed up.

 

“Right.” Dad rubbed his eyes, trying and failing to look a little less disheveled. “You really sure about this?”

 

“Yes. I want this more than anything in the world, right now.”

 

Dad nodded. He wasn’t happy about it, but he’ll cope. “Alright then. You got the PRT’s phone number somewhere?” I handed him my notebook and showed him. He took the book and looked through it, skimming over all the information I’d gathered. “Wow, you really did your homework, didn’t you?”

 

“It’s important, Dad. The last thing I want is to make things worse for me.”

 

“Good girl.” He dialed the number, and with that, the die was cast. “Yes, hello? You’re the Parahuman Response Team, right? I’m Danny Hebert. My daughter has triggered and would like to join the Wards, I was wondering if…Yes, I’ll hold…Hello? Yes…One hour…Yes, she’ll be there. Alright, thanks.” Dad put down the phone and visibly exhaled.

 

“And?”

 

“They’ll send a guy over in about an hour. Apparently, he’ll be disguised as a plumber.”

 

It took a few seconds before I realized why. “Right. Because if a PRT van shows up, everyone will know I’m a parahuman.”

 

“Guess so.” I could tell from his breathing that he had more to say, but he stayed silent. The fact that me joining the Wards bothered him so much rattled me a little, but I understood why he felt that way. To me, it felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Winslow was just a bad memory now and honestly, fighting supervillains couldn’t be much worse than going back to that hellhole of a school. I doubt Dad would ever be comfortable with it, though. “I should clean myself up. Wouldn’t want to look like a mess in front of the PRT guys.”

 

I shook my head in response. “I’ll be okay, Dad.”

 

He snickered. “That obvious, huh?”

 

“You look like you’ve been awake for weeks. Honestly, did you sleep at all last night?”

 

“Taylor, it’s my job to worry about you, okay. I’ll be fine. Now, you better get ready. Big day’s coming up, you know.”

 

“Biggest day of my life, probably.”

 

Dad smiled and kissed me on the forehead. For all his faults, I was lucky to have him. I went upstairs and called my armor to me, before going over every note and scrap of information on the PRT that I had. The PRT would probably repeat everything later, but it couldn’t hurt to make a good impression. The last thing I needed is to give anyone the idea that I wasn’t committed to this.

 

An hour after the phone call, a van pulled up, as promised. ‘Joe the Plumber’, it said. Probably an in-joke somewhere. I was just about to run downstairs to greet them when my dad stopped me.

 

“You’re running out, looking like that?” He asked, referring to the armor.

 

“They’re expecting a superhero, not a ratty teenager. Besides, most of my powers don’t work if I’m not wearing the suit.”

 

“Fair enough. Let me open the door, though. Don’t want to blow your secret identity right away.” I nodded in response. Being careful was going to be a lot more important now. If someone figured out who I was, things could get messy. I heard the bell ring and hid up the stairs, away from the windows.

 

“Danny Hebert, right?” A rich, masculine voice said. “Massani, Parahuman Response Team. Heard you called about your daughter.”

 

“That’s us. Will you come in?” Dad sounded a little nervous. Judging by the heavy footfalls, our guest was probably a very big man.

 

“‘Course.” The newcomer responded. “So, where’s the guest of honor?”

 

“Oh, right. Taylor, you can come out now.” I took a deep breath before walking out of the stairwell.

 

The first thing I noticed was that the PRT agent was huge. He’s easily as tall as my dad, but much broader and more muscular. I’d put him in his forties or early fifties. Scars covered his face, but he somehow managed to look friendly. Or maybe that was just practice. The man looked at me with a piercing glare that kind of reminded me of that Tattletale girl I met two nights ago. I could imagine him being really terrifying if he wanted to. “Well, that makes my job a lot easier.” He said to himself, smiling. “Biggest part of my job is figuring out if you’re actually a parahuman.” Massani grabbed my hand and inspected the armor covering it. “Your case, though, it’s obvious. Either you’re a tinker or a changer, and I’m guessing it’s the last one.” According to my research, a tinker is someone who can make gadgets years ahead of his time and a changer is someone who can shape-shift. Changer sounds right to me.

 

“Does that actually happen?” Dad asked. “The not being a parahuman thing?”

 

“Heh, more than you’d think. Not a cape myself, but from what I hear, triggering doesn’t come with a flash of light or anything. Hard to tell if you’re parahuman smart or regular smart. Oh, and you won’t believe how many people think they’ve got superstrength when they really just work out a whole bunch. Some parents actually want their kids to be capes, even when they aren’t. Superhero-by-proxy, I guess. Your kid, though, she’s got nothing to worry about. Not with that suit she’s got.”

 

“Umm, thanks?” I answered, nervously.

 

“Don’t mention it. Now, what’s your thing, kid?”

 

“I, umm, I control sound. I can hear everything in at least a hundred feet radius. I’m a bit stronger and faster too.” I probably shouldn’t have mentioned the last part. I was much stronger than I used to be before I triggered, but that didn’t say much. Was I strong enough to impress someone like that?

 

“Parahuman strong?”

 

“I think… Not Alexandria strong but…”

 

“Think you can beat this old marine at arm wrestling without breaking my bones?”

 

My mouth moved before I finished thinking. “Maybe…I guess?” Oh god, what did I just get myself into?

 

“Show me.” He commanded, before sitting down at the table with his arm stretched out. I grabbed his hand and we both started pushing on some unspoken signal. To my surprise, my arm didn’t snap like a breadstick. Also to my surprise, neither did his. I was winning, though, albeit rather slowly, even when I put effort into it. Massani was stronger than I thought. “Not bad, if this’s the best you’ve got. Brute 2, maybe 3. Definitely parahuman, though.”

 

When the back of his hand touched the table, he let go. “Thanks, Mr. Massani.”

 

“That’s Sarge to you, kid. It’s what everyone else calls me on the Rig anyway.”

 

“The Rig?”

 

“Protectorate HQ. The giant, floating oil rig down in the bay. I teach the capes power-free hand-to-hand combat there.”

 

A normal willingly fighting capes with nothing but his fists? Even if it’s just training, that took some serious balls. My respect for the man just went up a notch. “Doesn’t that get you beaten up all the time?”

 

Sarge laughed in response. “Kid, most capes don’t actually have superstrength. Besides, they don’t get to use powers in hand-to-hand training, remember? Kind of hard to learn from dear old Massani when he’s ground to a pulp, now is it?”

 

“Ahem.” My dad grunted, trying to get our attention. “As much as I like seeing my daughter bond with a man three times her age, I have to ask: What happens now?”

 

“Hmm. Well, we don’t really have a standard procedure when it comes to recruiting Wards. Every parahuman is different and trying to figure out some sort of protocol is just gonna lead to a mess. Instead, we pretty much make things up as we go along and hope for the best.”

 

“And that works?” Dad asked incredulously.

 

“Most of the time. A thorough background check and a few face-to-face meetings generally weeds out the bad apples. Not to say that there aren’t gonna be any problems, but we deal with them the best we can.” I mentally frowned a little. I knew it’d be stupid to pretend that all superheroes are shining paragons of humanity, but I was kind of hoping they were. Massani must have been able to read me somehow, because he continued: “I know that isn’t what you wanna hear, but it’s the truth. Capes are people too, for better or for worse.”

 

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I haven’t had many good experiences with people.”

 

“Right. Lemme guess, trouble at school?” I tensed a little. How did he know that? “Before you ask, it’s easy. You don’t trigger unless something really bad happens to you. Your dad’s here and he obviously cares about you, so it’s not parental abuse. Your mom’s not here, but I’m still seeing pictures of a woman around the house, so I’m guessing she died but that both of you’ve been able to cope with it. My condolences, by the way. Finally, you’re not in any gang trouble, because if you were, you’d either go villain or ask us for protection.” His analysis was right on the money. Then again, I shouldn’t be surprised. He had done this before and I couldn’t be the only one who triggered because of a bullying campaign. “So that leaves us with school. I’m guessing that you’ve been bullied a lot and that your trigger’s been a prank gone bad. How am I doing?”

 

“Pretty much.” I admitted. Didn’t see a point in trying to lie to him anyway. “Couple of months ago, a bunch of girls stuffed me in a locker full of used tampons and left me there for hours. They got away with it too.”

 

Sarge’s eyes widened. “You’re goddamn shitting me!” His sudden swearing startled me a little. Apparently he didn’t care about his language anymore.

 

“One of the girls is a model and has a lawyer dad. The other is a track-team star. Nobody came forward so it was my word against theirs. Winslow just paid the medical bills and sent me on my way.” I didn’t know why I was being so open about this. Had to admit, though, it felt good, even if Massani was a stranger.

 

“Hell, kid, I’ve got nothing witty to say to that.” He turned to my father and said: “Why the hell you letting your kid go to a school like that?!”

 

“Arcadia’s got a waiting list a mile long and Winslow promised they’d take care of her after the locker incident. She only told me yesterday that they didn’t. Along with the fact that she’d triggered.”

 

“You’ve got enough to worry about, Dad.” I interrupted. “If I told you, you’d only waste a bunch of time and money trying to fix this.”

 

Massani shook his head. “Well, ain’t you a goddamn saint. Anything we can do about it?”

 

“No. I don’t care about the girls getting what’s coming to them anymore. I just want the bullying to end. A transfer to Arcadia High would be enough.”

 

“Hmm. I guess we can arrange that…”

 

My brain needed to do a double take. And then a triple take. And then a quadruple take. “You…you would do that? For me?”

 

“Kid, when a cape goes bad, things go down the shitter fast. Hell, just look at the Merchants. Even a bunch of drug addicts can be a goddamn nightmare when they got superpowers. So yeah, we’ve got plenty of incentive to keep you on the straight and narrow. Getting you to a school that’s worth a damn’s a small price to pay. ‘Sides, you seem like a good kid. Be a damn shame to let a bunch of teenagers ruin that.”

 

If I had a visible mouth in this form, my dad would probably say something about catching a fly. Sure, I’d been hoping that the PRT would do something like that, but hearing it actually happen. “I…thank you. I don’t know what to say.”

 

“Hardly the weirdest thing we’ve done for a Ward. We take care of our own. Now, onto business. Right now, I’m going to take you to the Rig, okay? The director will probably want to talk to you in person. After that, we’re going to make your dad fill out the paperwork, and we’ll get started on testing you properly. Might even get to meet some of your new teammates. How does that sound?”

 

I smiled. “Sounds good, Sarge.”
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					Chapter 2-5

 

It’s funny how you can see something like the PHQ every day and never really grasp how big it is. The converted oil rig was a mess of small rooms, labs, workshops, and training areas designed to cater to every need its designers could think of. I think I spotted Assault walking around too. Oh, and the base flew. Somehow.

This place is awesome. I suppressed the urge to giggle.

 

Sarge led us through the maze of security terminals and polite-but-not-friendly PRT agents strewn about the place. It made me wonder what all these people were so paranoid about. I mean, the Rig is floating over the bay. How on earth are people supposed to get in without anyone noticing, especially in the middle of the day?

 

“It’ll get better once they’ve seen your face around a couple of times, kid.” Massani reassured. “They just don’t like newcomers. Wouldn’t be the first time someone tried infiltrating this place. Can’t be too careful when capes are involved.”

 

I silently nodded in response. I had to admit that I was as terrified of this place as I was giddy. It was like getting to meet a famous pop star face-to-face. Sure, you’ve seen it all several times on TV, but that doesn’t prepare you for the real thing. I just didn’t know what to say, so I kept my mouth shut. Better that people think I’m shy than a bumbling idiot.

 

My reverie was broken when I noticed a very pleased-looking Armsmaster right in front of us. I mentally slapped myself. How the hell did I miss a giant man in power armor. Focus! We’re not a bunch of tourists.

 

“Good to see you again.” He said with a wide grin on his face. “Figured you’d come to us sooner rather than later. It’s nice to have a name to put with the face.”

 

“You know my daughter?” Dad asked incredulously. Right, I hadn’t told him about that.

 

“I was the first on the scene when she took down Lung. We talked a little, I made a recruitment pitch…”

 

Suddenly, Sarge stepped forward. I’d forgotten he’d been there. Focus, dammit! “Now hold on one goddamn minute!” He said before grabbing me by the shoulder. “You’re the one who took down Lung? The Lung?!”

 

“Well, yeah.” Was all I could get out.

 

“And you didn’t tell me about it?”

 

“I just got lucky and I don’t like to brag…”

 

“Un-fucking-believable.” He said before laughing. “Goddamn adorable you are. Bet the director’s really pissy Armsmaster didn’t bring you in right away. Anyway, I’ll let you kids do your thing. See ya around.”

 

Him mentioning the director didn’t make me any less nervous though. “Am I in trouble, Armsmaster?”

 

“No.” He replied. Firm and direct, like I remembered. “The director and I have a…difference of opinion when it comes to recruiting. She prefers a more aggressive approach. In your case, that wasn’t necessary. Piggot disagreed.” I don’t know what he meant by ‘aggressive’, but I’m glad he didn’t try to coerce me or something. Then again, the director might not be so considerate…

 

“Thanks…” I needed to stop sounding so uncertain. Seriously, I’m just embarrassing myself.

 

“Don’t mention it. You took out Lung by yourself to save someone you’ve never met. I think you’ve earned the benefit of the doubt. The director does want to see you, however. If you’d follow me…”

 

We walked the rest of the way in silence until my dad prodded me and said: “You never said anything about meeting Armsmaster…”

 

“I didn’t want to talk about Lung, either. He got a couple of good hits on me and I’d just end up scaring you if I told you about it. Besides, it was luck, not skill. Nothing worth bragging about.”

 

Dad sighed. “I think a lot of people would disagree. From now on, you tell me what’s going on, okay? Last thing I want to hear is that you’ve become a crime lord and are running half the city.”

 

“Alright, Dad.” I guess I would have to be more honest with him in the future. Holding my cards close to my chest has its advantages, but Dad genuinely wants to be a bigger part of my life now. Maybe he feels guilty for not seeing the signs sooner? Or maybe he just wants to be a proper dad.

 

Armsmaster led us to a conference room. Strangely enough, the pit of awe and dread in my stomach hadn’t gone anywhere. You’d think I’d have gotten used to seeing important faces by now, but apparently I hadn’t. It was only the director, I told myself. Yes, only the person who’d essentially be my boss for the next couple of years, a traitorous part of my mind reminded me. Oh hell.

 

The first thing I noticed about the director was her frown. When I came through the door, she had a strange, disapproving look on her face. Did she always have that, or was it just me? Had I made a bad first impression? I pushed the thought out of my mind. The woman offered me and my dad a seat while silently sizing me up. It was at this very awkward moment that my brain decided to remind me that I was, for all intents and purposes, totally naked.

 

Fuck you, brain.

 

I squashed the absurd thought by returning the director’s glare. It’s moments like these that I’m glad my suit came with a mask.

 

“I’m Emily Piggot, director of PRT East-North-East.” She stated, flatly. “You’re Taylor Hebert, the girl that took down Lung.”

 

“Umm, yeah, that’s me…” I suppose Armsmaster must have told her who I was.

 

Piggot’s glare didn’t waver. “There is a sort of balance of power between the gangs in Brockton Bay.” She stated, flatly. “None of them are powerful enough to go to war with another without leaving themselves exposed to us. Because of that, they mostly keep to their own territories and the violence is kept to a minimum. Your actions have upset that balance.” I nervously shifted in my seat. I didn’t like where this was going. “Whether you realize it or not, you’ve just started a gang war. With Lung out of the picture, the ABB will probably be destroyed by the other gangs. Without the ABB to keep them in check, the Empire 88 gang will try to expand into their former territory. Maybe this will make the Empire 88 much more powerful and they’ll decide to turn on the other gangs. Maybe the E88 will overextend itself and fall apart. Maybe new gang will move in and challenge us. Whatever happens, it will involve violence. Your decision to go after Lung will indirectly result in innocent people getting hurt.”

 

My heart stood still. I…I never wanted to start a war. I just wanted to be a hero and save people. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Except it did.

 

“Are you accusing my daughter of something, director?” My father growled.

 

The director’s expression hadn’t changed at all. “Your daughter is powerful, Mr. Hebert. Having the deck stacked in your favor doesn’t change the fact that she single-handedly defeated someone who took on an Endbringer and won. You’re a cape, Taylor. With power comes responsibility. Maybe you think that having superpowers makes you special, but underneath that armor, you’re still a fifteen-year-old girl with a lot to learn and I don’t think you’re ready to handle the kind of power you’ve got. Not on your own. That’s what the Wards program is ultimately for: To make sure that people like you can learn how to use their power and keep them from making a mistake that will get themselves or someone else killed.”

 

I could hear my dad’s heart pound in his chest. It wasn’t a sound I liked hearing. “You make it sound like she’s some sort of murderer waiting to happen!”

 

“Mr. Hebert, she did nearly murder someone. Not someone I feel any sympathy for, but still. Now, I’m sure Taylor didn’t plan to hurt Lung as much as she did, or that she enjoyed it, but that doesn’t change what happened. While the PRT won’t come after her for this, the gangs might; either for revenge, or to recruit her.”

 

Anger boiled to the surface. I may have made a mistake, but being called a criminal was too much. “I’m not a villain! I would never work for a gang!”

 

“Not willingly.” Piggot calmly replied. “But would you still be as resolute if the Merchants stuck a needle full of heroin in your arm? What if someone kidnaps your father and threatens to kill him unless you start working for them? You fall into a dangerous middle-ground when it comes to powers, Taylor: Strong enough to be a huge asset to whoever gets their hands on you and weak enough to be conscripted against your will. Gangs will come after you, one way or another. You wouldn’t be the first cape that turned villain because of something like that. That is why joining us is in your best interest. You need us as much as we need you.”

 

Piggot is a bitch, I decided. A fat bitch too. Physically speaking, she was an absolute mess. Along from being massively overweight, her skin looked sickly, her hands seemed a little swollen, and I could hear that she had trouble breathing. The director looked like she should have been in a hospital. In fact, I could probably deck her with a single punch. Still, she had a strength of will that was, quite frankly, terrifying. How somebody who looked so frail could be so intimidating was utterly beyond me.

 

Bitch or not, though, she was right. Not just about me, but about everything. I had been short-sighted. In taking down Lung, I had unwittingly put god-knows how many lives at risk.

 

“Was going after Lung the wrong decision?” I asked, almost dreading the answer.

 

“Maybe. Maybe not. Maybe he would have started a gang war on his own. Maybe he would have done something worse. We don’t know, and we probably never will. If nothing else, I’ll sleep betting knowing that Lung’s off the streets.”

 

“Then why tell me this? Why…”

 

“…am I being such a bitch?” The director interrupted.

 

“I wasn’t going to say it.” I muttered apologetically.

 

“But you were thinking it. Everyone does. My job is to keep parahumans from ripping the city apart. Essentially, it is to keep people like you on a leash. A normal can’t melt a hole in a ceiling and take on two dozen men unarmed. Capes, however, do things like that all the time, recklessly throwing themselves from one dangerous situation into the next, consequences be damned. Powers are not a toy, Ms. Hebert. This isn’t a harmless game of cops-and-robbers you’re playing.”

 

“Don’t you think I don’t know that?!” I snapped back. “I nearly killed Lung by accident and I almost died in the attempt! I know it isn’t a fucking game!” It took a minute before I realized what I just did. I just yelled at the director of the PRT. Crap.

 

To my surprise, she didn’t get angry. She just smiled. “Good.”

 

“Good?”

 

“You know you’re not invincible and you know your powers can kill.” Piggot explained. “Those are probably the two most important lessons every cape will have to learn. The capes that don’t either end up dead or in jail. I needed to know if you’d learn that lesson fighting Lung.”

 

Suddenly, the pieces fell in place. “You were…testing me…”

 

“Yes,” She said. The smile had disappeared, even if her tone wasn’t as harsh as before. “and I will do it again. I have to if I want you to be prepared for the reality of being a Ward. Being good at hitting things isn’t enough. Superheroes have to be more than just blunt instruments. They are symbols. People that others are supposed to look up to. We have standards to uphold. You’re smart enough to know your limits. That’s good. It means that you’ll be more careful in the future with your powers. You’re also emotionally resilient enough not to lose your temper or break down into tears when I criticize you. That’s going to be important when the press starts to ask questions. I may be harsh, but I’m a saint compared to those vultures.”

 

“Guess that’s two years of being bullied paying off…”

 

The director’s eyes narrowed. “I see. Records mention that you’re enrolled in Winslow High. I suppose you’ll want a transfer to Arcadia, then?”

 

“Sarge mentioned that you could do that.”

 

“Officer Massani was right. We will iron out the particulars later, maybe arrange some form of homeschooling if it’s needed. Transferring you right away could lead to problems in the future.”

 

“You don’t want people to guess my secret identity by looking at Arcadia’s new arrival list.” I reasoned.

 

“Exactly. Now, with that out of the way, I would like to formally invite you into the Wards program.” Piggot held out a hand. This was it, wasn’t it? If I took it, it’d be the end of my old life and the beginning of a new one. I briefly glanced at my dad. He nodded in approval.

 

I took the director’s hand. “I accept.”

 

Piggot smiled for a second time. “Welcome aboard, Taylor.”
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					Chapter 2-6

While Dad and Director Piggot were busy with the paperwork, Armsmaster led me to a gym on the bottom floor for testing. Or preliminary testing, as the hero insisted.

“Any testing we now will only tell us what you’re capable off today. The Wards will train you, which should increase the strength and control of your powers, or at the very least allow you to use them more creatively. I fully expect that in the coming months, we will have to test you again to reassign your ratings.”

“What exactly do the ratings mean? For me, that is.”

 

“On their own, not much. Powers are complex and varied. You can’t boil them down to a few numbers and expect to have a complete read on what you’re capable off.”

 

“So what’s the point then? Is it just short-hand?”

 

“Pretty much. Imagine if we have to send you over to another city to deal with some crisis. The ratings will give heroes who’ve never met you a reasonable understanding of your limits. I would like to stress that ratings do not indicate how valuable you are to our organization or how powerful you are in general. You will not use them to compare yourself to others.” That last part sounded vaguely like a threat, but I wasn’t sure if he intended it like that. 

 

“You don’t want us getting competitive over this.”

 

“Exactly. None of us chose or earned our powers. We got them because we won some cosmic lottery. You shouldn’t be proud of something that was given to you from on high. It’s the training and effort you put in that truly matters.” He sounded a little upset, but I chose not to pry. Armsmaster was The Boss, in a way. Unless you count Piggot. I wasn’t sure where she stood in the superhero pecking order. Somebody would probably tell me when it’s relevant.

 

The gym wasn’t what I was expecting. For starters, there was something that looked like an industrial-grade press sitting in a corner. Probably for the people with super-strength. On top of that, it was large enough to pull double duty as a soccer field. Then there were the devices that looked like they came straight out of a science fiction movie. All in all, my sense of awe still wasn’t fading. I had no idea if I was walking into a gym or a medieval torture chamber. 

 

Better nip that train of thought in the bud.

 

There weren’t many people using it this time of day. Then again, it was still morning, so I guess most of the Wards and PRT agents had other duties. Armsmaster directed me to two people: a friendly-looking elderly man in a lab-coat and a teenager in a rust and silver costume. “I will leave you in the capable hands of Dr. Jackson and Aegis. You and Aegis will spar so we can see the extend of your abilities and know which tests we have to perform later.”

 

“You want me to fight my future teammate?” I asked, surprised. It sounded like a terrible way to make a first impression. “No offense, but what if I hurt him?”

 

Aegis smiled. “It’s Taylor, right?” I nodded. “Well, you don’t need to worry about me. I’ve got back-up organs and regenerate almost instantly. Being a meatshield is sort of my job. Don’t take this the wrong way, but whatever you’ve got, I’ve probably taken worse. You won’t need to hold back.”

 

“If you say so…” I wanted to say: ‘I bet that’s what Lung thought too’, but that’d sound too much like bragging and I was feeling far too nervous to be witty. 

 

“Aegis usually acts as our front line in combat, Taylor.” Armsmaster reassured. “There are very few people that can seriously injure him. Before I go, two things for my report: We found a large, circular hole melted into the ceiling of a nearby warehouse that the ABB uses as a staging ground. I will assume that is your doing?”

 

“I guess…If I try hard enough, I can use sound waves to break up wood and stone. It takes a lot of effort, though.”

 

“Fair enough. Secondly, could you show me the weapon you used to eviscerate Lung?”

 

I blinked. Did he really just ask that? In public? In front of a guy I was supposed to fight in a few minutes and with a tone that sounded like he was talking about the weather? I could hear a strange sound escape Aegis’ throat, like a small whine. He was probably reconsidering his previous statement right about now.

 

This had to be some sort of in-joke. There was no way someone like Armsmaster could be this blunt. “Taylor? Your weapon, please.”

 

“Oh…oh, right.” I snapped out of it and called the weapon forth. The familiar three-pronged glaive appeared in my right hand, as always. 

 

Aegis stared at the weapon and with a look on his face that I couldn’t quite place. Dr. Jackson stepped forward, took a pen out of his pocket, and slid it past one of the edges. The pen was sliced neatly in half. “Hmm, interesting.” He said in a voice that sounded far too calm and fatherly for someone talking about something this deadly. It was rattling that someone could be so unfazed by a massive knife that grew out of someone’s hand. “I suppose this is sharp enough to cause the injuries we saw on Lung. While we cannot be sure thanks to his regeneration, I’m willing to guess that this is the weapon you’ve been looking for. Is this the only weapon you can summon?”

 

“Yes. I tried everything, batons, tasers, guns, even regular knives. This is the only thing that comes out.” I remember trying for weeks to get something else. Preferably something non-lethal and more heroic-looking. To my dismay, it never worked.

 

“And the same counts for your suit?” I tensed a little. The doctor shouldn’t have known that.

 

“Yes.” After a second, I added. “How did you know about that?”

 

“I read Armsmaster’s preliminary report on Lung yesterday. I didn’t know you were the same girl until Armsmaster informed us. As for the weapon, it looks like it’s supposed to be thrown, like an overgrown shuriken. You’d have to talk to Miss Militia about that. She knows more about weapons than I do, for obvious reasons.” The doctor said with a smile. He reminded me a little of what Dad was like before Mom died. “In any case, I think Aegis would appreciate it if you didn’t use it on him.”

 

“Please do.” Aegis said. “I’m not sure if I can regenerate from being sliced in half.”

 

“I’m sure it won’t get that far.” The doctor replied with a fatherly smile on his face. Armsmaster had already left. He probably had other things to do. “We’ll just have to be careful. Let’s start slow and work our way up from there.” With that, he got behind a forcefield of some kind and started working on his equipment. “Alright. Taylor, Aegis, whenever you’re ready, you may begin.

 

Aegis nodded to me and raised his fists into a fighting stance. I steadied my breathing and started thinking. Being the Wards team leader, he’d have a huge advantage when it came to experience. He’d fought supervillains in the past and had trained with other capes for years. I didn’t have that. That said, I still have some advantages of my own. For one: I knew what Aegis’ power was: flight and super-fast regeneration. He didn’t know what my power was. I could catch him of guard with the right kind of move.

 

The Ward made the first more. He stepped forward, ready to attack. In the blink of an eye, I pushed and sent him flying. He hit the ground, rolled a couple of times, and went still.

 

Wait, what?

 

That didn’t make any sense! The guy leads the freaking Wards! There’s no way someone like Aegis would go down that easily. I hit normals with the same blast and they were still walking afterwards. It’s not like the attack was lethal: his heart was still beating and his breathing hadn’t stopped.

 

Dr. Jackson walked out of the forcefield with a shocked look on his face. “Good God, Taylor, you killed him…” There was something off about his voice, though. I didn’t get the impression that he was being entirely serious.

 

“No, I didn’t. I can hear his heart rate and his breathing. He’s fine.” The doctor suddenly laughed. Then it hit me. “You can stop playing dead now, Aegis.”

 

I heard Aegis, alive and well, laugh. “She didn’t fall for it at all. Great. So much for our official Wards initiation. Clockblocker will never let me hear the end of this.”

 

“You should have seen Kid Win’s.” The doctor said to me. “He tried to improvise a defibrillator on the spot.”

 

“‘Mutant cattle prod from hell’ would be a better description. That thing hurt more than his laser pistol did. Anyway, I think we can add ‘Thinker’ to the list too, right Doc?”

 

“Well, she’s got superhearing, alright. How far does it extend, Taylor?”

 

“I can overhear conversations at least 30 feet away if I focus.” I answered. “Any further than that, and it gets hard to make out words. I can remove sound too, by the way.” With a gesture, I silenced myself and stomped the ground a few times before banishing the effect. 

 

Aegis looked at me thoughtfully, probably thinking of ways to use it in the field. “Impressive. How about you show me what else you can do.” He said, before taking a fighting stance again. “I promise I won’t take a dive this time.”

 

I smiled and nodded. Aegis lunged at me and I fought back. The first thing I noticed is that I still have a lot to learn when it comes to hand-to-hand combat. Aegis was a lot slower than I was, but he knew where and how to hit. I just wasn’t skilled enough to dodge him, even if I could see the blows coming a mile away. Infuriating. 

 

“Stop.” He said. “Look at your hands. See how your fingers are covering your thumb? Don’t do that. You’ll break something if you punch too hard.”

 

I nodded and corrected myself before taking another swing. I managed to hit him square in the jaw. Not that it did any visible damage. On top of that, I had the suspicion he let me hit him just to see how strong I was. Like I said, infuriating.

 

That said, I liked it. Sparring with an actual human being was fun, even if I was probably embarrassing myself. It made me angry, but in a good way. Having a regenerator around was a great way of blowing off steam.

 

Aegis dodged another one of my pathetic flailings masquerading as a right hook and landed a one-two punch straight in my chest. Hard enough for my shields to flicker into existence. The hero seemed surprised for a moment before tackling me and knocking me to the ground.

 

“You’ve got a forcefield?”

 

“Yeah. Tough enough to take a few of Lung’s fireballs.”

 

“Huh. Does it regenerate?”

 

“It does after a few seconds, I think. Haven’t tested it much.”

 

“Great. This is gonna take a while.” In that, he was absolutely right. 

 

I pushed Aegis off me and sent him flying. The hero reacted quickly, though, and used his flight to land on his feet. So much for that trick. I started thinking. What else did I have at my disposal? Aegis regenerated, so I couldn’t really hurt him. I’d have a better chance breaking down a brick wall with my fists than to stop him. My pushes knocked him back, but his flight compensated for that and I didn’t think it dealt any real damage. Silencing myself wouldn’t help much: I was in clear view and it’d only screw up my concentration.

 

On the flip side, I didn’t think Aegis could really do all that much to me either. When it came to raw strength, he still had human limits. My shield could take a hell of a lot of damage before going down; I didn’t think the hero had the firepower to get through it, let alone cut through the armor as well. Still, that wouldn’t help me beat him. Could I even beat him? I beat up Lung, after all. But I used my glaive for that. Right. That wasn’t an option now. Miniature earthquake? No, I’d damage the facility. Attrition, then? I had excellent stamina. Maybe Aegis got tired? I couldn’t think of anything else to do.

 

As it turned out, Aegis didn’t get tired. Or at least, not fast enough. My arms were getting tired, my reflexes were slowing, and the hero showed no signs of exhaustion at all. Fucking regenerators.

 

Eventually, Aegis tackled me, slammed my body on the ground, and I couldn’t bring myself to get up. “Okay, boss, you win.” I wheezed. In spite of my morning runs, my stamina still left a lot to be desired.

 

“You lasted twelve minutes.” Somebody said. Right, Dr. Jackson. “Not bad, I think.”

 

Aegis smiled and asked me: “Just for the record: did that shield ever go down?”

 

“Not as far as I could tell.” I replied. “Just for the record: do you ever get tired?”

 

“I can’t. Part of my power. You tried grinding me down, didn’t you?”

 

“Couldn’t think of anything else. Punches weren’t enough. Powers weren’t enough. Couldn’t use the glaive. You’re infuriating to fight.”

 

“Guilty as charged.” Aegis snickered. “You got what you needed, doc?”

 

“Enough for a preliminary report. That is, unless Taylor has something to add?”

 

“No, I’m good.” I said. If there was anything else to my power that I know of, I would have thrown it at Aegis already. Armsmaster already told him about the lethal stuff.

 

“Excellent. You kids go have fun now. I’ll call you if I need anything else.”

 

Aegis picked me up off the floor. “Good to have you on the team, Taylor.”

 

“Thanks.” I said, smiling. I actually managed to impress. “So…what happens now?”

 

“Now? Put on some civilian clothes. Most of the team is still in school right now, but I managed to get Kid Win and Clockblocker. We’ll have lunch. Hang out. How does that sound?”

 

It sounded like something normal teenagers did with their friends. In other words, an utterly alien experience for me. I was looking forward to it.

 

“Sounds great.”
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					Chapter 2-7



Aegis led me to the girls’ locker room so I could get changed. I had to admit, I didn’t like going in there. Not after what happened in January. It felt like such a stupid thing, to be afraid of locker rooms. What if a supervillain decided to hide in one? I shook my head and willed myself through the door. Stupid me. Hopefully, Aegis didn’t notice anything. If he did, he didn’t say. Not sure what to think about that…

I banished my armor and started putting on some civilian clothes I brought from home. Just jeans and a sweatshirt. Nothing fancy. Not like I had the looks for something more daring anyway. Prettying myself up would just come across as trying too hard to impress.



Now that I was thinking about it, what did I really want from the Wards? Not the Wards program itself, but the individuals I’d be working with for the foreseeable future. Did I want friends? Something more? Something less? I’ve heard that people my age (or anyone, for that matter) need lots of friends in order to stay sane and develop properly. That probably wasn’t entirely true; Emma was all I ever needed throughout elementary and middle school. I had plenty of acquaintances, but she was the only one I’d genuinely call a friend, and things were just fine. Right until high school started. Would I have been better off if I had more friends than just Emma? Maybe they would have called Emma out on her bullshit and things would never have gotten this far. Alternatively, they could have joined right in. It was impossible to tell in hindsight.



What was I supposed to do about these guys, though? I read about them as part of my research after I triggered, but my focus was on their abilities, not on who they were. I probably wouldn’t have found much even if I had been looking for it. As far as I know, they could be like the old Emma, or they could be worse than the new one. There was no way of knowing without trying to befriend them and in order to do that, I needed to open myself up to them. Tell them my worries and my secrets. Make myself vulnerable again. Was I willing to take that risk, after what happened last time?



No. No, I wasn’t. I wouldn’t survive another betrayal. Maybe I should just treat them like colleagues? They’d probably see me as cold or distant, but that’s better than having to live through another bullying campaign.

I overheard a conversation on the other end of the door. Huh, must be the other Wards.



“‘Morning, Aegis.” A new voice said. “Heard we got a new member.”



“We did.” Aegis answered. “She’s inside getting changed.”



“I have to ask…”



“Clockblocker, please don’t.”



“Is she cute?” I blinked. Was that really the first question that came to mind?



Aegis sighed, his mood mirroring my own. “I will not dignify that question with a response.”



“Oh, c’mon! We’re teenagers. That’s supposed to be the first thing on our minds. Besides, we’re the only team on the eastern seaboard with more guys than girls. About time we got some more ladies around here.”



“Well, there’s always Vista and Shadow Stalker…” A third voice said. Must be Kid Win.



“Vista’s like a little sister and Shadow Stalker is…well…Shadow Stalker. I’m not that desperate.”



“What are the new girl’s powers, anyway?” Kid Win asked. “All I heard is that we got a new member.”



I could hear Aegis smirk. “You heard about what happened to Lung?”



Clockblocker answered first. “Yeah. Some new cape crashes an ABB meeting, beats up all his goons, then slices him in half. It’s the talk of the town. Wait, that’s her?”



“Yep.”



I thought I heard Clockblocker whimper a bit. Bet he just realized what he said. “Okay. That’s just great. How much I need to pay you guys to keep your mouth shut?”



“Actually, she’s got super-hearing too.” I could almost hear the grin on Aegis’ face. He loved rubbing it in, didn’t he?



“You’re shitting me.”



“Nope. Hey Taylor,” Aegis whispered “could you knock on the door a few times?” I obliged.



“Well, crap.” Clockblocker must have thought he pissed me off. I didn’t know what to think about that.



“She can also cancel out sound in an area around her. Very good for sneaking around.”



“So basically I’m screwed, right? Guess I have to freeze her and run away screaming like a little girl.”



Kid Win chuckled. “And here he keeps saying there aren’t enough girls on the team…”



Having finished changing, I decided to make my entrance. No point in stalling it any further, unless I wanted to hear more boy-talk. I took a deep breath and steeled myself. I’m just meeting my future team mates. Nothing special. I could do this. “Hi, I’m Taylor. Nice to meet you.”



A boy in red and gold power-armor stepped forward first. “Kid Win, nice to meet you too. Don’t worry about Clockblocker.” He said, pointing at the Ward in white armor with clock motifs. “He’s just busy trying to get his foot out of his mouth.”



Clockblocker chuckled softly. “Yeah, sorry about that. Please don’t do something horrible.”



“Oh? Like what?” I asked.



“Like following me home, breaking into my house, rearranging all the furniture day after day until I go completely insane?”



I blinked. “What.”

 

“So you won’t do that?”



“Uhh, no, I won’t do that.”



“Good. Because that would be a terrible thing to do.”



Not that it was a bad idea, coming to think of it. If I ever fought a villain with OCD, breaking into their homes and rearranging their stuff would seriously mess with their head. I’d have to hold onto that one.



Aegis shook his head. “Don’t mind Clockblocker. He’s always like that.” Then, without warning, he took of his mask. “Hi, I’m Carlos. Before you ask, we’re teammates now.”



Clockblocker was next. “Dennis.”



“And I’m Chris.” Kid Win said. “Nice to meet you.”



I had to admit, I was a little surprised that they were willing to unmask right in front of me. A hero’s secret identity is their best line of defense, both for themselves and their loved ones. I could post this information online or sold it to the highest bidder. I wouldn’t, but they couldn’t have known that. Or maybe they did. The Protectorate has known about my existence for several hours now. With the ridiculous amount of resources available to them, that should have been enough to vet me already. Even if it wasn’t, I’m pretty sure that I’m nowhere near a good enough actress to try and fool someone like Armsmaster or Piggot.



Still, it was a big show of trust. One I appreciated more than I thought I would.



“Now, with that out of the way, let’s get some lunch and get to know each other.” Aegis said.



“Oh, I know just the place.”



To Clockblocker, or Dennis, the best place to have lunch is a fast food joint/Brockton Bay institution named Fugly Bob’s. More specifically, it was the place to be if you wanted to kill your diet and gain a few pounds. They probably didn’t have a single item on the menu that could be considered healthy by any stretch of the imagination. Portions at Fugly Bob’s started at ‘large’ and went up from there. Oh, well, it’s not like I’m in any danger of getting fat any time soon, not with my stick-thin figure. Why, I could probably gain a few pounds.



“…so I played dead like I normally do and she barely reacts! Turns out, she could tell my heart was still beating.” Carlos said, telling the others about what happened earlier today.



“Excuses, excuses.” Dennis replied, taking another bite out of his massive hamburger. Apparently his earlier awkwardness had completely faded.



“What? It’s not my fault she’s got super-hearing.”



“You’re just a crap actor. I’m just better at horrible pranks than you are. Next time, I get to handle the hazing.”



Carlos turned to me and said: “See what I have to deal with? Dennis’ a magnet for paperwork.”



“Yes, we all feel very sorry for you.” Chris muttered.



“What do you think, Taylor?” Carlos asked me. “Mind helping me out here?”



I flinched a little. I never liked being the center of attention and I certainly didn’t like having to pick sides. “Well, you know what his…‘nickname’ is, right? What were you expecting?” A non-committal response, but it was the best I could manage. Socializing has always been hard for me.

 

“That it’s just a phase and he’d grow out of it? Meh, guess that’s too much to hope for.” Carlos shrugged. “But don’t worry, Dennis, you’re next in line. When I graduate, you’ll be in charge. That means all sorts of delightful paperwork, having responsibility, and talking to Piggot every time someone does something wrong.”



“I’ll make sure to be as big a pain in the ass as possible when Carlos’ gone.” Chris was grinning like a madman.



“Oh, have mercy, Chris.” Dennis said, with a false expression of shock on his face.



“Maybe I should come by every now and then. Make sure you’re still having fun.”



“Now that’s just plain villainous.”



Part of me cringed a little seeing the Wards being so openly friendly with each other. It wasn’t that I didn’t expect the Wards to be friends with one another, it’s that they were so up-front about it. While there’s nothing wrong with that per se, if one of us was ever unmasked, how long before we all were? Aren’t superheroes supposed to be a little more careful than this? Secret identity, and all that?



“You’re a quiet one, aren’t you, Taylor?” Chris suddenly said. Great, now I had to say something. How does one answer a question like that anyway? ‘Yeah, I don’t like opening up to other people because I think you’re going to stab me in the back one day?’ That would go over well.



“Well, yes, but…are you sure it’s a good idea to hang out, you know…with our, umm, other job?” Logically, I knew they were just trying to be friends. That didn’t stop me from feeling like I was in a spy movie.



The Wards looked at each other, before Chris said: “You don’t know, don’t you? Few people outside the cape community do.”



“Know what?”



“Unwritten laws?” I shook my head. “Right. Well, capes have rules.”



“Unwritten rules.” Dennis interjected.



“Rules that every cape sticks to, heroes and villains, no matter what. It’s one of the few things that keeps the US from going turning into a giant parahuman warzone. Example: you don’t go after someone’s secret identity. Ever.”

“You may have noticed that villains rarely get unmasked after they’ve been arrested, right?” Carlos said. “That’s not just a courtesy or to protect a villain’s family. We do that because if we don’t respect the villains’ secret identities, they won’t respect ours. If we start outing the bad guys en masse, what’s to keep them from doing the same to us?”



“But they’re villains.” I argued. “They wouldn’t be villains if they played by the rules.”



Dennis chuckled. “Absolutely, but this is different. Villains generally aren’t team players but if one of them breaks the unwritten laws, they will be dogpiled to death. Trust me, I’ve seen it. Way things work around here, the people doing the outing are usually worse off than the people being outed.”



“What Dennis means is that you don’t need to worry too much about people finding out our secret identities.” Carlos explained. “Even if someone did, they wouldn’t be able to do anything with the information without screwing themselves over. Going after a cape’s family, especially a Ward’s, is a death sentence. If they’re lucky, we get the bastard first and throw them in the slammer for a long time. It they aren’t, the villains will take it as an excuse to get rid of a potential rival. Permanently.”



“In other words, our civilian identities can still be friends.” Chris reassured. “In fact, we’d like to be.”



That shook me, more than it probably shook. “Really?” I mentally slapped myself. What kind of loser is surprised when someone offers to be their friend?



“Why not? You seem like one of the good guys.”



“I just…” Words flapped out of my mouth. I needed to shut up. There was nothing I could say that wouldn’t make me sound like a social reject. If I said nothing, though… “I’m not used to this. I get bullied in school…a lot. I triggered because a bunch of girls trapped me in a locker and left me to rot. Everyone stays away from me because they’re afraid they’ll get bullied too.” God, I sounded pathetic. “I’m sorry, this is ridiculous. I shouldn’t bother you with my problems.”



The Wards looked at each other before coming to some sort of silent consensus.



“That’s okay. You’re not the only one with problems, Taylor.” Chris said. “Just talk with someone about it or you’ll go nuts.”



