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Chapter One—Recollections of Yesterday



Taylor stared at the stained mess that used to be her chemistry homework. Now it was just so much garbage, no teacher being willing to accept work that looked like it had been painted with several different kinds of juice and cola.




It was all part of the terrible trio’s latest and thus far, most effective way of breaking one Taylor Hebert. Their regular bullying hadn’t worked, even the theft of her mother’s flute hadn’t broken her. But this latest method was coming closer and closer. Ever since school had begun in the fall of her sophomore year, Emma, Sophia, and Madison had been determined to make Taylor fail and force her to repeat an entire year. It would, as Sophia had gloatingly told her, show that they had been right about her the entire time.




Now Taylor desperately blinked back tears as she realized she would be getting another zero, Mr Fleming being notoriously lacking in understanding for late work. She wouldn’t finish the fall with a passing grade, and would need all spring to bring it back up. If they let her.




Taylor racked her brain for a solution, but couldn’t see one. As long as the school demanded proof that she couldn’t get, there was no way they would intervene in her situation or transfer her ahead of the the two hundred people on the waiting list to Arcadia High.




Well, there was still the Algebra test tomorrow to help raise her grade in that class. If she could scrape up a B while sitting in a wet or dirty seat, she would have a C minus, high enough to pass.




Riding the bus home, Taylor chewed her nails as she consider her situation, and whether to tell her dad. But she didn’t want to burden him. Plus, he wouldn’t be home for hours, which should give her enough time for her weakness in wanting to share her troubles to pass.




Her dad worked most days until at least six pm, in an increasingly futile attempt to hold the shrinking remnants of the Dockworker’s Association together. Ever since the shipping into the bay had shrunk to close to a standstill over a decade ago, the men and women who worked the docks had been squeezed more and more. It was a situation that hadn’t been helped by militant workers who had managed to sink cargo ships in the main channel, making Brockton Bay completely impassible to deep draft ships.




Taylor got off at her house, staring at the various attempts by their neighbors to decorate for Christmas. No one had gone overboard, then again, no one could afford to. With the economy the way it was, money was just too tight, a problem that Taylor and her dad shared, evidenced by the single strand of Christmas lights that would be blinking in solitude tonight.




Daniel Hebert’s job didn’t pay that well, a situation that saw more and more bills marked Past Due. However, he was doing the best that he could. Still, Taylor knew not to expect much for Christmas. She might get a few new clothes, but that was the extent of Santa’s largess this year.




She settled in for some studying until her dad came home.







Taylor felt hands yanking at her backpack and tried futilely to grab it even as she spun around to face her tormentor. Sophia Hess’ mock smile met her frown.




“Well, well, what do we have here?”




Madison Clements snarked, “She’s like a bug. Can’t get rid of her.”




Then Taylor heard the dulcet tones of her former best friend, Emma Barnes, “More like a roach. Always trying to hide, aren’t you, Taylor?”




Taylor spun back around, leaving her pack to its fate, to face her chiefest tormentor. At Emma’s mocking smile, she could feel her will falter and the words she imagined saying died on her tongue.




Emma made a face of mock concern. “What’s wrong, Taylor? Raid getting to you?”




“I’m not a bug!” Taylor didn’t know where that had come from, but the words seem to burst out of her. She was punished for her small show of defiance by a hard shove to her back as Emma danced out of the way of her falling body.




Landing painfully on her knees, Taylor tried to scramble to her feet, only to feel a foot shove her on her bottom. This time, she hit face first on her front, her nose striking the hard floor hard enough to make her eyes water. She turned over as quickly as she could to see Sophia standing over her. Taylor had known it would be her as she was the person who most quickly escalated to physical violence whenever they bullied her.




Sophia’s eyes widened as Taylor felt hot liquid running down her chin. She cluelessly wiped at it, only to see her hand covered in crimson. Sophia had given her a nosebleed. And she only had five minutes before her Algebra test started. Taylor scrambled to her feet. She looked over at Madison, who was holding her now open backpack. At least she wasn’t carrying anything that could be dumped over her books and notebooks.