“And I’ll end up with rearranged furniture.”



“Dennis…”



“It’s not actually a bad idea.” I added. “There’s got to be at least one villain we can scare out of town that way.”



Carlos visibly groaned. I bet he could already see the mountain of paperwork a stunt like that would generate. “Now you’ve done it.” He muttered. The guys and I shared a laugh at his expense. It…actually felt good. I got the impression that the Wards understood me, to some extent. They genuinely wanted to be my friend. I felt like an ass for being so suspicious. I might have had my reasons, but that didn’t mean I should treat everyone as a potential danger. Sometimes, the other shoe just doesn’t drop.



 

When we walked back to base, I couldn’t help but notice that I was walking a little taller.
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“Ghettoblaster!”

 

“No.”

 

Coming up with a good, heroic cape name is hard.

 

“Sonic Ninja!”

 

“No.”

 

On the one hand, I wanted a name that inspires something that at least resembled respect. Something that others will look up to. As a Ward, I needed to be a symbol and a good name is a big part of that. On the other hand, I don’t want a name that give people the impression that I’m something I’m not. I’ve fretted for months trying to find that perfect balance and failed. Now, I finally had some help from some people with a lot more experience in this.

 

“Soundmaster!”

 

“For god’s sake, Dennis, please shut up.” Kid Win groaned.

 

In retrospect, asking someone who called himself Clockblocker for help probably wasn’t a good idea.

 

“Oh, c’mon! The girl’s a badass. She needs a proper, badass cape name. How about Screamer?”

 

“Already looked that one up.” I finally chimed in. “Former member of the Slaughterhouse Nine.”

 

“See, Dennis?” Chris said. “This is why we can’t let you name things. It’s actually part of the regs.”

 

“No, it isn’t.”

 

“How would you know? You never read them.”

 

“Touché.”

 

Suddenly Carlos cleared his throat. “How about Banshee? An Irish spirit associated with screaming.”

 

I thought about it for a minute. Banshee. It had a nice ring to it. While it wasn’t as heroic-sounding as I would have liked, at least it wasn’t completely corny. With my powerset being best suited for sneaking around, naming myself after a spirit made sense.

 

Chris looked the name up on his computer. “Hmm. It’s not taken, and I don’t think the PR guys will object too much. Taylor?”

 

Banshee. I smiled. “Sounds good. I like it.”

 

A pair of heavy footfalls came through the door. I turned to the newcomer: a figure clad in black armor and a black cloak. “So, who’s the…new…girl…”

 

My heart froze. That voice. I recognized that voice. But it couldn’t be her. There’s no way in hell she could be a Ward.

 

“Oh, there you are.” Aegis said. “Shadow Stalker, meet…”

 

“Taylor Hebert.” Shadow Stalker interrupted. She removed her mask and I recognized her immediately. It was Sophia Hess. Shadow Stalker was Sophia Hess. “Is this some sort of joke? Did Piggot put you up to this? Trying to lure me out?!”

 

“Hold on there, Sophia, what’s…” Aegis turned to me and asked: “You two have a history?”

 

My hands were shaking. Was I angry? Afraid? Disappointed? I didn’t know. It was as if all my emotions decided to take a time out, lock themselves in a room and debate on what I should be doing. “She turned my best friend against me. Made the past two years a living hell.” The words slowly flowed out of my mouth. There was only a hint on anger in my voice. I don’t know how I was able to stay this calm. “She pushed me in a locker filled with rotten tampons and left me to die. I was in a coma for a week.”

 

“You can’t prove that!” Sophia yelled. She sounded…defensive. Or was it afraid?

 

Aegis shook his head. “Sophia, you know I’m not the one to swear in public, but what the fuck were you thinking?!”

 

How had she even managed to get this close without me noticing? Sophia had a distinct footfall and voice. By now, I should have been able to hear her coming several hallways away. It had saved my ass in school a dozen times by now. How could I have missed this? Then it hit me: I wasn’t paying attention. I thought I was safe.

 

I’d deluded myself into thinking I was safe.

 

“Oh, you’re taking her word over mine?” Sophia angrily growled.

 

“One: I know you. Two: I’m not a complete retard. Three: If you hadn’t done anything wrong, why get so defensive? I’m sorry, but I have to tell Armsmaster and Piggot about this.”

 

By now, I wasn’t even paying attention to the conversation anymore. Part of me wanted to hit her. Another part was chastising me for not wearing my armor. Another just wanted to run away, to scream and cry. Even here, I couldn’t escape the bullies. That sense of relief and freedom I had was just an illusion. Another joke the universe played on me.

 

“What, so they can throw me aside for that weak, pissy crybaby over there?!” Suddenly, Clockblocker started laughing. “The fuck’s so funny?!”

 

“He’s laughing because you just nominated yourself for a Darwin Award.” Kid Win answered. “That ‘weak, pissy crybaby’ nearly offed Lung on her first night out.”

 

“Bullshit.”

 

Without warning, Armsmaster stomped in the room. He seemed very angry. “Hmm. I’d hoped to catch you two sooner. Aegis, Shadow Stalker. With me. Now.” He commanded. The sheer presence of his voice shook me out of my thoughts. “Taylor, I would appreciate it if you didn’t do anything rash.”

My hands were still shaking. My mind wasn’t doing much better. I wanted…I needed to do something, to say anything…but I had nothing to say. I turned around and walked away.

 

At least I managed to find an empty room before my emotions finally caught up with me. I started sobbing and before long I was weeping, screaming incoherently while pounding my fists against the wall. It wasn’t fair. Why should someone like Sophia get powers? Why should she get to be a hero? Why does everything in my life get corrupted by bullies?

 

Why wouldn’t they just leave me alone?

 

My legs gave way and I collapsed on the ground. My tears were flowing freely. Goddammit, Sophia had been right. I was weak. I should have stood up to her. I shouldn’t have run away like I always did. Except I couldn’t, because I’m a fucking coward. What was I even thinking? Me, a hero? I couldn’t even fight high school bullies.

 

The door opened and Chris hesitantly stepped through. “Did you know?” I snarled, before chastising myself for it. I was angry at a lot of people, myself included, but not at him. Chris was…alright. Dennis and Carlos too. As much as I wanted to lash out, I couldn’t bring myself to be angry at them.

 

“Your knuckles are bleeding.”

 

“I’m fine.”

 

“There’s blood on the wall…”

 

“Did you know?”

 

Kid Win finally relented. “That Sophia’s a bitch, well, yes. It’s kinda obvious. That she’d done something like this, though, no. If I had, I’d have shot her myself. Or told the director.”

 

“Right, and now she’ll get a slap on the wrist like she always does.”

 

Chris frowned. “Is that what happened at school?”

 

“That’s what always happens. She has looks, talents, connections. I don’t. Director’s just going to say that I don’t have any evidence and send Sophia on her way. Like hell she’s going to take my word over hers.”

 

“You don’t know the director.”

 

I laughed mirthlessly. Like it even mattered. Piggot was someone in power. She’s no different than all the others. “I can’t work with Sophia and if she has to choose between a veteran Ward and me…”

 

Kid Win chuckled. “Like I said, you don’t know the director. I’m not going to pretend that Piggot isn’t a cold, ruthless hardass who will do anything to get the job done, but there’s one thing she can’t stand. She absolutely hates parahumans who think they’re better than normals because they happen to have powers. What Sophia did is basically just that. Trust me, her time with the Brockton Bay Wards is pretty much over. She was on thin ice already.” I wanted to say something in response, but I couldn’t find the words. He wouldn’t understand anyway. “Big question is: What are you going to do now?”

 

“I don’t know? How high’s the rig?”

 

He shifted nervously. “Right. What I meant was: Can we still convince you to stay?”

 

“Why would you even want me to? How am I supposed to fight supervillains if I can’t even deal with a bully?”

 

“Because high school is a living hell compared to the real world.” I shot Chris and angry glare. “What, you think you’re the only one who’s got problems? When I triggered, I wanted to be just like Hero, you know, the first tinker. Problem is, I suck at math, which is really bad when you’re a tinker trying to calculate power output levels. I spent my first few months as a Ward trying to writing programs that do my number crunching for me. Even then, it’s hard for me to build anything more complex than a laser rifle.” I guess he did have problems. Great, and now I feel like a whiny, insensitive bitch. “Wait, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. It’s just…none of us are perfect, okay. I know the PRT likes to tell people that we’re infallible, shining supermen, but we’re not. We’re all screwed up in some way, but that doesn’t stop us from trying.”

 

I was very quiet for a while. “I want…I just want one thing in my life to go right, for once.”

 

“Then let’s work this out. Believe me, Sophia will get what’s coming to her. If she isn’t thrown in jail or reassigned to Antarctica then, well, let’s just say that bullies have few friends when they need them most.” I let that sink in for a moment. Chris seemed like he genuinely wanted to help me. Then again, so did Mr. Glady and he was just covering his own ass in the end. I wasn’t feeling very trusting right now. Chris’ phone rang. “It’s the director. She wants to see you.”

 

 

I nodded and followed.
					
				


13. [Interlude]


					
					Chapter 2-Interlude

 

When Triumph graduated to the Protectorate, he’d given his second-in-command advice on how to run the Wards. The most valuable lesson he’d taught was that a good leader always knows his subordinates. He should understand what motivates them, what makes them tick, and, ideally, what they’re thinking. Carlos had done his best to take those lessons to heart. He had gone out of his way to befriend, or at least understand, the people he was now responsible for.

 

Yet, in spite of his best efforts, he’d never seen this coming.

 

Shadow Stalker had always been a problem. While Carlos didn’t know exactly what she’d done, he knew that she wasn’t in the Wards by choice. Rumor had it that she was a brutal vigilante and was arrested after pinning a gangster to a wall with her crossbows. The guy nearly died. Apparently, through some legal shenanigans, the girl managed to get off relatively light: a probationary membership in the Wards. Most people would have taken this as a sign and clean up their act. But then again, Sophia Hess was not most people. She was tolerable on her good days. On her bad ones…Clockblocker had called her a vicious psychopathic bitch with a murder complex more than once. Carlos never would, if only because he was supposed to set a good example to his subordinates. That didn’t mean he wasn’t thinking it.

 

In spite of his misgivings, he still tried to reach out to her, but with little success. Sophia remained vicious and antisocial, however badly he wanted to change her. It was hard to reach out to someone who looked down on anyone that wasn’t as aggressive as she was. The only remotely positive interactions he had with the girl was during sparing, if only because Shadow Stalker didn’t need to hold back against him. Those were the only times where she seemed in her element: two fighters in a contest of strength. It was a disturbing, but at least he was able to make some sort of contact.

 

Now, following Armsmaster, he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d done enough. Should he have pushed harder? Should he have seen the signs sooner? Should he have been able to prevent this? Carlos knew that in the end, few would end up blaming him for what happened. After all, it was obvious to anyone with a remote understanding of human psychology that there was something fundamentally wrong with Shadow Stalker. Something that a seventeen-year-old should never have been expected to fix. Also, the bullying against Taylor happened at Winslow High, a place where Carlos never went to outside of publicity events. The Protectorate couldn’t have expected him to visit the Wards’ schools like some fussy mother, especially when Winslow High hadn’t ringed any alarm bells yet. All in all, this mess probably wouldn’t turn into a black mark on his record. It should have been handled by the Protectorate or the PRT, not him.

 

It didn’t make him feel any better though.

 

He already liked Taylor, even though they’ve only just met. He liked her because she genuinely wanted to be a hero. Most aspiring Wards join because they think it’s an adventure or because they want to be just like their childhood superhero. Taylor, on the other hand…if the reports were right, she went after Lung to save some children she never met. In Carlos’ mind, that was more than enough to make her one of the good guys.

 

That said, she wasn’t without her issues. Taylor was incredibly shy, socially awkward, and generally didn’t speak unless someone directly asked her a question. It almost felt like communicating with people her age didn’t come naturally to her. In retrospect, Carlos could understand why. After a while, though, she started to open up a little. The ice began to break. Then Shadow Stalker entered the room and ruined everything. Next he knew, she was walking away with a look on her face that could only be described as shock.

 

Carlos looked at Sophia and couldn’t for the life of him figure out what she had been thinking. The bullying itself wasn’t all that surprising; after all, she was a vicious psychopathic bitch with a murder complex. What did boggle his mind was that she’d even try while she was still on probation. If, or rather when, the truth came out, she’d go straight back to jail. Was taking out her frustrations on some random, innocent girl so important that she’d risk everything to do it? Was she really that crazy?

 

Part of him didn’t want to know the answer.

 

Another part of him simply didn’t care anymore. Carlos liked to think that he was a patient man, but that patience had its limits. Excessive violence against a gangster is one thing, willingly bullying an innocent classmate until they went through a trigger event was another altogether. Could he legitimately call himself a hero if he had someone like Shadow Stalker on his team? Would the Wards still be able to trust her at all when they find out what she did?

 

For what was probably the first time in his career, he was hoping that Piggot was in a bad mood and would come down hard on one of this teammates. As he followed Armsmaster and Sophia into the director’s office, he realized that he wouldn’t be disappointed: three PRT officers with tasers and containment foam, along with a very upset looking director. Carlos gulped. One should be careful in what they wish for.

 

For now, Piggot’s glare was fixed on Sophia. While the director’s expression was usually even enough to hide her emotions, Carlos knew better. The eyes were a dead giveaway, or rather the glowing, apocalyptic rage that flowed from them. The last time Piggot was this angry was when she heard that Lung had come into town and beaten the entire Protectorate team to a pulp. That had not been a nice evening.

 

“Did you know we like to do a thorough background check on aspiring Wards?” The director spoke. “Or at least we try to, anyway. Usually, we find signs of abuse of some kind and deal with it the best we can. People don’t generally trigger unless something bad happens to you, so that’s to be expected. What I didn’t expect is finding out that the one causing the abuse is one of our own Wards!” Piggot raised her voice. She didn’t quite shout, but it wasn’t like she needed to. The authority she represented carried enough weight on its own. Even Sophia respected it to an extent. “Some of my officers had a little chat with the teachers of Winslow High. It took a little persuading, but eventually they spilled the beans. Turn out that they’ve been turning a blind eye to some of your…activities.”

 

Sophia gritted her teeth. “I had nothing to do with…”

 

“I wasn’t finished.” The director calmly interrupted. “What the staff told us about you was…disquieting. General anti-social behavior to anyone outside your little circle of friends, an extensive and unprovoked bullying campaign, and don’t even get me started on the so-called locker incident.”

 

“That whiny little bitch is lying! She’s…”

 

“Denying it is pointless, Sophia. My officers are trained to interrogate supervillains with Thinker and Master ratings. They can handle a few schoolteachers. That, and Armsmaster’s lie-detector is rarely wrong.” Piggot shook her head. “I’d have thought better of you if you had the common decency to come clean. This…This is just pathetic.” Carlos saw the anger in Sophia’s eyes. If there was anything Shadow Stalker really hated, it’s someone saying that she’s weak in any way. “I’m through protecting you, Sophia. I’m done pretending that you’re strong enough to take care of yourself when you obviously aren’t. Don’t even think your little friend Emma or her father can save you either. I doubt either of them will want to be associated with someone like you if this comes out.”

 

Sophia just sat there, stewing in rage. Carlos wasn’t sure what to think. The director didn’t so much as take a breath without a plan. She wouldn’t push someone’s buttons unless there was a reason. Was she hoping that Sophia would lash out? Trying to calm the situation down, he said: “If I may, director, what happens now?”

 

“That depends on the Heberts. If they decide to take pity on Sophia and let us handle this internally, maybe we can keep her out of jail. I’ll pull some strings and have her reassigned to a Simurgh quarantine zone for the rest of her tenure in the Wards.” In spite of the director’s tone, being assigned to a quarantine zone was probably just as bad as a prison sentence. For the most part, it was guard duty, patrolling the walls surrounding the victims of the world’s greatest telepath. To someone like Sophia, it would probably be a living hell: nothing to do and no one to shoot for months on end. It wasn’t unheard of for particularly unruly capes to be sent there for some ‘reeducation’. “If the Heberts don’t…” Piggot left the implied threat hanging. Everyone else could fill in the blanks.

 

“So you’re dumping me for some weak little shit!” The girl exclaimed.

 

The director didn’t bat an eyelash. “If that’s how you want to see it, then yes. Miss Hebert singlehandedly took out Lung on her first night out. I suppose that makes her significantly more powerful than you are. If removing you is the price I need to get her on board, I don’t mind paying it. Don’t kid yourself, though. No matter what Taylor decides, I’d have ‘dumped’ you for this anyway. Quite frankly, you’ve become more trouble than you’re worth.” Sophia was visibly fuming at this point. Carlos had no idea where she’d found the self-restraint not to attack Piggot. Strangely enough, the director seemed almost disappointed that she had. He now knew for sure that Piggot was deliberately pushing Sophia’s buttons. But why? He noticed Armsmaster finicking with his halberd and the PRT officers clutching on their tasers. Then it hit Carlos: they were hoping Sophia would attack. If she had, the PRT would have a legitimate excuse to send her away with the pare minimum of political fallout. After all, the headline ‘Shadow Stalker Goes to Prison After Attacking Director’ sounds a lot better in the paper than ‘Ward Bullies Innocent Girl for Two Years, PRT Does Nothing’.

 

Part of him wanted to be impressed by the director’s cunning. Another wasn’t so sure. Is it right to goad someone like this?

 

It was a moot point, however. Sophia didn’t take the bait. She just glared at Piggot in silence. “Good call, girl.” The director said, hiding her disappointment surprisingly well. “Massani, Williams, Faulks. Take miss Hess to the holding cells. For all our sakes, make sure she and Hebert don’t cross paths.” 

 

Massani grabbed Sophia and force-marched out of the door while muttering something along the lines of ‘please, just gimme a reason’ to her. The door closed, and Carlos found himself at the center of attention.

 

“This is a disaster.” The director finally said. “I knew Shadow Stalker would be a head-ache from the start, but this is about as close to a worst-case scenario as I feared.”

 

Carlos nodded. “For what it’s worth, as team leader of the Wards, I take full responsibility for Sophia’s actions.”

 

“No, you won’t.” Piggot said, shaking her head. “If you capes had the ability to police themselves, the PRT wouldn’t need to exist. Sophia will be held responsible for her own mistakes. However, that is not my primary concern. The fact that this incident may cost us a powerful teenage hero is. Aegis, you’ve talked to her yourself. Will we be able to convince miss Hebert to stay?”

 

“With all due respect, director, I’ve only known her for a few hours. You can’t possibly expect me to know that for sure.”

 

“In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. Humor me.”

 

Carlos sighed. “I think Taylor’s already made up her mind and that nothing you say will change it. You’re authority. She expects you to sit on the sidelines doing nothing while others make her life miserable and you’ve completely lived up to that expectation.” When he realized just what he had said, Carlos respectfully added: “Ma’m.”

 

Piggot narrowed her eyes. “That is a very…oversimplified interpretation of an extremely complex series of events.”

 

“But not an entirely wrong one.” Armsmaster added. “We should have kept a closer eye on Shadow Stalker. At the very least, we shouldn’t have delegated that task to Winslow High. Clearly, they’re either incompetent or simply don’t care enough about their students’ welfare to interfere. The fact that we hadn’t looked into the matter sooner reflects badly on all of us.”

 

“That doesn’t bring us any closer in convincing her to stay.” The director sighed. “Aside from the PR nightmare, we can’t afford to have a high-powered cape like her operating around outside our control. She is a destabilizing element and things are tenuous enough as it is. So, Aegis, I ask you again: how, if possible, do we regain Taylor’s trust, or at the very least make sure she doesn’t shout this from the rooftops and drag our reputation through the mud?”

 

“You could always remind her that you can get her out of Winslow High…” Carlos said, shrugging. “If that doesn’t work I think you should tell her the truth. All of it. Why Shadow Stalker was hired, why she was allowed to go to school, and why Taylor needs to keep her mouth shut. She’s probably too smart and too paranoid to fall for anything else.” He felt a little dirty talking about this; trying to manipulate a girl to cover up their own mistake. Heroes were supposed to be above this sort of thing, but Carlos knew the realities of cape life too well to be surprised. A story about a Ward misbehaving like Sophia did would cost the Protectorate a lot of public support, especially when the victim is an innocent schoolgirl. The superheroes simply couldn’t afford to have this go public. “Can’t believe we’re actually trying to bribe someone.”

 

“The only other solution is ‘jump in and hope for the best’. This one has a higher chance of success.” The director sighed. “We need to act now, or we might lose her forever. Is Hebert still on the base?”

 

“Kid Win went after her. If she wasn’t, he’d have called me already.”

 

“Very well. Get Taylor and her father here. Here’s hoping we won’t have another supervillain running around by the end of the day.”

 

A/N I was just thinking: I have a Starcraft story on FanFiction.net that sort of ground to a halt a few months ago. Would it be considered socially acceptable if I started another thread here for that? Since the story is the size of a large novel (seriously, it is), I’m wondering if it would be okay to just start a new thread with a link and a short explanation rather than crashing the forum with a 300K words long post.

I was thinking about starting the story up again and I’d like some more feedback and discussion.
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					Chapter 2-9

 

I was at a loss. 

 

So much has happened in the last two days, and I couldn’t wrap my head around it anymore. I nearly died. I became a superhero. I had friends, hope, and something to be proud off. Now? Now I didn’t know anymore.

 

I hate Sophia. I hate her and anyone associated with her. Part of me wanted to burn every bridge with the PRT I had. To run to the director’s office and punch Piggot’s lights out, consequences be damned. Another part didn’t want to go that far just yet. Why, I wondered. Why am I not running away from these people? Sophia fucking Hess was on their team, dammit! How could anyone work with someone like her and call themselves a hero, knowing what she’s capable off? It doesn’t make any sense. The PRT would have to be run by supervillains or complete morons for them to even consider working with an unrepentant bully. 

 

Maybe the answer was right in front of me. Maybe they really didn’t know. After all, the bullying usually stopped the moment I left the school premises. If the school never said anything for fear of Emma’s father, the PRT would never have known. If they didn’t know…

 

I shook my head. When had I become this analytical? A Ward had hurt me, and I couldn’t bring myself to hate the people responsible for her behavior. I was looking for excuses for them. Was this part of my power too? I remember keeping my cool surprisingly well when I fought Lung. Maybe that same mentality was bleeding into my civilian life. Or maybe I had been hurt so often that I no longer cared. That pain had become the norm and anything else too strange to even consider. What does that say about me?

 

Exactly on what level of fucked up am I?

 

I did my best to dry my tears. I’d probably look like a mess, but honestly, I was beyond caring. Even if Piggot really had no idea what was happening to me the past few months, she should know how much her inaction hurt me. Assuming she even cared. Even then, what am I supposed to do? If I walked away, I’d have to go back to Winslow and face Emma again and…

 

My dad was waiting for me just outside the director’s office. His face looked perfectly neutral, but his heartbeat told a very different story. I hoped he hadn’t shouted anyone down or got in trouble. He had a temper, after all. “A moment alone with my daughter, please.” He told Kid Win. The hero respectfully nodded and gave us some privacy.

 

“They told you.”

 

“Yes. Oh, god, I’m so sorry. If I’d known…”

 

“You couldn’t have. This isn’t your fault.” I reassured him.

 

“I know, but that doesn’t change the fact that it shouldn’t have happened.”

 

I nodded. “They aren’t all like Sophia. Some of the Wards are really nice, and…you didn’t do anything yet, right?”

 

“You mean like shouting at the director and telling her you’d join the Wards over my dead body? No. God help me, I wanted to, but I didn’t. This is your choice and I’m not going to make it for you.”

 

“Good. I…I want to hear what the director has to say first. Then I’ll make a decision.”

 

My dad chuckled. “You really need to stop sounding like your mother.” He said, before fixing my hair a little. “C’mon, let’s go.”

 

We walked through the door and the director motioned us towards our seats. She looked…grim. Tired too. Armsmaster just stood in a corner, looking more than a little frustrated. I got the distinct impression that they were as upset about this situation as I was.

 

The director spoke first. “Let me start off by saying that I’m truly sorry this happened. Shadow Stalker was our responsibility and we…failed to keep her under control.”

 

“How?” My dad asked. “We aren’t talking a small prank or a little teasing. Systemic abuse for nearly two years, trapping someone into a locker…I’m not an expert when it comes to law, but what Sophia Hess did to my daughter couldn’t have been legal. How can someone like her even join the Wards? Are you that desperate?”

 

“Yes, we are.” Armsmaster said, ignoring the murderous glare Piggot gave him. “Villains outnumber us two to one. That number gets even worse when we take Protectorate losses against the Endbringers into account. If we want to keep our city safe, we need everyone we can get.”

 

“Armsmaster…” The director warned. 

 

“We took a gamble with Shadow Stalker, and we lost. We gave her more freedom than she could handle and Taylor is the one who paid the price. At the very least, we owe them an honest explanation.” Armsmaster turned to me and said: “Sophia Hess used to be a vigilante. One day, she got too violent and nearly killed someone by pinning them to a wall with her crossbow. We arrested her soon afterwards and gave her a choice: either she went to juvenile detention or join the Wards as a probationary member. She chose the latter.”

 

“Probationary membership? What makes you think she even deserves that?” I asked.

 

“Because she had a character witnesses who said, under oath, that Sophia just wanted to clean up the streets and that she never meant to do the damage she did.” The director answered. “A situation not unlike your own, if you don’t mind me saying.” I suppressed the urge to glare.

 

Wait, character witness? Sophia didn’t have many friends. Unless… “One of the character witness didn’t happen to be named Emma Barnes, right?”

 

Piggot twitched, just a little. “Suffice it to say that the witness may not have been so reliable in hindsight. Regardless, we’d rather have Sophia working for us with some restrictions than sending her to juvie and risk having her turn villain the instant she gets out of prison. Also, I would like you to know that even I don’t have the political clout to accuse a respected family of perjury without ironclad evidence.”

 

“I see.” It sounded like the director was all but forced to take Sophia on without knowing what she really was. They tried fixing her, but it didn’t work. I wanted to believe her, but I got the distinct impressing that she was just running damage control and telling me what I wanted to hear.

 

“What about the locker incident?” Dad said angrily. “Surely that must have been the last straw.”

 

“Winslow never mentioned it to us.” This…actually sounded like the truth.

 

“What…” My father couldn’t quite believe what he was hearing. “But they told me that…”

 

“Sophia got away with it because she is a Ward.” Armsmaster interrupted. “Schools want superheroes, Mr. Hebert. A Ward presence usually means that the gangs can’t move openly without risking Protectorate retaliation. They make the school safer just by being there. I’m sure you can understand that the Winslow staff would do almost anything to keep Sophia, even if it means having to cope with her behavior.”

 

“So Winslow just looked the other way because Sophia was more valuable than my daughter?!”

 

“In all likelihood, yes.” The hero bluntly said.

 

“And you people don’t even bother to double-check?!”

 

“We can’t do that without spying on our own people.” The director said. “Legally speaking, that is very difficult, even with someone on probation. On top of that, most Wards tend to object to being treated like criminals. Trying anyway usually does more harm than good. We had no choice but to rely on Winslow High. Your trust wasn’t the only one they betrayed, Taylor.”

 

I could hear my father’s teeth grind together. “So, what happens now?” I asked.

 

“I’m going to sue them.” Dad growled. “Maybe the PRT isn’t accountable, but Winslow certainly is.”

 

“I…would actually prefer that you didn’t.” Piggot said, carefully choosing her words.

 

“You want me to let them get away with it?!” My father said, angrily.

 

“Of course not. I just want you to understand the ramifications of such an action. If you do this, Shadow Stalker’s secret identity will almost certainly be compromised, not to mention your daughter’s. I don’t need to tell you what that means for the both of you, or the Hess family. You would risk everything for a minimal gain.” 

 

If I wasn’t doing it before, I was seriously considering punching the director now. Still, she was right. If we couldn’t beat Emma in a court of law, we certainly wouldn’t stand a chance against Winslow High. Even if we won (which we probably wouldn’t), what would we get out of it? A formal apology, some money, and satisfaction? In the mean time, we’d probably be broke, Sophia’s family would be endangered, and I’d have lost my chance of ever being a superhero. No, it wouldn’t be worth it. “So, what’s going to happen to her?”

 

“We’re going to handle this internally. I will probably send her to a Simurgh quarantine zone. We have people there that specialize in ‘reeducating’ unruly superheroes. Best case scenario: she’ll realize what she did to you and become a hero worthy of the title. Even if she doesn’t, she’ll be trapped in an inescapable hell, surrounded by very unpleasant people who will beat her down on the slightest provocation. To me, that sounds like the closest thing to karmic justice you’re going to get.” I nodded in response. In spite of everything, I still wanted to be a superhero. The PRT and the Wards…they had their flaws, but they never claimed otherwise. Like Massani said, capes were people too, for better or for worse. I wasn’t naïve enough to think that the Wards were infallible. When I didn’t say anything, the director added: “Look, I’m angry too. My job is to keep parahumans from bullying normals and what happened to you is exactly what I’m afraid of. Worse still, Sophia would have gotten away with it if it weren’t for an extremely improbable series of events that led you to us. Needless to say, we will be watching unruly capes a lot more closely now to make sure that this sort of thing never happens.”

 

“What about Emma?” I asked. If anything, she deserves punishment as much as Sophia did.

 

“Miss Barnes is…beyond my reach, I’m afraid. We can’t go after her directly without outing Sophia in the process…”

 

“…and I can’t go after her because of my ‘lack of evidence’.” I sighed. “I just want the bullying to end.”

 

“And it will.” Piggot said. “I will still have you transferred to Arcadia High, even if you decide not to join the Wards. Consider it an apology for not reassigning miss Hess to Antarctica sooner.” For once, I was willing to believe her. She was still running damage control, though. I could almost guess her next line. “That said, we still want you in the Wards.”

 

“Even if you know that I won’t fully trust you?”

 

“I’ve worked with worse.”

 

I believed her. I knew that ever word she said and every concession she made was just to keep me from talking to the press and causing a PR disaster. Still, there wasn’t a lot I could do. Walking away and doing nothing would just put me back in the same shit situation. Declaring war on the PRT would end badly for me and my father. Coming after Winslow or the Barnes family wouldn’t be much better. All in all, I still genuinely wanted to be a hero and the other Wards…Even if I couldn’t really trust Piggot, I was willing to trust them. God help me, I needed this too badly.

 

“The bullies…they’ve pretty much taken everything from me.” I said. “I can’t let them take this too.”

 

The director smiled. “Then I hope there won’t be any more surprises like this, for both our sakes.”

 

We left about an hour later after finishing up the paperwork. The PRT would handle the rest, they said. Good. I was drained, physically and emotionally. The past few days have been dizzying and now that I was a superhero…I didn’t know what to think anymore. I should be happy. I’ve accomplished my goal of becoming a hero and finally rid myself of the bullies. Why did I still feel like crap?

 

As we were sitting in the rear seat of the plumbing van, Dad put his arm around me. “Hey, you okay, kiddo?”

 

“No. No, I’m not.”

 

“Why?”

 

I looked out the window, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m a coward. Piggot was just feeding me a load of shit to get me to stay, and I went along with it because I’m too scared to go back to Winslow.”

 

Dad looked at me thoughtfully. “I don’t think so. If you were really a coward, you wouldn’t have gone out in the middle of the night to beat up Lung. You wouldn’t have tried to talk me into this. You’re a lot stronger than you think, Taylor. Just like your mother. If she were here, she would have been so proud of what you’re doing.”

 

I wanted to believe him. I really do. Not sure if I could, though. “Thanks Dad.” 

 

“Hey, I’ll always be there for you. Remember that.”

 

I smiled in response. At least Dad was a good thing in my life that no one could touch.
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					Chapter 2-Interlude 2



Money is power, as the old adage goes.



History has proven it correct time and time again. You can get anything you want with wealth, provided you have enough of it. Power, influence, friends, even lives are ultimately for sale. It is a principle on which the Corpus Merchant Cults have been founded and prospered for centuries. One might even call it a law of nature. Others might call it gospel.



Frohd Bek never considered himself quite so dramatic. As a member of the Corpus Board of Directors, he didn’t have the time to view his money in a near religious light like his underlings often did. In his opinion, spirituality was an easy way to control the masses, but a man of his station should be above such things. Besides, beliefs often got in the way of pragmatism and Bek didn’t get to where he was by being inflexible. That, and seeing your money as sacred often kept you from spending it and enjoying the finer things in life.



Things like a delightful glass of wine.



The door to his office opened and his head of intelligence stormed through, brandishing a datapad. Normally, Bek would have objected to such a rude interruption, but when a woman like Kyria Zoram decides to grace someone with her presence, even the Void itself wouldn’t be able to stop her. “Your reports, as agreed upon.” She said, her voice impassive as ever. “Financial data of your competitors, predicted vectors of the Technocyte infestation, and Grineer troop movements are inside.”

“Please, Kyria, sit down. Why don’t you enjoy a glass of wine with me.” It was more than a common courtesy, of course. Wealth meant status amongst the Corpus, and fine wine was incredibly rare these days, especially one of such quality as this. A man of his stature was entitled to showing off, after all.



The woman took the glass without a word. She tasted it, then visibly began examining it with her mind, like she did with everything else. “This is a natural wine. Grown on actual soil, rather than the product of a hydroponics plant or a synthesizer. How did you get this?”



“I am a very wealthy man, miss Zoram.”



The answer wasn’t enough. “There’re only a few places in the System fertile enough to grow grapes and neither you nor your allies own any of them. Even if you did, you wouldn’t be sharing something this precious with someone like me. Unless…You’ve been making deals without telling me, haven’t you?”



Bek smirked in response. She was always a smart one. “It was a gift from a mutual acquaintance.”



“Alad V.” The woman replied after a while. There was no hint of doubt in her voice. “You are still in business with that madman.”



“Do you question my decisions, dear?”



“With all due respect, sir, he is unstable.”



Bek shrugged. “Brilliant men often are.”



“Brilliant or not, he nearly got us all killed. You know he acquired live Tenno for his experiments and tried to hide it from the Grineer. In doing so, he violated a decades-year old agreement with the Empire that all Tenno are to be handed over to the Empire for destruction. I had to call in every favor I had to keep those homicidal maniacs from declaring open war over this.”



Bek involuntarily clenched his fist. The Gradivus Incident, as it was being called, was one of the greatest crises the Corpus had ever faced. Alad V had earned himself the ire of the Empire by taking what they considered their ‘property’ on Mars and the Grineer Queens sent the brutal General Sargas Ruk to take it back. Both sides bribed the Tenno to fight for their side, often to deadly effect on the receiving party. Alad offered the enigmatic warriors wealth along with freedom for the civilian population on Mars. Ruk said he’d give the Tenno a chance to steal their brethren back. The resulting slaughter lasted for weeks and cost both sides billions of credits in resources.

In the end, the Tenno were the only real victors: Alad was forced into hiding and most of his ‘test subjects’ were recovered, but General Ruk’s army had been crippled and the Grineer were forced to withdraw from Mars soon after. The question of whether or not the Tenno had planned this from the beginning still kept many analysts awake at night.



“Alad took a foolish gamble.” Bek concluded. “The Tenno are far too dangerous and the Grineer Empire far too profitable to provoke. Nevertheless, I would be an idiot to let an intelligence such as his go to waste.”



“In spite of the fact that Alad unleashed the infestation on one of your fleets to cover his escape…”



“A small loss. One that has already been more than compensated for. All I had to do was to provide the Tenno with some pocket change and the directions to Alad’s last known location. My quarterly returns barely took notice.”



“I see.” Kyria said, in resignation. She knew better than to think she could change her boss’s mind, after all. Not when money was involved. “How did he even escape? From what I can tell, the Tenno were unusually determined to kill him. I can’t imagine him lasting more a week on the run, unless he found a way to tunnel to an adjacent universe…”



“Yes, that is a good question, isn’t it?” He replied with a grin.



“So he did…” Zoram didn’t seem that surprised. Annoyed, but not surprised. “Throw me to the Void and leave me penniless. The rumors were true after all.”

Bek narrowed his eyes. Working with Alad V at all was extremely dangerous. Kyria hadn’t been wrong in that regard. He had done everything he could to keep his business dealings with the outcast a secret, going so far as to hide it even from anyone who didn’t need to know, including her. Apparently, he hadn’t hidden it well enough. “You never mentioned anything.”



“I get dozens of fantastic sightings thrown on my desk every single day. I’m not going to bother you with stories of Alad V travelling to a mystical place called ‘Earth Bet’ unless I’m sure it’s not a hoax. Besides, dimensional travel is highly impractical. The only devices we know of with that capability are Void Keys based on Orokin derived technology we barely understand. Even those require an immense amount of resources and energy to use. Sending large volumes of products or troops is infeasible with our current level of technology. If Alad V is on this Earth Bet, it would be impossible to send a force after him.”



“Indeed. That said, it works both ways. We cannot hunt him, but he can’t influence our affairs here in any significant way.”



“Yet…”



Bek laughed. “My dear, even with the best dimensional travel technology, he could only send a dozen men or a few tons of product our way every week. Even Alad won’t be able to change that. He could spend his life learning its intricacies and never achieve success. He is smart, but not that smart. Besides, I have a man inside his organization. If he ever decides to turn on us, my contact will handle the matter…permanently.”



Zoram was still concerned. “And what of the natives on Earth Bet?”



“Primitives. Their technology is centuries behind our own. They are of no concern.”



His head of intelligence sighed in response. As smart as she was, her rampant paranoia was quite annoying at times. “I barely know anything about this Earth Bet, sir. With all due respect, I don’t think you do either. If there is anything of value on that alternate Earth, do you really think Alad would tell us about it? Would you, if you were in his place?”



“Kyria, Earth Bet is an insignificant speck of dust two steps away from oblivion. It has no raw materials that we cannot harvest from the asteroid belt and no technology that we do not have ourselves. There is nothing for Alad to hide on that planet. All he can give us is some luxury goods and whatever designs his twisted mind spawns next. We have nothing to fear from that man.”



“Let me be the judge of that, sir. It is, after all, what you are paying me for.”



The boardmember sighed. “By all means, investigate. I will not stop you. But please, do not waste my precious resources on the words of an exiled madman. I have plenty of enemies in this dimension already.”



“I never waste resources. Even if the stories surrounding Earth Bet turn out to be nothing more than rumors, at least we know Alad isn’t selling you short.”

Bek smirked. That was something to consider. “Very well. You are dismissed.”



Kyria politely bowed before leaving the door as quickly as she’d come in. To say that she was annoyed was an understatement. The Corpus as a whole revered knowledge and wealth, but some always went too far, forcing people like her to pull their asses out of the fire when things inevitably blew up in their faces. It was a thankless job. When your entire society lived by the motto ‘expand or die’, people that tell everyone else to slow down and think about what they’re doing are often ignored until it is too late. Then, when things inevitably went to hell, she’d be the one having to fix it.



Zoram knew how the world worked. After all, she was the one who had been warning Bek for weeks that Alad V’s obsession with Warframe technology was going to get them all killed. He only listened to her after General Ruk launched his invasion.



Now…Now Bek was doing it again, ignoring good advice in his endless quest for profit. One would think that he’d have learned from his earlier dealings with Alad V, but apparently he hadn’t. Now, that madman was about to be unleashed on a hapless world. Truthfully, Kyria couldn’t care less about Earth Bet, but she didn’t dare to ignore it like her boss had. If Alad V conquered the planet, what would he do next? Would he be contend with ruling a primitive backwater or would he try to carve out an empire of his own? Or worse, what if the people of Earth Bet defeated him? Would they demand reparations from the Corpus in this dimension using Alad’s technology? Would Alad V’s madness start a trans-dimensional war?



Kyria shuddered at the thought.



Earth Bet was primitive, but that didn’t mean its people could be discounted right away. Not if the more outlandish rumors about that planet were to be believed. Apparently, the planet is swarming with something called ‘capes’, a term used to describe ordinary humans with abilities that would even leave the most senior Corpus scientists speechless. Kyria hadn’t given the matter much thought before: between the encroaching Technocyte plague and the Grineer’s saber-rattling, she had enough to worry about already.



Still, the possibility that there was another group of people with physics-defying powers terrified her.



 

She needed to investigate.

 

A/N I realize that there are a lot of people who don’t know all that much about Warframe lore. I also realize that those people might read this chapter and have no idea what’s going on. Do you want me to write a guide explaining what has been released thus far?
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					Chapter 3-1



I woke up at 6:28, as usual. Frowning, I realized that with a new job and probably a new life, I’d have to break my routine at some point. Funny how that actually bothered me a little. Oh, well, better get used to it. As I finished breakfast, the one thing that I kept asking myself was: what am I supposed to do with my time? Armsmaster wanted me to report to his office at 9 o’clock, and it only took about an hour to get there.



With some time to spare, I went for another run and before realizing it, took the same route I always had. Routines were difficult to break. Probably for the best, though. With everything that was happening in my life, it was probably a good idea to keep some semblance of normalcy, if only to draw off suspicion.



Passing Winslow High, I realized that I didn’t have to go there anymore. In fact, I’d probably never set foot in that building ever again. It made me smile. No more dealing with Emma&Co, no more dealing with an apathetic staff… I was still a little angry with the PRT for Sophia, but I think I can find it in my heart to forgive them eventually. Even if I couldn’t, pretending was always a possibility. I had friends now, after all, and I didn’t want to risk losing them by ruffling the PRT’s feathers.



After going past my house to pick up some things, I headed out to the Rig. Armsmaster was already waiting for me outside his office in full gear. “8:47. You’re early.”



Thirteen minutes early. Not that bad, in my opinion. “I don’t want to make a bad first impression by showing up late.”



“Understandable. In the future, try being exactly on time. If you show up to early to, say, an arrest, you might give yourself away or get ambushed before the rest of your team is in place.”



That was actually a good idea. “Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.”



Armsmaster nodded. “Judging by your elevated heartbeat and body temperature, I see you’ve already exercised.”



Hmm. Must be the scanner he’s got in his helmet. “I run every morning. About an hour, or so.”



“You already have some good habits in place. I would recommend keeping it up. Physical fitness is important in this job and breaking routines too quickly is always a bad idea for someone living a double life.”



Double life. That’s what I was doing now, wasn’t it? Two separate identities. Taylor the hero and Taylor…just Taylor. It’s kind of scary when you think about it. I’m no psychologist, but I can imagine the stress that’s going to cause. “How do you do it, the double life, I mean?”



Armsmaster smiled softly. “Short answer: I don’t. Between running the Protectorate, guiding Wards like yourself, and maintaining my equipment, I don’t have much time for a civilian identity. Probably for the best, though. Having attachments of any kind means having weaknesses that can be exploited. Of course, it takes a degree of dedication to do that and I’m the exception rather than the rule. In your case, I’d try to put a wall between your civilian and cape identities. Treat them as two separate people with different personalities and mannerisms. It’ll help keep the two lives separate and will make it harder for others to guess your secret identity.”

“That…sounds like a good way to go crazy, no offense.”



“None taken. If you do it right, you won’t have to worry about it. Everyone here has to do it, after all.” The smile disappeared and Armsmaster went back to business. “I’ve arranged a meeting for you at ten o’clock with Glenn Chambers. He will instruct you on things like costume design, where applicable, and how to carry yourself in the field. You will listen to what he says. He’s one of our best.”



I blinked. “Really? You did all that for me?”



“No. We called him in yesterday to deal with Shadow Stalker’s fallout, but the director and I want him to work with you as well. The last thing we need is you turning out the same way as she did.”



I was a little offended at the notion that I’d turn into a psycho bully at the drop of a hat, but I couldn’t really blame them for worrying. They probably thought the best of Sophia too and I’m probably powerful enough to be a real terror if I wanted to. “I understand. It’s going to look real awkward if I have to be shipped to a quarantine zone too.”



“Exactly. You two are both vigilantes with the ability to seriously injure or kill someone if you put your mind to it. We can’t be too careful. Plus, Glenn gives good advice, even if he can be…difficult to work with at times.” Funnily enough, I couldn’t resent Armsmaster for being so brutally honest, even when Sophia is part of the conversation. After all the lying I had to deal with the past two years, it’s nice to have an authority figure that’s actually being straight with me. “He’s in his office on the second floor, east side. Come in costume and be punctual, Taylor.”



“Yes, sir.”



“Oh, and while you’re waiting…” Armsmaster handed me a book titled ‘Protectorate Regulations and Field Manual’. “Start reading this. I won’t expect you to memorize it all by heart, as it’s not as good as real life experience, but it’ll help a lot regardless. Chapter 7 is particularly important.”



I looked at the contents page. “‘Proper Conduct During Arrests’?”



“Dangerous villains have escaped justice in the past because some idiot didn’t read them their rights properly. Don’t let that happen to you.”



“Understood, sir.”



The hero nodded again before leaving, presumably off to do his own thing. Right, what now…Call armor, read book. Let’s start with that.



I found a quiet spot, changed, and started reading. First thing I learned is that there are a lot of regulations. Suddenly, I understood why Dennis couldn’t be bothered to learn them. It would probably be better to learn from example anyway. Aegis seemed like a stand-up guy and he was our leader for a reason. Maybe I should model myself after him? Then again, he did get beaten up all the time, so maybe he wasn’t that good of a role model.



Oh, well, I’ll probably think of something. Let’s see what Glenn had to say first.



I arrived at his office precisely ten o’clock. Better start working on those good habits right away. A kind secretary let me in. “Taylor Hebert, I presume?” Said a poorly-dressed man with funny looking glasses. Wait, that can’t be Mr. Chambers, right? “I’m Glenn. Please sit down. I’m a busy man and we’ve got quite a lot to do.”

It was Glenn Chambers. That’s…unexpected. You’d think that a PR official would at least know how to dress. That’s like expecting a dentist not to have rotten teeth. Then again, his office was a mess of half-filled suitcases. Maybe he didn’t have time to tidy himself up properly? Still, way to make a good first impression. Once again, I found myself thanking my lucky star that the armor came with a mask. “Of course.”



“Now, I have to ask, do your powers work without that suit, at all?”



“No. I can hear a lot better than most and I’m a little stronger, but it isn’t much better than what a normal human can do.”



“So you really need the suit. Great.” Glenn frowned. “Can you change any part of it? Like, say, ditch the helmet or the gloves?” He really didn’t like my suit, did he? Well, this is going to be fun…



“I can’t. Believe me, I’ve tried. It didn’t end well.” 



“Fair enough. What about shifting in or out of your suit in a fight?”



“It takes about five minutes and hurts like hell. Like being flayed alive. So, no, I can’t shift in the middle of a fight.”



Glenn nodded. “First, watch your language. Can’t have our Wards swear in public. It makes overprotective mothers throw a fit. Second, that suit of yours is…problematic.”



“And how exactly is my suit problematic?” I asked, slightly annoyed. Okay, so it wasn’t the most-heroic looking thing in the world, but I’d gotten used to it over the past few months. It’s still…me. Or at least an important part of me.



Glenn grabbed me by the arm and pulled me in front of a mirror. “Well then, let’s talk about what’s wrong with that suit. You’re a big girl, so I’m not going to pull my punches. For starters, it’s skin-tight. You’re very tall and your limbs very narrow. A skin-tight suit exaggerates that even more and makes you look spindly and… inhuman, for the lack of a better word. Worse still is the mask, or helmet, or whatever that thing covering your face is. Personally, I hate full-face masks because they make the hero a lot less approachable and yours pretty much embodies that.”



“Clockblocker has a full-face mask and he’s pretty approachable.” I argued.



“One, his still has visible eyepieces. Two, his clownish personality compensates for it. You, on the other hand… Your mask has no human features at all: no mouth, no nose, no eyes, it even changes the general shape of your head into something that looks, well, wrong. Honestly, we need you to look more like a hero and less like a… one of my colleagues used the phrase ‘space ninja murderbeast’. This, as you can imagine, is a serious problem. If this had been a normal costume, I would have told you to ditch the whole thing and start over. Unfortunately, I can’t do that. We can’t let you go out in the field without your armor, we can’t change what the costume looks like, and trying to cover it up will just end up looking ridiculous. I’m sorry to say that you’ll always end up looking like something that goes bump in the night.”

 

I had to admit, that really hurt. Doubly so because he wasn’t wrong. Everything he said, I’d said to myself at some point. Now, I had gotten used to the way my armor looked. Attached even. It was, after all, an integral part of my power and something that I probably would never be able to change. In a way, it’d become a part of who I was. Having someone who obviously knew what they were talking about rip such an important piece of your identity to shreds wasn’t nice. You’d think I’d be used to it after two years of bullying, but apparently I wasn’t.



When I couldn’t think of anything to say, he continued: “Now, don’t get me wrong. We’re not going to stop you from being a hero just because yours truly can’t think of a way to pretty you up. Trust me, if I can induct monsters into the Wards, I can deal with you. In fact, I could even turn your appearance into a selling point.”

“Really? How would you do that?” Now I was getting skeptical. He just spent the last five minutes telling me my costume sucks and now he’s saying that that’s a good thing somehow? I’m sure Armsmaster hadn’t been pulling my leg and that Glenn was really good at his job, but that didn’t keep me from thinking about it.



“The way I see it, there’re three kinds of superheroes. First, you have the inspirational ones, the ones that lead by force of personality. Legend, Miss Militia, Gallant, just to name some examples. Then you have those with the raw power to make any fight a foregone conclusion. Eidolon, Armsmaster, Aegis, that sort of thing. Finally, we have the third category: the ones with brains rather than brawn or charisma. Dragon, the PRT, Alexandria, and, hopefully, you. The silent guardians, the strategists. They’re the kind of people that do their best work when people don’t even realize they’re doing it until they read about it in the papers. You’ll make people feel safe in the dark, because they know you’re watching over them.”



My heart skipped a beat. Alexandria had always been my favorite superhero growing up and being in any way like her seemed like a dream come true. In fact, the part of my mind that always told me not to bother telling the teachers I’ve been bullied kept reminding me that it was almost too good to be true. Not that I thought he was wrong, it’s just that I got the distinct impression that he was not telling me something. “That’s what you wanted Shadow Stalker to be, right?”



Glenn grimaced. I never could quite get away from Sophia, could I? “You’re cleverer than I thought. To answer your question, yes, Shadow Stalker was supposed to be fit into that category when she joined. It’s part of a new trend that has popped up in the superhero community. A lot of people want a darker and edgier Protectorate; one more focused on getting results than just looking good.”



“You’d think that catching bad guys should always be priority number one.” I muttered, knowing full well that things weren’t so black-and-white.



“In an ideal world, it would be. Unfortunately, this isn’t an ideal world. Catching supervillains is good, but not if a city block is flattened every time a bunch of capes get into a fight. Sometimes, we have to focus on minimizing damage, even if that means letting villains go. If we don’t, the public turns against us and nobody wants that. This is why people like you and Shadow Stalker are so important: you’re fast, quiet, and powerful. You can sneak up to a villain and bring them in before the collateral damage gets out of control. The downside is that you’re not exactly easy to market, but I’ve handled worse.”



Honestly, I wasn’t too unhappy about being difficult to ‘market’. I just wanted to be a hero; I didn’t need my own line of Taylor Hebert action figures. Becoming Shadow Stalker’s replacement, though… Logically, it made sense. My powers turned me into a super-assassin, of sorts. Trying to market me as a knight in shining armor wouldn’t really work and I didn’t have the charisma to pull it off anyway. Besides, I’m not a glory hound. Being put in the spotlight just wasn’t for me.



That didn’t change the fact that the whole situation left a bad taste in my mouth.



“So,” Glenn continued “have you decided on a name yet?”



Right, a name. He wasn’t here to insult my power’s fashion sense, after all. “Yes, well, me and the Wards, the other Wards, were thinking ‘Banshee’.”



Glenn paced around the room, thinking, softly saying the name out loud as if he was trying to taste the word. I was really, really hoping that he was okay with it. It just sounded…right, to me anyway and I wasn’t sure what he’d dream up as a replacement. “Banshee. Yeah, that would work.” I looked up in surprise. “Fits with the overall theme of your power. It makes sense.”



“Okay. Good.” Huh, that was easy.



“Did you think I’d say ‘no’? It’s not like you named yourself ‘Ghettoblaster’ or something.”



I snickered. “That was actually one of Clockblocker’s suggestions.”



“Well, good thing you picked something else, then. Just for future reference, try not to laugh too much in public, it looks and sounds really weird when you do that. Plus, it doesn’t fit with the dark knight persona we’re trying to cultivate here. You have to be calm, confident, perfectly in control. Don’t laugh too much at funny anecdotes.” Glenn said. “We’re probably going to need a lot of sessions to get this right.”



I nodded. Right, now I have to be an actress too while I’m in costume. In fact, I’d have to be a whole new person. A person that met his specifications.



 

Oh God, what did I get myself into?
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Dealing with people like Glenn is not fun. He has a way of tearing your self-image apart and somehow making it impossible for you to hate him for it. Get used to it, he said. It’s going to happen again and we need you to be ready for when it does. Sure, he’s not wrong, but does it really matter how I place my hands when I’m talking with someone?



Remembering how I looked like a slouch in front of the mirror, I realized he might have had a point.



Doesn’t mean I have to like the arrogant jackass.



Fuck, I never realized what I’d been signing up for. At least I could still swear in my inner monologue. If I stopped doing that…



Was this another test? Ah, never mind. Keep thinking that and I’ll be too afraid to eat my breakfast cereal for fear of holding the spoon wrong. Pushing the thoughts out of my head, I headed for the gym for the next point on the agenda: combat training. Good, I really needed to blow off a little steam. But then, I probably shouldn’t. Heroes don’t fight for fun. They don’t punch things out of frustration. Letting myself go, especially with my strength being what it was, could end badly. Or at least, they’re not supposed to. Oh, well. My agenda just said ‘combat training’. Wonder what that implies. Probably me getting my ass kicked by Aegis again.



Nah, I shouldn’t begrudge him for that. Fighting Carlos yesterday was actually quite fun.



I arrived at the gym at one o’clock, precisely on time. Look at me being all good and punctual. I’m sure Alexandria would be proud. Anyway, I was greeted by a woman in a combat uniform wearing an American flag as a scarf. Miss Militia, if I’m not mistaken. She motioned me over to a side room where three other Wards were standing around a table, discussing things. I recognized Kid Win in his power armor, but the others…



A boy in a silver and gunmetal powersuit smiled and introduced himself. “Hi, I’m Gallant, or Dean, out of costume.” Gallant motioned to the other two. “That’s Vista, AKA Missy, and you’ve already met Kid Win. Good to have you on the team, Taylor.”



“Actually,” I corrected, “I think you’re supposed to call me Banshee now…”



“The PR guys went along with it?” Chris said. “Well, that was easier than expected.”



Dean grinned. “Believe it or not, Kid Win, not everyone has trouble picking a good cape name.”



“Hey, don’t judge me.” Chris replied, mocking offense, “I spent last afternoon just trying to keep Dennis’ mouth shut. You don’t want to know the names he came up with.”



“Oh, I can imagine. Believe me.”



Vista looked at me, smiled, and hugged me. “Thanks for getting rid of Shadow Stalker.” She said, in a voice that sounded like the kind of thing candy was made out of.

“Umm, you’re welcome?” Right. That’s the best you can think off? Real classy, Taylor. Way to make a first impression.



“Now that the introductions aside, let’s get started on our afternoon activities.” Miss Militia said, going straight to business. It reminded me a little of Armsmaster. Still, there was a warmth in her voice that her superior lacked. “Banshee’s new, so I’ll briefly explain what’s going on so we’re all on the same page. In order to better prepare the PRT officers working with us, we have a combined training exercise every two weeks. Members of the Wards or the Protectorate will act as the villains committing a crime and it’s up to the PRT to try and stop us. Understood?” Everyone nodded. It was simple enough, really: you had to train your people somehow, and what better way to prepare them then to have a bunch of heroes playing the bad guys? “Good. You guys are going to be a group of parahuman burglars trying to break into an office building. Gallant will be in charge for the duration of the mission. There’s a building just outside the city that acts as your target. The PRT will know the moment you arrive and will quickly move in to arrest you. Naturally, you’re not going to let that happen.”

“What exactly are we going to ‘steal’?” Gallant asked.



“Information. All you have to do is go to the designated office, put in a flashdrive, and hold off the PRT until the ‘download’ is completed. After that, get out of there as fast as you can. It’s a simple scenario and a lot of gangs try this sort if they have a decent hacker on the payroll.”



“Oh, but you’re forgetting the best part.” Vista added with a grin. “The PRT guys think there’s only three of us. They don’t know anything about Banshee being here too.” Wait, what?



“Isn’t that kind of cheating?” I asked. It actually surprised me that the big wigs were letting me join. A cape, even a weak or inexperienced one, is a significant show of force in its own right. The PRT would probably have to completely rethink its strategy if they knew.



“One, we’re the villains today.” Vista explained without missing a beat. “We’re expected to cheat. Two, the PRT guys are supposed to be ready for anything. A villain gang getting a new member? Happens more often than you’d think. People trigger all the time and the gangs are really good at poaching new capes.”



Missy was…odd, in a way. Her teal/green costume seemed tailor-made to make her appear a little child-like and, well, cute. On top of that, she was relatively small in stature and the youngest member of the Wards. That said, she triggered very young if the internet is to be believed and was actually the most experienced Ward we had, in addition to being one of the most powerful space warpers in the country. It showed too, judging by the way she was carrying herself. It’s weird that she’d stick with a costume that made her look so childish…



Unless that was the point all along. Me, I’m an obvious threat, but Vista? The bad guys would never see her coming until it was too late. To make matters worse for the villains, getting your ass handed to you by a little girl would make you the laughing stock of the prison while actually beating her in a fight would probably get you vilified by the media. In a way, fighting her is a loss one way or another.



It’s genius, actually. I think Vista was a lot smarter than I’d give her credit for at first glance. Better not underestimate her.



“Exactly.” Miss Militia added. “It’s impossible to prepare for every scenario, even for us. The PRT needs to be flexible enough to deal with complete unknowns. In a way, it’s fortunate that Banshee only joined us yesterday. They’ll have no idea what they’re up against. It’ll be good practice for them.”



“And for us too.” Gallant said. “We’re more than just target practice today. The point of this exercise for us is to learn how to use our powers against large numbers of normals like thugs or mercenaries. That said, it’s still an exercise, so whatever you do, try not to seriously injure someone.”



I nodded. It sounded fair enough. “What exactly are we up against? Numbers and weapons, I mean.”



Gallant smiled. I guess he was hoping I’d ask that. “The three of us would probably classify as mid-to-high ranking supervillains. Because of that, they’ll move out in force. I’m guessing at least 30-50 people, maybe more once they realize there’s four of us. Normally, capes would be called in for support but for the sake of the exercise, they’ll be on their own.”



“Sucks to be them.” Chris chimed in.



“Yes, it does.” Gallant replied with a grin. “As for equipment: Kevlar armor, the best money can buy, along batons, tasers, and stun grenades. They’ll probably have guns and containment foam sprayers too. Don’t worry, it’s all nonlethal.”



“You don’t have to worry about me. I’m more worried about them.” I said, thinking back to what I nearly did to Lung. I know I knocked over a bunch of thugs in that fight with my powers and that they all walked away, but I was still more than a little worried that I’d injure someone or worse.



“PRT standard-issue combat armor is some of the best in the world. We also have paramedics on stand-by, just in case. Just don’t get too careless, and everyone will be walking home. With a few bruises and scrapes, of course.”



“Fair enough.” I said.



“Now, one the subject of careless, remember that this is an exercise. We’re supposed to learn things and that won’t happen if some of us” Gallant shot a not-so-subtle glare in Vista’s direction. “use their already ridiculous abilities to their fullest extent. Let’s try to give the troopers a sporting chance this time, alright?”



“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The way Missy was smirking, I knew I was missing something.



“Of course, you don’t. After all, you had nothing to do with the PRT trucks somehow ending up on the wrong side of town the last time we had one of these exercises.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault guys won’t stop to ask for directions.” Vista replied innocently.



“Just try not to make them drive to the moon, or something. Anyway, Kid Win, get Banshee kitted out for the day. Vista, would you get me the map of the building? We’ll meet again in thirty and discuss our plan along the way.”



Kid Win and I left for something that looked like an armory of sorts. “So, what kind of weapons you think you need?” He asked. Wait, he asked me what kind of weapon I wanted?

“You’re the senior Ward here. Aren’t you supposed to tell me that?”



“Just humor me.” He said.



Great. This was another test, wasn’t it? Think, Taylor, think. “Well, I don’t want to kill anyone, so non-lethal only. A baton would be nice. A taser too. I always bring a can of peperspray with me on my runs, so I’d like that. Oh, and my power makes me inaudible, but not invisible. You think I can get a smoke bomb or two?”

Chris just grinned. “You know, you can relax every now and then. You’re not being graded for this.”



Hey, I was perfectly relaxed! I was…no, he’s right. I was wound up like crazy. And rambling. Again. God, it’s my first day, and they’re already pushing me in a combat situation. What were they thinking? What was I thinking? “It’s just…I’m surprised you’re letting me come. I have no training or experience and you barely know what my power does. Are you sure this is a good idea?”



“Look, Taylor, I know you’re nervous. Don’t worry about it. We’ve got to see how you handle yourself in a fight. Might as well be now. Besides, the worst that could happen is that you end up to your neck in containment foam. Big deal, that stuff’s designed to be safe.”



“Yeah, that’s bound to happen when we’re outnumbered ten-to-one…”



“Actually, those are pretty bad odds for the troopers.” Chris said. That surprised me in more ways than one. Weren’t the PRT troopers supposed to be really good at this sort of thing? “If it was just the three of us, maybe. But with you on board…They’ll probably catch one, maybe two of us. They’d have to get really lucky to ‘arrest’ us all. You’ll do fine. Besides, half of them will probably be greenhorns. They usually send those after us. You know, teach the rookies some humility by having them beat up by a bunch of teenagers.” He moved to grab an utility belt, before turning around and saying: “Oh, and don’t worry about being the one that gets caught. Trust me, Clockblocker will find a way to make fun of you regardless.”



“Wow, that just fills me with confidence.” Then again, this was Clockblocker. I’m sure he’d find a way to make anything funny, or at least to him.



“I’ll be leading the Wards in about a year or so. Have to practice my speeches. Now, how’s this belt?” He said, showing me a navy blue one. “It’s blue, so it fits well with your armor, and it’s got enough pockets to stuff in everything you’ll probably need.”



I inspected the belt and put it on. It was a surprisingly good fit. “It’ll do, I guess. I didn’t know you had spares.”



“We have a bunch of spare costumes for emergencies. You probably won’t need it much, though.” Kid Win started pulling things out of the racks. “Let’s see, taser, telescopic baton, a few cans of pepper spray, rope and zip ties, just in case, oh, and an earpiece so we can talk to each other. I can’t get you smoke bombs, that’s above our paygrade…Yeah, I think this’ll do. Unless you can think of something else?”



I didn’t. A lot of the weapons in the room were things I didn’t even recognize, let alone know how to use. “It’ll be enough, I think.”



“You’ll always have your powers, of course.” Chris reassured. “Chances are, you’ll need them. Batons are hard to use, tasers don’t always work, and the PRT guys are going to have visors to protect them from pepper spray. Just be careful and try not to end up buried in a mountain of foam.”



“Okay…”



I took a deep breath before stuffing my utility belt. All in all, it was surprisingly light, even with all the equipment. The earpiece went into a nook in my helmet. Not exactly my ear, but close enough. What was I even worried about? I had perfect hearing anyway. Might as well stuff it in a pocket and… Breath in, breath out. I didn’t need to be so tense. It was just training, after all. What’s the worst that could happen? Well, someone taking a picture of me buried up to my neck in containment foam with a sign next to it saying ‘Worst Villain Ever’.



On a second thought, that didn’t sound that bad.



 

“C’mon, let’s go.”
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					Chapter 3-3



The van pulled over a block from our target. “Have fun, kids!” The driver said, sardonically. I briefly wondered if I’d get to zap him at some point. I pushed the silly thought aside. It’s time to go to work. Gallant nodded to Vista and the girl curved space in front of me. Hesitantly, I stepped through and found myself on the top of the room. Just as planned.



Of course it went just as planned, I reminded myself. Vista knew what she was doing. She’d probably done this a hundred times already.



I canceled sound around myself and checked for guards. One of them was standing near the edge of the roof, completely looking in the wrong direction. Perfect. I ran towards him, grabbed the soldier from behind, and hit him with my taser. The guy struggled for a few moments before slumping to the floor. Huh, I thought he’d drop like a rock. Apparently I shouldn’t be getting my information from cop shows when it comes to weapons.



After checking the area for any unexpected noises, I touched my earpiece and said: “Guys, this is Banshee. The roof’s clear. There’re four more guys in the building: three on the ground floor and one at the target office.”



“Roger that.” Gallant replied. “Tie up the roof guy and take out the one in the office. We’ll come in from the lobby.”



“Got it.”



Tie up the roof guy…just zip ties would probably be enough. I dragged the guy out of view and bound his hands. It won’t hold for long, but it didn’t need to. We should be gone in less than an hour. Before leaving, I briefly checked his pockets for something useful. Let’s see: weapons, already got them; cigarettes, nah; wallet, no; oh look, a master key. How convenient. Even better, a radio. I took the key and the radio before moving on.



Next target: Office guy. If I didn’t handle him carefully, he could turn out to be a problem. One: he had access to the building’s cameras. Two: he was sitting next to a phone. If the guy saw any of us, he could get the PRT on our case in minutes. Miss Militia mentioned that we’d probably be detected the moment we tried to ‘hack’ into the target computer, but if we could delay that a little longer, we’d have a better chance of getting out of here. At least, that was the theory. The PRT could have been lying to us when they said that the cameras weren’t monitored from the outside. We were lying to them about our numbers too, after all.



I was lucky that the room he was in had a skylight, or else office guy would have been a lot harder to deal with. Dean advised me to use it to stake out the opposition, but I had a better idea. Summoning my glaive, I carefully removed the glass plate, hoping that office guy didn’t have the presence of mind to look up or call roof guy on the radio. As I carefully put the glass away, I started thinking on how I wanted to do this. The guy was almost directly above me, so if I swung carefully, I could get behind him and…



He looked up.



Fuck.



He was reaching for his radio. With no time to react, I jumped down and landed feet-first on top of him. My landing knocked the wind out of him, but I didn’t hear any bones snap. Good.



“Ow. Okay, I surrender.” He said. “You can get off me now.”



I picked the man up off the floor and pushed him face down onto the table preparing to tie him up too. He was a tough guy, he could take the abuse. Suddenly, the radio turned on.



“Simmons, they’re here!” A voice said. “Call the PRT already!” On the cameras, I could see the Wards casually swagger through the lobby, probably doing their best supervillain impersonations. The guards opened fire, but the three didn’t seem to care. Vista must have been redirecting the bullets. “Simmons, respond dammit! Where…” The man was cut off by a blast from Gallant. He flew a couple of feet and started crying like a baby. Right, Gallant’s blasts did something with your emotions. I should probably feel sorry for the guy, but it’s not like he’s really hurt, or anything. The emotion effect only lasted a short while, after all. I was half-tempted to pick up the radio and gloat to the other two guys, but decided against it. Pretend supervillain or no, it’s not my style. Besides, I’m not good at cackling maniacally.



Without warning, Simmons got up from his seat, hit the ‘talk’ button on the radio with his forehead, and screamed: “Not the spleen, not the spleen!”



I pulled the radio away and turned it off before asking: “What was that all about?”



With a grin, he said: “Look at Rogers’ face. Camera B. Totally worth getting my ass kicked for.”



Camera B showed a view of the lobby and I got a good look at one of the officers. Okay, I had to admit, the confused expression on his face was pretty funny. Very immature, but funny. “Hilarious.” I deadpanned. “I’m so sticking you in the Janitor’s closet.” Truth be told, that was part of the plan anyway, but he didn’t need to know that.



“Oh no, have mercy!” Simmons said as I strapped his own handcuffs on him before relieving him of anything that he could use to break out again. “That would be such an evil to do. Trapping me, all by myself, and leaving me to go completely mad, how could you? If I start talking to the brooms, I’m blaming you.”



“Well, we’re supposed to be supervillains, aren’t we? Being a bastard kinda comes with the territory.” I answered as I pushed him out the door and towards the closet.



“I know. Just leave a note on the desk, or something. I don’t want to be left here all night.”



Part of me felt a little guilty. Sticking someone in a small room all by themselves… Just like Sophia left me in that locker… I mean, I kind of had to do it. Simmons had to be restrained somehow, and this was probably the least painful way of doing it. It wasn’t even full of rotten tampons and I knew that someone would come for him sooner or later, but still…



“Hey, you okay?” Simmons asked. I looked up. “You zoned out on me, just then.”



“I did? Oh, sorry.” I said, before pushing him in. “Just…feel kind of bad about this.”



“Good girl.” He replied with a smile. “No hard feelings, you know. Last few times this happened, I ended up, naked, hogtied or dangling from the ceiling. Trust me, I’ve had worse.”



“Nice to know I have your permission.”



He grinned. “But just for the record: when I get out of here, I’m totally going to kick your ass.”



“Then I’ll be sure to never let you out.” I replied, without missing a beat. Wait, where did that come from? “Tell the brooms I said ‘hi’.” Without another word, I locked the door.



I could hear Simmons mutter: “A fourth Ward. The cheating bastards. Ugh. I wonder what the acoustics of this closet are like…” Then, he began to sing. Very badly, if I might add. Meh, he’d be fine. I searched the table for a piece of paper and a pen and made a note to let the guy out later. It wouldn’t do to leave him to rot.



Gallant, Kid Win, and Vista walked through the door. “The guards?” Gallant asked.



“Dealt with. One guy’s unconscious on the roof, the other’s testing the acoustics of the janitor’s closet.”



“Right.” The hero replied, looking curiously. I got the distinct impression that he completely misinterpreted what I just said. “What about the alarms?”



“Guards didn’t trigger any. Not as far as I can tell, anyway.”



“She’s right.” Kid Win chimed in, looking at some sort of computer in his suit. “If there was a silent alarm, it would have sent out a signal already. Told you this was a great idea.”



“Credit goes where it’s due.” Gallant said before removing a flash drive from his suit. “Alright, people, you all know the plan. The moment I stick this thing in the central computer, the PRT will know we’re here. Thanks to our newest acquisition, we’ll have a few minutes to prepare for them. So, let’s review. Vista?”



“I’ll stay here, lengthening hallways and making the troopers run in circles.” The girl replied. It sounded strange, hearing someone so young talk so confidently. Makes you wonder if she’s really as young as they say she is. “It won’t hold them back forever, but it should slow them down enough for the download to finish, especially with the extra time we’ve got from not triggering the alarms. Banshee?”



“I’ll sneak around and pick off isolated squads while staying silent for as long as I can. Hopefully, it’ll be a while before they figure out that they’re dealing with four Wards instead of three. Kid Win?”



“I’ll fly around the building on my hoverboard, taking pot-shots at the troopers. They’ll be forced to either split their forces to deal with me or risk getting shot through the windows.”



“And I’ll support anyone that needs help.” Gallant said. “Once our program’s run its course, we take the flash drive and escape together. Now, the most important thing is to be careful. Villains might be fine with leaving one of their own behind, but we’re better than that. No sacrifices, no taking one for the team, and stay away from the containment foam. I’d rather fail the mission than losing one of you. Do I make myself clear?” The rest of us nodded in response. Just Gallant living up to his name, I guess. “Good. Does anyone have any last minute suggestions before I plug this thing in?”



I showed the team my radio and said: “The guards had radios. Maybe we can use them, eavesdrop on the PRT, or something.”



Kid Win looked at the device thoughtfully. “Gimme a second and I could modify them to pick up the PRT’s frequency. Not sure if it will work, but it might give us a head’s up. Vista, could you go downstairs and grab a couple from the goons we took down?”



“You should check their pockets for master keys too.” I quickly added. “Never know when those come in handy.” Vista nodded and disappeared.



“Good thinking, Banshee.” Gallant said with a smile. Going easy on the rookie, I guess. Vista reappeared a few minutes later, goods in hand. Kid Win gave the go-ahead soon after. “Alright, people. It’s showtime.” Our leader said, before plugging in the device.



 

Showtime indeed.
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					Chapter 3-4



A few minutes of waiting, and the PRT vans came screaming into the parking lot. Looks like they were in a hurry. I smiled, imagining the big wigs stomping their hats in frustration at not noticing us sooner.

Yes, I’m childish. Screw you, I’m fifteen.



Anyway, play time was over. These guys knew we were here and wouldn’t be caught unaware as easily as the B-cops were. That said, they still didn’t know I was here. As far as they knew, there were only three of us. Better make sure they caught on as late as possible.



The rumbling of the vans stopped mere feet away from the entrances. Now that I thought about it, PRT vans were loud. So loud, I could probably hear them coming even if I hadn’t triggered. Good thing Massani hadn’t come in one of those yesterday, or the whole planet would have known I was a cape by now. Crushing the errant thought, I focused on the matter at hand. Why would they park so close by the doors? We could have put bombs there, or… Suddenly, I could hear the tell-tale whine of Kid Win’s hoverboard along with snaps from his laser pistols.



“Fuck! Incoming, right above us!” A voice screamed over my ‘borrowed’ radio. The sound of gunfire followed, along with some other sounds I didn’t recognize. Hmm, at least Kid Win’s modifications to the radios are working.



“All units, ignore the hostile and get inside. We don’t have the weapons to take him down safely. Just secure the area and get to the objective. We’ll get him when he’s inside.” I must admit, I thought the signal would be encrypted, or something like that. If Kid Win could hack it so easily, any competent tinker probably could. A rather glaring security risk, in my opinion. I’d have to talk with Miss Militia about that later. With two tinkers on base, that should be easy to fix, right?

Another thing that crossed my mind was how strange it is for the PRT not to have a weapon capable of dealing with flyers. I mean, there were a lot of flying parahumans around. It makes sense to develop something to deal with them. Maybe a guided containment foam missile or an anti-aircraft gun that fires rubber pellets. Then again, the officer said that they didn’t have the weapons to take Kid Win down safely. I suppose shooting him down with a non-lethal weapon was pointless if the fall would end up killing him anyway. Still, it seemed like a bit of an oversight.



Heavy footfalls were sprawling through the lobby and into the building itself. Wait, wasn’t I supposed to be doing something? Oh, right, kicking their ass. Focus, Taylor!



“Command, I think the corridors suddenly became a lot longer.” Heh, Vista’s power at work. She did mention that her powers had limitations, though, especially when she tried to use it around living things. That said, even if she couldn’t stretch the corridors out forever, Vista could still slow the troopers down. It’d have to do.



“This is Squad 3, seconding that. Be advised, confirmed Shaker presence. Probably Vista.” A series of affirmatives followed. Me, I was already running. My job was to stealthily pick the troopers off one by one. Time to earn my keep.

A squad of five was headed directly towards me. I dashed around a corner, opened an empty room with my skeleton key, and locked myself in. Suddenly, I found myself having flashbacks to Winslow High, hiding from the bullies. But then again, this wasn’t high school, was it? At Winslow, I couldn’t fight back without getting in trouble. Here?



The squad rushed past the door, not even bothering to look at it. Big mistake. I let the first four guys pass before unlocking the door and slamming it into number 5’s face. His expression was priceless. The look on his face when he realized shouting wouldn’t help him? Even more so. The guy caught on quickly and readied his containment foam sprayer. Oh, that was bad. I didn’t know if my powers could deal with the stuff, but I’d rather not take the risk. Even if it didn’t hurt me, there’s always a chance his buddies would turn around and see me. Nope, he needed to go down fast.



When you’re in trouble, use your head, Gallant had said, so I ran towards the guy and head-butted him in the face. The guy was pushed back enough for me to punch him in the chest and knock the wind out of him. Before he could recover, I dragged him into the spare room and locked the two of us inside.



“Hold it.” One of the troopers said. “We’re a man short. Where’s Jerry?” Crap, they’d caught on fast. Worse, my target, Jerry I suppose, was still conscious.



“He’s supposed to be behind you.” A woman replied. “This better not be another one of his pranks.”



Jerry tried to punch me, but I couldn’t move out the way fast enough. He hit me square in the jaw. The bastard. Not that it hurt much, but still…



“The briefing didn’t mention a Stranger running about…”



Jerry threw another punch, but I was ready for it this time. I caught his hand, pulled on his arm, and elbowed him in the face. If he wasn’t wearing a helmet, he’d probably have a broken nose.



“Briefings can be wrong. Get used to it. DeShawn, you’re on point. We’ll backtrack from where we came and see if we can find Jerry, or whoever took him.”



I pulled my taser from its holder and pushed the device into Jerry’s neck. He dropped like a rock. That ought to do it. Now, how to keep him there after he wakes up… Hmm, his containment foam sprayer…

“Great. I’ve seen this movie. Black dude dies first, right?”



A few pulls of the trigger, and Jerry was covered up to his neck in containment foam, safe and sound. I could have covered his head too, since apparently you can even breath through the stuff, but I didn’t want to risk it. It wasn’t necessary either. The foam was thick enough to make shouting impossible. He wouldn’t be able to inhale enough air to scream.

“Alright, fine, I’ll go on point.” A third man said. “You owe me a beer for this, you big pussy.”



The squad went back the way they came, passing by my door again. They seriously need to start paying more attention to the little things. I quietly opened the door again, jumped the last guy, DeShawn I think, and tased him right away. No need for another fight. Huh, that was much easier. Next time, tase then drag, not the other way around. I’ll keep that in mind. Grabbing DeShawn before he bumped into his squadmates, I tossed him in the room with his buddy and foamed the poor bastard. Satisfied, I holstered the containment foam launcher on my back and prepared to move on.



Wait, what did I just do? I holstered the weapon on my back and it stuck… Are there magnetic clamps running around my body? Not just that, the motion had been so natural, it’s like I’ve done it a hundred times. I made a mental note to worry about that later. There were more pressing concerns now.



The other three were close together and they were going to figure out sooner or later what happened to their friends. There were only so many things that could make your squadmates vanish and the troopers seemed to have guessed that there was a fourth Ward in play already. It was annoying, actually. I’d hoped to keep them in the dark for a little while longer. Anyway, it’s time to start moving. The troopers aren’t going to knock themselves out, after all. Figuring that my old hiding spot was probably compromised by now, I slid around a corner and waited for the troopers’ next move.



“Corporal, DeShawn’s gone too.” The third trooper said, a hint of worry in her voice.



“What? How?” The leader narrowed her eyes. “That door…” The troopers marched towards my hiding spot. Guess my instincts were right. Two of them flanked the door while the leader kicked it in and stormed through. With all of them distracted, I moved. “Aw, hell. Command, this is five-leader. Two of my men have just been picked off without the rest of us noticing. I think there is a Stranger on the loose.”



“Five-leader, please confirm. Did you say there was a Stranger in the AO? Do you have a visual? Can you tell us what he looks like?” I grabbed the two distracted troopers by their helmets and banged their heads together. It didn’t knock them out like I’d hoped. At least the two were dazed. I took the bigger one by the helmet and pushed my knee into his chest, knocking the wind out of him and pulling the helm of his head.



“Negative, but my men are unconscious and foamed. The evidence speaks for itself.” The smaller trooper pulled out a baton and scored a solid hit on the back of my head, only to trigger my shield in response. I responded by hurling the nearest object (which turned out to be big guy’s helmet) at her. She dodged and raised her baton again, but I wouldn’t let her get another hit. My shield was strong but it wasn’t impervious. Besides, getting hit still hurts.



“Acknowledged, five-leader. All units, Master-Stranger protocols are now in effect.” I used my superior strength to wrestle the baton out of the smaller trooper’s hands. She screamed soundlessly, but I was pretty sure I hadn’t broken anything. With my newly-acquired baton, I smacked big trooper in the face, knocking him unconscious, before elbowing little trooper in the nose. It didn’t knock her out, but she was dazed enough for me to foam her without trouble. Four down, one to go.



The leader turned around and saw me standing over two of her squadmates. “That was you, wasn’t it?” I nodded, unsure of how I’d sound. Picking off an entire squad of trained PRT officers one-by-one was impressive, but gloating about it felt wrong. Still, I wasn’t sure if I could stop myself from acting like an ass if I didn’t stay quiet. “Dammit, I should have stayed in bed this morning.” She said with a pained look on her face. I grabbed my taser and knocked her out. It was probably the least painful method of disabling someone I had. Before I left, I searched their uniforms and found some foam cartridges I could use. Well, that was one squad, on to the next.



“Guys, I don’t know what you all’re up to, but there’s an army of goons right outside the office.” Vista suddenly said, sounding worried. “Could use a little back-up, like, right now.”



“Command, this is squad two and three, we’re closing in on the objective.” My stolen radio blared at the same time.

Fuck. I’d been so occupied with that stupid squad of troopers that I forgot the other fifty running throughout the building. Stupid, stupid, stupid.



It’d take a few more minutes to get to Vista, but she probably didn’t have that long. I needed more time. What to do… A distraction? Maybe. Attacking random troopers would get me a lot of attention, but it probably wouldn’t help Vista. Getting into the office would be more important than stopping me so they wouldn’t bother diverting resources. Unless… Nah, that couldn’t possibly work.



“Command, we’re in position. Squad three is requesting permission to breach.”



Fuck, fuck, fuck. I had to try. I touched my earpiece and told the others: “Guys, get your radios out and play along with me.”



Ignoring the confused responses, I pushed the ‘talk’ button on my radio and said, in the most adult-sounding voice I could manage: “Command, I don’t know what you’re thinking, but squad three’s still stuck in one of Vista’s corridors. We haven’t even made it up the stairwell yet.”



A beat followed. “Squad three, please repeat that.”



Gallant answered before I could. “Command, this is three-leader, I can confirm we are still on the ground floor. Whoever’s up there, it isn’t us.” Or at least, it sounded like Gallant to me. His voice sounded a little different. Not enough for me to be fooled, but a normal?



“Fuck. Squad two, you know what to do.” Command replied, sounding awfully nervous.



It took my brain a few seconds to realize what just happened.



“Acknowledged, employing foam as per Master/Stranger protocols. If we’re wrong: sorry guys.”



No fucking way. I did not just talk a squad of soldiers into disabling their own people. There’s no way that should have worked. Okay, there’s an unknown stranger running about and everyone is really scared and wound up about it, but seriously, how paranoid are these people?



“That wasn’t Corporal Jenkins, you idiots!” A trooper barked over the radio. “Squad three is lead by a woman!” Huh, apparently someone caught on. Bound to happen, of course, but still, it would have been nice to keep up our little charade. We could have used it later.



“What. Oh, goddammit, they’re on our comms, aren’t they?” Whoever Command was, he would get chewed out so hard for this when the exercise is over. Poor guy.



“Kid Win’s a tinker, Command.” Gallant said, this time in his normal voice. “Did you really think we weren’t going to abuse that?”



Command let out a stream of curses. “All units, communications have been compromised. Do not follow any suggestions coming from someone inside the AO.”



Another round of affirmatives followed, but I wasn’t really listening. Sure, we’d manage to disable another squad, but that wouldn’t buy Vista much time. She could probably handle a single squad on her own, but it would only be a matter of time before more showed up.



“Vista, I’m coming for you. Sit tight.”



“No problem, Banshee.” Vista replied. “The idiots foamed each other. I’ve got some breathing room now.”



“Good to hear. If you don’t need me anymore, I can go somewhere else…”



“No, come over. The program’s almost done. We can break out together. It’ll be fun!”



Fun. Was it wrong to consider this fun? Is hunting people and knocking them out without their friends noticing fun? Is playing into other’s paranoia fun? Well, I couldn’t deny that the day had been…satisfying, thus far, and I was kind of looking forward to…



 

Fuck it, it was fun.
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					Chapter 3-5



I ran towards the office at a steady pace. While Vista probably didn’t need my help, better she have it and not need it than the other way around. I didn’t know how long Vista’s space warping would delay them, which made hurrying up all the more important. Who knows how many troopers are cornering her right now. It’s frustrating, not knowing exactly what you’re up against.



Then again, that’s probably what some of the PRT officers were thinking about me…



Another squad came my way. I quickly disappeared into another room like I did before and let the troopers pass. Wait, why was I even bothering? They already knew I’m here: if the Master/Stranger thing hadn’t tipped them off, my broadcast certainly did. You know what, screw stealth, I have a brute rating. Bulldozing through them works just as well.



I opened the door and flew through. The last trooper saw me coming and opened fire. It didn’t matter: the rubber bullets would bounce harmlessly off my shield. He tried shouting something as the distance between us shortened, but the sound never left his lips. Before he could tap his buddies on the back, I jumped towards him and pushed.



The first indication that the troopers had of my presence was their own comrades flying into them.



The second was a wave of containment foam, locking them all in place.



That was so much easier than picking them off one-by-one. Seriously, screw stealth, I’m in a hurry. Now, how do I get to the office again? Right here, left there…just a few more turns…ah, crap.



“Squad, breaching in 3…2…1…Breach!” I was too slow. The door cracked open and at least two squads worth of boots started moving. Dammit! I had to stop them. No one gets left behind and I’m certainly not letting my teammates get foamed on my first mission.



The boots came to a standstill in the middle of the room, forming a line facing the computer. Another set of shoes was audible too, much softer than the heavy footfalls of the troopers. Vista.



“Gentlemen,” The heroine said in her best supervillain voice “I’ve been expecting you.” She said it so calmly, it was unnerving. Vista was probably trying to bluff them. Make them think that ten PRT officers were nothing to her. Either that, or she was really that powerful.



A pair of boots stepped forward and I could hear the almost tell-tale sound of the sprayer. Then, without warning, the sound warped, for the lack of a better word. A string of muffled expletives followed.



“Hey, Jeff?”



“Yes, Adam?”



“I have a question for you. Do you remember the briefing we had about Vista? The whole Shaker 9 space-warping thing?” So that’s what the sound was. Vista’s power distorted sound too. That actually made a lot of sense. Probably should have figured that out myself.



“Umm, yes?”



“Has it ever occurred to you that maybe, just maybe, she could use it to redirect things like, oh, I don’t know, CONTAINMENT FOAM?!”



I finally got to the office, thanking my lucky star that those idiots were too busy talking. Ignoring the hate-filled glares of what could only be Squad 3 foamed against the walls, I took stock of what I was up against. Ten officers, spread out in a line across the room, with at least one of them disabled by Vista’s power. A quick peek inside confirmed that they were all turned inwards, their weapons facing the heroine. On the one hand, this was good: I could run up to them and catch at least some of them by surprise. On the other, they were all facing Vista and I didn’t know the limitations of her power. If they all were to open fire on her at the same time…



“Well, what was I supposed to do?”