Dodging around Sophia, Taylor made to grab her backpack from Madison. When it appeared that she was going to try to hold on to it, a quick gesture with a bloody hand made her relinquish it with a muttered, “Ewww.” Taylor quickly scuttled away, trying to reach the restroom to clean up.




Luckily, Taylor made it to class just as the last bell rang. She was given an odd look by her Algebra teacher, Mrs Reese, and wondered if she’d gotten all of the blood. The she dismissed the thought and focused on her test.




It turned out to be far easier than Taylor had imagined, and she finished her test early. Walking up to Mrs Reese’s desk to turn it in, Taylor was surprised by the angry look she received. An even bigger surprise was the way Mrs Reese started in immediately grading her test. She never graded tests in class, too busy making sure people weren’t cheating to have time.




Taylor sat back down at her desk, a sinking feeling in her stomach. She didn’t understand what was going on. Why was Mrs Reese angry because she was doing well for a change? Taylor was far from stupid, after all, and her low grades resulted more from not turning in assignments than because she didn’t understand the material.




She wasn’t kept in the dark long. “Taylor, can you come up here and bring your backpack, please?”




It was the please that scared Taylor the worse. Teachers were only this polite when they were about to crush you. The rest of the time, they usually didn’t bother. It seemed as if they used courtesy as a wall to stand behind while delivering bad news so as to distance themselves.




Wordlessly, she rose and walked to her teacher’s desk. Mrs Reese gestured for Taylor to put her backpack on her desk. When she did so, the teacher began to search it. Taylor stood there in shock as her privacy was violated just like that. She could feel stomach acid trying to make its way up her esophagus to burn her throat and mouth. Somehow, Taylor kept it in.




Taylor kept it in even as Mrs Reese opened a purple folder that didn’t look familiar to her. She kept it in even as the folder was opened and something was laid out on the desk in front of her. Something that looked suspiciously like the test she’d just taken.




Taylor kept it in until Mrs Reese said, “Well, this is a clear case of cheating. I’m sorry, Taylor, but I’m going to have to give you a zero for the test. You’ll also need to see Principal Blackwell. This is most likely going to result in a suspension. What you thinking, stealing the test, and cheating like this?”




That was when Taylor lost it and hot bile splattered all over the desk in front of her even as sounds of disgust and laughter peppered the air. All she could think as she vomited was that this was just another way for them to hurt her. And this time, they had finally succeeded. In spades.







Danny Hebert stared at his daughter as she explained what had happened that day. How she had been suspected of cheating. How a test with all of the answers had been found in her backpack. How it had likely been planted on her when her backpack was taken from her by the bullies who were tormenting her. Only out of her sight for a minute, it was long enough for them to plant the test. A test that was enough to get his daughter suspended from class at a time when she would miss the rest of her midterms and fail the entire fall semester and likely the entire year.




Danny had known things were bad at school, but until now, Taylor had hid just how bad. To find out it was Emma Barnes, who used to be her best friend, leading the bullies made him sick. Danny wished Taylor had trusted him enough to tell him about what was going on before this. He’d never regretted the distance that had grown between the two of them more than he did now.




Not that it was too late. Danny would deal with this. He’d find a way to make things right. Even if he had to shout at every single adult at her school. He would be there for Taylor. They would regain the closeness they’d once had.




A quiet voice broke his reverie. “Dad, what I am going to do?”




Danny stared down at his daughter’s face. She was still at that awkward phase where she was thin enough to called skinny, her full growth not having come in. She was all long legs and elbows, knobby knees and bony shoulders. Her wide mouth and big eyes dominated a thin face that some people might foolishly call plain. Still, there was a quiet grace to her as she sat in the chair opposite him that made promises of tomorrow. Her mother, who had been beautiful when Danny had first met her, looked just the same as Taylor did in old pictures they had from when she was a teen.