“Think about the briefing before you shoot?”



Vista noticed me, standing in the hallway. She tilted her head slightly to the right and nodded. I nodded back. We came to an unspoken agreement. Or at least, I think we did. Between her visor and my lack of training, it’s hard to tell.



“Okay, aside from that.”



“Stand around and keep her from escaping?”



“Okay, that too. But hey, gimme a break here. It’s a training mission. We’re allowed to screw up.”



I broke into a run, foam-gun in hand.



“Jeff, there’s a difference between ‘screwing up’ and ‘shitting the bed so hard that the entire state of Kansas has a year’s worth of free manure’. We’re never going to live this down. Ever.”



“Hey, it could be worse…”



A stream of foam shot out of my gun, hitting three of the troopers and locking them in place. A fourth collided with me, throwing off my aim, but it didn’t matter: the foam itself suddenly changed directions and hit another soldier. The tackler punched me in the face a few times, with little effect. Seriously, trying to take on a brute with your fists? I made my displeasure clear with the butt of my gun before foaming the bastard, emptying the canister.



Vista was seemingly everywhere, pseudo-teleporting around with her power. One moment, she was in front of a trooper, hitting him in the kneecaps with a baton. The next, she took a ten-foot step out of the path or a charging soldier before holding up her taser and pulling the trigger. A trooper on the other side of the room suddenly crumpled to the ground.



Her display was impressive, but it did make my ears hurt. The way it distorted sound was incredibly disorienting, as if each little noise was replayed a dozen times at different frequencies. I grabbed a trooper by the neck and tased him before feeling a milk-like liquid touch my skin. A liquid that turned into solid concrete in moments. My eyes widened when I realized what was happening. One of the troopers had caught me in containment foam. Fuck.



I turned towards the man, or at least, as much as my predicament let me, and glared at him. The son-of-a-bitch got me. Bet he was feeling real proud of his achievement. His victorious smirk didn’t help either. Luckily, his grin didn’t last long: the stream soon turned around and hit him in the face. The shocked expression was almost worth getting caught. Almost.



“Hey, Jeff?”



“Yes, Adam?”



“What did I tell you about jinxing things?”



“Hey, we caught one of them. That’s gotta count for something.”



I tried to move, but my strength wasn’t enough. Figures. The stuff was designed by Dragon, the greatest Tinker in the world. Some unlucky schmuck like me wouldn’t be able to pull herself out of it, not with brute force. I had other options, though. My equipment wouldn’t do me any good, not when my hands were stuck in the foam too. Powers were a better alternative. I sent pulses of sound through the substance, hoping to find just the right frequency to…there…



The foam shook moments before it started to…well…melt, I guess. Pieces of the stuff just fell of me as my power flowed through it and a pool of whitish liquid formed at my feet. Twenty seconds later, I was free. Looking at the shocked faces of the troopers, I grinned. I couldn’t help myself. I just beat the PRT’s signature weapon, the one thing that catches more supervillains than anything else and the only thing in their arsenal that could probably stop me.



“Okay, that’s just not fucking fair!”



“Jeff…”



“You were playing with us, weren’t you?!” Jeff said, glaring at me. “You let us catch you, just so you could show off your bullshit melt power. That’s just evil, you know; giving us hope and then snatching it away!”



“Just ignore him.” Adam reassured me. “He’s sour about losing. You know how it is.”



I did. I spent the last two years losing things: friends, stuff, dignity… Had I always been this vindictive? Was this my subconscious getting revenge by proxy? Was I taking my frustrations out on those poor bastards?



God help me, I seriously need a shrink.



Vista pulled the flash drive out of the computer and walked me out the door. “Gallant, Kid Win, I’m with Banshee. Program’s complete, we’re walking out with the flash drive now.”



“Good job.” Gallant responded. “Meet us at the front entrance. We’ll cover you.”



“Roger that.” She said before turning to me. “Sorry, by the way.”



“About what?”



“You getting foamed. I should have seen it coming, but having lots of people around screws up my power. If you didn’t have that shaky thing, I’d have to leave you behind.” Under most circumstances, I’d have taken that badly, but looking at the face she pulled while saying that last part…



I smiled. It was kind of sweet, the way she genuinely seemed to care. “It’s okay. Apparently containment foam isn’t soundproof. At least, not until Dragon sees the videos and throws a fit over someone beating her toys.”



Vista nodded. “So it was just sound, what you were doing? I saw you knock over an entire squad in one go.”



“Just sound.” I replied. “And thanks…”



“What for?”



“For caring.” The look Vista gave me when I said that…I should probably get myself checked for diabetes when this is over.



“You’re my teammate. It’s what we do.”



Okay, that’s enough touchy-feely. I’m crap at that sort of thing anyway. Back to business. “So, what’re we going to do now? Can’t imagine the PRT’s just going to let us walk out the front door.”



“You’re assuming they have a choice…”



“They’ll have a squad of two blocking the way and we won’t be able to surprise them.” I said while loading a fresh cartridge in my foam-gun. No idea how my equipment managed to stay intact, but I’m glad it did.



“Three, actually. I looked at the cameras before we left. Besides, you’re forgetting the most important part: they won’t be able to surprise us, either. Trust me.” The cheeky grin that formed Vista’s face was more than a little creepy. She was seriously enjoying herself. Then again, we’d just been given a blank check to beat up men twice our size and three times our age. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying myself too.



We walked into the lobby and sure enough, three squads of troopers came out of the woodwork pointing guns and loudly shouting orders at us. Normally, I would have been intimidated by fifteen armed men in heavy armor. In fact, I still was, if only a little. Vista, however, just smiled. She wasn’t worried about anything, so why should I be?



Yes, why should I be? I’ve personally knocked out over a dozen men today. These guys, we can handle them. I let my power flow into my hands, ready to strike, but Vista stepped forward and started talking.



“Tell me, gentlemen, do you feel lucky, punk?” That was a movie quote, wasn’t it? Why would she even…wait, are there actual villains that drop cheesy one-liners? Ah, never mind.

 

“Really, girl?” A soldier replied.



“You probably think you can take us, don’t you? Just a bunch of teenagers. That’s what all your buddies thought, anyway. Where are they, now?”



The soldiers started looking at each other, uncertainly. I could hear some of them gulp and swear under their breaths. They were afraid of us. Grown men, certified badasses…and they were afraid. Of us.



“There’re three ways this is going to end.” Vista continued. “A. You let us go and no one gets hurt. B. I’ll leave you screaming in a two-inch bottomless pit or C. Banshee gets angry and does her thing. Trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”



Wait, what? Me getting angry is the scariest thing that can happen to them? Seriously?



On reflection, that actually made a lot of sense. The troopers didn’t know the full extent of my powers. For all they know, I could have the power to obliterate them all with a thought. I wouldn’t, even if I could, but they didn’t need to know that.



One of the troopers gave the others a signal. I tensed. Just when I thought things were going to get violent, the officers slowly backed up. Eventually, there was enough room for us to fit while still maintaining a respectful distance. We walked on through and left the building without so much of a hitch.



“I can’t believe that actually worked.” I said, making sure that Vista was the only one who could hear me. “You’re terrifying, you know. Parahumans Online didn’t say anything about this.”



“Says the girl who makes big burly men think they’re in a horror movie.” Vista replied. “Look, I hate it when people treat me like a kid. I mean, I’m the most senior Ward in the city! So I borrow lines from Aegis, Triumph, and the other guys, every now and then. They always know what to say, so… Yeah.”



Gallant and Kid Win landed behind us, squabbling about something. “Seriously, I nailed that guy on the roof.” Kid Win boasted. “That’s like, what, seven kills to your five?”



Boys…



“First of all, if you had any actual ‘kills’, I’d be arresting you. Secondly, it’s not a competition.” Gallant replied. “We completed our mission as a team. The only thing that mattered is the magic flash drive. One of you got it, right?” Vista all but hopped towards him and handed it over. “Thank you.”



Kid Win scoffed. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’d say if I were losing. How about you, Banshee? How many did you get?” A PRT van pulled over and we stepped in.



“Not sure.” I replied. “I lost count after the second squad.” There were the original guards, of course, and then…oh God, that came out completely wrong.



The look on Kid Win’s face was priceless, though, and Gallant didn’t stop laughing until we got back to the Rig.



 

It was good to have friends.
					
				


21. [3-6]


					
					Yay, I got a mention on TvTropes Warframe Fanfic recommendations page. Woohoo!

 

Yes, I know there’re only two of them, but seriously, it’s the first time my stuff got a recommendation on TvTropes ever.

 

Chapter 3-6

 

Our van pulled over at a designated muster point near the PRT headquarters. “Why are we here again?” I asked. “Shouldn’t we go back to the rig and debrief, or something?”

 

“The director wanted to give a general debriefing first.” Gallant filled in for me. “She usually does that when there’re a lot of rookies in the group. Don’t worry about being in trouble, or anything. We did good. She probably wants to give the troopers a dressing-down for screwing things up.”

 

“From what you said earlier, it sounded like they were supposed to lose.”

 

“Well, sort off. There’s a difference between just losing and getting completely demolished. They should have caught at least one of us. Probably you, all things considered. Director’s going to be fuming that the troopers came home empty-handed.”

 

“Piggy’s always fuming.” Kid Win added. “Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile. Not sure if she even can.”

 

“The director has a huge responsibility, Kid Win. I think it’s okay if she’s a little terse.”

 

The Tinker snorted. “‘Terse’, right. You’re not a Tinker, Gallant. Piggot drops the ban hammer almost everything we make. You have no idea how frustrating it is to have hours of work thrown in a bin because of some stupid little rule you didn’t know exist.”

 

“I can imagine. Still, she’s our director, so at least try to pretend you respect her, even if you can’t.”

 

Kid Win scoffed. I sensed a lot of hostility between him and Piggot, but it wasn’t my place to pry. Miss Militia showed us to a nearby auditorium. Probably the same place where the troopers had their briefing. I still thought it was strange that they want us to sit in on the debriefing too. If I had to guess, I’d say so that we’d learn what the PRT is capable off so we could better support them in the future. Well, I’d find out soon enough. No point in guessing.

 

The room slowly began to fill up as the four of us engaged in small talk. As interesting as it was to hear about Gallant’s on-and-off relationship with Glory Girl (much to the former’s annoyance), I quickly found myself listening in on the troopers.

 

“…will be reviewing the Master/Stranger protocols again. In fact, I’m going to wake you up in the middle of the night and quiz you on them. If you get one of them wrong, I’ll make you run a mile. Do you understand me, soldier?”

 

“Look, I know you’re mad about the friendly fire thing…”

 

“If this were the real thing, you could have gotten people killed. Gangs like E88 don’t pull their punches.”

 

Another.

 

“…couldn’t hear anything. At all. I yelled, but there was no sound. Seriously, I’m going to need a therapist, that girl is scary as fuck.”

 

“Crybaby.”

 

“Fuck you. She got you first, remember.”

 

“And you’re still a crybaby.”

 

Another.

 

“…and then Philip doubled over, laughing his ass off for no reason. Creepiest thing I’ve seen in a long time. Seriously, aren’t kid heroes supposed to be all cuddly and stuff?”

 

“They don’t get to chose their powers, son. Besides, you should have seen what Gallant did to Joe. Poor guy literally crapped himself.”

 

Suddenly, the room fell silent. Director Piggot and her eternal frown had arrived.

 

“Gentlemen, I’ve reviewed the footage of today’s exercise.” She began. As expected, she was not pleased. “To say that we’ve been defeated would be an understatement.” There were murmurs and chuckles in the crowd. Piggot’s face remained unchanged. “I don’t find any of this funny. In fact, had this been a real mission against actual villains, I would have called it an unmitigated disaster. There were fifty-two of you in total. When the exercise was over, only twenty-three were walked away unharmed. The rest were wounded, covered in containment foam, unconscious, or too emotionally compromised to leave on their own power. However, what really bothers me is the inevitable fallout. A real mission would probably have taken place somewhere in the city proper. In this day and age, I can guarantee that at least one civilian bystander will have a smartphone and catch some of this on camera. Think for a moment what will happen when a video like that gets posted on the internet.”

 

The director paused for a moment and allowed the words to sink in. In the age of the internet, news spreads quickly. A video of a group of villains kicking PRT ass? Even Legend himself wouldn’t be able to keep up.

 

“The first thing that would happen is that the video goes viral. Footage related to capes almost always does. Then, we’ll get speculation. People will start wondering if the PRT is really powerful enough to keep Brockton Bay safe. Our four villains will gain prestige from beating the dreaded PRT so easily which will probably mean that they’ll start pulling bigger and riskier crimes. Other villains will be emboldened by their success and get more aggressive. The common man, the people we’re supposed to be protecting, will start to lose faith in us. If supervillain attacks happen too many times, or at the right time, we lose ground. Every time we’re defeated like this, we lose legitimacy in the eyes of the people and when they start to think we can’t keep them safe, they will turn to people who can. This is how we’ve lost entire districts to the gangs. This is how Empire 88, the ABB, and the Merchants end up controlling half of Brockton Bay between them and why there’s no public uprising to kick them out. If we want to have any hope of reclaiming the city from the gangs, we cannot allow this to happen again. The PRT is one of the only things that’s keeping this country from descending into barbarism. There’s too much at stake for us to lose. I hope you understand the kind of responsibility we all carry and act accordingly in the future.”

It was kind of strange to see the normally calm director speak with that kind of conviction. Sure, nobody here wanted the supervillains to win, but I got the impression that this was more than just a sense of duty. Something happened to her that made this personal to her, didn’t it? I wonder what…

 

Piggot continued, this time focusing on one individual. “Officer Gonzales. You called for Master/Stranger protocols. Why?”

 

“Two of my squad disappeared without a trace, Ma’m. I don’t believe in coincidences.” I remembered her. She lead the first squad of troopers I took down. The woman looked though and strong. Definitely military. It’s hard to believe that I was able to take her down at all. Funny that I hadn’t considered her much of a threat during the fight itself.

 

“Intel didn’t say anything about a Master or a Stranger class cape being present. In fact, neither the Protectorate nor the Wards have a cape that would make Master/Stranger protocols necessary.”

 

“Intel has a habit of dropping the ball sometimes and my men didn’t wander off on their own. Better safe than sorry. Turns out, Ward no. 4 can make sound disappear and is strong enough to beat my men to a pulp. I think I made the right call.”

 

“Indeed.” Piggot said, a ghost of a smile appearing on her face. Then she turned to the crowd and the frown came back. “Intel said that you’d only be facing three villains. Intel was wrong, as is so often the case. Banshee, the cape you’re referring to, only joined us yesterday and because of that, we have no usable intel on her at all. You may think using her here is cheating, but a new cape joining a gang is hardly unusual these days. On average, Brockton Bay gets around three to four new capes a month. Since at least two-thirds of them inevitably turn villain, it is only a matter of time until you run into someone with a powerset you’ve never encountered. When that happens, you’ll have to be able to deal with it. Sometimes, the new cape isn’t that powerful and we can handle them. Usually, though, we’re not that lucky. Fighting unknowns is what causes the most casualties in our organization.” I was sure now, something bad happened to the director. The look on her face, the crack in her voice that no one but me heard…she hid it well, but not well enough. “Which brings me to officer Meinhardt. You were in the lobby with fourteen other men. Why did you let the villains pass?”

 

“Because the two ‘villains’, happened to be Vista and a cape we’ve never seen before. Vista is one of the most powerful Shakers on record and the only thing we knew about the other one is that she took at least a whole squad of trained officers out on her own. If we’d opened fire, our asses would have been kicked and we’d have nothing to show for it. The mission had already gone FUBAR, so I ordered my people to stand down and railroad them to the exit, minimizing casualties and collateral damage. It was the only thing we could do at the time.” I didn’t recognize this guy. He was probably one of the very shouty people in the lobby.

 

The director nodded. “As much as I hate to admit it, it was probably the right thing to do. Better to let the villains get away than let yourself be ripped apart failing to stop them. Nevertheless, we were still soundly beaten. There are other things I could mention, like failing to adhere to the Master/Stranger protocols, not considering the possibility that the comms could be hacked by the group’s Tinker until it was too late, and your downright embarrassing attempts to corner Kid Win, but I’ll leave that for you to work out yourselves so that you won’t make the same mistakes again.” By now, the room had become solemnly quiet. I felt for the troopers. We hadn’t gone easy on them. Hell, we crushed them. Humiliated them. To think what could have happened if we’d been actual villains, if we hadn’t held back… I couldn’t imagine what kind of people would willingly put themselves in harm’s way like that.

 

“In the end, though…I’m actually quite happy things turned out the way they did.” Somehow, the room became even more quiet, but this time out of surprise. I could hear heartbeats with no effort on my part. “Most of you are recent transfers. Among you are policemen, soldiers, marines, even a few Army Rangers. You are some of the most elite our country has to offer. You are strong, you are skilled, and you are proud. I saw your faces during the briefing. The opposition was nothing more than three teenagers in silly costumes. Who needs the Protectorate when you’ve got a big gun? It’s going to be a walk in the park. I think we all know how wrong you were.”

A few members of the crowd chuckled mirthlessly.

 

“The first lesson each and every single one of us needs to learn is that all the training and equipment in the world mean little when you’re up against a parahuman. To use our own Wards team as an example:” The director turned to the four of us. “Gallant’s blasts will affect you, even while wearing armor. A few of them can reduce a grown man to tears. Kid Win can create equipment that is decades more advanced than anything you’ll ever be carrying yourself. Vista is one of the most powerful Shakers on record; the last time we had an exercise like this, the vans never arrived. Banshee got into a fist-fight with Lung on her first night out as a cape. She walked away. Lung didn’t.”

 

I was starting to understand the point Piggot was trying to make. This whole exercise was a lesson in humility for them. We were just props, in the end. Tools she needed to show them just how powerful parahumans could get.

 

“These are the kind of opponents you’ll be facing every single day as a member of the PRT. You underestimated them once and paid for it dearly. Do not make that same mistake again or you won’t make it out alive. Our Wards have been told to go easy on you. Villains won’t bother limiting themselves like that. This is why the PRT is generally tasked with supporting roles; why we let the Wards and the Protectorate do most of the heavy lifting. In cape battles, we are at the bottom of the food chain. We need the superheroes, no matter how much you dislike them or how strong you think you are. Never forget that.” After a moment, she added: “Dismissed.”

 

The troopers left first. They were much quieter than when they came in. At first, they sounded like a football team that just lost a match. Now… the atmosphere was somber at best. I thought that I’d seen all the ways words could hurt someone back at Winslow, but apparently I was wrong. Emma never hit me with the cold, hard, humiliating truth, not the way Piggot did.

 

I was kind of glad Emma hadn’t.

 

“Piggy sure loves her speeches…” Kid Win said. “Not sure why she wanted us to be there.”

 

“When the director wants something…” Gallant warned.

 

“I know, but that doesn’t make it less annoying.”

 

Suddenly, the pieces fell in place. “Piggot’s doing this because she wants to show us why we’re needed.”

 

“Sorry?” Kid Win asked.

 

“Wards aren’t supposed to get in fights with other capes but we do it all the time. Why? Because the city needs us. If we don’t fight, then those poor bastards the next room over will have to deal with the bad guys on their own and we now know how badly that’s going to end. They can’t force us, but with subtle peer pressure, they can still convince us to come anyway.”

 

Gallant looked at me and said: “Banshee, are you saying that Piggot’s been trying to guilt-trip us into fighting all along?”

 

“Well, kinda? I mean, you never opt out, don’t you? Even though you could.”

 

“Of course, I don’t. If I do then…” Gallant’s eyes suddenly widened. “Oh, she’s good.”

 

“Real good.” Kid Win added, looking quite shocked.

 

Why did they sound so surprised? Was I really the only one that’d put all of this together? If I was, what does that make me? Is my distrust for authority figures so deep that I assume everyone has a hidden agenda or is everyone else just that naive?

 

 

And why was Miss Militia looking at me funny?
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					Chapter 3-7



“And our conquering heroes return!” Dennis shouted faux-enthusiastically as we boarded the Rig. “C’mon, Carlos’s got us a conference room. We can get to the debriefing right away.”



“You’re excited for a debriefing?” I asked.



“Just this one. You won’t believe the crazy footage you guys made. I swear, it’s like watching a real-life action movie. Really wish we could put it on Parahumans Online.”



Missy nudged me and said: “Don’t worry about him, he’s always like this. Too much sugar.” I nodded in response. Just keep quiet and the silly young man will go away.



“Oh, c’mon Missy, it’s not every day that we get front-row seats to an awesome ninja flick. Especially one where thirty-odd grown men brown their pants.”



“I’m not that scary…” I responded, a little more defensively than I’d have liked.



“No, you really are.” Missy said, smiling softly. “Trust me, you are. Remember back in the office? It’s like watching a movie with the sound turned off. You punch a guy in the face and I can’t hear a thing. Really creepy. No wonder the big, bad troopers were scared of you. Did you see their faces when Piggot said you took down Lung?”

“I…didn’t, really.” Strange, now that I thought about it. How did I not notice an entire room full of men staring at me? Well, I was listening to Piggot at the time and letting my guard down. Probably shouldn’t do that in the future.



“You didn’t? They didn’t gasp, or anything?” Missy kind of had a point. I should have picked up on that, at least.



“I wasn’t really listening to them. The director was talking and she’s a lot more important.”



“Very true. Guess people can sneak up on you, huh?”



“Unfortunately…” I really need to work on my habits. Who knows when a villain could show up an ruin my day?



“I’ve been thinking: you’d make a great mime.” Dennis said. He’s on one of his weird little tangents again, isn’t he? “Seriously, if you ever get sick of the ninja theme, you can always go with that.”



“Dennis…” Missy warned. It was so cute, seeing her angry. That said, I wish Dennis got the hint. I really don’t like the idea of me being scary. I’m trying to be a hero, not a boogeyman.



“It’s brilliant, I tell you! Just paint over your armor and…” I snapped my fingers and sound stopped coming out of his mouth. Blissful silence at last.

Wait, did I just break a rule by using my power on a teammate?



“That…is the best power in the history of all mankind.” Chris said. “You should show that trick to Piggy. She’ll love you forever.”



Miss Militia coughed to get my attention. “Taylor, you know you’re not supposed to use your power on a teammate, right?”



“We are if it’s necessary.” Missy said. “Chapter 6, section 3.”



“And how is shutting up Clockblocker necessary?”



Without missing a beat, the girl replied: “How is shutting up Clockblocker not necessary?”



The heroine looked at Dennis, who was doing his best to dramatically climb out of an invisible box. “Good point. Carry on, Banshee.”



“Yes, ma’m.” I said, matching Miss Militia’s grin. I’ll turn the power off when we get to the conference room. Sure, it’s harmless, but Dennis might actually have something important to say. He’s still the senior Ward, after all.



In the conference room, we found Carlos along with a ridiculously muscular, costumed man. No, man was the wrong word. He sounded like a teenager when he talked, but he didn’t exactly look like one. No normal teenager had muscles like that. On second thought, normal adults wouldn’t have a build like that either. Not without excessive use of steroids and even then…



The boy stepped forward and held out a hand. “You must be the new girl everyone’s talking about.” He said with a ‘winning’ smile. “I’m Browbeat in costume, but you may call me John.” Carlos sighed and shook his head.



I idly shook John’s hand, unable to get over the fact that those muscles were just so…odd. It was part of his power, wasn’t it? It had to be. Either that, or he spends every waking hour in the gym. “Umm, hi…nice to meet you.” Look at me, stumbling over my words again. “Look, this is going to keep bugging me if I don’t ask, but are those muscles real? I mean, it’s like you’ve been photoshopped…”



The Wards behind me smirked. Smooth, Taylor.



“Browbeat’s powers are short range telekinesis and biokinesis.” Carlos explained.



John quickly interrupted him. “Basically, I hit like a truck with my telekinesis and alter my body to heal wounds and such.”



That actually very useful. Still, there’s one thing bugging me. “If you can change your body at will, why are you trying to look like Arnold Schwarzenegger? I mean, you already hit like a truck. All that extra muscle is just a waste. Wouldn’t it be more helpful to, say, go with a runner’s build to boost your speed, or a gymnast’s for agility, then to bulk up on muscle that you won’t use much anyway?”



Browbeat looked a little annoyed. The others on the other hand: Chris and Dennis could barely contain their laughter, Dean looked like he was fighting something from the inside, Missy shot me the most sympathetic look I’ve ever seen, and Carlos just smirked before saying. “Told you…”



“Fine.” John shook his head and sat down.



I was missing something. I have no idea what, but there was an in-joke here somewhere and I’m not sure who exactly was the butt of the joke.



Carlos coughed to get everyone’s attention again, before motioning us to take a seat facing the room’s projector. “Anyway, on to the reason why I bothered getting you all here: Debriefing. Let me be the first to say this: Dean, Chris, Missy, Taylor, you guys kicked ass today. You got in without raising an alarm, got out without losing anybody, and left over half of the PRT guys tied up or foamed. I’m proud of you.” A round of applause followed, though it sounded a little silly with so few of us being there. “Anyway, I want to put Taylor in the spotlight here, being that she’s new to the Brockton Bay Wards and we should figure out how her powers fit in with the rest of us. You don’t mind, right Taylor?”



Oh great. I really don’t like being the center of attention. Too many bad experiences. “Not really. It’s important.”



Carlos nodded and continued. “Fair enough. Miss Militia gave us Taylor’s, or rather Banshee’s, file and it said ‘Stranger, Brute, Shaker’. You tried using her as an assassin and have her use stealth and the element of surprise to pick off squads when the troopers spread out trying to contain Movers like Dean and Chris. Basically, the same thing we tried to do with Sophia when she…” He paused, looking at me with a pained expression. “Sorry.”



For what? Oh, right, for mentioning Sophia in my presence. “Don’t walk on eggshells around me, okay? I’m a big girl, Carlos. I’m not going to bite your head off for saying her name.”



“Just making sure. I know how you feel about it…”



“And if I ever see Sophia again, I’ll be sure to punch her lights out.” Maybe not the smartest thing to say, but hey, the bitch would fucking deserve it. “Now, you were saying something about me being an assassin?”



Carlos grunted and got back on track. Honestly, though, it was sweet of him to care. “Right. We have her picking off high-value targets and the like. While that’s a good idea in theory, I think today has proven that she can do a hell of a lot more. I have to ask, Taylor, are you absolutely sure you’ve never been in a fight before, apart from that thing with Lung?”



“No. Not one where I used my powers, anyway. Why?”



Carlos pressed a few buttons on the table and a video started to play. I quickly picked up on what it was: footage of me taking out my first squad of PRT troopers. “First of all: you slipping into that closet just in time. Even with a thinker power, the timing of it…”



“I was bullied on a daily basis, Carlos. It’s a survival skill. After I triggered, I quickly learned how to listen for the bullies and disappear when one of them would come looking for me. Figured it might work here.”



“That actually says a lot…” Dennis muttered. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I meant that as a compliment.” I glared daggers into the boy. “No really, you’re scary as fuck in a good way. Just watch the video.”



The video ran, first showing me disabling two of the soldiers without their buddies knowing what went on. Then, I eliminated two of the others with my fists before taking out the leader. Looking at it from this perspective, it was almost surreal. Seeing the other me silently taking someone down was bizarre. Seeing the other me do it while no one was reacting was even worse. It’s like the whole takedown had been edited in afterwards. I knew it wasn’t, but still… Part of me felt like I wanted it to be fake. The Banshee in the video was me, but the movements looked so fluid, so…inhuman…



God help me, I’m the monster in a horror movie…



“See?” Dennis said. “Exactly what I meant. Totally awesome.”



Wait, what?



“Anyway,” Carlos said, raising his voice a little “the point I’m trying to make is that Banshee over here is a lot more versatile than we thought. Unlike most Strangers, you’re still useful even after you’ve been spotted. I think we could easily use you on the frontline. If necessary, of course.”



“We already have you and Browbeat doing the heavy lifting.” Missy added. “We need her stealth more than we need her firepower. Don’t forget her brains. Listening in on the troopers and convincing them to turn on their own squad was all her idea.”



Our leader nodded. “True, but it’s good to keep our options open. Never know when we need the extra muscle. I’d like to be prepared either way.”



Chris took the opportunity to speak up. “What about the containment foam thing? That stuff’s supposed to be unbreakable but Taylor managed to get out somehow.”



“Concentrated waves of sound.” I explained. “I can break up pretty much anything with them if I try hard enough. Apparently it works on foam too.”



“How did you get caught anyway?” Dean asked. “You were fast enough to dodge them earlier.”



“I got distracted.” Stupid of me, really. I didn’t like admitting it, but this was a training session and we’re supposed to learn from our mistakes. “Missy’s power does really weird things to sound. I lost focus for a moment and…well…”



“A moment is all it takes.” Missy finished for me. “Say what you want about the troopers, they’re quick on their feet. Anyway, this is important. We should practice and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”



Carlos smiled. “Good thinking. Oh, and Taylor: there’s a copy of this and other training videos available on the local intranet. Take a look when you get the proper clearance. They’re really helpful. So, onto the next victim: Vista. I suppose I should thank you for not sending the troopers to the moon, or something…”



“Hey, that’s a great idea!” The girl answered excitedly.



“…but what is it with you and faces? I know it’s a great way to disable someone, but it’s too risky. Inhaling containment foam is bad. You’ve been to the safety seminars more often than I have. You should know better by now. Try aiming for the legs, next time.” Missy pouted at the dressing-down, but she didn’t seem particularly upset. Probably heard this before. “Then, we have Chris…”



The guy shifted nervously in his seat. “Oh, boy.”



“I have one thing to say to you: You are not a matador. PRT officers are not raging bulls. Cut it out.” I was half-tempted to ask them to elaborate, but decided against it. This wasn’t the time and the place. I could always get the videos later.



“Yes, boss, sir.”



Apparently, Carlos was content with that. “So, last, but certainly not least…”



Dean shook his head. “I already know what you’re going to say.”



“We have our differences when it comes to leadership.” Carlos seemed…annoyed. I think he’s had this conversation with Dean before. Probably more than once.



“Wards need to be able to act on their own in case we’re ever cut off or alone. We shouldn’t train ourselves in blindly following the leader. We had a plan and we followed it through. Everyone did their part and we won, big time.”



“One of these days, the ‘everyone does their thing’ approach is going to come and bite us.” Carlos was looking increasingly exasperated. Funnily enough, so was Dean.



“One of these days, excessive micromanagement’s going to do the same thing, Carlos. Honestly, with all the weird powers out there, we need to be able to go solo and make our own decisions. We just can’t rely on the chain of command staying intact all the time.”



Carlos sighed, realizing that he wasn’t getting anywhere. “Okay, how about this: Let’s play a videogame tonight, your pick. I win, you actually follow my advice for once the next time we train. You win, you do what you want. Deal?”



“You’re on, boss.” Dean replied, grinning.



“Good.” Our leader said, smiling. “Well, I think that covers everything, unless one of you has a question?”



Thinking back to the foam gun, I asked: “Can I keep the sprayer? I really liked using it.”



“Actually,” Miss Militia interrupted “you can’t. I’m sorry, but there’s a whole battery of regulations keeping you from doing that.” This was actually the first time she’s spoken. Odd that she didn’t say anything during the debriefing itself. Maybe she wanted us to try for ourselves before adding anything? Or it was another test…



“Can’t I? I mean, I loved the thing. I helped me take out an entire squad in second. Supervillains won’t know what hit them.”



Miss Militia just shook her head. “Regs still say no. Unless your power really needs the weapon, which it doesn’t, the PRT won’t make an exception for you either.”



“Why not?”



“Because technically, the Wards aren’t supposed to do any real fighting against other capes. Containment foam is something we use against the kind of supervillain that can’t be restrained by handcuffs. We shouldn’t be putting you in a situation where it’s necessary. You probably won’t even need one. Not while you’re a Ward.”



“That, and seeing Wards with guns gives off the whole ‘child soldier’ vibe that the PR department is trying to avoid.” Dennis said. That actually made a lot of sense. My dad would never have let me join if he thought I was going to become a part of some sort of army. Even if that was essentially what has happened.



Miss Militia ignored him and continued. “What I can do, Taylor, is sign you up for firearms training. You still won’t be able to carry a real weapon in the field until you graduate into the Protectorate, but it would grease the wheels if you still think you’ll need it when you turn eighteen.”



That…She’d…God, this was a huge favor. I didn’t know why the prospect of handling a gun excited me so much, but I couldn’t help myself. “I…I’d appreciate that, ma’m. Thank you.”



“No problem.” She replied with a smile.



With that settled, Carlos spoke up again. “Well, then, you’re dismissed. So, who wants to see Dean get his ass kicked?”



The group started laughing and ran to the Wards’ lounge. Wait, we have a lounge? Before I realized what was going on, Missy had all but dragged me along with them.



Apparently we do.



“Dean totally got this one in the bag.” The girl said.



Guess I got to make this a bet, right? “Well, for the sake of being contrarian, my money’s on Carlos.”



“I’ll bet you a Snickers over that.”



“You’re on.”



 

It was good, having a friend again.
					
				


23. [Interlude]


					
					Chapter 3-Interlude

 

Miss Militia considered herself a good judge of character. Even in a world with Thinkers, Changers, and Case 53s, she could generally figure out what drove people. Most of the time, anyways. There were always exceptions and there have been plenty of cases where she’s been fooled or mistaken, but she liked to think that those were in the minority.

 

Teenagers were especially easy to read. Teenage capes even more so. Between hormones, powers, and emotional issues, they were like an open book to someone like herself. Armsmaster had recognized this and thus the Brockton Bay Wards had become Miss Militia’s pet project, of a sort. Most people would have resented Armsmaster for all but shoving a burden like this down their throat, but Miss Militia knew better. Anyone who’s spent time around the man knew that it was for the best. Armsmaster was an excellent Tinker, an incredible fighter, and a great tactician, even without his combat prediction software, but his people skills were…somewhat lacking. The last thing anyone needs is more dysfunctional capes in Brockton Bay. At least the man was self-aware enough to entrust the Wards to someone else. Which made recent events all the more painful.

 

Sophia Hess. She’d been a problem child from the start. Even then, Miss Militia had never expected this: a two year long campaign of what could only be described as terror, gone completely unnoticed because a school cared more about funding and status than they did about the safety of their own students. That alone had left Miss Militia fuming. Worse still is that both the Protectorate and the PRT were responsible, no matter what Director Piggot might say, and they’d swept it all under the rug. Sophia had been transferred away (where to, Miss Militia didn’t care, so long as the girl never came back), calls had been made, and as far as the world was concerned, none of it had ever happened.

 

All because Taylor Hebert wanted to be a hero so badly that she didn’t dare make an issue out of it.

 

Why? Most people wouldn’t be able to forgive two years of torture that easily. Miss Militia would have understood if the girl had stormed out of the building after the revelation and refused to every use her power again. Hell, Taylor had every right to turn to villainy, seeing how the system had failed her again and again, and yet she didn’t. Even if the girl’s desire to be a hero was really that strong, a fifteen year-old shouldn’t have the emotional maturity needed to just let it all go at the drop of a hat, let alone happily chat with the other Wards, Sophia’s former teammates, as if nothing has happened. Teenagers weren’t supposed to be that rational. Was it desperation? Did she needed change so badly that she was willing to let it go if it meant having friends again? If that were the case, what did that say about the Protectorate?

 

The girl could have destroyed them, Miss Militia reflected as she was reading through the reports. It took PRT investigators an hour to figure out the full extent of the bullying campaign. If the Heberts had decided to go to the police after the locker incident, the ensuing scandal could easily have destroyed not just her career, but that of Director Piggot and Armsmaster as well. Ward bullies girl for two years and no one does anything about it? The media would be over it like a pack of starving vultures. Heads would have rolled.

 

But none of that happened, because little Taylor Hebert wanted to be a hero.

Should she be thankful that Taylor decided to play nice or smack the girl for letting the Protectorate and the PRT get away with a slap on the wrist? At any rate, it doesn’t matter. Not anymore. Taylor Hebert is officially a Ward now and no one wants to open old wounds. Brockton Bay has a new hero, one who’s a lot more powerful and a lot more likable than Shadow Stalker ever was, if Taylor’s interactions with the other Wards thus far were anything to go by. Miss Militia should be happy that things turned out as well as they did.

 

And yet…Miss Militia couldn’t shake this horrible feeling in her gut. Maybe it was Taylor’s paranoia? Maybe it was the fact that the girl’s too smart for her own good? Or it could be something else entirely…

 

The heroine recalled the security cam footage of earlier in the day. What she saw during that training exercise was worrying. One part that kept coming back to her was a short, three-second segment showing the girl in costume reloading a containment foam launcher. It might seem like an odd thing to focus on, but Miss Militia knew guns better than anyone and the containment foam launcher was no different. There was a sort of knack to using that thing, thanks to its awkward shape and the size of the foam canisters. One that PRT officers often complained about until they figured out the trick to reloading them. Taylor, though, she didn’t have any problems with it whatsoever. In one smooth motion, the girl opened the rifle, disposed of the empty canister, slid a fresh one in, and slammed the whole thing shut in the span of two seconds. She even jerked her arm in such a way that the used canister landed away from her feet.

 

That was not a stroke of luck. Every movement had been deliberate. None of the weapon’s quirks had bothered Taylor in any way. She handled the weapon like someone who’d been doing this for years. Did she have some sort of instinctive understanding of firearms as part of her power? If she did, what other powers might she have? Was she even consciously aware of any of them?

 

What bothered Miss Militia the most, however, was the total disconnect between the shy, socially awkward teenager and the warrior in the video. If she hadn’t seen it for herself…

 

“Hannah?”

 

Who was that? Oh, it’s Armsmaster. Who else could it have been? There aren’t many people that know her civilian name.

 

“Colin. It’s considered polite to knock.”

 

Armsmaster simply continued. “I want your opinion on our newest Ward.”

 

Miss Militia rubbed her forehead. Of course, he did. Armsmaster didn’t do social calls. That would be a waste of his time, after all. “She’s a great asset to the team. Smart, powerful, genuinely wants to be a hero. We’re lucky to have her.”

 

“That we are. It’s a pity she cost us Shadow Stalker, though.”

 

This, Miss Militia thought. This is the reason you have no friends. “If her phone records are any indication, Sophia Hess is a bully and a thug. We’re lucky that she hadn’t done something we can’t sweep under the rug.”

 

“True, but she was useful. Losing her is a setback. It was worth it, though. I think that with some training, Banshee will be a lot more effective without being as much of a headache. It’s why I’ve told the PR department to hurry the paperwork along. I’m hoping that she can start her official duties sometime next week. E88 will be moving out soon and we’ll need all the help we can get.”

 

“What?” Miss Militia couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Official duties for someone like Armsmaster was usually more than just a daylight patrol of the Boardwalk.

 

“Colin, that’s far too soon. There’s still too much we don’t know about her yet.”

 

He huffed in annoyance. “Like what, exactly? Her powers are diverse, but they’re reasonably straightforward.”

 

“It’s not her powers, it’s her personality.” Miss Militia brought some of the video footage from the training exercise. “Look at her. Look at the way she moves. No hesitation. Not a step out of place.”

 

Armsmaster narrowed his eyes. “Like Shadow Stalker.”

 

“Shadow Stalker was more like a predatory animal. A cat, playing with her food. Banshee is more…professional. Collected. Almost mechanical.”

 

“Like me.”

 

Not the conclusion she was hoping he’d reach, but correct nonetheless. “She seems to have instincts that normally would have taken years of training to develop. She has an innate understanding of the containment foam launcher, even though she’s never handled one herself and I’m willing to bet that it extends to mundane weapons as well. She walks and acts like a trained commando, but there’s nothing in her records that suggests how she learned to act that way: no military background in her family or relevant extracurricular activities. Believe me, I checked.”

 

“So Banshee is naturally at home on the battlefield.” Armsmaster said, nodding. “That’s good. It’ll keep her safe in the days to come.”

 

“Colin…”

 

“I’m sorry, Hannah, but I fail to see a problem. She took down Lung on her first outing and nearly twenty trained PRT officers today. It’s obvious she capable, even without actual combat training. The girl will be fine.”

 

“Colin, no. You’re going to push her to hard. Remember what you did to Kid Win?”

 

Armsmaster looked thoughtfully. For a moment it almost looked like he regretted something. “Kid Win fell short of my expectations.”

 

“Of course he did! You were expecting him to be as skilled as you are. What do you think was going to happen? A teenager rivaling one of the best Tinkers in the world?”

 

“I needed to find his limits.”

 

“And in doing so, you nearly destroyed that poor boy. He still thinks he’s a disappointment because you kept pushing him too hard! I won’t let you burn out another Ward because you can’t lower your expectations to a reasonable level.” The girl needed to be protected. Miss Militia had no doubt that she’d do anything Armsmaster would ask of her, heedless of the consequences. He was the head of the local Protectorate. You just don’t say no to a man like that.

 

“Considering Banshee’s performance thus far, I’m sure she’ll be able to meet them.”

 

“And if she doesn’t and ends up a wreck? Or worse, what if she does? Who knows what she’ll become. Taylor’s damaged, Colin, by one of our own, in case you’ve forgotten. She’s fragile and I won’t let you push her over the edge.”

 

Armsmaster grabbed a seat and sat down in front of her. A typical ‘bring myself down to your level’ maneuver. Miss Militia would have laughed at how forced it looked, if the situation hadn’t been so serious. “Hannah, you’re my second-in-command. You see many of the same files I see. You know that Brockton Bay is falling apart. You also know that we’re badly outnumbered. Now, with Lung on his way to the Birdcage, there’s going to be a shift in the status quo. Bakuda has vanished into thin air and Oni Lee won’t be able to hold the ABB together for long on his own, not against Empire 88. However, when Kaiser tries to take over ABB’s territory, he’ll be forced to overextend. That’s when we need to hit him. If we don’t, E88 will be the only dominant gang left in town. I can’t allow that to happen, not with someone like Kaiser in charge.”

 

“You can’t kick E88 out in one go.”

 

“I know, but I can make them bleed. Force them on the defensive. Keep the Empire from expanding. Kaiser’s people will lose faith in him if he can’t capitalize on Lung’s capture and when that happens…” Armsmaster let out a whistle. “…the Empire will fall apart.”

 

“You don’t need the Wards for that. You certainly don’t need a complete rookie like Taylor.”

 

“Yes, I do.” Armsmaster explained. “How many capes does the Protectorate have in this city? You, me, Velocity, Dauntless, Assault, Battery, and Triumph. That’s seven. Add New Wave and the independent heroes, and maybe we’ll hit twenty. Empire 88 alone has at least thirty capes at their disposal and can probably hire a few independent villains if they have to. We’re badly outnumbered, not to mention that E88 is almost as well trained and equipped as we are. We need the Wards and if Banshee’s as powerful as I think she is, we need to put her in the thick of it as soon as possible.”

 

Miss Militia gritted her teeth. She wanted to get rid of those neo-Nazi bastards as much as anyone, but she knew Armsmaster too. He wasn’t doing this just because it was the right thing to do. Taking down one of the oldest and strongest parahuman gangs in the United States would be a massive boost to his career and Armsmaster was just enough of a glory hound to use the Wards to fulfill his ambitions. Not that she’d say it out loud. In spite of his ego, Armsmaster was still her superior in more ways than one and ultimately a force of good in the city. Well, most of the time.

 

Still, a line had to be drawn somewhere. “No.”

 

“Hannah…”

 

“You made the Wards my responsibility because you know you’re crap with teenagers. That’s fine. I accept that. But if we’re doing this, I expect you to listen to my advice.” Armsmaster stayed quiet. She knew she was finally getting through to him. “Now, there’s a good chance that Taylor’s power is influencing her mind in some way. If that’s the case, we need to know that her instincts won’t get the better of her and cause her to go on a killing spree.”

 

“You have no reason to suspect…”

 

“Yes, I do.” Miss Militia interrupted. “People snap, Colin. It happens, and it often takes a lot less than what Taylor’s been through. So, here’s what we’re going to do: you can take the other Wards to deal with E88, but Banshee stays under my command until I’m sure she can handle working with you.”

Armsmaster frowned. “Last time I checked, you weren’t my superior.”

 

“What do you think is going to happen if someone like Banshee loses it? Would you risk it?” The frown stayed, but Miss Militia could tell that her superior was at least considering it. “Let me handle this.”

 

He nodded and said: “You have two weeks. Kaiser tends to be cautious which will buy us a little time. After that…if things are going to turn out the way I think they are, we’ll need her. Make sure she’s ready.”

 

“Of course, Armsmaster.”

 

 

Two weeks to fix a traumatized girl/killer commando. Better than nothing.
					
				


24. [4-1]


					
					Chapter 4-1

 

Ah, the joys of going to school.

 

Or rather, the joys of being tutored on the Rig because the paperwork to Arcadia isn’t done yet. The regs say that all Wards have to at least finish high school and, naturally, that includes yours truly. It makes sense, I guess. Not everyone in the Wards wants to become a superhero full time and going to school means that we have at least some semblance of a normal life. I can understand the reasoning behind it. It’s just so unfortunate that they couldn’t find a proper tutor in time. Instead, the PRT simply ordered one of their guys to play tutor for the coming week. Unfortunately, officer Faulks didn’t know a thing about teaching, so he gave me a book and an assignment and started doing his paperwork.

 

Still better than Winslow.

 

All of this was temporary, of course. The PRT was deliberately waiting a few weeks to throw anyone trying to guess Banshee’s secret identity off my trail. As far as the world knows, Taylor Hebert simply couldn’t take Winslow anymore and will now spend a few weeks at home until the paperwork from Arcadia was cleared. The cover story left a bad taste in my mouth. Basically, Emma had won, at least from her perspective. She’d bully me so much that I’d snapped (a second time, if you counted the locker) and had to be taken away. Emma herself would, as always, escape punishment. Sure, she’d lost her ‘best friend’ Sophia, but I seriously doubted that the bitch cared at all. If Emma felt the same way about her as she did about me…Nah, she wouldn’t care.

 

The funny thing is that if Emma knew the truth, I think she’d probably hang herself. I got into a better school and will end up spending my life doing something far more meaningful than anything she’ll ever accomplish in her modeling career. Weak, little Taylor Hebert became a superhero because she caused me to trigger. How’s that for a punch-line.

 

Part of me wanted to go over to Emma’s house and just rub it in. Show her that I’m beyond her reach now, that I did beat her in the end. I wouldn’t because I’m better than that, but part of me still wished I could. At least then, maybe Emma would realize what she’d done. She might even feel an emotion.

 

I pushed the thought out of my head. The bitch couldn’t hurt me here. She wasn’t a part of my life anymore and I shouldn’t waste time thinking about it. The same for Sophia, or Madison, and all the other bullies. Now, if I did run into a bully, I can legally make their eardrums explode. Hurray for me.

 

I focused on my schoolwork. Daydreaming wouldn’t do, after all. Funnily enough, I wasn’t actually that far behind with my work as I thought I’d be. I never did manage to do all that well in Winslow. It wasn’t so bad that I didn’t pass last year (though I was in danger of failing this one), but still well below what I should be capable off. The bullying had absorbed most of my energy and I’d found it very hard to focus on my studies. On top of that, Sophia made it a sport to steal or ruin my homework whenever she could. Still, the only subject I was really behind in was Parahuman Studies, something Winslow didn’t teach at all. Not that surprising, considering that it was technically a college level course. Unfortunately, it did mean that I had a lot of catching up to do if I wanted to pass my exams this summer. But hey, I could manage. Without the bullies to worry about, I can actually spend my time and mental resources working it out.

 

The course itself was…strange, in a way. It wasn’t like geography of science where a teacher clearly understood what they were talking about. The powers had been, and still were, the subject of much debate. In spite of the fact that parahumans affected almost everything in the world on some level, people knew so little about them. No one knew exactly how powers worked or where they came from (or if they did, they weren’t sharing), which irked me a little. I mean, powers are kind of a big deal, aren’t they? Can’t you just hire a few geniuses or Thinkers and have them figure it out? Okay, it’s probably very complicated, but still… Thirty years and no one has a single clue how it all worked. That’s just…Either we’re all idiots or there’s some huge cover-up at work.

 

Probably the former. Never attribute to malice what can just as easily be attributed to stupidity, as the saying goes. Then again, looking at the last two years…

Anyway, the course was little more than a collection of theories and vague annotations of why they might or might not be true. This alone made me wonder what the point of the course was. I’m sure that this Dr. Manton was brilliant and knew a lot more about this sort of thing than I did but that didn’t shake the feeling that if the book had been written by another man, it’d be completely different and still be just as correct as this one. There’s just too much ambiguity for a course that’s supposed to be ‘scientific’. I thought science was supposed to be all about hard data and facts. Shows you what I know.

 

“Penny for your thoughts?” Faulks asked. Crap, I must have been daydreaming.

 

“Just thinking how little we know about powers. It’s the cause and solution of just about every problem on the planet. Shouldn’t there be more research on it?”

The officer chuckled. “It’s hard to do research on something that bends physics over a snooker table and makes it it’s bitch on a daily basis.”

 

“We’re not that bad. It’s not magic, or anything”

 

“Isn’t it? Let’s take you, for instance. That silence field you’ve got going on. How does that even work? Sounds waves are just vibrating air molecules. Does the air stop moving when you use your power? If so, how can we still breathe through it? How can you still hear while using your power? How can you do all that without any visible devices? A whole area of physics pretty much blow out of the water, and that’s just you.”

 

“Still, it’s not magic.” I replied. “I’m sure there’s an explanation and when we find it, we’ll all look like idiots for not thinking of it sooner.”

 

“Probably. A laptop isn’t magic, but try explaining how it works to a caveman. You just can’t. It’s not that the caveman’s stupid, it’s just that he doesn’t have the context to understand what you’re talking about. Us, we’ve got the same problem when it comes to those fancy powers of yours.” Clarke’s Third Law. Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.

 

“Makes sense. Still, if people with laptops were pretty much taking over the world, wouldn’t the cavemen gang up and try to understand what makes them work? Or at least figure out where all the laptops are coming from?”

 

Faulks suddenly looked very sad. “My son’s a grad student who spent the last two years doing just that. Says his professor’s driven himself mad trying to figure powers out, and sometimes it looks like my kid’s going down the same road. My advice: Don’t think too much about it. Leave it up to the eggheads. In the mean time, people like you and me, we worry about practical things. Like how to use powers or stop the bad guys from burning down the city with them.”

 

“Still a crap answer.” It was an interesting topic. I was kind of hoping for more.

 

“Yep.” He chuckled. “It’s the only one I got.”

 

“Guess so. Makes me wonder why I need to read these books on Parahuman theory if they’re not helpful anyway.” I mean, if even the PRT grunts thought it was pointless, who was I to differ?

 

“Same reason we don’t give you guns or combat training: a bunch of schmucks down in Washington think they know better and make you jump through hoops instead of catching bad guys. That, and we don’t have anything better for you. We got to teach you something about powers and this is all we’ve got.”

 

I nodded. Though he probably didn’t mean it that way, I understood the implication. He didn’t understand powers either. No one did. Still, he had to fight them armed with a gun and some basic armor that might as well be made of toilet paper for all the good it does against someone like me. In a way, I pitied him. “Guess it must be even worse for you guys. You’re the ones who have to deal the fallout from capes without having powers yourself. I think I understand why a lot of people see all of us as the bad guys.”

 

Faulks laughed in response. “Sarge mentioned you were precious. Look, kid, the way I see it, having powers means that there’s a gun strapped to your hand for the rest of your life. Sure, that’s scary in a way, always having the power to kill in arm’s reach, but it doesn’t automatically make you a villain. I always carry a gun, but that doesn’t make me a murderer, right? It’s what you do with it that matters. Yeah, some people disagree with that. Some people think a cape is just a bomb waiting to go off. I think they’re wrong. Human beings have butchered each other long before anyone got powers. Parahumans are people and some people are just jerks. That’s the most important thing you need to know.”

 

“Dr. Manton mentioned something that getting powers can mess with your head…”

 

“So does eating a bar of chocolate. Brains are funny like that. Sure, sometimes your power changes you, but ultimately the decisions you make are your own and you’ll have to own up to them.” Faulks had a point, I think. Of my tormentors, only one had been a parahuman and I’m not even sure if Sophia was the instigator of it all. Even if she was, all Emma had to do was to decide not to be a bitch, and she didn’t.

On the flip side, being responsible for your actions also meant that my decision to be a hero was my own. That was a surprisingly comforting thought.

Our conversation was ended by the new PRT-issue cell phone that I got this morning. Faulks’ rang moments later. Well, I guess this must be important.

 

“Hello?”

 

“Banshee, it’s me.” Carlos. Or probably Aegis, since he called me by my cape name.

 

“What’s going on?”

 

“Undersiders gang just hit Brockton Bay Central. Protectorate is busy with some event out of town so we’re the closest by to stop them. Get your gear and get someone to drive you there.”

 

I was stunned for a moment. Brockton Bay Central was the biggest bank in the city. Anyone who’d even think about robbing the place had to be nuts, and they want me to stop them? “I…But…Am I even cleared yet? Are we even allowed to?”

 

“Yes and yes. Technically, I’m authorized to call on any member of the Wards, so long as your parent or guardian signed the paperwork. Your dad did that, right?”

 

“Yeah, he did.” My initial surprise faded quickly. In fact, I found myself looking forward to this. Weird. Shouldn’t I be nervous, or something?

 

“Good. Look, the Undersiders are smart and we don’t know a lot about them. I’m calling all hands on deck for this one, just to be sure. If it makes you feel any better, it’s Browbeat’s first time too.”

 

“Good to know. Don’t worry, I’m coming.” It’s my job, after all. I’m not sitting this out, even if I did join two days ago.

 

“Perfect. I’ll call you when we have more intel. Get going.” With that, Aegis hung up.

 

I was going to stop a bank robbery. I was going to fight a gang of supervillains. Holy fucking shit.

 

“Guess class’s been canceled.” Faulks said. “Go get your things, we leave ASAP.”

 

Right. Have to get my things. I got a locker and a utility belt along with my phone, so I’ll go there first. I still had to put on my armor too, but I could do that in the car. It’s a few minutes to get to downtown. I’ll manage.

 

So, I guess this is going to be my first time stopping criminals. Well, second time, if you’re counting Lung. Funny how I’m still keeping everything together. Then again, I’m a superhero. It’s what we do, right?
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I ran past my locker and got my things. Let’s see: Utility belt, check. Cuffs, check. Pepper spray, check. Taser and baton, check. Rope, check. Phone, check. Earpiece, I’ll put that in after my armor’s done. Well, guess that’s everything. At least, I hope it is. Can’t think of anything else I might need.

 

“Got your stuff?” Faulks asked.

 

“Yes, sir. I’m ready to go.”

 

“Good. We’ll be leaving in a separate van so we can pick up Vista on the way.”

 

That made sense, I guess. Vista still went to middle school so she wouldn’t be going to Arcadia. “Okay.”

 

We got into the van and Faulks sped away like a maniac, sirens blaring. Very annoying. I knew we were in a hurry, but would it have killed him to drive normally? It’s not like I’ve done this in a speeding car before! Ugh. I’ll chew him out later. Right now, I needed to change.

 

Putting on my armor in a moving vehicle was an interesting experience, to say the least. Being knocked around every time Faulks made another insane turn that nearly got us both killed while being flayed alive wasn’t pleasant. Then again, being flayed alive never was, I guess. At least I wasn’t sprawling on the floor screaming anymore.

 

Five minutes later, the pain faded and I managed to clear my head again. I also found myself eye-to-eye with a very shocked looking Vista.

 

Oh.

 

Oh, boy.

 

Now that I think about it, I’ve never taped myself changing. I’ve seen the result, but never the process itself. If it looked as horrible as it felt like…

 

Yeah…

 

Should I give her a hug? That might actually scare her even more.

 

“Banshee, Vista, do you copy?” The earpiece in my pocket said. It was Aegis.

 

“Sorry, just busy changing. Had to focus.”

 

“Fair enough. Is Vista there too?.”

 

Before I could reply, she said: “I just saw Banshee’s face melt off…”

 

The line fell silent for a while. Guess it really did look as horrible as it felt. I’ll need to get Vista some ice cream when this is over. Or a shrink. Or both.

 

“Right… Are you all ready to go?”

 

To her credit, Vista recovered quickly. “Yes, yes, of course. Just, wasn’t ready for that.”

 

“Sorry.” I added, apologetically. Vista nonchalantly waved it away. Looks like she was fine, or at least she pretended like she was.

 

“Well, then.” Aegis said, going back to business. “From what we can tell here, things are pretty bad. The Undersiders have taken the people inside the bank hostage so we can’t charge in blindly. We need more intel. Banshee, that’s your job. Get off the car maybe a block away and climb onto the roof. Would you be able to listen in from there? I don’t know what the range on your power is.”

 

“Unless Brockton Bay Central has a really deep basement, I should have enough range to do that, boss.”

 

“It doesn’t, so that’s good. The Undersiders, what do you know about them?”

 

I cringed a little. I didn’t really want to admit that I’ve had a meeting with a villain gang, but I can’t exactly withhold that sort of information from my teammates. “Just names and costumes. We, uh, we sort of met…”

 

“Really? How did that happen?” Aegis sounded surprised. Not angry or concerned, just surprised.

 

“I went after Lung because he was going to murder children. Turns out that they were the children he was going to murder. They thought I was a villain too and offered

me a ride on their giant dog-things afterwards.” I lowered my head, preparing for some sort of judgment from him. To my surprise, it never came.

 

“That’s rough. Guess that happens from time to time. I don’t suppose they told you anything about their powers, right? Something that could help us?” It’s like he didn’t even care. As if me meeting a villain in my short career as a vigilante didn’t matter at all. Probably the best answer he could have given, as far as I was concerned.

 

I thought about my meeting with the gang for a moment. While they didn’t say anything directly, they might have dropped clues without realizing it. “Umm, Bitch is the one who brings the dogs. Tattletale is some sort of Thinker. She knew I had sound based powers and that Armsmaster was coming. There’s also Regent and Grue, but I don’t know anything special about them.”

 

“Good job. It’s pretty close to what the files have to say on them. Bitch, or Hellhound as we’re going to call her, can turn normal dogs into giant monsters. She’s wanted for murder and half the reason I’m bringing all of you. Next is the other half: Regent, who’s some kind of Master and a murder suspect too. Grue creates shadows of some kind, but he’s just a small-time crook as far as we know. We don’t have much on Tattletale, but in case Banshee’s right, assume she’s a mid-to-high rated Thinker, just to be safe. It’d explain how they’ve pulled off their other heists so easily. Anyway, the group were just a bunch or relative nobodies until today.” I was actually kind of disappointed. I knew the Undersiders were villains, but I still hoped that they were decent people. If at least two of them have a murder on their conscience, I could only assume that I was wrong.

 

“Guess they’re trying to move up in life. Clockblocker added. “They’re probably doing this for the rep. It’s not like any sane bank in Brockton Bay has enough money in the vault to make it worthwhile.”

 

“Probably.” Aegis said. “Let’s worry about the why later. Our first priority is making sure the hostages are safe. The Undersiders don’t have heavy hitters aside from Hellhound’s dogs, so if we can take those out of commission, we’ll be set. Clockblocker and I are going to switch costumes. Hopefully, Hellhound will go for the other ‘me’ and we’ll be able to freeze the dogs.”

 

“And if they don’t, I’ll end up as dog food.” Clockblocker replied. I could hear the fear in the poor guy’s voice. “Just what I always wanted.”

 

“Well, then you’ll finally know what I go through every single day. When we get the dogs, we’ll…Oh, crap. Guys, we have a problem. Glory Girl just landed on the roof.”

 

Glory Girl, AKA Victoria Dallon. A member of the New Wave hero group and one of the city’s strongest capes, if I’m not mistaken. Flight, super strength, and some kind of emotional aura that can inspire her allies and terrify her enemies. “Umm, I’m probably saying something really stupid but how’s that a bad thing? Isn’t she on our side?”

 

Aegis chuckled. “Oh, she is. It’s just that she’s notoriously headstrong and has…issues with following orders.”

 

“I know she can be a little enthusiastic, but that’s just exaggerating.” Gallant said. Then again, Glory Girl was his girlfriend. I’m not entirely sure if he’s unbiased enough to make that decision.

 

“What Gallant means is that she’s the patron saint of collateral damage.” Clockblocker explained. “She catches bad guys, sure, but not without breaking something, or someone, in the process. Classic example of a loose cannon.” I could all but hear the death glare Gallant sent the boy. Part of me wished that I could see it.

 

“She shouldn’t even be here.” Aegis complained. “The bank is a stone’s throw away from Arcadia. It’s our jurisdiction.”

That must have hit a nerve with Gallant. “Tell me you’re not going to turn an ally away because of some pissing contest!”

 

“If she causes damage, it’ll be on our heads, Gallant. Our mission, our responsibility. Hostage situations are delicate and I don’t want her screwing things up and getting someone killed.”

 

This is getting us nowhere. “You know what, guys, I think we should just ask her what she’s doing here. I’m heading for the roof anyway.”

 

Aegis sighed. “Yeah, go do that. Give her your earpiece and maybe I can keep her from doing something stupid.”

 

The van pulled over and I jumped out into the rain. Not that the weather inconvenienced me much anyway. The bank wasn’t a very tall building. Good, that makes it easier to climb. Or rather, easier to wall-run over. What I did couldn’t be described as climbing anymore. I sped towards the wall, jumped onto it, and somehow kept going in defiance of gravity and the laws of motions. When I got to the top, I grabbed the ledge and pulled myself onto the roof.

 

God, I really love my power.

 

I slowly walked over to the heroine, hands in the air. She probably didn’t know who I was and I didn’t want to be mistaken for a villain again. Unlike me, Glory Girl looked like a superhero: tall, perfectly styled blond hair even with this weather, white-and-gold costume with a cape…In short, she was little miss perfect and an example for each and every single one of us.

 

“Who the hell are you?” And poof goes another illusion of mine. When will people stop disappointing me? Funny how I’d always pegged her as being nice from the way the media portrayed her. After all, she was Alexandria junior. She had the looks, the glamour, everything. Shouldn’t she be above things like swearing in public or snarling against other capes?

 

“Banshee. I’m with the Wards.”

 

“Never heard of you.”

 

“Figures, I joined two days ago.”

 

Glory Girl looked at me inquisitively. I felt a…something. The emotion aura thing? “Prove it.” I took my earpiece from my belt and gave it to her. “Hello?”

 

“Hi, it’s Aegis. Thanks for not throwing my teammate off the roof.”

 

“You really think I’m going to deck her just because she kind of looks like a villain?” I had to suppress a frown. I shouldn’t be surprised anymore, but it still hurts a little every time someone says it.

 

“Do you really want me to answer that question? Anyway, what are you doing here?”

 

“Amy’s in that bank.” Glory Girl must have been talking about her sister, Amy Dallon. Also known as Panacea, the girl who can heal pretty much anything with a touch. If she was held hostage in there…

 

This changes everything. Panacea heals dozens of people every day. We had to get her back safely. As callous and unheroic as it is to say, she’s probably the most valuable person in that bank. If Panacea dies or is somehow incapacitated, it could cost us hundreds of lives every month. I couldn’t let that happen.

 

“That…is a problem.” Aegis said. Understatement of the century. “We’ll get her back, Glory Girl. Just let us do our jobs and…”

 

“Fuck that! I am not sitting this one out!” Glory Girl snapped. I felt a sudden irrational desire to hide. Probably her fear aura again. This was getting annoying.

 

“Victoria…” Gallant said, trying, and failing, to calm her down.

 

“My sister is in there with those freaks. I will get her back.”

 

I could only sigh. I suppose I should be thankful that she’s decided to wait for us as opposed to charging in immediately. Still, that wasn’t good enough. While it was perfectly understandable that Glory Girl would want to jump in and save the day, even she must have realized by now that she wasn’t in the right frame of mind for this sort of thing. People’s lives were at stake and we couldn’t afford to get careless.

 

“Glory Girl, you’re angry and scared for Panacea. I get that.” I said, knowing full well that I’d soon be on the receiving end of her aura. “But please, we’ve got this. If you jump in there like this, someone could get hurt.”

 

“Amy can fix them.” Hmm. If I were Panacea, I’d be feeling a little taken for granted, right about now.

 

“And if someone dies because you punched them too hard? Or if Panacea herself gets hurt? She can’t fix her own body, can she?” By now, her aura was focused almost entirely on me. Just thinking was getting difficult. It took every ounce of my willpower not to freeze up in terror.

 

Good God, I’m more afraid of my allies than I am of the villains.

 

Thankfully, Gallant started talking before I broke down. “Let’s work out an arrangement. Vicky, when we go in, you protect Amy and the hostages. Leave the villains to us.”

 

“Gallant!” Aegis warned.

 

“I know her, Aegis. She’s not going away. Not so long as her sister is in danger. We’re better off working with her than having her run off on her own.”

Aegis sighed before saying: “Fine. We’ll talk about this later. Banshee, do your thing. Clockblocker, time to play the leader.”

 

“Hurray…” Clockblocker muttered. Considering that we were essentially using him as bait, I think he deserves to be annoyed. “Wards! Spread out!” He yelled. Not as confident as the real Aegis, but close enough. Or so I hoped. The Undersiders had a suspected Thinker. If she could figure out what we were doing, things would get ugly.

 

But that was for Aegis to worry about. I’m sure he had a contingency plan in case Hellhound didn’t take the bait. Me, I had my own part to play. I walked out of Glory Girl’s aura and started listening in.
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“So what exactly is ‘your thing’?” Glory Girl asked. I frowned in annoyance. Trying to keep up with two separate conversations at once was difficult and I needed to focus on the Undersiders.

 

“Sound control. I also have perfect hearing.”

 

“So you can eavesdrop on the bad guys. Handy.” The heroine said. “Can you tell if my sister’s okay?”

 

“Not directly. I don’t know what she sounds like.”

 

“And you know what the Undersiders sound like?”

 

Yes, but I wasn’t going to say that. Glory Girl wouldn’t be very understanding, I think. Not now. “They’ll be the only ones saying things like: ‘Oh no, the Wards are outside’. It’s not perfect, but it’ll help. Now, could you stay quiet for a few minutes? Thanks.”

 

I focused my hearing and scanned the building below me. Lots of heartbeats in the lobby. Soft hums from computer systems. The Wards in front of the building with policemen and PRT officers behind them. Some terrified whimpers, all closely together, but no gurgles or anything that sounded like a wounded person. Probably the hostages and they seemed to be okay. Good. A screen of absolute silence covered the windows. Huh, that was odd. Normally, there’s always something I could hear. Things like the wind or insects that have made their home in the walls. I guess Grue’s signature darkness also blocks out sound. I made a mental note of that. It might become a problem later.

 

At least the Undersiders had the decency not to discuss their plans inside the darkness. I eventually managed to isolate five voices which had to be them. Wait, five? Weren’t there supposed to be four? Did they get an extra member?

 

“Five, six. Six heroes. The whole damn Wards team.” A voice said. Grue, if I remembered correctly. He sounded rather annoyed. That could be a good thing, as it meant that things weren’t going according to the villains’ plan. On the other hand, if things aren’t going to plan, there’s a chance that they might panic. If they did, someone could end up getting hurt. “This is the sort of thing I’d like to know in advance, Tattletale.”

 

“There…may be one on the roof too. Maybe more than one.” Tattletale replied. Wait, how did she know I was there? Oh, wait, Thinker power. Annoying.

 

“So that’s seven or eight heroes. My point still stands.” Grue sighed. Things were definitely not going to plan. “Okay, so who’s on the roof?”

 

“Glory Girl, maybe. I’ll need more information.” That’s a relief. Whatever power Tattletale had, it clearly wasn’t perfect. She knew someone was on the roof, but she didn’t know that someone was me. I still had the element of surprise.

 

“Wonderful. There weren’t supposed to be more than three or four.”

 

“I made an educated guess. I was wrong. Sue me.”

 

“Way things are going, I might just do that.” I could hear the exasperation in Grue’s voice. Part of me felt sorry for him. “And we have unknowns too. This job was a mistake.”

 

Suddenly, a new voice spoke up. “Oh, now he figures it out. You’re a fucking genius, you know. How the fuck do you guys talk me into this?!” I didn’t recognize the fifth member. She sounded feminine, I think, but aside from that, I couldn’t tell who it was. Maybe Hellhound?

 

“You’re here because the boss is paying you, Circus.” So her name was Circus…doesn’t ring a bell. That’s a big problem. If yesterday taught me anything is that unknowns were dangerous as a rule.

 

“I didn’t get paid to get thrown in jail!”

 

“And we won’t. We have the money, we just have to get away.” Grue said, reassuringly. Clearly he was the leader of the bunch. I should probably go for him first, if I can. Either him, or Tattletale. Hmm. Should I go for their leadership or their intelligence? Good question. Taking out either of them would be a heavy blow to the Undersiders. Taking out both might stop the gang for good.

 

“Running’s going to be a problem. See how the Wards are all spaced out? We try to run, at least one of them will nab us. Assuming Vista even lets us leave the bank.” Tattletale seemed almost shaken. I guess when you have a Thinker power, you’ll know when things have gone awry.

 

“I can take them.” Another girl said. Hellhound, I presume. “Just let me go all-out.” I clenched my fists. While Hellhound herself wasn’t much of a problem, those dogs of her were. Aegis, Glory Girl and I might be tough enough to deal with them, but the squishier members of our team probably weren’t. Considering that she’s a killer too…Things could get ugly.

 

Thankfully, Grue quickly put a stop to that line of thought. “We’re not going to fucking risk killing anyone. No maiming either. We have the money, we leave.”

 

Tattletale shook her head. “I just told you…”

 

“That we can’t go past them, fine, so we’ll have to go through them. We fight, catch them off guard. Here’s what’s gonna happen: First, we send out half our hostages. It’ll surprise the heroes, screw up Vista’s power, and still leave us with some leverage if things go bad. Then, I’ll flood the street with my darkness. Bitch, you jump Aegis and keep him busy. Circus, take care of Clockblocker. Knock him out with a taser, or something, just don’t let him touch you. Regent, you’re on crowd control. We’ll see who’s still standing and go from there. Tattletale, the moment anything changes, I don’t care what, you holler. Understood?”

 

“Whelp, it’s better than nothing.” Regent added. “Can’t take them all on, though.”

 

“Suck it up. No plan survives first contact with the enemy anyway. We’ll figure it out as we go along.”

 

“This plan sucks.” Circus complained.

 

Grue sighed. “Just get the hostages. We’ll need to move soon.”

 

With that, the Undersiders, along with their apparent new teammate, went on their way.

 

I better tell the others what I heard. “Glory Girl, my earpiece.” She handed it over without a word. “Thanks. Guys, we have a problem. First off, Undersiders have a new member: someone named Circus.”

 

“Independent villain.” Aegis (the real one, that is) explained. “Grabbag of powers. Pyrokinesis, superreflexes, and a pocket dimension she uses to store things. Generally unpredictable, violent, but not a killer. Go on.”

 

“Right. The hostages are safe, but they’re planning to use half of them as a distraction. The Undersiders have the money and are going to make a run for it soon. They also know the six of you are in front of the bank and that one of us is on the roof.”

 

“Do they know which one?”

 

“Tattletale thinks it’s just Glory Girl. They don’t know about me yet.”

 

“Well, that’s some good news. So what about the hostages? Are they going to hurt them?”

 

“They’re going to herd them out of the bank…”

 

“Which means Vista’s power won’t work.” Aegis finished for me. He must have caught on.“It also means we’re going to have to hold back and cede the initiative, 

especially with that darkness. Smart.”

 

“Hellhound’s coming after you. Circus will go after Clockblocker and Regent will disable anyone who’s left.”

 

“That’s it?”

 

“That’s it. They’re basically winging it from there. Means we can’t counter their plan because they don’t have one to begin with.” I sort of admired the Undersider’s audacity. The ability to make things up on the fly makes you inherently unpredictable and almost impossible to plan for. On the other hand, it’s risky. Still, I couldn’t say that I didn’t like their style. I briefly wondered what would have happened to me if I’d gone with them last Sunday instead of waiting for Armsmaster. Would I be in that bank with the Undersiders?

 

Nah, that’s just ridiculous.

 

“Great. Just great. Please tell me they haven’t figured out Clockblocker and I swapped costumes.”

 

“They haven’t. Not yet anyway.”

 

“But that damn Thinker might figure it out.” Aegis said, exasperated. I felt for him. “This… well, ball’s in their court. Guess we have to wait for them to come out.”

 

“Oh, I think you should know that Grue’s darkness blocks sound too.” I apologized. “Just a head’s up.”

 

“Good to know. Okay, we stick to the plan. Let them come out. While we’re engaged, Glory Girl will lead the hostages to safety. Banshee, sneak in and try to neutralize Grue or Tattletale if you can.”

 

Affirmatives followed. Now we waited until Regent and Circus bullied the hostages into the lobby. I had to suppress the urge to jump in and kick their asses. Sure, I probably would have lost and endanger a lot of people, including my own teammates, but at least I’d get the satisfaction of beating their heads inside-out. Besides, what kind of sick bastard bullies innocent people like that? Sure, the hostages probably wouldn’t get hurt in the end, but still…

 

“So, anything about Amy?” Glory Girl asked. I wanted to snap back at her, but I reeled myself in. I probably shouldn’t be too hard on her. If Dad had been in that bank, I wouldn’t stop buggering for information either.

 

“The Undersiders didn’t mention her at all.” I replied. Glory Girl bit her lip, so I added: “That’s good news. They probably don’t even know she’s in the bank. Unless she does something stupid…”

 

“She won’t.” Glory Girl snapped back. “Ames isn’t a fighter. That’s always been my thing.” The soft undertone in her voice spoke volumes.

 

“This isn’t your fault.”

 

“I know, dammit! It’s those freaks holding her hostage. I should have been in there. Could have stopped them the second they got through the door.”

 

I shook my head. “Honestly, you’d probably have made things worse.”

 

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

 

“How do you stop someone you can’t touch? Simple: attack the things they love. Used to happen to me all the time and trust me, it works. You’re a public cape, Glory Girl. Everyone knows how close you and your sister are. If I were with the Undersiders, I’d have put a gun to Amy’s head and tell you to lock yourself in the bank vault, or something. Team Good Guys would have lost a heavy hitter and an already delicate situation would have been even worse. Amy Dallon is a perfect bargaining chip against us too, you know.”

 

“Fuck.” Glory Girl swore. Good, I’d gotten through to her. At least, for now, I think. I hope to God the Undersiders hadn’t figured out the identity of their hostages yet. I doubt I’d be able to stop Glory Girl from charging in if they did.

 

“It could still happen if we do something rash, by the way.” I warned. “Trust us. Please.”

 

Suddenly, a wave of terror slammed me into my brain. “Amy will not get hurt.” She said. It sounded more like a command than a statement.

 

“Okay.” I replied, doing my best not to stammer. Fuck, would it kill her to stop using that damn aura? We’re on the same side!

 

Oh, never mind. I have bigger things to worry about. The hostages were gathering at the door. Wouldn’t be long now.

 

“Okay, people.” I heard Grue say. “When I say ‘go’, you’re all going to run out the door and to the nice police officers. If you do, you won’t get hurt. Got it?”

 

I quickly turned on my earpiece and said: “Guys, the hostages are coming out any second now.”

 

“Ready?” Grue said. My heart was beating in my throat. “Go!”

 

“Here they come.”

 

Eight hostages stumbled out of the darkness covered door and ran into the street. I heard a shout. “Get down! Everybody get down!” Clockblocker. He sounded unsure to me, out of his depth.

 

Then the street fell silent.
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In moments, the darkness had spread and the street fell off my radar. Frustrating for me, but not half as bad as it probably was for the Wards. I could only imagine what it must have looked like for them; staring at a massive wall of black, waiting for the monsters to jump out. Part of me was glad to be up here, out of the way. Another wanted to jump in and help.

 

No. I’ll stick to the plan. No crazy heroics. Last time I did that, I nearly got myself killed. Not making that same mistake again.

 

Well, at least we still had our bait-and-switch to even the odds.

 

“Something’s wrong.” Tattletale said suddenly.

 

“What?”

 

“Did anyone else thought Aegis sounded a little off?” Oh. Oh no. “Bitch, go grab Clockblocker. Circus, you’re on Aegis.” This was bad. Really fucking bad.

 

“Tattletale, what the hell?”

 

“They switched costumes, Grue.”

 

Grue stayed silent after that. Fuck, fuck, fuck. “Guys, they figured it out.” I warned.

 

“What?” Aegis cried out. Clockblocker swore something under his breath.

 

“They know you switched costumes, Aegis.”

 

“How…”

 

The sound of three growling dogs suddenly disappeared into the darkness. “And they’re coming. Right now.” Hellhound and her dogs reappeared on the other side, heading straight for Clockblocker. Wait, didn’t she…

 

Before I could finish that thought, the dogs changed course towards Aegis. The lead dog leapt and caught him before he could fly away. I winced at the sound of snapping bones. Aegis and the dog slammed into the ground. A second later, he was up again and punched the dog in the nose.

 

Clockblocker ran to the boss’ defense and took a fireball in the chest. I heard Circus on the edge of the darkness, laughing. She disappeared again when Gallant and Kid Win opened fire. Kid Win turned to shoot the dogs off of Aegis, but he missed. Then he started to spaz and fell of his hoverboard. Space warped, shortening the distance between him and the ground. How did he fall, anyway? A Master power? Regent?

 

Fuck, we were getting our asses kicked, weren’t we?

 

Doesn’t matter. I had a job to do. I’d just have to trust the Wards that they’d handle their part. Aegis told me to start picking off Undersiders once they were engaged and I wasn’t going to do that by sitting on the roof, doing nothing. But first: Glory Girl. “Okay, the bad guys are tied up.”

 

“Where’re the hostages?” The heroine immediately snapped back. I took a deep breath. The hostages would have to be extracted quietly. The Undersiders couldn’t know what was happening until it was too late. Luckily, I had much of the building figured out and figured out a fool-proof plan to get everyone to safety.

 

“South side of the lobby. If you go through this…” Before I could finish, Glory Girl blasted off and flew through a window. “…There was a door…”

 

Just when I thought I had a fool-proof plan, the universe makes me put up with a bigger fool. Seriously, fuck you, universe.

 

I went inside, closing my eyes so I could better focus on the sounds around me. Hellhound, Circus, and Regent were still outside, popping in and out of the darkness.

Aegis was caught between two growling dogs using him like the rope in a tug-of-war game. I didn’t like that mental image at all.

 

Clockblocker was fighting with Circus, the clown always staying just out of reach. She really was that fast, wasn’t she? Superreflexes. Damn. Suddenly, space warped and the two were brought a little closer together. Just close enough to touch, if Circus hadn’t set Clockblocker on fire. Clockblocker had to freeze his costume to keep himself from being roasted. One of our heavy hitters, down for the next ten minutes. Fuck.

 

A third dog hurled itself at Vista who was desperately trying to keep the monster away from her. Browbeat came to her rescue, sending the dog flying with a telekinetic punch. The animal hit the ground with a crash before getting back up and charging. Hellhound whistled and the dog changed course. Both vanished into the darkness again.

 

Fuck. I don’t know how things normally went with the Wards, but it sounded like Team Good Guys was losing badly. No. Focus. I had a job to do. Grue or Tattletale. The Wards would handle the others.

 

Grue was nowhere to be found. If he was hiding in the darkness, I probably wouldn’t be able to catch him unless I bumped into him by accident. That left Tattletale. The villainess had run into one of the offices on the first floor. Well, there’s my target.

 

How was I going to handle this? I didn’t know as much about Tattletale as I’d like. I knew she was probably dangerous and that she had to be stopped, but other than that… My current situation was the complete opposite of last Sunday. Lung may have been powerful, but he was a known element. Everyone knew what his power more or less did and what he was capable off. On top of that, he fought like an animal: wild, raging, throwing fire around and hoping he’d hit something. A Thinker like Tattletale was a completely different kind of threat.

 

She was smart. Probably smarter than me. In a fair fight, this would have been a foregone conclusion, but I knew for a fact that she wasn’t going to fight fair. I wouldn’t have either, if I only had a Thinker power to work with. Assuming, of course, that that was her only power. I had more than one. So did Aegis, Gallant, and Glory Girl. Who’s to say that Tattletale didn’t have an ace up her sleeve? I’d never actually seen her fight. All I really knew about her power is that it lets her figure things out somehow. She knew what I did to Lung. She knew that Aegis and Clockblocker switched costumes. Does that also mean that she’d know my weaknesses? A kink in my armor that she could exploit? Worse still, I couldn’t go all-out against her like I did with Lung. As a Ward, my options were limited. PR mattered and carrying a beaten-up teenager out of the bank would reflect badly on me and the Wards as a whole.

 

Rushing in and disabling her with a taser seemed like a good idea at first, until I realized that I wouldn’t be able to back out if she surprised me. No, I should be careful. Tattletale wouldn’t have lasted this long in Brockton Bay if she wasn’t very good at what she did. The last thing I needed is a well-placed shiv or some sort of bomb. It’s my first official Wards mission. Dad would kill me if I died here.

 

Tattletale was in an office, rapidly typing away at a computer. As far as I could tell, there was only one way in: the front door. No side doors I could enter. No skylight either. The windows weren’t much help: if I went that way, I’d be vulnerable to the fighting outside. I could probably make a hole somewhere, but that would probably lead to a hefty repair bill even if I didn’t accidentally bring down the entire bank. Besides, I’m a hero, not a battering ram. Smashing down walls isn’t going to impress anyone. On the plus side: one way in means that there’s only one way out. If Tattletale wanted to leave, she’d have to go through me first.

On reflection, that might not be a good thing. People do strange things when they’re cornered and I don’t want to injure someone because they do something stupid.

 

I walked through the door and was noticed almost immediately. My instinct told me to silence her and move in for the take-down, but I squashed them quickly. Shutting her up might cause her to do something rash and get either one of us hurt or worse.

 

Tattletale’s expression shifted from surprise, to annoyance, to the largest grin I’ve even seen on a girl’s face. Fuck, she had something planned for me, didn’t she?

 

“You.” She said. I shrugged. “You’re a fucking hero. Wonderful.” I wasn’t really sure what to say. ‘Stop right there, criminal scum’? Nah, too corny. “And here I thought it’d been Glory Girl, up on that roof…”

 

I reached out with my power, looking for the hostages. Glory Girl was already leading them to safety, along with another girl. Must have been Panacea. Good, they were safe. “She was there too. Scooped up all your hostages.”

 

“Hmm.” Tattletale started pacing back and forth while fumbling with something behind her back. What was she working on? “Funny. Stealthily extracting a group of civilians? Sounds like a job you’d be better at.”

 

“Glory Girl wouldn’t have it. Panacea was with them.”

 

Genuine surprise. Good. “She was. Shit, I missed that. Grue’s going to murder me when I get out of here.” When, she said. I didn’t miss the choice of words. “But, I’m going to have to get past you first, don’t I?” Her playful tone of voice was more than a little creepy. I still had no idea what she was planning.

 

“Guess so.”

 

“Still not much of a talker, aren’t we?”

 

“I’m really bad at this whole hero-villain banter. Can’t we just skip to the part where I put cuffs on you and throw you in prison?”

 

Tattletale snickered. Okay, now I was thoroughly creeped out. “Cute, but we both know that’s not going to happen.”

 

“Oh?”

 

“You’re not a fighter. Sure, you’re fucking good at it, but you don’t have the mindset. You’re scared of your own power, and rightly so. If it comes to blows, you’ll have to hold back. I won’t. Trust me, if we fight, either you go down or I’ll be killed and I know you won’t let option two happen no matter what. So why don’t you save yourself the trouble and just let me walk out of here?”

 

I smirked. It was obvious she was trying to throw me off balance. Was she waiting for me to look the other way so she could shove something explosive in my face? “I gotta try…”

 

“Why? Trying to prove something to someone? To yourself? Think you have a reputation to uphold? Newsflash, girl: you taking out Lung was dumb luck and everybody knows it. The PRT’s putting up with you because you’re too dangerous to let go. You’re too deadly to be a hero and you don’t have it in you to be a killer, so really, what use are you anyway?”

 

I suppose that the proper response would be to snap back, to drop a kick-ass one-liner before punching her lights out, but I couldn’t. I was too busy laughing. “Seriously, that’s your plan?! Bully the unstable teenage hero? Are you stupid?”

 

Tattletale frowned. “For the record, I hate…”

 

At this point, I wasn’t even listening. I could handle Emma Light, especially now that I could hit her without getting in trouble. “And really, what did you think was going to happen? What if I went nuts and ripped your legs off? You know I could’ve…” I paused. There was something wrong with this picture. Tattletale was way too smart to try something as stupid as high-school-level bullying. There was something bigger at work here.

 

I reached out with my power and eventually found a pair of stomping boots. Someone was running up the stairs. While swearing. Profusely. The Wards were still outside, Glory Girl and Panacea had left my range, and the troopers hadn’t moved in yet. Must have been Circus. Then, it clicked.

 

“You’re stalling…” I growled, feeling like an idiot. No time for caution. Not anymore. I walked over, grabbed Tattletale and cuffed her to the heavy, oaken desk. She resisted, but the girl didn’t have the strength to get away. Not from me.

 

“Hey, it almost worked. You were singing like a bird.” Tattletale said. I pushed my taser against her neck and she dropped like a rock. I briefly checked her pockets for weapons, bombs, or anything else. Nothing. I could’ve just walked up to her and knocked her out. All this worrying over absolutely nothing.

 

Christ, that was embarrassing…

 

Suddenly, a door swung open and I found myself staring at a very angry looking clown. A small ball of flame appeared in her hand.

 

An angry, pyrokinetic clown.

 

Wonderful.
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					A/N Here’s hoping this chapter won’t inspire the same amount of rage as the last. I’m not sure I could distract you with puppies again.

 

Anyway, here’s Taylor fighting a clown. Just what you always wanted, right?

 

Chapter 4-5

 

Circus didn’t waste time with words. No villainous monologue or banter. She just walked through the door, saw me and a tied-up, unconscious Tattletale, and threw her fireball.

 

I was fine with that. Didn’t feel like talking either.

 

The fireball harmlessly washed over my shields. Circus’s pyrokinesis might be a threat to a normal, but I’ve taken blasts several blasts from Lung before my shields went down. She wasn’t going to hurt me like that. I rushed in and pushed, hoping to seize the initiative and take her down.

 

Circus flipped and landed perfectly on her feet. Huh. I guess there’s a good reason she dresses like a clown.