One day his daughter would be beautiful as well. She was lucky she had only inherited her future height and eye color from him. Daniel Hebert would never be called handsome, being a tall, stringbean of a fellow, but that had never mattered to him. He’d had too many other things going for him for so long. A career he could believe in. A beautiful wife and wonderful daughter, both of whom he adored.




Sadly, his career was starting to fail. Worse, his wife had been gone for almost two years, and his daughter was hurting and miserable. Staring into the too serious eyes of the person he loved the most in the world, Danny struggled to find words of reassurance. Finally, he found what he was looking for and said, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Tomorrow, I’m going down to your school and I’m going to fix things. I promise.”




From the mournful look in her eyes, his daughter didn’t appear particularly convinced. She sat there, arms wrapped around her body as if to keep herself from flying into pieces. Not once during the long explanations that had just taken place had Taylor cried even once. Nor had she smiled. Where had gone the young girl who would tear up when someone got hurt in a movie? Who laughed at the drop of a hat? What had she suffered that had toughened her up this much? In so many ways, his little girl had changed the last year and a half, and sometimes Danny didn’t recognize the person she had become.




Danny moved forward and pulled Taylor into a hug. Her arms were awkward for a moment as if struggling to get loose, then they were wrapped around his waist. Taylor buried her face into his chest and held him tight. But she never shed a tear and to Daniel Hebert, that was the greatest injury his daughter had suffered.







Taylor trudged up the steps towards her room. It had been bittersweet explaining things to her father. Bitter because of the sheer magnitude of the trouble she was in. Sweet because he believed her. Utterly and without equivocation, her dad believed that she was innocent of cheating.




It was the only positive thing that Taylor could draw from this situation. She had been hiding the abuse from her dad for so long that lying had become second nature. They had steadily been losing that closeness they used to have. It had began when her mom died two years ago, and had slowly gotten worse. Sometimes, Taylor felt like they were becoming strangers.




Then something like this happened, and it was as if no time had passed. Her dad was there for her. He believed in her. And he was ready to take on all comers and defend her to the best of his ability. Of course, the only problem lay in the last four words of that statement.




Taylor wasn’t sure what her dad could do really. If she failed, she would get held back a grade. College would be more difficult, with no chance at an academic scholarship. Her life, while not ruined, would be made that much harder. And her former friend would be justified in every thing she’d ever said about Taylor being stupid and worthless.




Taylor laid her head down on her pillow and wished for better tomorrows. Please, God, she prayed, let my life get better. Give me the strength to fix things.







It was a sincere prayer, and in the grand scheme of things, just one of millions made daily. But sometimes, prayers are heard. If not by a benevolent God, then sometimes by usually indifferent beings who weren’t much lower.




In a higher plane, a being of untold power turned three faces towards the group of realities that contained Taylor Hebert’s world and boundless others. All three faces wore a contemplative frown at the terrible fate that would one day befall all the worlds of those realities because of the endless hunger and greed of terrible beings that chance had unleashed on that part of the multiverse.




Ordinarily, He would not interfere. Yet, Equity was necessary in this, as in all things. A call for aid had been made. If not to Him, it still had been made and reverberated throughout all realities. Plus, Vengeance could be sated through action. Still, it was Necessity that ultimately made the decision. Some things needed saving and some threats had to be stopped. For the good of all existence.




Still, how to proceed? There were many solutions, but most broke the Accord. No person, world, or reality was worth risking the existence of All. Then He saw the solution, as He must.




A broken hero laying dying on a burning world. In another reality he had saved the world and been hailed the greatest hero of his age. In this one, he had failed, the forces arrayed against him overwhelming him and so the world perished in flames. Unable to come up with a solution in time, he, too, would soon die, even as enlightenment came to him. It would just never be realized.




So He plucked the memories and intellect of this man, this failure, and encapsulated it into a ball of psychic energy and tossed it out into the cosmos, confident it would find its home. Soon, a fifteen year old girl would waken to nightmares of a burning world. She would discover skills and abilities that she had never imagined existing. She would battle endless demons, most of them within herself, as her new memories fought a war for dominance.