 

I ran up to her and threw a left hook. The villain caught my arm, twirled around, and elbowed me in the face, forcing me back. Fuck, she was fast too. Without missing a beat, she grabbed me and shoved her knee in my chest. I used my strength and Circus’ temporary imbalance to push her onto the ground, but the girl kicked me of off her.

Circus got back on her feet, snarling. I sized her up, wondering what she’s going to do next.

 

The villain roared angrily and charged. I raised my hands defensively, letting her wear herself down. I’ve got a brute rating. I could afford to play defense for a while. Then the clown pulled a hammer out of nowhere and started swinging. I dodged the blows. My armor probably wasn’t going to take that without my ribs getting turned to paste.

 

A poorly-aimed blow swung just over my head. I took the opportunity, grabbing Circus’ arm and throwing her over my shoulder. The hammer skidded out of reach. Circus pulled out a knife and I was forced to push her away from me. Escalation, huh? Two can play that game.

 

Circus jumped me. I kicked her in the stomach, mid-air, sending her sprawling. If the crunch was any indication, I probably broke one of her ribs. I pulled out my baton, hoping to convince her to stop fighting me, but I was out of luck. The clown growled and threw a fireball my way before coming at me with her knife. I let my shields take the fireball, grabbed the knife-hand and squeezed. The knife clattered on the floor. The girl backed up, screaming incoherent curses that even I had trouble following.

 

Most heroes would probably stop right now and try to talk the villain down at this point. I’d pretty much shown her that I was stronger and that she couldn’t hope to win. She wasn’t a danger to me anymore, unless she decided to burn the bank down with her powers.

 

I’m not most heroes. I wasn’t going to take the chance and with no one around, I could afford to do so and not look bad to the public. I moved in to arrest her, and then the world exploded in lights and sounds.

 

She had a flash-bang grenade. Fuck.

 

I staggered and tripped over something. All I could see was a white blur. Fuck. My hearing was shot too. The buzzing in my ears gave me a skull-splitting headache. I felt like my brains were about to explode.

 

Oh, god, I’m blind, deaf, and stuck in the same room as a villain who may or may not want to kill me. I crawled back and pulled myself up against a wall. Or was it a desk? I couldn’t tell, my senses were still scrambled. I raised my arms defensively, waiting for Circus’ attack, but it never came.

 

By the time my eyes started seeing colors again, the villain was gone.

 

Thankfully, my vision recovered rapidly. I looked around. The hammer and the knife were still here. So was Tattletale, still cuffed to the desk, unconscious. I tried reaching out with my power, but hearing was difficult. The ringing in my ears made it hard to pick up anything beyond this room. It was frustrating, not having my super-sense, even if it’s only temporarily. Made me wonder how I managed before my trigger.

 

I looked through the window. The street was covered in a receding sea of darkness. The Wards were bloodied, but on the whole, they seemed fine. Aegis got the worst of it by far. He was covered in wounds and gashes, but still moving. Clockblocker tried to help him up, but the boss shooed him away before walking on his own and helping the hostages. Miracle of regeneration, I guess. Kid Win’s suit was beaten up pretty badly, but the boy himself was still standing, fiddling with a massive, tripod-mounted cannon of some sort. I didn’t see Gallant or Vista, but I’m sure they’re okay too. Physically, at least. The others wouldn’t be this calm if they weren’t.

 

The Undersiders, though, they’d vanished. I called Aegis. “Hey boss.”

 

“Banshee? You alright?”

 

“I’m fine, Aegis.” Apart from the massive headache and the fact that my hearing’s practically gone. “I got Tattletale. Circus jumped me, but she got away before I could take her in. Probably need an icepack for my head too. Superhearing and flash-bang grenades do not mix.”

 

“Understood. Good job. Come down with Tattletale and we’ll clean up this mess.”

 

“What about the rest of them?”

 

“The Undersiders? Gone. At least the hostages are fine. Oh, and we recovered most of the money.” For some reason, Aegis didn’t seem happy.

 

“That’s a win, right?”

 

“Depends on what the media thinks. We got beaten up pretty bad and the other four got away.”

Guess we’re really slaves to PR, huh? Irritating, but part of the job. “Understood. I’m coming down.”

Looking at the Undersider at my feet, I thought it was a win. Tattletale was slowly coming to. I gently slapped her on the face a few times to wake her up.

 

“Ah, crap.” She said, groggily. “They’re gone, aren’t they?”

 

“No honor among thieves, I guess.”

 

The girl just shrugged. “Occupational hazard. We knew that going in.”

 

“Fair enough. Tattletale, you have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.” I said, reciting her rights. The villain groaned. “You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will be provided for you. Do you understand these rights as I read them to you?” It sounded awkwardly mechanical, but I guess that was fine for now.

 

“Really, rookie?”

 

Rookie. Wasn’t sure if I should be annoyed by that. “One: It’s Banshee. Two: if you get acquitted because I didn’t read your rights properly, Armsmaster’s gonna kill me. Besides, I’ll look stupid if I mess up my first arrest.”

 

“You know getting out on some technicality is rare, right? I kind of, you know, tried to rob a bank.”

I supposed it made sense. It’s not like there weren’t any witnesses to Tattletale’s crimes. Still, I’d like to do this one by the book, just to be safe. I’ll probably find out later which rules I have to stick to and which ones I can ditch for the sake of expediency. “Better not risk it. Get going.”

 

“Fine…”

 

I force-marched her downstairs, running into Aegis along the way. “Good catch, rookie.” He said. I couldn’t get angry with him though. Not while I was too distracted by the giant hole in his body.

 

“You okay, boss?”

 

“Hmm? Oh, it’s just a flesh-wound. I’ve had worse.” His breathing sounded like a mess. I could only imagine what the internal damage must look like. He probably shouldn’t be talking. Or moving. Or living, for that matter. If I were his boss, I’d tell him to get some rest, even if he did regenerate from pretty much anything. Then again, that would hurt his image. He was supposed to be invincible, after all.

 

I tweaked with my power a bit. “Tattletale can’t hear us now. Seriously, boss, you look like you tried to hug a lawn mower.”

 

Aegis laughed. It sounded really uncomfortable. “Getting the shit kicked out of me is my job. I’m fine.” Almost as an afterthought, he added: “I appreciate the thought, though.”

 

“Okay…” I shook my head and forced myself to focus, as much as my headache allowed it. “So, what happens now?”

 

Aegis shrugged. “We take care of the hostages first, get their statements. The others got that covered, though, so that’s not a problem. We should go hand Tattletale over to the PRT. After that…Well, we go back and get yelled at by Piggot. Fun times.”

 

“Seriously? We got one of them, we even managed to get the money.”

 

“It’s Piggot. She always finds something to yell about. That’s probably going to be on me, though. Don’t worry about it. You did good today, Banshee.”

 

“Thanks.” Headache or no, I felt myself smile.

 

“Oh, and just a heads-up, the press is outside in force.”

 

And just like that, my good mood vanishes into dust and gets trodden on my an Endbringer. “Oh, great. I can’t make a run for it, can I?”

 

The boss grinned. Oh, boy. “Nope. Someone already saw you looking out the window, asked me who you were. Look at it this way, though: it’ll be the best debut ever.”

 

I suppose he wasn’t entirely wrong. What better debut than to bring a supervillain into custody on camera. Still, the thought of having all those people gawk at me was terrifying. I could already imagine them mobbing me while shoving microphones into my face, asking questions faster than I could answer them. I’d rather have a rematch with Lung than that.

 

Fighting, I could deal.

 

Talking, though…

 

“No interviews.” I said, adamantly. “I’m not ready for that. They can take my picture, but I’m sure as hell not answering any questions.”

 

“You won’t have to yet. Sure, there’ll be a press conference one day and you’ll have to pay the piper eventually, but not before the PR department prepared you for it. Trust me, nobody likes talking to the press. You worry too much. C’mon. Let’s get Tattletale out of our hair. We’ll finish up and go home.”

 

I nodded and moved out into the street, trying desperately to remain steady as dozens of eyes bored into me. The nods I got from my teammates were fine, but the stares from everyone else sent a shiver along my spine. By now, my hearing was coming back and I carefully reached out to the crowd. Nothing more than various versions of ‘Who the fuck is that?’. Hardly the worst reaction I’ve gotten. At least it was broad daylight. If it’d been dark, the reactions would have been much worse.

 

At least Aegis was right next to me, smiling. I could at least pretend that I wasn’t the center of attention.

 

Tattletale shook her head. “Something wrong?” I asked.

 

“Just trying to cover my face. I’d like to keep at least some part of my secret identity intact and you’d be amazed what a few strands of loose hair does to facial recognition software.”

 

“Isn’t that against the unwritten rules, or something?”

 

“Can’t be too careful. Not everyone’s got a nice suit like yours.”

 

I was kind of glad she didn’t see my grin. Her power hadn’t told her that I wasn’t wearing a suit. Or anything at all, for that matter. Great, now I’m feeling naked. In front of an entire crowd. Christ, this is horrible. How do the Wards handle it?

 

I kept my back straight, trying to emit an aura of calm that I wasn’t feeling at all. “Just focus on the PRT guys.” Aegis muttered softly. Was I really that easy to read? “Don’t think about the crowds. Pretend they don’t exist.”

 

Good advice, I suppose. Aegis and I picked up the pace. I guess he wanted to be out of here as much as I did. Just had to stay calm for a little while longer.

 

It probably said something about me, that I’m more terrified by civilians than actual supervillains.

 

We handed Tattletale over to the PRT officers, who promptly pushed her into a van and covered her in containment foam. Then, we waited for the others to arrive. When they did, I could see how badly they were wounded.

 

Clockblocker’s costume was burnt all over, though the boy himself seemed mostly fine, a few nasty burns notwithstanding. The damage to Kid Win’s suit looked superficial, but from the way the servos sounded, I got the impression that he’d be spending a lot of time fixing it anyway. Gallant, Vista, and Browbeat had a few bruises and rips in their costumes, but looked mostly fine. Even Vista. I’d have thought she’d be a little more shocked by the giant, skinless, mutant dogs that tried to eat her. Maybe she was used to it or she’d seen a lot worse over the years.

 

Isn’t that a terrifying thought…

 

Aegis nodded and we all piled into a van. As we drove back home, I had to admit that my good mood was ebbing away fast. Sure, we stopped the robbery and caught one of the villains, but the Wards were beaten up badly too. I couldn’t help but wonder if I could have done something better. Probably not. We did what we could and if I’d been down there in the street too, they’d all have gotten away. It was stupid to think otherwise, but I couldn’t help myself. I just didn’t like seeing my new friends get hurt. I suppose that’s a good thing, in the end.
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The van was eerily silent on the way back. I could understand why: everyone was too tired or too wounded for small talk. Still, it was uncomfortable. I was waiting for someone to speak up and break the silence, but no one opened their mouths. Not even Clockblocker. He was too busy nursing the massive burn on his chest, wincing as he touched it. I could relate. Burns hurt like hell.

 

When we arrived back at headquarters, Director Piggot was already waiting for us, flanked by a pair of uniformed troopers. Her face was unreadable, as usual. Honestly, I didn’t know how she’d take this. I’d like to think that we came out on top, but someone like her tends to judge this sort of thing by a different set of standards. Wordlessly, the director motioned us into a nearby conference room.

 

“Director, ma’m.” Aegis wheezed. Christ, it sounded horrible. I really hope his healing fixes that soon. Preferably before one of us get sick.

 

“Punctured lung?” The director replied. If I didn’t know better, I’d say that she’d grown slightly pale. Her men certainly did.

 

“Looks like it, ma’m.” Aegis stuck a finger through his chest for emphasis. I blocked the sound coming out of it. I may not have a mouth, but I really didn’t need to know what would happen if I threw up in my armored form.

 

“I’ll take your word for it. You don’t need to demonstrate.”

 

Aegis grinned and removed his hand.

 

“I’m not sure you should be grinning right now.” She continued, glaring at each of us. “The media considers this a win. I don’t. You may have stopped the robbery but you also caused a lot of property damage in the process.”

 

“Still better than nothing, ma’m. At least we managed to capture one of them.” Gallant said.

 

“True, but that line of thinking doesn’t sell well with the public. Thankfully, the people are too busy mulling over our captured villain and our newest recruit to worry about the mayhem your scuffle caused in the process. Which, incidentally was quite a lot.”

 

Aegis apparently didn’t agree. “With all due respect, director, we limited the damage wherever we could. Our first priority was the safety of the hostages and stop the robbery. We did all that while capturing a villain in the process…”

 

“Which is why I’m not reprimanding you for the torn-up road, the holes in the building, several streets worth of traffic disruptions when the villains escaped, oh, and letting Banshee, a rookie, or Glory Girl, an outsider, join in without my approval.” The director interrupted, her voice unnervingly even. “The damage done was acceptable, but only just. The last thing we need is people thinking the Wards cause problems more than they solve. As for Banshee and Glory Girl, I’m sure they pull their weight, but there’s the matter of PR that you’ve failed to consider. We have those protocols for a reason. Speaking of protocols, Kid Win…”

 

“Umm, yes, ma’m?” The hero said, probably feeling very worried about being singled out. I guess I would too.

 

“That tri-pod mounted weapon you used today…”

 

“My alteration cannon?”

 

“Yes. I do not remember seeing the paperwork for that thing.” Suddenly, the room fell silent.

 

“Christ, Kid.” Aegis said. This was bad for Kid Win, wasn’t it?

 

“Why don’t you come with us so we can sort this out?” The director’s tone made sent a shiver down everyone’s spine. Kid Win, though, his heart sounded like it was about to explode. “The rest of you are dismissed. There’ll be a tour group coming through later today. Try to be presentable, especially you, Banshee.” Wait, me? “You’re a hot topic now. People will want to see you. Be sure to leave a good first impression.” The director all but commanded.

 

This was going to suck, wasn’t it?

 

Finally, Piggot left with Kid Win in tow.

 

“Looks like she’s in a good mood after all.” Aegis said to us. I had to do a double take to make sure he wasn’t being sarcastic.

 

“Really?”

 

“She didn’t even chew me out for bringing you and Glory Girl along or shoot Kid Win on the spot. Yeah, she’s in a good mood, alright.”

 

Well, Piggot never did strike me as a pleasant person. Guess that means I have to adjust my expectations. “So, what was that thing with Kid Win all about?” I asked.

 

“That big gun he brought along, it wasn’t cleared yet.” Gallant answered. “And before you ask, yes, that’s bad. Everything a Tinker makes, especially a Ward, has to be cleared by an army of scientists to make sure that it doesn’t explode and wipe out a city block by accident. If you bring untested Tinkertech along anyway…” The boy shook his head.

 

“She’ll probably scare him a little, remind him that breaking rules have consequences.” Aegis reassured. “I hope he doesn’t have to take the gun apart. It really did a number on those dogs. Anyway, debriefing. Clockblocker, Gallant, one of you take point. I need to disentangle my ribs.”

 

“Have fun, boss!” Clockblocker said.

 

Aegis just glared at him before walking away. “Fucking dogs.”

 

“Just for the record, I hate clowns. I officially hate them with a burning passion.”

 

“Burning passion.” Browbeat deadpanned. “Very clever.” Clockblocker shrugged in response.

 

“So, debriefing.” Gallant said, getting us back on track. “Mind if I take charge?”

 

The boy shrugged. “Sure, go ahead. Never liked the whole second-in-command thing anyway. Being responsible is way too much work.”

 

“That’s gonna bite you in the ass when you’re team captain.”

 

“Eh, it’s only going to be for a few months and I’ll have you to pick up the slack. No biggie. I can handle it.”

 

“Probably. Question is: can we?” Gallant answered in a way that made it clear he was only joking. “Vista, can you find us a whiteboard or two?” The girl ran off almost instantly. A little too fast in my opinion.

 

Vista wasn’t really on my mind, though. I was more concerned with today’s fallout. Hesitantly, I asked. “So, um, about what Piggot said, about me coming along being bad…”

 

“You didn’t do anything wrong.” Clockblocker quickly said. “Not really. Piggy’s just obsessed with PR and if some over-excited rookie starts gutting villains on camera by accident, it’s on her head.” I should probably feel angry, but then I remembered what I did to Lung. “Point is, PRT wants all us superheroes to do their little song-and-dance routine and they get pissy when we don’t do what they expect. It’s not you specifically, it’s just that she’s afraid our next Ward might be nuttier than a Snickers bar, so we have to treat every new Ward like a time bomb until proven otherwise.”

 

“That said, your face’s gonna be all over the six o’clock news.” Gallant added. “Congratulations, you’ve gotten your fifteen minutes of fame.”

 

“Just what I always wanted…” I said, half-heartedly.

 

“Aww, it’s not that bad.” Clockblocker said. “Just wait for the Parahumans Online discussions. Then you’ll understand.”

 

“Endless Vs. debates.” Browbeat said. “Banshee vs. Kaiser. Fight!”

 

“Possible sightings. ‘Oh, I totally saw Banshee across the street yesterday, except I looked closer and it was only an ice cream van.’” Clockblocker added in his best ‘teenage girl’ voice.

 

“Oh, and pairings. Those are always fun.”

 

A shiver went down my spine. I’m getting that a lot lately. “I’m going to regret asking this, but what do you mean by ‘pairings’?”

 

The guys looked at each other before laughing. Okay, now I’m really scared. Gallant turned to me and said: “Well, let me just explain it this way: when Shadow Stalker joined the team, there was a betting pool on who she’d go out with. I think Aegis was the favorite, wasn’t it?”

 

“It was. Needless to say, even Aegis isn’t crazy enough to want to date Shadow Stalker.” Clockblocker added. Knowing Sophia, I wholeheartedly agree.

 

“Anyway, this sort of thing is bound to happen. Too many people with nothing better to do than play matchmaker for people they’ll probably never meet. Just ignore them. They’re idiots with too much free time.” Vista returned with a pair of whiteboards, thus ending the extremely awkward conversation. Thank God. “Okay, brainstorming time, people. We finally got some intel on the illusive Undersiders. Tell us anything you can remember, it might be useful later.”

 

“The Undersiders are working for someone.” I said. “Grue mentioned a boss. I think he hired Circus to beef up their numbers. She didn’t seem happy with the whole situation, but that could also be because there were eight of us outside.”

 

Gallant nodded. “So the Undersiders are mercs after all. Good to finally have some conformation. Did he say who specifically they’re working for?”

 

“No. We’d probably have to interrogate Tattletale for that.”

 

“Yeah, let’s leave that up to Armsmaster. That’s a little above our paygrade.”

 

“Grue’s power isn’t just darkness.” Browbeat added. “It blocks out sound too, and it’s thick, like you’re underwater. Banshee?”

 

“Just a void, as far as I can tell. Like a big field of nothing. Creepy as hell.”

 

“Pot, meet kettle.” Vista muttered. I still needed to get her some ice-cream, or maybe some puppies. “Hellhound doesn’t control her dogs with her mind. They’re trained with whistles and gestures.”

 

“Good. Very good.”

 

We kept going like this for about an hour. Aegis returned during that time and gave his own input, but he didn’t see much, having been incapacitated for most of the fight. In the end, though, we managed to get a lot more intel on them then I thought we would. Whether we were going to get much use out of it, though…

 

If Tattletale and her power was the group’s main source of information, her capture should make the Undersiders much less effective. ‘Should’ being the key word. Grue, the leader, was still at large, so there was no guarantee that the gang would just fall apart or leave the city. What worried me even more was their ‘boss’. Who was sponsoring them? What was their long-term plan? Why have your pet parahuman gang rob a bank of all things? It didn’t seem like it was worth it from my point of view. Either the boss liked taking stupid risks for small gains or he had a master plan I couldn’t see yet. Neither option was particularly appealing.

 

That said, even without Tattletale, the Undersiders were far from harmless and they could always recruit new members or get their sponsor to hire some. To make matters worse, we didn’t have the resources to hunt the Undersiders down, not when there were bigger fish to fry like Empire 88. The Undersiders would probably end up slipping the net. Would this make them even bolder? Even with Tattletale in custody, they weren’t weak by any stretch of the imagination. To make matters worse, we’d only fought a single battle against them thus far. Not a lot of opportunity to get good intel that can help us put them away for good. There’s no telling if the Undersiders had other tricks up their sleeves.

 

I also knew that I had to let it go. As irritating as it was to see villains get away with robbing a bank, trying to go after them myself would probably result in a one-way trip to the morgue. It made me a little sick, but I didn’t have much of a choice. You win some, you lose some, I guess. No point obsessing over something you couldn’t change.

 

I really hoped Tattletale felt like talking…
					
				


30. [Interlude]


					
					Chapter 4-Interlude

 

Crime does not pay, as the old saying goes.

 

That’s a lie. Crime does pay, as long as you don’t get caught. It’s just that if you do, you’ll be making up the difference with interest.

 

Lisa found herself thinking about that. Not like there’s anything else to do in a PRT interrogation room. It was completely empty, save for a table, some chairs, and a mirror that was obviously a one-way screen. If it weren’t for her power telling her otherwise, she would have thought that the white hats had dragged her to a set from a cop show.

 

Boring, boring, boring.

 

Lisa sighed. She couldn’t even get mad about all this. If anything, it was her own damn fault that she ended up here. She was so sure that there’d only be three or four Wards at most, not the whole damn team. Apparently the heroes thought the Undersiders were a much bigger threat than she’d thought. Most people would probably be flattered by that, but Lisa wasn’t most people. In her line of work, being seen as a danger was actually a danger. Sooner or later, your enemies will stop fucking around and send the big guns after you. That usually kicks off a chain of events that lead to one dying, being put into a hospital, or ending up in a cell waiting for some PRT goon to tell you how screwed you are. Speaking of which, what was taking them so long anyway?

 

Leave a suspect in a room with no communication to the outside. Standard PRT interrogation protocol. Believed to make suspects more pliable.

 

Right, that. Cops shows had to get their material from somewhere.

 

Time passed. Lisa sighed again. This was getting annoying. Couldn’t the pigs just throw her in jail already? It’s not like she’d stay there for long. Capes like her rarely did. Either she’d get busted out by her friends, or murdered by Coil, her boss and sponsor, who’s power lets him split reality, do two different things, and keep the timeline he likes best.

 

Right now, the thought of getting killed was a bigger worry, though. The downside of knowing everything is that you know everything, including a few things you were better off not knowing. Things like how your supervillain boss almost certainly has moles in the PRT and using them to further his plan to take over the city. The kind of things that get little girls like Lisa murdered.

 

Suddenly, the door opened and a lawyer stepped through. Finally.

 

“Afternoon, miss. Wilbourn. I apologize for my tardiness. Traffic was bad and I had…other matters to attend to.”

 

In Coil’s pocket. Under orders to make sure you don’t say something that could compromise his operations.

 

Lisa didn’t bother to hide her scowl. Then again, it wasn’t his fault that she couldn’t afford a lawyer that actually acted in her best interest. Crime paid well, but she didn’t have the funding to hire someone a stupidly wealthy supervillain like Coil couldn’t turn. Not yet, anyway. “Better late than never, Mr. Carlson. I’m surprised they hadn’t tried to interrogate me yet.”

 

“Interrogating a minor, even a supervillain, is difficult at best, legally speaking. Honestly, I’d kind of wished they did. It would have been your best bet at getting out on a technicality. The PRT gets away with a lot, but not with everything.” The man said, simply. “Let’s get down to business. A PRT officer will show up soon, so we don’t have much time. I’ll be blunt: you’re in big trouble. Robbing a bank in broad daylight was a terrible idea. You’re not getting out of this scott free. It’s my job to make the most of an already terrible situation.

 

Coil thinks you’re too valuable to kill, if he can avoid it, but he will if he thinks you’ll compromise him. Situation wasn’t part of his plan. Running damage control. Knows that you know enough to expose him. He feels that letting you live isn’t worth the risk unless you can prove that you’re too useful to get rid of.

 

“Really, confessing is probably your best shot. It may even be possible to get a lighter sentence in exchange for intel on your teammates.”

 

“That’s the kind of thing that gets people like me killed, Mr. Carlson.” Lisa answered, morosely.

 

A small test of your loyalty. You passed this one.

 

Not that she’d have ratted out anyone, even if she thought it helped. The Undersiders were the closest thing she’s had to friends in a very long time, and Coil was too smart for her to beat from inside a prison wall. Better to lose a few years now than to lose the rest of her life. If she started talking, Coil would just finish her off as a matter of principle.

 

Then, the door opened and Armsmaster stomped through.

 

“I assume you already know who I am, Miss. Livsey.” He grunted.

 

“I prefer Lisa Wilbourn, if you don’t mind. The Livsey family and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms.”

 

“Irrelevant. Anyway, you’re in trouble. Armed robbery, multiple counts of assault, resisting arrest…I could continue, but I’d be wasting my time. You were there, after all.”

 

Lisa sighed. This was getting tiresome. “Can we just skip to the part where you throw me in jail until my teammates bust me out?”

 

She expected Armsmaster to get angry, but instead, he did something unexpected. He smiled. “Actually, I’m hoping we can avoid that. I’d like to offer you a place in the Wards.”

 

Wait, what?

 

Armsmaster is a glory hound. Wants to make a major push against the gangs soon. Knows you’re a powerful Thinker and that your power would make him much more likely to succeed.

 

“You’re serious.”

 

“I’m always serious.” The hero replied.

 

True. Doesn’t have a sense of humor. Thinks it’s a waste of time.

 

Lisa becoming a hero. Now there’s a punchline Regent would abuse for all its worth. Being a hero means accepting hard, dangerous work for lousy pay to save people you don’t give a fuck about. It’d be little more than a gilded cage, the very thing she’d ran away from in the first place. If there was a single neuron inside her skull that actually wanted that, she’d have joined the Wards the moment she realized her parents were just being nice to her because of her power.

 

Armsmaster continued: “It’ll be a probationary membership, of course. You robbed a bank and you will be punished for it in some fashion. You will almost certainly be constantly monitored and your actions restricted, but I think it’s still better than going to prison.”

 

Then, Mr. Carlson spoke up. “It could be a good deal, depending on your exact terms. I don’t want my client to be put in any unnecessary danger.”

 

Lisa blinked in surprise. Coil was okay with her being a hero.

 

Coil expected an offer like that to be made. Wants to keep you as a mole. Will try to abduct or kill you if you refuse. 

 

Oh, no. Fuck that. Fuck him with a ten foot pole topped by a chainsaw. That shit would not fly. She was not going to be someone’s plaything. Certainly not for a sick fuck like Coil. Everything her power told her made it abundantly clear that the man’s a total sociopath and that she was better off dead than being his pet.

 

That said, Lisa liked living and if she had to dance to his tune for a while, so be it. Yeah, she’d play along with Coil’s little spy game for now. Once she’s ready, though, that fucker would die. Horribly. She would rip Coil’s beating heart out of his chest, feed it to a starving goat, then dance on his corpse while playing violin very, very badly. But first, she had to convince both him and Armsmaster that she wasn’t a danger to either of them.

 

“Being a superhero is inherently risky.” Armsmaster replied. “Danger comes with the job. Still, I’d argue that it’s a lot less risky than being a villain.”

 

“You’re missing the point.” Lisa told him. “I’m not worried about getting beaten up by some Nazi punk. I’m more worried about being assassinated.”

 

“You think your boss won’t let you go. Before you ask, yes, we already know about that. It’s Coil, isn’t it?”

She tensed, for a moment. Apparently Armsmaster knew more than he was letting on. That would make convincing him harder.

 

Someone overheard Grue talking. Suspects Coil thanks to process of elimination.

 

“Right. Look, I’m a Thinker who knows too much. Even if you hire me, my boss will just have me murdered.”

 

The hero smiled. “I highly doubt that. People that try to murder Wards don’t tend to live for very long. Even if you boss is crazy enough to do it, we’re more than capable of protecting you.”

 

Won’t allow a member of his Wards team to be assassinated. Knows it would be the end of his career if it happened. Will arrange 24-hour protection if he thinks it was necessary.

 

This…could actually be a good thing. While Lisa knew she’d be a crap hero for God knows how many reasons, the Protectorate was her best bet at taking someone like Coil down. Especially now. Now she just had to convince Armsmaster to help her.

 

“I don’t believe you. My boss is very good at what he does. If he decides I need to die, he’ll make sure to shift the blame on someone else. He’s smart enough to do it too.”

 

Armsmaster looked at her for a moment before concluding: “You really believe that.”

 

Has a lie detector built into his helmet. Makes up for Armsmaster’s social ineptitude. It can be fooled. Coil knows this. Used it to escape detection several times already.

 

Lisa bit her lip. Irritating, but not something she couldn’t work with. The best lies are the ones that are indistinguishable from the truth anyway.

 

“Yes. Look, I have no love for Coil. He recruited me at gunpoint. I’d never have popped up on your radar if it weren’t for that son of a bitch. Thing is, he doesn’t like it when people leave his employ without his permission.”

 

The hero rubbed his chin. “I see.” He leaned forward and said softly: “Sa…Lisa, I promise you, Coil will not hurt you. I will personally make sure that that never happens.”

 

Believes you’re a scared little girl, in over her head. Thinks Coil and Grue bullied you into compliance and that your earlier behavior was all an act. 

 

Inwardly, Lisa smiled. He was actually buying her little song and dance routine. “I don’t know…”

 

“I’m not going to say that I’ve never lost a Ward before, but I will do everything in my power to protect you from your boss.”

 

She nodded, weakly. “Okay.”

 

“Good. Now, don’t take this the wrong way, but I have to ask: if he doesn’t like people leaving his employ, how do I know you’re not a mole?”

 

Did he really just ask that? Seriously? That man has no social skills whatsoever. Nevertheless, it was an obvious question. One that Lisa saw coming a mile away. It had to be asked. “You have a lie detector in your helmet. Truth or lie: I want him gone and I never want to worry about him again. What makes you think I even want to sell you out to an asshole like Coil?”

 

“Fair enough.” Armsmaster replied. “I will tell director Piggot that you’re open to joining the Wards. I will also arrange some sort of protective custody for you, or at least keep you in the base until Coil is captured, killed, or otherwise driven off. Considering that you’ll be on probation, I assume that that won’t be an issue.

We’ll hammer out the details on a later date.”

 

The lawyer nodded. “I think we can work with that. It’s better than the alternative, I suppose. Unless, of course, Lisa has something to add?”

 

“No, I don’t. Not right now.” Lisa said.

 

“Excellent. I think everything will work out just fine.”

 

Believes you agreed to be Coil’s mole. Will contact him and tell him not to assassinate you yet. You’re safe, for the moment.

 

Lisa let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding. Step one of Operation Fuck Coil complete.

 

Onto the next.
					
				


31. [4-7]


					
					Chapter 4-7

 

A cape’s life is a violent one. When your job description is ‘fight armed criminals with superpowers’, getting hurt is not a matter of if, but when. Thankfully, Brockton Bay had Panacea, one of the best healers in the world. She can heal anything short of death or brain damage and was an absolute god-sent for the good guys.

 

It made me wonder how other cities managed. Did they have their own healers? Probably, I guessed. One major fight and two of our Wards were already badly injured. Extrapolate that and I’d recon every superhero’s going to get hospitalized at least once a year. Having a healer is practically a necessity. After all, a superhero team wouldn’t last long if half their members were stuck in a hospital at any time.

 

Luckily, we didn’t have to worry about that. Looking at a very happy Clockblocker, Panacea lived up to her reputation. Good for him, his burn looked nasty.

 

“Okay, Banshee, you’re up.” Aegis said.

 

“Shouldn’t you go first? You’re in worse shape than I am.” It’s not like I really needed Panacea’s services anyway. The only thing that happened was that a flash-bang grenade went off in my face. Just some buzzing in my ears, really. I’ve had worse, and with my power being what it is, it’d probably get fixed the next time I changed.

Aegis scoffed. “No playing Mr. Tough Guy. That’s my job. Get going. That’s an order.”

 

I shrugged. Better safe than sorry, I suppose. Can’t look bad when the tour group comes along. “Alright, boss.”

 

Aegis grumbled something unintelligible in return.

 

Off I went, then. I finally got to meet the great Panacea. I idly noted that I wasn’t feeling so nervous at the thought of meeting someone famous anymore. A bit of jitters, but nothing like what I felt two days ago when I got on the Rig for the first time. Probably for the best, I suppose.

 

When I saw Panacea, the first thing I noticed was that she looked tired. Slightly hunched over posture, slow breathing, deep bags under her eyes… The robbery must have shaken her up more than I realized. That could be a problem in the future if she didn’t get some help. Maybe she should get a psychologist, or… No, it’s not my place to say so. If there was something seriously wrong with Panacea, someone in the Dallon family would pick up on it. I shouldn’t stick my nose in their affairs.

 

“Do I have permission to touch you?” The healer suddenly asked. Oh, I was staring. Way to make a first impression, Banshee.

 

“Right, yes, of course.” I said, before adding. “Sorry. Not every day I get to meet a celebrity.”

 

She smiled softly. “It’s okay. Thanks, by the way.”

 

“For what?”

 

“Keeping my sister from doing something stupid.” The heroine said, almost apologetically. “She sometimes forgets that not everyone’s invincible and if she thinks I’m hurt…”

 

“She is…intense.” I admitted. “Driven too. But at least she cares. I suppose that’s a plus, right?”

 

“Yes. Yes, it is.” Panacea grabbed my hand and seemed to space out for a moment. Was I supposed to do something? I didn’t feel any different. Maybe I wasn’t hurt at all, or… “Wow. I don’t even… just… wow.”

 

I had to admit, her reaction scared me a little. Was there something wrong with me? “Panacea?”

 

“Holy crap. Okay, this is weird. Not the weirdest thing I’ve seen, but definitely in the top five.” She suddenly looked a lot more focused, as if the fatigue I saw earlier had all but vanished. For some reason, I didn’t find it comforting at all.

 

“Panacea, what’s going on?”

 

“Huh? Oh…” The healer suddenly looked a little guilty. “Sorry, forgot my bedside manner. Umm, okay, how do I explain this without insulting you?”

 

“I’ve got a thick skin. I can handle being insulted.”

 

“Right. Let me put it this way: it’s like every cell in your body’s infested with these…well, biomechanical nanomachine things, I’m not really sure. My power can’t work with them. The cells themselves, though, are…well…I guess you’d say optimized. The nanites and your cells are working together beautifully. Can’t tell exactly what they’re doing all the time but…wow. Perfect combination of organic and inorcanic components. Whoever built you is amazing…”

 

“Built me?” I asked in surprise. Did she thought I was a machine, or something?

 

“Well, yeah, I mean, you’re obviously engineered. Even with the weirdest case 53’s and Changers, there’s always a degree of randomness involved. On a cellular scale, things never fit together as perfectly as they do in your body and…” Suddenly, Panacea seemed to catch on. “And you’re not really a robot.”

 

“No.”

 

“Or a cyborg.”

 

“No?”

 

“Case 53?”

 

“I’m a Changer. Just a very limited one. I only have this form and my normal, human one.”

 

The ensuing silence was deafening.

 

Even through her burqa-like costume, I could see Panacea’s face turn red. “Oh god, I’m so sorry I just thought with the nanomachines and cells and I’m making things worse and…”

 

Oh, god, she was panicking. What did I have to do again? I tried to remember what Glenn told me: stay calm, keep your distance, act like you care, but aren’t invested emotionally. Acknowledge that it happened and needs to be dealt with, but don’t place the blame.

 

Right. Easier said than done.

 

I grabbed Panacea by the shoulders and the verbal landslide stopped. “It’s okay. Just calm down. I’ve been called worse.” I couldn’t really bring myself to be pissed off at her for that. It was an honest mistake and I supposed that it wasn’t that much of a stretch that I’d have some weird bits on the inside too. Besides, her embarrassment was punishment enough. “Now, is there anything I should be worried about? Health-wise, that is?”

 

The healer calmed down and touched my hand again. I felt the buzzing in my ears diminish a little. Was that her doing, or did that happen naturally now that I was paying attention to it? “Okay, you hava a little bit of damage to your inner ear. At least, I think it’s your inner ear. It’s in the same spot and it seems to do the same thing, although in a different way. The nanites are already fixing it, and I’m not entirely sure what’ll happen if my use my power on you so it’s probably better if I let your power deal with it on its own. I can take a look at some of the other…and I’m doing it again. God.” Panacea shook her head. I wasn’t sure if I should get annoyed with her or feel sorry for her. “I’m sorry, it’s just… Look, human beings are practically copies of one another. I see dozens of people every day and, well, seen one cancer, seen them all.” She lowered her head. “And now I sound like a spoiled brat.”

 

I shrugged. “Makes sense to me. Anything gets boring if you do it every single day. Can’t see why healing people would be any different. Just…human nature, I guess.”

 

“Yeah, I guess. Thanks.” The healer replied. It sounded genuine. “Anyway, when I meet someone with a rare disease or a really weird biology like…well…you, I, uh… well, it’s usually the highlight of the day. So, yeah…”

 

“Really? You’re held hostage and I‘m the highlight of the day?”

 

“Well, it’s not like I can do much against a supervillain, aside from patching everybody up afterwards.” She said defensively. I disagreed. With a power like hers, there could have been a dozen things she could’ve done to help. Didn’t she realize that? Part of me wondered if I should stop here before I hurt her feelings, but my curiosity got the better of me.

 

“Can’t you…unheal someone, for the lack of a better word? Snap some of their bones, make them fall asleep, that sort of thing?”

 

“Yes, but I’d have to get close enough first. My power doesn’t work unless I’m touching someone.”

 

I could see how that could be a problem. As far as I knew, Panacea didn’t have any other powers that could help her get close enough. Unless… “What about morphing your skin into something bullet-proof, like what I have? Or just healing the damage away instantly?”

 

“Manton Effect. Can’t use my power on myself.”

 

After a few moments of pondering, I finally found the perfect solution. “A suit.”

 

“A suit?”

 

“You can’t affect yourself directly, but you can turn a pile of meat into a biological suit of armor and wear that, right? You can even modify it on the fly with your power. Claws, injectors with sedatives, a spray that puts everyone to sleep…”

 

The girl shifted uneasily. “I could but…” She sighed. “Look, I appreciate the ideas but I really don’t like hurting people. It’s a personal rule of mine. I’m a healer, and nothing else.”

 

A little disappointing, but understandable. “I get that. Still, having a suit of armor might save your life one day, or your family’s, if you give it to one of them. If nothing else, working on one would be a nice break from the boring, old cancers. It’s good to have hobbies. Keeps you from going nuts when your life starts to suck. Believe me, I know.” Doing cape stuff was all that kept me going the past few months, after all.

 

“I’ll take your word for it.” Panacea said, glumly.

 

I found her difficult to understand. The ability to change someone’s biology with a touch was incredibly useful. Yes, you could heal with it, but that was just one thing. A suit of armor like I described would let her fight on equal terms with most villains. On top of that, she could make vaccines to every disease in the universe, grow super-crops and who knows what else. If I had her power, I would…

 

I would have used it on Emma, Madison, and Sophia the moment I triggered. I would have rearranged their faces, wasted away their muscles, or give them some sort of horrible disfiguring disease that modern science can’t cure. I would have ruined their lives like they ruined mine, and I wouldn’t even hold back because I could get my revenge without seriously hurting anyone, and once I’ve crossed that bridge…

 

Fuck.

 

That was what Panacea was afraid of, wasn’t it? The slippery slope. One I just tried to push her off.

 

Fuck.

 

Should she be restricting herself like this? Was the risk really that great? I honestly didn’t know. I nearly killed a man by accident with my current powerset. With Panacea’s… On the one hand, I could solve half the problems in the world by the end of year if I really went all out. On the other, I’d have the potential to wipe out a city with a well-designed virus. Could I live with that responsibility? Was that why she looked so exhausted?

 

God, I’m such an ass.

 

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that.” A crap apology, but I couldn’t think of anything better.

 

A moment later, she answered: “Guess we’re both crap at making conversation.”

 

I chuckled. “How do you do it? The whole celebrity thing, I mean?”

 

“I spend most of my day in a hospital and let Victoria do the talking.” Panacea admitted.

 

I had nothing witty to say to that.

 

The healer looked at me and added: “Let me guess, first press conference coming soon?”

 

“Tour group this afternoon. I’m going to get gawked at by a class full of ten year olds. Scares me more than the Undersiders did. At least I can hit them without Piggot having me skinned.”

 

Panacea chuckled. “Yeah, hitting schoolchildren is bad. Anyway, I should probably put Aegis back together.” Great, now I felt even more guilty than I did before. “Oh, and if he ribs you on taking too long, just tell him it’s his own fault for sending you up first.”

 

“I guess he’s a bad patient, huh?”

 

“You have no idea.” The healer said, before sending me on my way.

 

I passed by Aegis, who simply nodded and calmly walked past me. He didn’t judge me. A small relief, I suppose.

 

It did little to banish the dread I felt at the thought of having to deal with the tour group, though.
					
				


32. [4-8]


					
					Chapter 4-8

 

I can do this, they’re just kids.

 

God, I’ve been repeating that line so often I should probably start to fear for my sanity. Not that I could, anyway. Having to deal with children was much more terrifying to me than the thought of going mad.

 

Why did I even think this Ward gig was a good idea? I knew I’d have to do these publicity things sooner or later. If I’d stayed independent, I wouldn’t have to worry about it. God, how did I get myself…

 

“Hey, Taylor, you ready?” I nearly squawked when I heard the voice. Thankfully, some part of me remembered to cast a silencing field, so I didn’t embarrass myself too much.

 

Judging by the smirk on Aegis’ face, it didn’t work as well as I’d hoped.

 

“You can relax. They’re just kids. They aren’t going to hurt you.” He reassured. Nothing I hadn’t said to myself a hundred times already.

 

“Oh, I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” Clockblocker ‘helpfully’ chimed in. “Children are vicious creatures. They can smell your fear. Trust me, we’re about to head into the fight of our lives.”

 

“Clockblocker…”

 

“They are an evil that does not sleep. Vile, hideous creatures with sharp claws and a toxic breath. Where they walk, no grass grows. When they talk, the air itself screams in agony, and when they…”

 

I cut him off with my power. I did not need to hear Clockblocker’s overly dramatic Lord of the Rings impersonation. I removed the field when his lips stopped moving.

 

Aegis nodded in approval. “Still the best superpower ever.” On a more serious note, he added: “He’s right about one thing, though: they can smell your fear. Sort off. Your costume makes you harder to read, but do try to relax. We’re the kind of people that fight badass supervillains for a living. We’re not supposed to be afraid of ten year olds.”

 

“I know, I know.” How couldn’t I? “You’re not saying anything I haven’t said to myself.”

 

“Then relax, for god’s sake. Me and Clockblocker will be there to back you up. Kids might not even notice you.”

 

“And if they do, I’ll drop a few embarrassing stories featuring Aegis to save the day.” Clockblocker said.

 

“You do realize that I have just as many embarrassing stories featuring you, right?”

 

Clock chuckled. “Yeah, but that doesn’t bother me at all. I have no sense of shame, remember?”

 

“How could I forget…” The sullenness of Aegis’ tone almost made me pity him. Then again, he’s trying to run a team with a guy named Clockblocker on it. That in and of itself makes you deserving of pity.

 

A yellow light blinked. Right, the one that meant that an outsider was about to come in and we should all get our masks on. In our case, it’d mean that the tour group was about to come through. Aegis and Clockblocker hurriedly fixed up their costumes while I took a breath and prepared myself for the inevitable.

God, I’m such a drama queen sometimes. They’re kids, dammit! They shouldn’t worry me that much.

 

The three of us stepped into the Wards’ common area, where Sarge was telling the kids all about the Wards and what we did on a day-to-day basis. Aegis went first, then me, then Clockblocker. I wondered if there was some sort of reasoning behind the order. Maybe they sandwiched me between the two of them so I wouldn’t try to escape?

 

“…course, even superheroes have to relax sometimes, so that’s what this room’s for. We don’t let them use it too much, though. Can’t let them get lazy, now can we?” The children laughed.

 

I inspected them briefly. There were about 25 of them from varying ethnicities. They looked like they were around ten, maybe even younger than that. Their clothes were obviously cheap and they didn’t look particularly well-fed. We weren’t told where the tour group came from, but I’m guessing these guys came from a school in or around the docks area. I suppose it made sense that the PRT wanted these kids to meet the Wards. In a few years, one of them might trigger. If that happened, we’d want them to turn to the Wards rather than join one of the many gangs that infested the area. Whether it would actually work, well, I hope it does, for all our sakes. I guess time will tell.

 

“Ah, there they are.” Sarge said, turning two dozen heads our way. I resisted the urge to freeze up and run. “Didn’t think we’d see you today.”

 

“Yeah, some gangsters tried to rob Brockton Central Bank.” Aegis said nonchalantly. “We sent them running, though.”

 

I briefly wondered what Aegis would have said if we hadn’t won. He probably had a line for that too, though. You can’t win every fight, after all.

 

“Guess that’ll teach them to rob banks, now won’t it?”

 

“Probably not. You know villains, always out stealing something. Silly, isn’t it?”

 

Some of the kids chuckled. Not all of them, though. Were they gang members of some kind? I did notice this one white kid wearing what could be E88 colors.

Or maybe I was just being paranoid.

 

“And you’ve brought the new kid too!” Sarge said, pointing in my direction. Now everyone’s attention was focused solely on me. Wonderful.

 

“Of course, we did.” Aegis replied, cheerily. He was enjoying this, wasn’t he? “I guess you’ve already heard about me and Clockblocker in class, right?” The kids happily nodded. They looked so wide-eyed and naïve. As if we were some sort of invincible supermen. Then again, this was the age group that probably bought the PRT’s propaganda completely. “Well, this is Banshee. How about you give us a demonstration?”

 

I swallowed and replied: “Sure, boss.” I made an elaborate gesture and silenced the entire room. I made sure the effect only lasted for a few moments. Long enough for everyone to realize what I did, but short enough to make sure that none of them started to panic. When I turned off my power, the room stayed silent. It felt like everyone was waiting for my permission to make noise again. Great, I had to say something now, didn’t I? I turned to the teacher and said: “Bet you wish you had that power, didn’t you?”

 

“You have no idea.” The elderly looking woman replied. The kids laughed in response, and with that, the tension was broken again.

Sarge cleared his throat and said: “Okay kids, we gotta keep moving. Don’t want to be late, now do we? ‘Sides, we got the Protectorate to meet. Who wants to say hi to Miss Militia?”

 

A chorus of ‘Me!’ followed and the little balls of energy were out of our hair. I felt my body relax and my heart rate sink back to normal levels.

 

Wait, that was it?

 

Like, one minute and a small demonstration? That’s what I’ve been fussing over the past hour? Seriously? Clockblocker didn’t even have a chance to make fun of anyone.

 

Guess I look like a complete idiot now. Great.

 

“So…that happened.” Aegis said. “Feel silly already?”

 

“Very.” I muttered.

 

“Tried to warn you…”

 

“I know, boss…”

 

“…but you didn’t listen…”

 

“…and now I look like a moron. Yeah, got the message.”

 

Aegis shrugged. “Eh, could be worse.”

 

“Really?”

 

“One, you did great in front of the kids. No pant wetting, no cracked voice, no severed limbs. That’s a good thing in my book.”

 

“Severed limbs?” I was hoping that was a joke. Probably was.

 

“Don’t ask. Oh, and two: Clock didn’t have a camera on him. I checked.” Now that was a relief. At least I didn’t have to worry about blackmail.

 

“Oh, I don’t know, Aegis.” Clockblocker said. “I could have hidden it very well.”

 

The tone of his voice said that he was probably joking, but I wasn’t entirely sure. “Clockblocker,” I said. “if you have a camera on you, please hand it over so I don’t have to beat the snot out of you.” I made sure it sounded like I was kidding.

 

The smirk was audible behind his mask. “Please, Banshee, I know you would never hit me.”

 

“And why is that?” I replied, folding my arms.

 

“Because I can do this!” He reached over and touched me, before vanishing into thin air. No, wait, he didn’t vanish. He froze me and ran away. The bastard!

 

“For the record,” Aegis said, smirking. “he really didn’t have a camera on him and the freezing really is completely harmless. We actually use it sometimes to keep critically wounded people alive long enough for Panacea to get here.”

 

“Okay, good to know.” I nodded. “So, what happens now?”

 

“Well, I’ve got paperwork to do. Can’t stop a bank robbery without it.” He said. The curse of being team leader, I suppose. “You, though… The PRT will need an official statement from everyone involved. Find a few pieces of paper and write down everything you can remember. After that… go home, get some sleep, and we’ll see you in the morning, I guess. Not like we’ve got anything planned.”

 

“Alright then.”

 

Write a report and then I’m done for the day. Simple enough, I guess. An hour and about four pages later, I was finished with the paperwork and went home. Dad had arrived before I did and was cooking something with noodles.

 

“Hey Dad.”

 

“Evening kiddo.” He replied, before taking a deep breath and saying: “So I turned on the news a couple of hours ago…”

 

He knew. Oh, boy. Not like I was planning on lying about it, but it would have been better if he heard about the bank robbery from me rather than the news.

 

“I’m fine, Dad.” He was feeling overprotective again, I guess. Better put his worries to rest right away. “Just a little buzzing in my ears from a flash-bang grenade that pyrokinetic clown threw my way. Nothing serious. She’s nothing compared to Lung.”

 

My father’s face paled a little. “When you talk like that, I can’t help but feel like we’re from two completely different planets. How on Earth am I supposed to keep you safe when you run off doing…this for a living?”

 

I sighed. “Don’t worry about me, Dad. The only thing the Undersiders had that could possibly hurt me were those giant dog things and I didn’t get anywhere near those. Plus, I’m not alone. I have a team now. A good one.”

 

“Oh, good.” I didn’t get the impression that that made my father feel any better about it. “And your friends?”

 

“Aegis kind of got eaten, but he’s a regenerator. By the time it was over, he was walking away, laughing. The others were fine too: a few burns and scrapes that Panacea took care off as a thank-you for the rescue.”

 

“Good to hear.”

 

We finished dinner in silence, like we usually did. For some reason, I felt that there was still a gap between us, of sorts. Now that I felt I could talk about my day without shame again, I’d hoped that the gap would have been bridged, but apparently things like that are not so simple. In hindsight, it wasn’t that surprising: my life had changed, after all, in a way that someone without powers probably had a lot of trouble coming to terms with. I suppose it’s a good thing that Dad’s really trying to connect to me again. I was okay with that, actually.
					
				


33. [5-1]


					
					Chapter 5-1

 

The next day, I got a text message from Miss Militia. Apparently, the PRT had approved her request to get me some time on the firing ranges. I was already smiling before I realized what I was doing. Seriously, what’s wrong with me? Since when did I develop an obsession with guns?

 

I shook my head and pushed the matter aside. Now was not the time.

 

The firing range on the Rig was barebones, in my opinion. Enough space for about four people at the same time, but that’s about it. I suppose it made sense. Only a handful of the heroes actually used firearms and the PRT troopers probably had their own firing range at the PRT Headquarters. As far as I knew, the only ones who’d use this range regularly were Miss Militia, Kid Win, the handful of troopers permanently stationed here, and now me.

 

Today, early in the morning, the range was completely empty apart from Miss Militia standing silently in front of one of the targets. She motioned me to come over and handed me some ear and eye protection.

 

As a ball of greenish energy in her hand morphed into a pistol, she said: “Before I let you handle a firearm, I need to explain a few things to you.” Her tone was deadly serious. It made me stand to attention without even realizing it.

 

“Okay.”

 

“First: a firearm is a privilege and a responsibility, not a right. You abuse it, you lose it. Two: a gun is a tool designed with only one purpose in mind: killing things. Never forget that. Respect its power and remember that this little gizmo can end someone’s life whether you want it to or not. Three: a gun is never truly safe. Safeties can malfunction or there could still be a bullet in the chamber without you realizing it. Assume that a fully assembled gun is always dangerous. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

 

“Be careful with guns, for your own sake and everyone else’s. Got it.”

 

She seemed to smile, but only a little. “Very good. Before you do anything else, make sure the firing range itself is clear. If there’s anyone in front of or behind your target, wait until they go away. Don’t even try to aim unless you’re sure you can’t hit anyone who doesn’t deserve it. That applies to future fieldwork too, by the way.”

I nodded in response. She was right, I suppose.

 

“Now that the range is clear and I’m sure that I won’t shoot someone by accident, I can remove the gun’s safety. Remember that the gun can fire now, so don’t put your finger on the trigger until you’re ready to shoot. Make sure the barrel is always pointing in the direction of the target, or at the very least, away from other people.” Miss Militia took aim, standing side-ways while holding the gun in one hand. “Now, I aim down the sights, take a deep breath, and pull the trigger.” Calmly, she put six rounds in the target.

 

Incidentally, while guns were really loud, the sound didn’t bother me as much as loud noises usually did. Weird.

 

Miss Militia put the safety back on before pressing a button and making the paper target rush towards us. All rounds were in the chest area of the human silhouette printed on it. Most were centered around the heart. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that she was good with firearms. Guns were her gimmick, after all.

 

She replaced the target and handed me the gun. “Now you try. There are six shots left in this magazine. Hit the target the best you can.”

 

I nodded. I looked at the gun in my hands. The weight felt strangely comfortable. Strange, since I’ve never touched a gun in my life before. I took aim, using one hand to direct the weapon and the other to brace myself for the recoil. Then, with the flick of a finger, I removed the safety and pulled the trigger.

 

The first shot struck the target’s right shoulder. Totally nonlethal. I had to aim lower.

 

The second shot struck the right leg. I compensated too much. Again, nonlethal. On top of that, the target would still be able to shoot back.

 

The third shot struck somewhere in the abdomen. If the target were real, he would die from internal hemorrhaging without immediate medical attention.

 

The fourth shot stuck straight through the heart. Just what I was aiming for, but more likely to be luck rather than skill. Again.

 

The fifth shot punctured a lung. Painful, but not immediately fatal.

 

The sixth shot hit the spleen. Internal hemorrhaging would probably kill the target soon, but it could still be possible that he’d shoot back in an adrenaline-filled fit of rage.

 

The gun clicked empty. I put the safety back on and placed it on the table in front of me.

 

“Hmm.” Miss Militia said as the paper target came rushing towards us again. “Not bad for a first timer.”

 

“I can do better than that.” I said, unsure if I really deserved the praise. “No, I need to do better than that.”

 

“You can’t be an expert without practice, Taylor. Just hitting the paper is impressive enough.”

 

“In two of the instances, the target would still have been able to shoot back quite easily. Only one was actually on target. Now, if he shoots back, that’s not really a problem for me, but anyone else? Sure, I’m hard to kill, but the other Wards might not be that lucky.”

 

Miss Militia gave me a look I couldn’t quite place. Pity? Concern? I need to get better at reading faces. “Let’s try that again, shall we?” The gun in my hands dematerialized and reformed in her hand, fully loaded. She replaced the target and handed me the gun. I nodded and put the full magazine into the target.

 

These twelve were a lot better than my first six. At least I was able to hit center mass consistently now, and three of them actually managed to pierce the heart. It was nowhere near good enough for my tastes, but it would suffice for now. Practice makes perfect, after all, and assuming that I’d have perfect aim the first time I’ve ever fired a gun would be ridiculous.

 

The weapon on the table disintegrated again and transformed into a revolver in Miss Militia’s hand. “Try this.”

 

I took the gun and emptied its six rounds into a fresh target. Like the previous time, the first two shots were rather off, but the rest were at least able to hit the target after I’ve compensated for the recoil. At least I wasn’t any worse with this thing.

 

Different weapons were tried: a shotgun, a SMG, a crossbow, a massive pistol, an assault rifle which kicked like a horse, and some sort of bolt-action rifle. The results were more or less the same: first few shots were off, the rest were decent.

 

“Penny for your thoughts?” Miss Militia asked.

 

“I’m not sure what to think about this.” I said, looking at the rifle in my hands. “I mean, I can sort of hit a stationary target at twenty yards, sure, but if they were actually moving or shooting back…I don’t know. I’m going to need a lot more practice if my aim’s going to be half-decent.”

 

The heroine rubbed the bridge of her nose. I wasn’t sure what to make of that gesture.

 

“Guess this is why you don’t let Wards take guns to the field, huh?” I added.

 

She shook her head. “You…Have you ever used a gun before in your life?”

 

“No, ma’m.”

 

“Have you ever seen someone use a gun?”

 

“Unless movies count, no. Why do you ask?”

 

“Because most first-timers here are lucky to even hit the target at all.” Miss Militia held up a finger, making sure I couldn’t interrupt. “I wasn’t finished. There’s also the way you stand. Did you notice how I stood sideways and held the gun in one hand?”

 

“Yeah?”

 

“They do it in movies a lot. It looks cool, but it’s also very stupid if you try that in a real firefight. Holding a pistol with two hands, exactly like you did, lets you shoot a lot more accurately. Since Hollywood doesn’t care about things like realism, where did you learn how to do it? Or, for that matter, how to use a M-16 or a M-1903 Springfield Rifle.”

 

That…was a very good question and the thought was starting to scare the crap out of me. I had to admit, I had no idea what I was doing. And yet…when I picked up the gun, it all just fell in place. The motions just came to me. “I…I don’t know. I just…”

 

“Did what came naturally? Did what felt right? Followed your instincts?” Miss Militia finished for me. It was probably as close to the truth as I was ever going to get.

 

“That’s usually what you hear when you ask someone how they’re using their powers.”

 

But I didn’t have… No. Miss Militia was the expert here. If she thought what I did was impossible, then I had no reason to question it. That left only one explanation for my new-found skills. I had another power. A power that somehow lets me figure out guns.

 

“You knew, didn’t you.” I said, unsure of what I should be feeling right now.

 

Miss Militia nodded. “I didn’t know, but I had my suspicions.”

 

“How?”

 

“The way you handled that containment foam launcher two days ago. It’s a finicky thing and no one gets it right the first time. Well, no one except you, it seems.”

I stared at the weapon for a while, not sure what to think anymore. Having a gun sense just feels out of place, somehow. The implications were worrying, to say the least.

 

“You okay?” Miss Militia asked. “Most people get excited when they discover a new aspect of their power.”

 

“I’m not sure… I read yesterday that our trigger event usually determines what powers we get. Apparently, it’s like the universe handing you a toolbox that lets you get out of the situation that got you to trigger in the first place.”

 

“Well, nobody really knows for sure.” She said, shrugging. She’d probably heard the theories too at some point. “There’re only theories when it comes to trigger events.”

 

“But what if they’re right and I…” I shook my head and tried to calm myself a little. “Look, I’ve got a sound control power that lets me track someone down while staying hidden, I’ve got some sort of armor that lets me shrug off most forms of damage, and I’ve got a power that makes me really good at shooting people. I got these powers after a two year long bullying campaign started by three people whose names are burned into my brain. So if I’m right about trigger events…” I saw Miss Militia cringe. She probably connected the dots in her head.

 

“You’re not an assassin waiting to happen, Taylor.”

 

“Maybe, maybe not, but it’s like the universe is trying to tell me something, and I don’t really like what I’m hearing.”

 

Miss Militia sighed. “Powers don’t make people bad, Taylor. Some villains like to make the ‘my power made me do it’ excuse as an insanity defense, but ultimately we make our own choices. Take me, for instance. What’s stopping me from summoning a shoulder-mounted nuke launcher and blowing up the city?”

 

“Shoulder-mounted nuke launcher?” Half of me wondered what kind of lunatic would invent such a thing. The other half wondered what it would be like to fire one.

 

There’s something seriously wrong with me, isn’t there?

 

“No, I’m not letting you shoot one and don’t you dare look disappointed.” The heroine said sternly. “Look, my point is that if you were going to shoot up your school, you’d have done so already. I like to think I’m a good judge of character and you don’t strike me as the kind of person to suddenly develop an urge to chop up your bullies and make a fashionable hat out of their body parts.”

 

I suppose she knew better than I did. That didn’t mean I could get complacent, though. Emma had been my friend for years until one day when she pulled a one-eighty on me without warning. If something like that happened to me… Well, I wouldn’t be the first hero to go nuts and turn into a monster.

 

Let’s just hope that never happens.

 

Armsmaster stomped into the firing range.

 

Miss Militia frowned. Why was she frowning? “Armsmaster.”

 

“Miss Militia. Taylor.” He answered absentmindedly before examining the targets I’d spent all morning shooting up. “Hmm. Impressive. Not the best shooting I’ve ever seen, but certainly better than what could be expected from a fifteen year old. Looks like Miss Militia was right about you, Taylor.”

 

Miss Militia’s answer was surprisingly terse. “Yes, I was.”

 

Armsmaster simply nodded and turned to me again. “Meet me in the gym in a couple of minutes. I’d like to test something.”

 

“Yes, sir.” I answered and the hero stomped out of the room again. Miss Militia still had that annoyed look on her face, though. “Something wrong?”

 

“No, not at all.” She obviously lied. I wonder what was bugging her and if it had anything to do with me. Probably not, though. There could be a thousand reasons why someone like Armsmaster pissed her off. “You got your orders, Taylor. Go on.”

 

“Okay then. See you later.”

 

I went to the gym and found Armsmaster doing a warm-up in his sportswear. Even without his armor and helmet, he still had this aura of strength and authority.

 

“Taylor.” He said, sounding just slightly more excited than usual. That could either be really good, or really bad. “Good. Get on the mat.”

 

“What do you need?” Not that I really needed to ask. I think I already knew what was going to happen, and that is was going to suck.

 

“Well, Miss Militia’s test in the firing range confirmed her suspicions: you apparently have an innate understanding of guns. I want to know if that extends to other kinds of weapons as well.” He walked over to a nearby stand and picked up a pair of training halberds. He threw one of them my way.

 

“I’m not going to like this, am I?” I said as I caught the halberd and swung it experimentally.

 

Armsmaster never answered my question. He simply raised his weapon and said: “Defend yourself.”
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					Tenno vs Tinker. FIGHT!

 

Chapter 5-2

 

Armsmaster. The leader of the Brockton Bay Protectorate, one of the greatest Tinkers in the world, and a master of hand-to-hand combat, and I’ve just been shoehorned into fighting him with a halberd.

 

Fuck.

 

How did halberds work again, aside from ‘pointy end goes in the other guy’? The knowledge wasn’t really coming to me. I felt like I knew what to do, but I didn’t know it. Maybe that was the point. If it’s just instinct, maybe I shouldn’t try to force it and just let it happen. Either way, I’d have to come up with something fast.

 

Armsmaster was taller than I was, so he probably had a longer reach. He also has the advantage of years of practice, even if my new-found power bridged the gap somewhat. He’s smart, he’s experienced, and he’s one of the best in the business. He won’t make mistakes, and even if he did, I might not be able to capitalize on them.

 

That said, he was still a Tinker, and fighting a Tinker without his tools is basically like fighting an ordinary person. Armsmaster was incredibly strong and skilled by human standards, but not superhumanly so. I was different. Even without my armor, I’m still a lot stronger and faster than most. Maybe not gold-medal-in-the-Olympics material, but certainly good enough for bronze. Still, this was fucking Armsmaster. If I didn’t want him to roll over me, I’d have to be careful.

 

I twirled the halberd around a little, trying to get a feel for the weapon. It’s a large and somewhat awkward tool for hand-to-hand combat, in my opinion, but I suppose it gets the job done. Armsmaster wouldn’t have been as successful as he was if it weren’t. The hero and I took steps around one another, neither of us willing to commit. Someone had to make the first move, or we’d be here all day.

 

Fuck it, fortune favors the bold.

 

I opened with a downwards strike to his shoulder. Effortlessly, he parried with the lower part of his halberd, took a step forward, and tried to plant the ‘blade’ in my neck. I let myself fall down, rolled, and quickly recovered as he started his counter-attack. Goddammit, he was fast.

 

Immediately, he attacked with a slash aimed at my left leg, one I easily blocked. Then, his halberd twirled around, catching my other leg with the hook and making me fall on my back, spitting curls out of my mouth. Mental note to self: tie up your hair next time you fight without your armor. I kicked him in the knee and rammed the blunt end of my halberd in his chest. He grunted and took a step back, but didn’t back down.

 

I’d have to hit harder.

 

I got to my feet and attacked. I thrusted the halberd in his face and let him swat the blow aside. Next, I made a circular motion and brought the business end down on his head. He saw it coming, though, and hopped backwards, out of my reach. Close, but not good enough.

 

I’d have to be faster.

 

Armsmaster stepped forward and struck. I parried the blow, let it slide off the weapon’s shaft before pushing the blade into his neck. He elbowed it out of the way before catching my feet and sending me sprawling. A moment later, I saw his halberd come down on my head and rolled out of the way just in time.

 

This wasn’t working. I didn’t quite know how my power worked, but it looked like it’d downloaded a bunch of common halberd techniques into my head. If that was the case, I was in big trouble: Armsmaster already knew every trick in the book. Unlike me, though, he’d been practicing them for years. I’d get my ass handed to me if I tried to beat him at his own game. I had to do something unexpected.

 

I threw my halberd into the air and, while he was distracted, punched Armsmaster in the face.

 

Yeah, he didn’t see that coming.

 

A pair of legs coiled around mine and I was forced to the ground. A split-second later, I had a halberd in my neck and a scowling Armsmaster on top of me.

 

Well, crap.

 

Suddenly, there was an applause. I looked around and saw that we managed to attract quite a crowd: Miss Militia, a costumed woman I assume was Battery, and about two dozen other people.

 

Armsmaster’s scowl quickly disappeared. “It looks like I was right.” He said. “Apparently your power allows you to wield melee weapons competently as well.” It sounded a bit like praise. Kind off. If you really squinted.

 

“Uhh, thanks?”

 

“That said, your technique is rough, almost wooden. The knowledge is there, but your body doesn’t quite know how to put it into action yet. I’d recommend that before you take a weapon out in the field, you practice with it extensively.”

 

“Yes, sir.” Probably not praise after all. Then again, did I really deserve any? It wasn’t really me doing the fighting. I just let my power run on auto-pilot and hoped for the best. Funny how a man like him could completely ruin any sense of satisfaction I might have gotten from that fight.

 

 

Armsmaster nodded. “Good. You should probably get back to your studies. As a Ward, it is required to maintain satisfactory grades and we can’t have you fall behind.”

 

“Understood, sir.” Right, my other responsibilities. I couldn’t afford to spend all morning having fun, after all.

 

Apparently, Armsmaster felt like he had said his piece. He got up, put his halberd back and walked away, probably to his lab.

 

“Okay, that was officially amazing.” Miss Militia said, smiling.

 

“He didn’t seem to think so.” I replied. I did lose, after all.

 

“He’s Armsmaster. Don’t worry about him. He’s always like that.”

 

I snorted. Didn’t make me feel much better. “Okay. Anyway, I should probably get some work done.”

 

Miss Militia nodded in return and I went on my way. Off to spend the rest of my afternoon with math and history. Fun times.

 

At the end of the day, Miss Militia texted me, ordering me to come to the conference room. Costume wasn’t required. Odd. I arrived and noticed that the rest of the Wards had been called as well. Everyone except Carlos, for some reason.

 

“Hey guys.” I greeted. “What’s going on?”

 

“No idea.” Dennis replied. “Just got a call from Miss Militia, telling me to come. Thought I was in trouble again, but if you’re all here…”

 

Suddenly, Missy snuck up behind us. “In trouble for what, Dennis?”

 

“Nothing. Nothing at all. Because I didn’t do anything. At all.”

 

“Hmm-hm.”

 

We kept up the small talk until Miss Militia and Carlos arrived, both looking rather uncomfortable. The two shot each other a glance before Carlos called us all to order.

 

“Guys, please sit down. We have an announcement to make: we’re getting a new team member.” Quiet murmurs followed. Odd. You’d think they’d be more excited about getting some extra help. Unless…something was horribly wrong, wasn’t it? Carlos bit his lip and continued. “Tattletale has decided to switch sides. As of next week, she’ll be joining us as a probationary member of our Wards team.”

 

The room turned completely silent. So Tattletale wanted to switch sides. I wasn’t sure what to think about that. My first thought was a flat-out ‘no’. There’s no way in hell bringing a villain into the Wards would ever work. Sure, she didn’t strike me as a particularly evil person, like Kaiser or Lung, but still…she was a villain. An actual, honest-to-god, bank-robbing, hostage-taking villain. Why would she even want to join us? Better yet, how did she talk the PRT into agreeing to hire her?

 

Dennis interrupted my train of thought. “This can’t possibly end well.”

 

“Dennis…”

 

“I’m being serious here, and you know shit has hit the fan when that happens.” Dennis said, causing the rest of us to chuckle. “I mean, we all know how the last token evil teammate worked out. Are we really ready for another one?”

 

“Maybe not, but that’s out of our hands.” Carlos argued. “Whether we like it or not, Tattletale is joining the team. We now need to decide how to handle this.”

 

I frowned. As much as having a villain forced down our throat bothered me, he did have a point. We could argue until the cows come home, but that wouldn’t have accomplished anything. Sheer pragmatism would force us to accept her, somehow. It would only make sense to try and make the process as painless as possible.

 

“I’m more worried about my secret identity or anything else that girl can figure out.” John added. “She’s the Thinker, right? How do we know she isn’t a mole?”

 

Judging by how quickly Carlos answered, I figured he expected the question. “She won’t have the chance to rat us out. I don’t know the exact legalese, but from what Piggot’s told me about her terms, she’ll have stay in the base for the most part, using her power to support us in the field. On top of that, they’ll watch her closely in and out of costume. Nobody wants another Sophia.”

 

“Besides, it wouldn’t be the first time a villain was successfully reformed.” Dean added, probably trying to live up to his cape name again. “We should try and befriend her, if possible. Who knows, we might even turn her away from the dark side.”

 

Dennis nearly choked. “That is your plan? Save the evil villain through the power of fucking friendship?”

 

“Well, when you put it that way…”

 

The time-stopper rubbed his brow. “Look, I know that this is the ‘right’ and ‘noble’ thing to do, but it’s just not going to work. I…Taylor, help me out here.”

 

Oh, great, now I have to make the decision. Wonderful. “Way I see it, we’re stuck with Tattletale, whether we like it or not. How we feel about it doesn’t matter. We’ll have to deal with her being around, one way or another.”

 

“Sure, but that doesn’t mean we need to be in the same room. Can’t we just stick her in a box somewhere and pretend she doesn’t exist?” John said. Dennis and Chris nodded too, apparently sharing that sentiment. Not I blamed them, all things considered. Part of me felt the same way. If Tattletale hadn’t been forced onto us, I might have taken their side. On the other hand, they were still talking about turning someone into a persona non grata right off the bat, which hit a little too close to home for my tastes.

 

I sighed. I couldn’t worry about that right now. “Aside from the fact that we’re heroes, and not a bunch of dicks? If we don’t push her away, at least we’ll be able to stop her if she goes bad. Besides, what if Dean is right and she ends up being a really nice person?”

 

“And what if he’s wrong and she’ll turn villain again?”

 

“Does the phrase ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ mean anything to you?” Dean argued. “If we treat her like dirt, Tattletale will jump ship at the earliest opportunity. We’ll create another villain and we’ll have no one to blame for it but ourselves. Besides, Taylor’s right. We’re stuck with her and we might as well make the most of it.”

 

“I still think it’s going to blow up in our faces.” Dennis muttered. Not that I could really fault him for that. If Tattletale did fall into old habits again, we’d be the ones taking the brunt of the fallout. Screw secret identities, I’m more worried about her telling the other villains how to beat us. Sure, the PRT probably would try to make sure that never happened, but they probably said the same thing about Sophia. On the other hand, if we’d end up creating another Sophia because we never gave Tattletale a chance…

 

“If it does, you’ll get to say ‘I told you so’.” Dean said, sardonically.

 

“If it does, I don’t think I’ll want to.”

 

“But you’d say it anyway…”

 

“Of course I would! I have a bad reputation to uphold.”

 

We went back and forth like this for a while. I lost track of time and, ultimately, interest. This discussion was waste of time, in my opinion. The decision had already been made for us by our superiors. As much as I wanted to smack Piggot and Armsmaster for doing this without asking, none of us had the means to change it. Ultimately, Dean, Carlos, and I managed to convince the others to at least give Tattletale a chance, if only to keep our bosses happy. If we found out that she was Sophia 2.0…well, I guess that’s what jail’s for. At least we’d be able to stop her before someone else gets hurt like I did.

 

Afterwards, Carlos called me over to a separate room. “Taylor, can I talk to you for a moment?”

 

“Sure. What’s up?”

 

“It’s about Tattletale, actually.” Carlos looked even more uncomfortable than before. “I’m…well…a little surprised that you went along with it. I’d have thought that you of all people would…object, considering your, uh, ‘history’ with Sophia.”

 

That surprised me a little. “Weren’t you trying to convince us just five minutes ago? Besides, whining won’t change anything. I’m just being pragmatic.”

 

“Yes, but…I’m just trying to figure you out, you know. Trying to understand how you think. So please, why? Really, why?”

 

I nodded. He wanted the truth? Fine, I’d give it to him. “Honestly, it’s because I won’t be able to live with myself if Tattletale pushes some innocent girl into a locker full of tampons.”

 

Carlos suddenly paled a little and swore under his breath. “I see. That’s…understandable. Still, if Tattletale goes nuts, it won’t be on us. She’s not our responsibility.”

 

“Just like Sophia wasn’t yours?” The words came out before I was able to stop myself. “Fuck, sorry, that was out of line.”

 

Carlos just looked really guilty. “Don’t. Just…Okay, be honest with me. I won’t think any less of you either way. Do you blame us for Sophia?”

 

“You should have known.” I replied coldly. “She’s been your teammate for months. She’s been under PRT scrutiny for months. You should have seen something, anything, and I…” I took a few deep breaths. Part of me wanted to stop, but I couldn’t keep this in. “Look, Sophia broke me. She and her friends tortured me for two years and nobody cared. If it weren’t for me getting powers along the way, I would have slit my throat by now. Fuck, she got even away with stuffing me in a locker. How’s that even possible unless everyone was screwing the pooch?”

 

“We tried…”

 

“I know you did. I believe you tried to connect with her and keep her on the straight and narrow and knowing Sophia, that must have felt like stabbing yourself in the gut over and over again. I understand that you did everything you could and that she’s beyond help, which is why I’m not making a fuss over this. It isn’t fair for any of us. You shouldn’t have been saddled with a bitch like that. I just…you’re good people and for the first time in years, I don’t dread having to get up in the morning. I don’t want to lose the closest thing I have to friends because I can’t get over Sophia.”

 

Carlos nodded. “I get it. I’d be angry too, if I were you.”

 

No, he still didn’t get it. “I’m not angry with you, or any of the other Wards. I’m frustrated, disappointed, a lot of other things, but I’m not angry. It’s just…pointless and…I just can’t bring myself to be angry anymore.” I sighed. “I can’t change what happened, but I can make sure it doesn’t happen to someone else. So I’m going to be nice to Tattletale. If I’m lucky, I’ll get a friend. If not, I’ll shatter her eardrums and throw her in jail myself. Does that answer your question?”

 

“Yes. Yes, it does.” Carlos said. As I turned away, he spoke again: “But Taylor, what you said about connecting? It counts for you too. You’ve got issues and they aren’t going to disappear in a week. Talk to someone about this. If not to me, then to Miss Militia or your father, just…don’t bottle it up, okay? You’re one of the good guys and I’d hate to see you snap.”

 

“Yeah, okay.” I replied, weakly.

 

Fuck, I really needed to punch something. Where’s Armsmaster when you need him?
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Friday evening and I have no idea what to do with myself. Normally, I’d disappear into my bed and thank a god I’ve never believed in for another two day’s respite. Now, though… What did teenagers do for fun? The fact that I had absolutely no idea probably reflected badly on my life. Anyway, when Miss Militia asked me if I could join the PRT an overnight stake-out, I couldn’t say no.

 

Not like I had something better to do anyway. Besides, I had a nice sensory power. No use letting it go to waste.

 

I called Dad and while he didn’t like the idea of me going out late at night, he was relieved to know that I’d have responsible adults watching my back. Oh, and there probably wouldn’t be any violence. It was just a stake-out, after all. Gathering intelligence on some rogue Tinker and his friends. Nothing would go wrong.

 

The group in question was a new gang that somehow got the rather unflattering name ‘Boxheads’. Then again, we got that name from interrogated Merchants gangsters, so it’s not unthinkable that they called themselves something completely different. That said, they did have rather odd uniforms: Tinkertech coveralls and, you guessed it, a big boxy helmet.

 

Say what you want about the Merchants and their naming conventions, at least they pick something that fits.

 

Funnily enough, for a gang with such a ‘distinct’ appearance, they were very low-key. As far as we were aware, they held no territory aside from a few abandoned buildings that they’ve appropriated, interacted very little with the world at large, and generally weren’t very overt in their criminal activities, aside from selling technology to seemingly random buyers. Right now, the only thing we could really pin on them was selling a shipment of two dozen laser rifles to the Merchants. Sure, that’s illegal, but it’s nothing compared to what the other gangs do every single day.

 

“Strange that we can’t just arrest them while we’re here…” I mused to myself. Lying in the back of an inconspicuous looking car, I positioned myself in such a way that the streetlight shined on the book I was reading. With my power, I didn’t have to look outside to track people and could keep my head down. It ensured that I wouldn’t be seen or get bored before the evening is up.

 

Not that my powers were all that necessary. Kid Win was trying to hack the gang’s systems from back at the base, which would probably give us a far clearer picture of what was going on than my power ever would. I wonder why Miss Militia bothered to ask me to come along. Maybe it was just another test of my skills.

 

“Penny for your thoughts?” Officer Williams asked, sitting in the front with a camera. She was tall and broad for a woman, or that might be the result of the armor she was wearing.

 

“We have camera footage of the Boxheads selling weapons to the Merchants. Just wondering what’s stopping us from arresting them.”

 

“You mean aside from the fact that attacking a Tinker in his own lab is generally a terrible idea?”

 

“It is?”

 

The woman snorted. “Tinkertech’s worth a fortune, kid. Any Tinker worth his salt is going to fortify the fuck out of their base. I’m talking guards, killer robots, hell, even self-destruct systems.” She turned around and asked: “Didn’t you know that?”

 

“No. Just started this week.” And feeling a little embarrassed too.

 

“Ah, the FNG.”

 

“FNG?”

 

“Freaking New Guy.” She answered.

 

I couldn’t tell whether that was a joke or not. “I’m a woman.”

 

“Freaking New Gal. Same difference.”

 

“Right. Guard coming around on the east side. Same guy as seven minutes ago.”

 

Williams peered through the car window. “You sure it’s the same guy?”

 

“He’s got this funny mechanical rattle in his throat, like he replaced his larynx with some tech. Anyway, he should be passing the window right…now.”

 

“Hmm.” She replied before taking a few pictured of the guard in question. “Interesting, I suppose.”

 

Another hour passed and nothing much happened. Nobody came, nobody left. It was a good thing I had the presence of mind to bring a book with me. I’d probably have died of boredom if I hadn’t. It didn’t seem like the night was going to be a fruitful one, anyway.

 

Apparently, Williams agreed. “Kid Win, how’re things coming along on your end?”

 

“I’m not getting much, ma’m. All I can really tell is that there’re security cameras covering every door. I don’t think I’ll be able to hack the local network any further without the Boxheads noticing. These people are seriously paranoid. I doubt even Banshee’d be able to slip in undetected.”

 

“Probably means they’re hiding something. Pity paranoia isn’t a crime.” The officer sighed. “Hey Banshee, how long is your range, if you really push it?”

 

“I can cover about a third of the building from here.” I answered. “If you could drive us closer…”

 

“No. If we move the car they’ll figure out something’s up. I don’t want to be the one who sets off a rogue Tinker. Kid Win, are there any cameras on the roof?”

 

“No, not as far as I can tell. No patrols either. There’s roof access, but no one’s using it.”

 

“Got something in mind, Williams?” Sarge asked.

 

“Just thinking. We put little Miss Eavesdrop on the roof and have her write down everything she hears. Should give us the intel we need.”

 

A moment later, he answered. “Good idea. You up for it, kid?”

 

Well, it certainly beats reading a book all night. “Sure, if you call my superiors first. I think Miss Militia’s manning the console. She’ll…”

 

“…start shooting people for even suggesting this.” Miss Militia suddenly growled through the comms. She didn’t sound very happy. “Honestly, sending a minor into a Tinker’s hideout without any back-up? Find a better way.”

 

“With all due respect, Miss Militia, we’ve been here all night and we still don’t know anything about these people. All I’m asking is that you let Banshee jump on the roof, spend an hour or so scoping things out, and jump back. No one will even know she’s there.” Williams argued, before adding: “Oh, and she does have backup. We mere mortals aren’t completely helpless, you know.”

 

Miss Militia sighed, muttering something in a language I didn’t recognize. “You have fifteen minutes and I’m making sure that Armsmaster, Velocity, and Battery are patrolling in the area, just in case. If anything goes wrong, I’m holding you responsible. Is that clear?”

 

I suppose it’s touching that Miss Militia cares so much about my well-being, even if it is a little annoying. She’s kind of like my dad, in that respect.

 

“Crystal.”

 

“And I’m keeping a few squads on stand-by. Do not screw up.”

 

Poor Williams. “Okay, kid, you heard the lady. Don’t get caught. I’m allergic to bullets.”

 

I nodded and went on my way. Sneaking out of the car and onto a nearby building was easy. I’ve been practicing this sort of thing for months. Almost casually, I ran across the rooftops and jumped onto the target structure, rolling as I landed. The entrance was at the center of the roof. I quickly moved out of sight behind an air-conditioning unit. Sure, no one should be coming through the door according to Kid Win, but it paid to be careful, especially around paranoid people.

 

My power blanketed the building. I checked for the guards first: a dozen pairs of boots stomping around as they’d done all night. There were two more heartbeats in the center of the structure, as well as a mess of machinery I didn’t recognize. The Tinker and his assistant, maybe?

 

The guards continued their patrols. Nothing to indicate that they knew I was here. Good to know.

 

I focused my power and listened in on the conversation in the center of the building. “…learned what we could from this one, I’m afraid. Certainly nothing that can tell us why the last batch worked as well as it did.”

 

A mechanically sounding voice from a machine replied. “Understandable, Doctor. I had written this particular specimen off anyway. It was…unfortunate…that we lost our previous specimen to that E88 raid. The samples from its body were most promising. Anyhow, what do you intend on doing with your current project?” There was something wrong about the machine-voice. He (and it certainly was a he) sounded more like a cartoon villain than an actual person. Was he an AI? It hard to believe that anyone can sound so comically villainous.

 

“Honestly, I’d salvage it for parts. Maybe you can build another Zanuka out of it.”

 

“Hmm. No, I’d prefer you didn’t. Barring any additional setbacks, my project will be complete within six months. After that, any components you harvest now will be redundant. No, better to spend our resources on something more useful. What about control? Can we command the specimen somehow? I could always use another fighter, especially one such as this.”

 

Part of me was starting to feel sick. What the hell were these people doing down there? Animal testing? It sure sounded like it. I’ve never thought of myself as an animal rights activist, but seriously, this was fucking wrong. Good thing I was scribbling it all down.

 

“That…would be ill advised, sir. I have already tried everything I could think off over the past few weeks without any success. The current set up could work, but as it is…No, the subject is too dangerous to experiment with it any further. If it gets loose, the damage could be incalculable.”

 

“That is what the security mechanisms are for, Doctor. One push of a button, and the labs get flooded by superheated gas from the reactor.”

 

“True, but I prefer to not need it. As it is, the creature is simply beyond our ability to control without rendering it non-functional. I’m sorry, sir, but salvage is probably our best option for this one.”

 

“We only have a few specimens left and no reliable way to get more at the moment. It’s better not to…”

 

Suddenly, a third person stormed into the room. “Doc, Alad, we’ve got a problem. I’m sorry, but we have to evacuate.”

 

“Evacuate?” The doctor said. “Anyo, what are you talking about? The PRT…”

 

“…are outside. They’ve been watching us for hours, along with these repeated hacking attempts. They know we’re here.”

 

“All things considered, I’d be insulted if they hadn’t found us by now.” The mechanical voice, Alad, apparently, said. “Still, I fail to see why this is a problem. The PRT has greater concerns than ourselves.”

 

“That’s what I thought, until our cameras picked up this.” Anyo showed something to the other two. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell what. It was a rather glaring downside to only having super-hearing. “Movement on the parking lot of the PRT headquarters. Troopers suiting up. That, combined with the spying…”

 

“They’re getting ready to attack us…” The doctor said, sounding dangerously distressed.

 

“Exactly.”

 

“This is…irritating.” Alad muttered.

 

The doctor soon found his voice again. “What do we do?”

 

“We attack. If we stay down here, we’ll get overrun. If we try to make a break for it, they’ll cut off our escape and wipe us out. I’ll take the guards here and kick up a fuss. Distract them as much as possible. In the mean time, you and your people take the vehicles out back and make head to the rendezvous point.”

 

This…this is rapidly going down the drain. I don’t know what kind of firepower these people had, but if they started shooting, it was going to end badly for us. I tried to think of a way to avoid this, but drew a blank.

 

Anyo continued. “How soon can you get everyone moving?”

 

“Uhh, an hour, maybe. Fifteen minutes if we only take the essentials.”

 

“Tools are replaceable. Specimens and scientific personnel are not.” Alad said. “Leave everyone and everything expendable. Anyo’s attack will attract us some attention, but nothing we cannot handle in the long term. Get going.”

 

“Right. Of course, sir.” With that, the doctor started packing. Anyo, in the mean time, started organizing the guards.

 

I needed to warn the PRT people. They had to know what’s coming for them.

 

“Guys, we’ve got a problem.”

 

“What happened?” Williams replied, sounding worried. I wasn’t sure if she was worried about me or worried about herself when Miss Militia would find out just how badly the shit was about to hit the fan. “Did they spot you?”

 

“They spotted you, ma’m. They knew we were down there all along.”

 

“What? How…”

 

“Not important.” I interrupted. “They think we’re about to raid their labs and are going to shoot their way out. You need to get out of there, now!”

 

“That’s crazy, nobody would…” Williams was interrupted by a sound that could only be weapons fire. “Fuck, energy fire! Bastards’ got me pinned!”

 

I was too late.

 

A voice I didn’t recognize answered. “Keep your head down, Williams. Help’s on the way.”

 

I swore. Things had spiraled out of control. I had to jump in and help. Before I could, a trio of men kicked down the door and stormed onto the roof. Eternally grateful for the fact that I had the presence of mind to hide earlier, I let them pass. The three ran to the side of the roof, probably to get a better vantage point to shoot our people down. They also had their backs turned towards me.