However, she would have a chance, however small, to save her world and all of the others that were threatened with destruction. It wasn’t a great chance, the probability of success being less than one in ten. But any chance, even this one, was better than none. And it would give her all of the things of which she’d always dreamed of.




In a cluster of realities far away, on an insignificant speck of a world, a young girl woke up screaming, her eyes traumatized by memories not her own. Memories of pain, blood, and death. Memories of Iron.









Chapter Two—Remembrance of Identity



Taylor awoke for the second time to renewed pain as memories assaulted her. A city that dwarfed Brockton Bay lay in ruins around her, its skyscrapers only broken stumps. Most of its citizens lay dead as a being that stretched into the stratosphere slowly tore the planet apart while she lay dying, having failed the people she’d always protected.




Slowly, Taylor sat up, her thoughts jumbled. What the hell had happened last night? Had she triggered? If so, it was the oddest one that she had ever heard of. Regardless, somehow, someway, she had acquired the memories of a man named Tony Stark. An inventor. A billionaire. A playboy. And the wearer of a suit of armor that was beyond anything she’d ever dreamed possible.




Taylor remembered unibeams and repulsors, force fields and morphologic nanoparticles. Memories assaulted her from every side, making her head split. She didn’t know what to do. How to handle it all. What do you do when you remember everything about someone else’s life?




If it was just the memories, Taylor might have tried to ignore them, toughing them out just as she had done a year and a half of bullying. But it was more. She knew things. Like how to calculate pi to a hundred places. Or how cosmic inflation was self-sustaining through inflation of quantum-mechanical fluctuations.




Taylor didn’t know she knew. Because her memories of Tony Stark indicated that he hadn’t known. Or rather, he hadn’t cared to do the calculations. But he could have figured it out fairly easily if he had wanted. So could she now. Taylor’s brain seemed on fire as she registered the world around her.




The world was brighter and harder and colder than it had ever been before. Taylor finally understood. Why the sky was blue and the place that Raleigh scattering had in it. How zero point energy worked and how dangerous a reactor made to use it was. How a man could kill others and betray friends, if the cause he believed in was just.




Fifteen-year-olds weren’t supposed to have this level of understanding. They didn’t have the wisdom that life granted you over time. Of life and death. Of the world around them and how little they really mattered. Of how to talk a centerfold into bed in less than five minutes and how to make her…




Taylor bolted for the bathroom and vomited until nothing remained inside of her, not even stomach acid. It was horrifying to remember having sex with women! So incredibly many women! She hadn’t even ever kissed a boy and she was remembering doing things that she wasn’t sure should be possible from the contortions involved. She could remember smells of mingled sweat and other bodily fluids.




Taylor’s gorge rose and she firmly pushed that thought aside. No, she needed to focus on something more concrete. Something visceral. Like an arc reactor. The thought of building something that could produce three gigawatts or the equivalent power of thirty barrels of oil a minute was fascinating. Taylor’s fingers literally itched to put one together. To create something wonderful.




But first she needed palladium. Taylor could get that by robbing junkyards of catalytic converters. She would have to pound out the ceramic honeycombs and deal with impurities, but she could do it. It would only require a couple of simple chemical processes to purify the palladium, plus she would get other, equally useful metals…




Taylor reeled. What was she thinking? Why the hell did she want to make an arc reactor? The next thing you know she would want to build a set of armor and fly around fighting villains…




If she had reeled before, it was as nothing to how she felt now. Her mind was assaulted by hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of memories of doing just that. The thought made her feel half excited and half terrified. It was like living and dying at the same time. It was utter madness and she wanted it so much that agony raced through her chest as though she were about to fly apart into a million pieces.




But who was the she that wanted this? The she that had memories of being Tony Stark, tinker extraordinaire, of living his life and battling his enemies? Or was it the she that was Taylor Hebert, bullied sophomore student, who was just trying to survive the rigors of high school from day to day, and maybe find some hope for tomorrow?