 

Perfect.
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Three men armed with weapons that were probably Tinker-made sniper rifles. While I doubted that they had the ability to kill me in a single shot, I wasn’t about to test it. Ultimately, the question was how I was going to deal with them. I could blast them all off the roof. Quick and simple. Even if they survived the drop intact enough to fight, they’d lose their vantage point. On the other hand, if the fall killed them I’d open up a can of worms that I wasn’t ready to deal with. Besides, if they did survive their fall intact, they could still cause trouble later. Better if I dealt with them here.

 

I tried sneaking up on them, but the one in black noticed me before I could. Immediately, he started turning around, probably trying to shoot me. I had two choices: run and get a better vantage point or attack and get to close for them to use their guns without hitting each other.

 

I chose the latter.

 

The yellow guy to the left was closest by. I grabbed him by the neck and pulled him towards me, using him like a human shield. Surely they wouldn’t…

 

Before I could finish my thought, my captive’s shoulder blasted apart. Bits of flesh pinged off my shields. The guy in black and the other guy in yellow had their weapons pointed at me, their barrels still humming with power.

 

Holy shit, they just did.

 

These guys were playing hard-ball. I needed to take them down fast. In one motion, I pushed my captive towards guy-in-black and activated my taser. Yellow fired which took out my shields and some of the armor underneath. I fought through the pain and planted the taser in his neck. He shook, but didn’t go down. His suit’s probably resistant to that. Instead, I kicked him in the groin, pulled off his helmet, and tried again. This time, it worked.

 

I looked around. Guy-in-black had disappeared. Irritating. I quickly cuffed the downed man and started listening. To my surprise, I found something annoyingly familiar: a void, just like what Grue’s power did at the bank robbery. The dots connected in my head: the bastard could turn invisible and inaudible. Power? Tinkertech? Doesn’t matter. I needed to find him and take him out.

 

I looked over my options. The guy shot me with a rifle powerful enough to pierce my shields. Clearly, he planned on killing me, the PRT guys below, or possibly both. I could go all-out against these guys. The field manual didn’t provide many concrete examples of what constituted as ‘appropriate force’, but I’m pretty sure Armsmaster will forgive me if I took out the glaive for this one. I don’t want to kill anyone, but these assholes are forcing my hand. Unfortunately, the glaive is a close-combat weapon and I’m fighting a hidden sniper. I needed a better weapon.

 

My eyes fell on yellow’s sniper. Hmm. It’ll do. I’m probably breaking a rule by taking it, but right now, I’ve got bigger problems. I grabbed the weapon and instantly familiarized myself with it. Invisible footsteps grabbed my attention. The hunt was on.

 

“Doctor, drop whatever it is you’re doing. You need to leave.” Guy-in-black muttered in his helmet. No wait, that was Anyo, wasn’t it?

 

“What? Why?”

 

“They are here, Doctor. Don’t ask how, just go. I can handle one of them, but when the other three show up, I’ll have to disengage.”

 

‘They’, as he put it. I took offence at the tone. The way he spat out the word, it sounded like I was some sort of horrible monster here to murder him and loot his corpse for parts. I’m a superhero, dammit!

 

Wait, how did he know that there were three other heroes inbound?

 

Focus. Worry about that later.

 

“They?” The doctor said, sounding very afraid. “But…oh, no, the samples…the specimen…I have to…”

 

“Leave them.” Anyo urged him. “Vent the reactor into the labs. Just get out of here. I’ll hold off this damned fashion victim for as long as I can.”

 

Whatever was in that lab had to have been important. Important enough that they didn’t want it to fall into our hands. I’m sure that the PRT would really like to see whatever is inside. Maybe the others could stop them?

 

“Kid Win, this is Banshee. Can you hear me?”

 

“Loud and clear.” He answered, somewhat panicked.“You may not have noticed, but shit’s hitting the fan. PRT is on the warpath and the Boxheads have an army of killer robots running around. You need to get out of there now!”

 

Angry PRT? Killer robots? Problematic, but not something I could deal with right now. “Can’t. Some jackass is trying to shoot me. Have to take him down first. I need your help with something else, though. The Boxheads are going to do something to the reactor.”

 

“Self-destruct mechanism?”

 

“Yeah. Can you stop it?”

 

“Uhh, don’t think so. Not from here.” Kid Win stammered.

 

“Velocity here. I’ll be there in twenty seconds. If you tell me what to do, I should be able to disable that thing.”

 

“Okay, yeah, that’ll work.”

 

Good. With that settled, I need to show a certain someone what this fashion victim is capable off.

 

It took me a while, but I managed to figure out Anyo’s location and took aim at what I thought were the legs. I pulled the trigger, let the charge built up in the weapon, and let go. Anyo swore as the projectile stuck him. Oh, did that hurt, you asshole? That’s what getting shot feels like!

 

“Two things, Mr. Anyo.” I said, as the man became visible again. “One: I don’t get to choose what I look like. Two: you’re wearing a shoebox on your head. You don’t get to judge my looks.”

 

To his credit, he didn’t seem particularly ruffled by the fact that I overheard him. “I would have you know that the M-29 Tactical Helmet has saved my skin a dozen times already. Half the reason I’ve survived this long while being hunted by you murderous psychos.”

 

I was shocked. Sure, I’ve been mistaken for a villain before, but a murderer? Seriously? “Murderous psychos? I’m a hero, you idiot. I’m with the Protectorate.”

 

“The Protectorate…” Anyo deadpanned. I didn’t think he believed me at all.

 

“Well, the Wards, actually. Those men you’re shooting, they’re PRT. We’re not here to kill you, just lower your weapons and surrender. No one else has to die.” In all honesty though, even if he did, Piggot would flay him alive anyway. Not that he needed to know that.

 

“You’re with the Protectorate…” He continued. Was that really so hard to believe?

 

“Yes, I’m a superhero. Now throw down the damn gun already. I really don’t want to shoot you.”

 

He shook his head. “You have no idea, do you?”

 

Okay, this guy was seriously starting to get on my nerves. “About what?”

 

Anyo disappeared and rolled a grenade my way. I jumped to the side. The explosion only damaged my shields. I quickly turned around and fired at the nearest sound-void I could see. More swearing was heard, and another grenade came my way. I jumped past it, letting it explode behind me.

 

Suddenly, a blade came my way and I rolled under the swing. Anyo had a sword, it seemed. Well, two can play that game. My glaive slid out of my palm and I blocked Anyo’s thrust. It gave him a moment’s pause, which I used to kick him aside. I moved forward to deal take him down for good when a bunch of grenades rolled towards me. With a smirk, I pushed them away and into my opponent.

 

Yeah, not falling for that again.

 

Anyo was quick on his feet and hid behind an air-conditioning unit when the grenades exploded, reducing his cover to molten slag. I smirked.

 

“Kid Win here. Velocity managed to disable the reactor. Building should be safe now.”

 

“Apart from the fucking robots, you mean?!” Sarge yelled over the comms. “Fucking hell, we need some fire support here!”

 

“This is Armsmaster. ETA five minutes.”

 

“Likewise for Battery. Just hold on.”

 

Right. We weren’t our of the woods yet. I had to finish up this mess with Anyo, quickly. “Please, just stop this.” I asked him. Hopefully, I could convince him to shut down the robots and put an end to all this.

 

Then, I heard a bloodcurdling, feral scream coming from the labs below.

 

“What was that?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

 

“My cue to leave.” Anyo dryly replied from behind his cover.

 

I raised my weapon. “You’re not going anywhere.”

 

He chuckled in response. “Fun fact about that gun you’re holding, girl. The Lanka wreaks havoc on robotics, but it’s penetration is terrible. This half-molten piece of slag’s more than enough to ruin your shot. By the time you found your way around, I’ll be long gone.”

 

“You can’t run for me, Anyo. I can sense you, even when you’re cloaked.”

 

Anyo didn’t seem to be impressed at all. “Maybe you can, maybe you can’t, but think about this: you chase me, your PRT buddies are going to get shot to pieces by the Moas. You know, the ones down in the streets. Now, you can hunt me down and maybe you’ll even catch me, but I’ll guarantee that your friends are going to pay the price if you do. Alternatively, you let me go and help them. Like I said, the Lanka wreaks havoc on robotics. Use your imagination.”

 

“I don’t know. Maybe taking you down is worth the cost.”

 

“Maybe. Thing is, I’ve been chased by you people for a very long time. I know how you think. Your kind is obsessively protective of their allies, even the ones without special powers. So, no, you won’t be chasing me. Not today.” With that, he bolted, hopping from cover to cover to keep me from having a clear shot. The smug bastard was going to get away unless I chased him, which meant leaving the PRT guys to their fate.

 

I gritted my teeth. He had a point there. I could chase him, but I don’t think I’d be able to live with myself if people got killed because I had to catch the bad guy. Fuck. Already, I could hear the men down in the streets, fighting. I had to help them, which meant that I had to let Anyo go.

 

The bastard was playing me, and there’s nothing I could do about it.

 

I sighed and ran towards the troopers. Looking down from the roof, the battle had turned into a mess. The Boxheads themselves were already gone, but they left a small squad of machines behind. There were nine of them left in total: eight bipedal ones armed with some sort of energy weapon and another helicopter-like one floating overhead. A command unit, maybe? It looked important. I took aim, let the rifle charge up, and fired. The flying drone exploded in a shower of sparks, but the others kept fighting on. Not a command unit, then. Dammit.

 

The troopers fired away at the bipeds with everything they had, but they weren’t making much headway. The drones had some sort of shield that seemed to protect them from most weapon fire and no one was able to get close enough to foam the damn things. Velocity was already on the scene, but all he could do was distract a few of them. His power gave him super-speed at the cost of being less able to interact with the world around him. It let him dodge their fire, but he had trouble hitting hard enough before being forced to retreat.

 

I took aim at the nearest robot and fired.

 

Suddenly, three of the remaining robots changed direction and started shooting in my direction. I let the rounds bounce harmlessly off my shields as I took the second shot: a robot far too close to a downed PRT officer. Velocity finally managed to kill a third by shoving a metal pole into it, causing the machine to explode. Then, Armsmaster’s motorcycle stormed through the alley and finished off the rest of them.

 

“Well, that didn’t go as planned…” Velocity muttered darkly.

 

Armsmaster grumbled in response. “No, it didn’t. This was supposed to be a simple stake-out. What went wrong?”

 

“Everything, sir.” I admitted. “In short, the Boxheads went nuts and started shooting.”

 

“I see. Is the area clear?”

 

I scanned the building. All was mostly quiet, except for the growls and the sound of tearing metal coming from the lab. “There’s something inside the lab, sir. I’m not sure what, but I don’t think we want it to get out.”

 

“You’re talking about that scream from earlier, right?” Velocity asked.

 

“Unfortunately, yes.”

 

“Get down here.” Armsmaster ordered. “We’ll wait for Battery before moving in. The rest of you: perimeter. Nothing gets in or out.”

 

Right. This was going to suck, wasn’t it?
					
				


37. Blackhole1’s Crash Course in Warframe Lore


					
					It’s come to my attention that a lot of you know very little about Warframe’s lore. In hindsight, I probably should have expected this: Warframe’s lore is barely mentioned in the game itself. Unless you’ve either looked at the wiki, opened the in-game codex, or taken part in one of the events, you probably have missed most of it. But hey, who needs lore when you’ve got space ninjas blowing up zombies and robots?! Backstories are optional for a game like this.



Well, unless you’re trying to write fanfiction. Then having some lore is really nice as it gives you something to work with. So, without further ado, here’s Blackhole1’s Crash Course in Warframe Lore. Note that this may end up being jossed at any time when the developers feel it and that I won’t be explaining everything to avoid future spoilers. Nevertheless, this will be the basic framework of the Warframe universe that I will be adhering to in this story.



Once upon a time, there was a hyper-advanced civilization known as the Forerunners, *ahem* I mean Orokin. As in true precursor fashion, they’re all dead and gone save for a suspiciously large number of inexplicably functional ancient relics. Apparently, they had this big scuffle with something called the Sentients. They ended up winning, but somehow died anyway. How this happened, what the Orokin were like, or what the Sentients actually were is currently unknown. All that we do know is that their technology is insanely advanced, that they created the Tenno and the Technocyte plague, and that their relics are still around, waiting to be plundered by the younger factions.



All this happened centuries ago and since then, many new human (or formerly human) factions have arisen from the ashes:



The Grineer Empire: They’re Space Nazis, pretty much. A bunch of people so obsessed with genetic purity that they decided to use widespread cloning to keep their gene stocks uncontaminated. As a result, their genome has deteriorated over the centuries to the point where every single clone needs a massive number of implants just to stay alive. Nevertheless, through sheer numbers and military might, the Grineer are still arguably the most powerful faction in the Solar system. They also have a hatred for everything not Grineer and their technology, while crude, is a lot more effective than it looks. Thankfully (for everyone else) the one thing keeping them from wiping out everyone else is their genetic degradation bottlenecking their clone production rates. Something that the Empire’s enemies are keen on maintaining.



The Corpus Merchant Cults: The love-children of Lex Luthor and Bonesaw. On the whole, a very unpleasant bunch obsessed with acquiring advanced technology (i.e. Orokin crap and Tenno) at any cost. Anyone caught by them basically gets cut to pieces and sold to the highest bidder. As a result, the Corpus tends to have the best technology around, including laser rifles and other exotic energy weapons. They also have a fondness for building robots that like to run up into your face and give you a hug with their freaking lasers, as well as something called ‘Indoctrination Temples’. Like I said, unpleasant. Politically, they’re the Grineers main competitor and business partners. Skirmishes do happen, but hey, what’s a little friendly scuffle between business partners?



Infested: Flood rip-offs. Rampaging space zombies that transform their victims into more of themselves by infecting them with the Technocyte virus. While the majority appear to be mindless monsters, they’ve actually gotten a lot more aggressive in the recent patches, actually attacking in-game colonies and forcing everyone else to gang up and drive them back, showing that the infested may or may not have some sort of hive intelligence as a whole. In true zombie fashion, they’re hostile to everyone.



Tenno: The player characters. Ancient warriors created/trained during the time the Orokin were still around. They were created as a hail-mary against the Sentients and managed to defeat them…but then the Orokin died anyway and the Tenno collectively decided to take a cryo-nap instead of doing something about it. Go team. Anyway, centuries later, you (the players) reawaken with amnesia and a mysterious voice in your heads that calls itself Lotus. You have no memory of what happened before, aside from your combat skills, but since everyone else is trying to murder you, following her is still a good idea. Anyway, the Tenno are supposed to be guided by a strict code of honor and uphold some kind of balance in the system. In my experience, that usually amounts to making sure that the Grineer and the Corpus don’t grow out of control like sentient weeds and to squash the infestation whenever it rears its betentacled head. A role not unlike Worm’s Protectorate, when you think about it.



These people are largely legends to the world at large. While I don’t have and exact number, I do believe that there are only a handful of Tenno. That said, each of them is an army in their own right: The Grineer are willing to start a war to ensure their destruction, after all. That’s how terrified the most powerful military machine in the Warframe universe is of them.



 

Imagine what would happen if the Slaughterhouse 9 started taking orders from the Simurgh. That’s what the Corpus and the Grineer think of the Tenno. 

 

Anyway, hope this clears things up. For more information, here’s the wiki.
					
				


38. Omake - Trinity


					
					
	
		
			Jokarun said:
				
					↑
				
			

		
		Eh, If we’re going for another warframe at least pick Trinity. Now that’d be a PR win. Not to mention at endbringer fights we’d be incredibly useful.


	

This is your fault.

 

Omake – Trinity

 

Legend looked out onto the bay. He sighed. Once, Brockton Bay had been infested with criminals. Gangs all but owned half the city and were growing stronger by the day. Then, a month ago, all that changed. Without warning, Armsmaster and his team of superheroes marched through the city and sent most of the gangs running. Legend still didn’t know how he did it. Rumor had it that a new cape recently joined his Wards team: a girl that could turn herself and her allies invincible for a short time. Legend doubted that. Scion wouldn’t have given away an agent that powerful without massive restrictions and if she had been one of Cauldron’s, he’d have known before. That didn’t change the fact that Brockton Bay had become a symbol of hope. Proof that even the oldest and most powerful gangs could be defeated and a city freed from their grasp.

 

Not that it mattered anymore. Leviathan was inbound and soon this entire city would be a water-soaked ruin. Fitting, in a way. The Endbringers always took the best of humanity and tore them down. Why would a city like Brockton Bay escape their notice?

 

“Wave inbound.” His armband said. Legend took to the sky and mentally prepared himself for the list of casualties that would inevitably follow.

 

The list never came.

 

Wait, what?

 

Legend pushed the ‘talk’ button on his armband. Something was wrong. “Dragon, is there something wrong?”

 

“No, I…there aren’t any casualties…” The tinker said, as shocked as he was. “I don’t understand. All the armbands are still functioning. There should have been…”

 

Using his enhanced vision, Legend peered across the city. The capes defending were…they were actually alive. Even the ones directly in Leviathan’s path. How?

 

Apparently, Leviathan had been just as surprised. He brought his hand down on the nearest cape and…nothing happened. The cape just stood up and laughed. The Endbringer flung his water echo into a defending group of capes…and they were still standing.

 

Leviathan threw everything it had at them, and it all just…washed over them. How is this possible? The Endbringer seemed to be growing increasingly frustrated that its attacks were having no effect at all. Legend looked at his compatriot Alexandria, but the heroine was as dumbfounded as he was. Eidolon, though…Eidolon was laughing. Laughing at the giant monster that was descending into a temper tantrum when its toys wouldn’t die like they were supposed to.

 

Suddenly, Leviathan picked one of the capes off the ground and squeezed. Nothing. It smacked him into the ground. Nothing. It threw the cape into a building. Nothing.

 

“What’s the matter, big guy?” The cape, dressed in what looks like a renaissance fair costume. “Performance anxiety? Don’t worry, lots of people have that around me. Sure, most of them are girls, but, hey…”

 

He was interrupted when the Endbringer brought its massive foot down on top of him. An instant later, it hopped back on one foot while clutching his injured one.

 

Legend had to admit, it was pretty funny. Even Alexandria was smiling, while Eidolon could barely stand.

 

Suddenly, a massive pillar of water hurled into the sky and Leviathan disappeared into it. It took Legend a few moments to realize what was going to happen: the creature was going slam into the ground at supersonic speeds. An object that big, traveling that fast…the blast would level the city and everyone in it.

 

“Everyone, scat…” Before he could finish his sentence, Leviathan came down like the hammer of a god. Reflexively, Legend braced himself for the shockwave, but it never came. Instead, when he opened his eyes, he saw a dazed Endbringer standing right next to a small, red-armored cape. He recognized her. It was Armsmaster’s rookie/ace-in-the-hole.

 

The Endbringer looked at the cape. The cape shrugged. The battlefield was silent, save for Eidolon’s laughter. Then, Leviathan buried its head in its hands and…was it crying? There was water coming out of its eyes, but that was just…What…how… Had they just reduced an Endbringer to tears by not dying? That…this wasn’t happening. Could it really…

 

Leviathan turned around, hands still covering its face, and ran into the ocean.

 

What. The. Fuck.

 

 

“Armband. Give me the directions to the nearest bar. I need a drink.”
					
				


39. Omake - Nyx


					
					Just something that popped into my head. I regret nothing.

 

Omake – Nyx

 

“I’ve been trumped.” Regent muttered as he watched the scene unfold before him.

 

“Oh, c’mon, it’s not that bad.” Tattletale added, hoping to improve her friend’s uncharacteristically sour mood. “Yeah, her power’s kind of like yours, but…”

 

“No, it’s not. I just make people trip. Gimme a few hours, and I can control someone’s body. This…this is on a whole different level. It’s just…”

 

“If I remember, you were the one who really wanted her in the gang. You even talked Grue into letting her join, in spite of the fact that I couldn’t vet her.”

 

“Yeah, but that was when I thought she’s just another me. Like how she saved our asses by getting the ABB to kill each other. That was before she could do…this.”

 

The villainess sighed. “Look, you’re upset because she’s better at your shtick than you are. That happens. Suck it up, Regent.”

 

“You don’t get it, Tattletale. My life is pretty much over. I could form a conga-line stretching from coast-to-coast, and it wouldn’t hold a candle to what Nyx just pulled out of her ass. I could put Eidolon in a dress and have him marry Jack Slash, and I’d still look like a chump. Nothing I’ll ever do will be significant compared to this.”

 

Tattletale shook her head. This wasn’t going anywhere. Then again, she could sympathize with Regent. To have someone one-up you like this had to be difficult to swallow.

 

“Seriously, fuck this. I’m getting drunk.”

 

Somehow, Tattletale couldn’t bring herself to stop him.

 

Elsewhere, Grue was talking to the Undersiders’ newest member and the biggest headache in his life. Considering that he had to deal with Aisha on a daily basis, that was no small achievement. Sometimes, he wondered if he made the right choice in recruiting her. Sure, Nyx, AKA Taylor, was a wonderful person and a huge asset to the team, it’s just that her powers were a little too effective, sometimes.

 

“Sit.” She yelled and her target obeyed. “Down. Roll over. Beg.” She turned to him with what had to be a smile behind that faceless mask. “See, Grue? Got it all under control.”

 

“Somehow, I’m not feeling any better.” This was one of the days he hated being below the legal drinking age.

 

“Look, I know we had an agreement…”

 

“Yes, we did.” Grue interjected. “We agreed that you weren’t going to use your power to its fullest extent. Remember why? Because we both know that the instant the PRT figures out what you can really do, they’ll shit so many bricks they could rename the city Brickton Bay. You’ll be thrown in the Birdcage and the rest of us will get hunted down like dogs. No offense, Bitch.”

 

Bitch simply shrugged, content to look onwards while her dogs tore into the mountain in front of her.

 

“Well, what was I supposed to do? Sit on my ass and let the city be destroyed?”

 

Grue sighed. “Nyx, you’re a sweet girl, but you’re too nice for your own good sometimes.” What was he supposed to do now? He wanted to help Nyx, but the girl just brought a lot mountain of trouble on them all. “So, what happens now?”

 

Nyx looked at her target, then back to him. “I don’t know. Think they’ll let me keep it?”

 

And that was the moment Grue’s mind stopped working. “No! No, you can’t keep it, you madwoman!”

 

“Aww, please?” The girl asked.

 

“One: puppy eyes only work if you actually have eyes. Two: I have a little sister, I’m immune to cuteness. Three, and this should go without saying: no, you can’t keep fucking Leviathan as a pet!”

 

The Endbringer shook, desperately trying to free itself from Nyx’s power. Taylor waved her hand, and the Endbringer became docile again. Leviathan sat down like a happy puppy, completely ignoring the unending barrage of powers and projectiles slamming into it. Only the glowing hatred emanating from its eyes showed that the creature wasn’t doing so voluntarily.

 

“Please don’t shout. People will hear you.”

 

Grue looked around and saw the assortment of heroes and villains staring at them.

 

“Well, fuck…”
					
				


40. Reforged


					
					



	
		
			Olive said:
				
					↑
				
			

		
		Hehe. I’m at work right now but give me a few hours and I might have an omake for you.


	

Technically, it was a few hours. It just depends on what ‘a few’ means at the time. Somehow I got author sanction to post this.

 

Somewhat dark because holy shit, Valkyr. You have been warned, I make no apologies.

 

Reforged

 

This was the first lead they’d gotten on the whereabouts of the Tinker who’d captured Banshee and all he could think was that the hallway was incongruously bright and clean. It was silly, but that was going through Dauntless’ head as he stepped into the building ahead of Armsmaster, shield raised in warding against anything that might come leaping out. 

 

It was a mark of shame -of failure- that it had taken so long, but all they could do now was accomplish this. When Triumph had joined the two of them, he led the way, his shield serving as both illumination and aegis.

 

The hallway sloped gradually downward until he was sure that they must have been at least ten feet below ground. That was worrying, that someone had built such an apparently large facility and kept it so well hidden hinted at a security failure of dizzying proportions.

 

“Hey,” Triumph’s voice, “do you guys hear that?”

 

Dauntless cocked his head. Even with his helmet, he could hear little over the crackling of his shield. What little of Armsmaster’s expression suggested he heard about the same.

 

“What do you hear?” he asked.

 

“It’s… I dunno,” said Triumph, searching for words. “It’s sort of like that silence thing that Banshee does.”

 

That got their attention. “Where did you hear it?”

 

“It was just back down the hallway a bit. I dunno, this place all looks the same.” And he was right. Save for the occasional sparking light set into the ceiling, there was little to tell one section of tunnelled hallway from another. It was-

 

Something brushed past the edge of his senses and he peered into the shadows as far as his helmet would allow, trying to discern shapes through the enhanced lenses. “Banshee?” He called as the silence moved to his side, “is that you?”

 

Triumph’s cry of surprise had him swinging his shield -sound gone- to his right just in time to be ridden to the ground by some sort of robot panther landing on the disk.

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 

“Come on, hurry up,” said Missy as Lisa let the younger girl drag her through the hallways of the base, feigning reluctance. It was the water-cooler talk of the base -Banshee was back, they’d found Banshee. Everyone knew it, but no one knew anything. The heroes were being extraordianarily tight-lipped about it. No one from the Protectorate team who’d been on the mission was talking about it so it seemed only fair that they find out what had actually happened to her. It was practically a public service. 

 

And besides; Taylor was one of her friends in the Wards, no matter what Coil said, and she wanted to see what had left her bedridden. Especially seeing as she came with her own suit of armour.

 

It was strange to think of Missy as the more experienced of the two of them, but the it was easy to believe when she walked through the base with unflappable confidence. “Where did you say she was?”

 

“I overheard some of the PRT guys saying she was in intensive care before Panacea gets in. Until then they’ve got her in one of the private rooms down here.”

 

“Right. And how did you find out about that?”

 

Missy turned around to look at Lisa, her expression turning positively cherubic. “Who could suspect this face?”

 

There was chagrin in the statement, hinting at something more, but Lisa had already clamped down her power like she did whenever she looked at Taylor using her power and the tone of voice simply failed to stick.

 

“Anyway,” Missy said, interrupting her thoughts as she poked her head around the corner, “this is it.”

 

Lisa carefully looked around the corner as well then turned a flat look at the younger girl. She held it for a few seconds before squirming. “Yes, it’s the one with the guards.” Lisa’s stare didn’t waver. “I’ll distract them then you have a look. Then you can tell us what happened.”

 

Lisa sighed. “Fine, I’ll do it. But you owe me big time for this.”

 

“Yes, thank you!” And with that Missy skipped around the corner and right into the sight of the two burly orderlies in front of the door. Lisa didn’t hear whatever it was Missy said but the two men didn’t and ran off after her as she skipped away, bending the corridor to keep herself ahead.

 

Lisa wasted no time once they had disappeared around the corner, dashing across the hall and peeking through the window to the room. There was a shape she presumed to be Taylor lying in the bed, but nothing beyond that. She let the lid up on her power for a moment and-

 

Indistinguishable from sheets in darkened room, colour similarity. Bandages? High surface area coverage suggests high proportion burns/multiple lacerations. Torture likely cause-

 

suppressed the urge to shudder at the concentrated cruelty that Taylor’s captor must have possessed. 

 

So close to the wall, Lisa didn’t miss the sound of shifting inside the room as it’s occupant moved about, revealing the huge dark patches on her back. Her power leapt without prompting-

 

Noticeable discolouration, wounds treated, still open. Even tone, wounds of equal depth over large areas of bandaged sections. Unconscious since brought in, armour must be deactivated consciously, was wearing armour when disappeared.

 

Lisa shut her eyes as her power put together what she was seeing. This was too-

 

Armour removed by force. 

 

Literally skinned.

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

 

Dean would never admit it, but being around Taylor made him uncomfortable. It was obvious that she’d changed -anyone could see that- though he didn’t think any of the others quite guessed at the true depth of it. Lisa seemed to have an idea, given the way she seemed to walk on eggshells around the girl, but she was the only one.

 

Whatever the case, he really didn’t want to be the one giving her the news from on high.

 

“Taylor,” he said, masking a grimace at the flash of fear he felt from the girl. “there’s something I have to tell you.”

 

She didn’t say anything, just looked at him expectantly and he, for lack of something to say, forded on.

 

“You’re being… not suspended…” he explained, “Piggot wants you put on leave until you can demonstrate control over your powers again. You haven’t -so far as we can tell- been able to since… that… so this is what’s been decided” he said, finishing lamely.

 

Amusement. Confusion. Fear. Defiance. Anger. He prepared himself for an outburst.

 

“N-n-no.” So prepared was he for a shout, he almost missed her quiet declaration.

 

“No? So you can do it?”

 

Fear. Uncertainty.

 

“Y-yeah.”

 

“Alright then, if you’re sure then I can call Armsmaster and you can show us both.”

 

~~~~~~~~~~

 

“Banshee’s demonstrating her powers?”

 

“Yes sir. I told her about her leave and she’s confident that she can do it. We’ve just been waiting for you so she can begin.”

 

Armsmaster nodded in satisfaction. “Well I’m here now. Go ahead Banshee.”

 

Taylor nodded, her face taking on the look of concentration she had when usin her powers, making Dean hopeful that this would work out.

 

“Sorry.”

 

“What for?”

 

“The sudden call. I wasn’t taking you away from anything, I hope?”

 

“Not as such. I’m working on integrating some recovered technology. I’m close to a breakthrough, I just have to get back by ten-oh-five though to conference with Dragon about having her do the extraction of some of the core components.”

 

The sudden flash of fear was strong enough that Dean could feel it from the other side of the room, though it paled in comparison to cloying wash of anger that drowned his senses. Something in Armsmaster’s suit must have gone off as well, because they turned to focus on Taylor at the same time and were treated to the sight of the last of her skin dissolving to reveal her armoured form. She was agitated, twitching her hands and sending harsh orange sparks twinkling from her fingers, the emotion still rolling off of her in heavy waves.

 

Not looking away, Armsmaster slowly levelled his Halberd at her, obviously uneasy, while Dean edged towards the panic button on the wall -the one that would fill the room with containment foam.

 

Taylor’s armour had always been kind of creepy, a combination of the soundless movements and her eyeless face. That was an almost pleasant visage compared to what he was looking at now.

 

Large swathes of the armour were red and raw-looking, interspersed with tiny lights. The red was shot through with patches of black that stood in painful contrast to the rest of the surface. But the helmet was the worst.

 

It was the only place where the suit’s original coloration could be seen, but even then only partially. The large crest which had flared out behind the head was gone, and where the horn previously sat, a long jagged line descended; on one side of which could be seen more of the same red and black, covered in a supporting wireframe.

 

The lights threw out sparks without warning when she moved. She twitched when a spark was emitted. The two factors combined so that the even the simple motion of her shoulders as she slowly breathed in and out grew erratic.

 

Taylor’s shuddering movement grew to a crescendo, peaking along with the awful anger being emitted, overwhelming his senses. He managed to resist the urge to vomit right up until she screamed, a shrill cry that was equal parts tortured pain and fury.

 

~~~~~~~~~~~~

AN: Armsmaster said a very, very silly thing. At least this time it was an accident.

 

Edit: Holy shit, four edits to beat the formatting into shape. Goddam it.
					
				


41. A ‘Suit’ 1.1


					
					
	
		
			Blackhole1 said:
				
					↑
				
			

		
		After a few moments of pondering, I finally found the perfect solution. “A suit.”

 

“A suit?”

 

“You can’t affect yourself directly, but you can turn a pile of meat into a biological suit of armor and wear that, right? You can even modify it on the fly with your power. Claws, injectors with sedatives, a spray that puts everyone to sleep…”


	

Welp, that gave me an idea…

 

Omake - “A ‘Suit’”, 1.1(?)

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 

Perhaps she should have been concerned when she accidentally came into contact with some of Banshee’s blood when treating her wounds, however minor, after the bank robbery.

 

Perhaps, but she had become distracted, almost mystified at the sight of what she observed inside her body, the way the nanomachines and the organic cells had meshed together perfectly, to work and function together in perfect harmony. She had been convinced that Banshee had been constructed, and then one thing led to another…

 

And she had forgotten, of course. Even if her own body’s immune system was much more robust than a normal human being’s due to her power, she didn’t make the connection that it only worked against organic cells, bacteria and viruses and the like. The realization that she should have been more careful around Banshee, that she should have treated her own tiny nicks and scrapes first…

 

Of course, she didn’t realize her grave mistakes until days later, when she awoke in the middle of the night, screaming in burning agony, as if her flesh was melting from her bones, as if something was erupting through her flesh.. Sure, she’d been feeling more tired than normal, after her regular shift at the local hospitals in Brockton Bay, healing the sick and injured. She felt sore that evening, like she’d had a heavy work out. She’d gone to sleep early to make up for her tiredness. Now, in the midst of blind pain, she had made the connections: The nanomachines. Banshee. Proper sanitation.

 

She had locked her bedroom door. She rarely did, but she had this time for some reason. Glory Girl, her sister, had ripped the door from its hinges and frame with her bare hands. Her mother and the rest of her family right behind her as they rushed in, expecting an attacker or intruder. What Brandish, her mother, got instead was watching her adoptive daughter literally melt before her eyes, being replaced with something else from within, red and blue with a metallic sheen.

 

Ms. Dallon of course did what any parent would do at such a sight. She screamed.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 

“So, explain to me what exactly happened, Miss Dallon,” Director Emily Piggot, Leader of the East-North-East PRT, asked.

 

“I, I don’t know, she stammered, her face stained with tears. “She, I’ve never seen something like that before.” She was silent, for a brief moment. “Her body, her skin melted, and there was that, armor, underneath.”

 

Piggot nodded. It had been just a few hours since she was awoken, early in the morning, to be informed that Amy Dallon had been rushed to Brockton Bay’s Main Hospital under… bizarre, conditions. And by rushed Victoria had carried her from their family’s mansion there in record time, even as Amy screamed in pain the entire way. “For now, I’ve asked the PRT as well as the Wards to keep an eye on Amy for the time being, as well as to keep guard at her hospital room. Bot for her protection, and ours as well.”

 

The New Wave member had calmed down, since she had come into the Director’s office. “I, I don’t like the sound of that, what you’re implying.”

 

Piggot didn’t either, but if her suspicions were correct, the circumstances of it… “It’s a figure of speech, Ms. Dallon,” Piggot intoned. Your daughter is in the best care that we have. For now, the best thing you can do is let my people go to work, to help her.”

She nodded in agreement. After leading her back out and sending her back to the Lobby, Armsmaster, who had been waiting outside her Office, spoke to her. “Her description of what happened to her daughter, it sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

 

The Director nodded, grimly. “Banshee,” she replied. “Do you think our newest Ward is involved somehow? With what has happened to Amy Dallon?”

 

“It is the most likely possibility that I can think of. Both Banshee’s armor, and Dallon’s… appearance, share an uncanny similarity. I can only speculate at the moment though, I simply don’t have all of the information. But if what Panacea said of Banshee to be true, the other day…”

 

Piggot didn’t need to be reminded. With the advent of Tinkertech, the concept of “Grey Goo” had become just that much more realistic. “Perhaps Dragon can weigh in on the subject, I assume she’s already been made aware of this situation?”

 

Armsmaster nodded. “I contacted her a short while ago, with what I already know.”

 

“Also, find Banshee,” Piggot stated. “She’s at the root of all this. Bring her in if she’s not on duty or Patrol.

 

The Cape already knew where she was, unfortunately. Or perhaps fortunately, considering the circumstances.

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 

“Banshee, the newest member of the Brockton Bay Wards, sat across from Panacea in a hospital room, trying to figure out exactly what had happened to her. 

 

She had been about to return from an evening patrol, alongside Kid Win, when the two of them had been called by Miss Militia to head to Brockton Bay Hospital immediately. When they had asked why, The Cape simply repeated the order. They weren’t very far away, and made it in good enough time. Just in time to see Victory carrying something vaguely humanoid through the receiving doors of the ER, into the waiting arms of numerous EMTs and doctors.

 

And now, here she sat, an few hours later, with both her and Kid Win on indefinite guard detail, at least for the moment. She had offered to take the first shift, with the young Tinker stretching out on a cot in the next room to get a few hours’ sleep. Which left her with Panacea, to keep her company.

 

Or, somebody that Banshee would have never guessed to be Panacea had Amy Dallon herself not told her. She sat on a padded, comfortable-looking stool, due to how difficult and awkward it was to attempt to sit in or even lie on anything else with the odd armored costume she currently wore. As for the costume, if you could even call it that…

 

Was oddly similar to hers, Banshee realized. Much of it was nearly skin-tight, the ‘skin’ colored dark gray, mostly around the upper arms and legs. What could be considered armor was a reddish hue, with deep blue highlights. Thick bracers adorned her lower arms, as well as pauldrons on her shoulders. What appeared to be an insect-like abdomen was attached to her at her lower back, making it difficult to sit in anything comfortably that had a backrest. In addition to the ‘appendages’ around her waist, it looked like some sort of giant insectoid thing had attached itself to her. 

 

What seemed to be a pair of stubby winglets emerged from her back. Useful places to holster a weapon or sword, Banshee found herself thinking, strangely, when looking at them. And there was her helmet. Completely encompassing her face, its faceplate glowed, subtly, a strange, oscillating pattern flowed across it. It was difficult to imagine the Healer’s face behind it. Hell, it was difficult to imagine panacea in anything other than her robes.

 

“So,” Amy spoke. “I… I think I need your help.” She sagged, looking very much exhausted. Banshee didn’t need an explanation, she already had an idea of what had happened. “So, back at the bank, after the robbery when I was treating you, I got a drop of your blood on me. Just a speck. But I had a few cuts, a few nicks, and of course I got ahead of myself and I should have, I should,” She sagged even further, her head falling to her hands.

 

Banshee reached out, grabbing her by her shoulders like she had done before. “Calm down,” Banshee spoke. “And tell me what exactly happened.”

 

Panacea did. About how she awoke in agony, how the armor erupted from her dissolving body, how her sister had destroyed her room to get to her, how she had then rushed her to the hospital. How, after almost exactly a half hour the pain and agony had stopped, leaving her in this state of appearance. And, how she had concluded it had been caused by the nanites in her bloodstream. It flowed out, almost incomprehensibly at first, but as she talked the Healer visibly relaxed, albeit only slightly.

 

Banshee said nothing for a moment. “Well, look on the bright side,” she spoke. “At least you have a proper suit now.”

 

“I, what,” Panacea stammered, somehow managing to look embarrassed and flustered even through a full face visor. “A suit? I don’t even know what this thing is! And then there’s this thing on my back that won’t come off-” she paused a moment to fiddle with the ensemble she wore around her waist. “-like its stuck to me with glue or something, and, and, why are you laughing!?”

 

Banshee had found herself giggling uncontrollably. The sight of the normally stoic Panacea, being flustered…

 

The door to the hospital room opened, and through it walked both Armsmaster and Miss Militia. “Banshee,” The Tinker spoke.

 

She stood up, abruptly. “Sir.”

 

“I believe you owe us a proper explanation,” He demanded. “As to what has happened to Amy Dallon.”

 

“It’s not her fault,” Panacea came to her defense. “It’s, kinda my fault. I didn’t realize what had happened until after.” 

 

“I… we, believe you,” Armsmaster agreed. “But, we need to know what exactly happened, and how it happened.”

 

“I already said what happened in the statement I gave to Miss Militia, that I got some of whatever it is that’s in Banshee, on me, and… Yeah.” Panacea stopped, sagging again on her stool.

 

“Banshee, Panacea, this is, highly worrying. I’m not sure if you can exactly understand the nature of this, occurrence,” She spoke. The Director is considering initiating a quarantine until we know more about what has transpired.”

 

“A… quarantine? Is that really necessary?” Banshee looked pale, even through her mask it seemed.

 

“Banshee, you infected Panacea with some sort of nanomachine virus that turned her into what she currently is. At least for the time being, I’m going to have to ask both of you to remain here at the Hospital.”

 

“I’ve already begun analyzing a sample of your blood Amy,” Armsmaster stated. “Dragon has actually asked me to oversee the testing herself.”

 

Dragon,” Banshee stated, mildly amazed.

 

“Until we figure this out, stay here for your own safety. That’s all I ask of you.”

 

Both of the girls had to agree. They looked to each other, faceless masks exchanging encouragement.

 

“Amy,” Banshee spoke up, briefly being lost in thought. “You’ve, transformed, like I have. Have you, say, tried transforming back?”

 

The Healer seemed surprised. “Back? How?”

“It just sort of came to me, after being in this suit for a while. I realized I couldn’t go home looking like a Futuristic Cyborg Space Ninja, and I just sort of, transformed back into my normal self. It hurt just as much though, when I first changed.”

 

Panacea perceptibly shuddered. Banshee sympathized with her. “It gets, less painful as you do it more and more. Doesn’t take as long also.”

 

“Painful,” Miss Militia interjected. “Have you tried painkillers by any chance to dull the pain?

 

“I- I never thought of that, Banshee replied. “I just pushed through it.”

 

“I just want to change back into my normal self for now,” Amy interrupted them. “Pain or not I’ve dealt with worse. But I would like some painkillers, if possible.”

 

Banshee nodded. “Well, I can tell you how I figured it out, at least…”

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 

“Well, the good news is, Amy Dallon seems to be back to normal, for the moment, although according to Armsmaster and now Dragon, it seems whatever it is that is inside her seems to be there for good, at least for the time being. The bad news is that Banshee apparently has the potential to cause a Grey Goo scenario, which every Tinker and Thinker in the PRT seem to agree is a very, very bad thing,” Piggot stated to the small group of people sitting in her office; Armsmaster, Miss Militia. Dragon, the greatest Tinker in the world, listened in remotely.

 

“There is a silver lining, Director,” Dragon said. “These nanomachines appear to be, stable, for the most part, and largely maintenance-free, so they only seem to be replicating to a very limited degree. I feel confident that such a scenario is highly unlikely, at least for now. I do recommend monitoring both Amy Dallon and Taylor Hebert much more closely, however, especially medically-wise.”

 

“I, have to agree with her,” Armsmaster spoke in turn. “We lack information. For now, we should simply continue to gather it. Until we know more about their physiologies, any actions we take could be considered unwarranted, or perhaps rash.”

 

“Which leaves us with our newest Ward, Miss Militia spoke. “What has happened to Amy Dallon, Could Taylor, say, replicate the effect?”

 

The implications weighed heavily on everyone in the room, some much more so than others. “Actually, on second thought I really don’t think we should be walking down that road,” The Cape found herself saying out loud.

 

“I agree, for now, lets get some rest. Well, at least you two. I need to go compile a report to to send to The Chief Director.” Emily Piggot shrugged, sinking into her office chair. Not even six in the morning and already she was looking at her first possible narrowly-avoided apocalypse of the day. She was practically wishing for an Endbringer attack now, at least the stress would be lower. As the two Protectorate members walked out, she paged her secretary on her intercom. “Coffee, black, two pots.”

__________________________________________________________________________________________

 

TL;DR Panacea gets infected with the Technocyte virus and turns into Trinity.

 

I blame Warframe for distracting me from putting the final touches on the remaining parts of the chapter of the fic I’m currently working on here. But yeah, anyways, I got this idea earlier today after reading the last few chapters I missed. Thought I’d scribble this omake down before I forgot it. I could probably continue it for a chapter or two; I have an idea where to bring it.

 

Also, glorious last chapter, Can’t wait to see the look on Salad V’s face when he realizes The PRT have a Tenno in their ranks.
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