Taylor took deep breaths, then tried to slow them down as she hyper-ventilated. She breathed into her hands in lieu of a paper bag until some semblance of control returned. Taylor had so many questions, starting with: Who am I?




Unfortunately, Taylor couldn’t answer a one of them. The world around her had stopped making sense the moment that this ‘blending’ had started. Or maybe it was better to say it had started making sense. Taylor understood too much now, and she knew there was no going back. She’d eaten the apple, involuntarily in her case, but there would be no return to paradise regardless. No more ‘bliss,’ as ignorance allowed her to ignore the future fate of the world.




Taylor could see the terrifying world that she lived in, one that would only last another twenty-three years, plus or minus five percent, before civilization crumbled and the Endbringers hunted the vestiges of mankind in the wreckage. Roughly fifty-one years until mankind was for all intents and purposes extinct.




The vision that the numbers gave her was so intense that Taylor screamed at the top of her lungs. Screamed as if dying. She muffled her cries with her pillow as agony ripped through her mind. Taylor wanted to cry so badly, to somehow vent the intense feeling tearing her apart, but she couldn’t. She had no tears left to her. They had been burned out of her by three people who had tried to break her. And Tony hadn’t been able to find a tear in twenty years, even when attending the funeral of his best friend.




What she really needed was a drink, Taylor decided. A nice twenty-five year old scotch would really mellow her out right now, blunting the worst of her anguish and allowing her to think. Maybe then she could make heads or tails of what was happening to—




Taylor stopped, hands slowly forming fists at her sides. She didn’t drink. She never had. So why was she craving alcohol so badly it left a pit in her stomach a mile across? Taylor could literally taste that smooth, sensual burn as the scotch slowly warmed her from the inside out, something blunting the trauma of memories that felt like stabbing knives inside of his chest. Shivering, she realized that she’d thought of herself as Tony Stark just then.




She had to get a hold of herself. Do something to distract herself. Okay, Taylor decided, she would build the arc reactor. Hopefully, it will get her out of her head enough to get her through the day.




Glancing at the clock, Taylor saw that it was a little after nine am. She would need to be back by noon to talk to her dad and find out how his discussion with the school had gone. She didn’t hold out much hope, but she had armed him with her notebook tallying every single instance of bullying and who was responsible. Maybe he could use it to some effect. Tony’s memories whispered to her that someone like him would not be the most effective speaker. That she should have gone along to coach him. To…




Taylor shook off her doubts and crazier thoughts as she headed down to the basement to grab the tools she’d need. Her dad still had a fair supply from his years of working the docks, and she was able to find a pipe cutter and a hammer. That should do it. Now to hit the nearest junkyard.







Taylor opened the back door to her house, completely exhausted, dragging a canvas bag whose contents were ridiculously heavy. The bag was completely full of ceramic blocks that contained the palladium, platinum, and rhodium of a couple of dozen catalytic converters.




All were metals with which Taylor needed to build things, so she would be keeping them all for herself, once she chemically removed them from the ceramic honeycomb material that was currently their home. Oh, but she wished she had access to her company as being a billionaire had its perks…




No. Taylor took a deep breath and carefully blanked her mind. She needed a quick shower before her dad got home. After stashing her goods in the basement along with her tools, Taylor got undressed.




Staring at her nude figure in the bathroom mirror, for the first time Taylor could see her future potential. Or rather Tony could. His memories showed her that it was likely she’d bloom in her late teens or early twenties after she reached her full height. For now, she was the proverbial ugly duckling, small boobs, long skinny legs, no butt, and a slight paunch. Taylor didn’t see how those things could one day equal beauty, but Tony could.




Getting into the shower, Taylor made a decision. Tomorrow she would start exercising. The one thing that today had taught her was that she needed a level of fitness far greater than what she currently possessed. Her memories only reinforced that idea, as she considered how badly a certain spoiled rich man had suffered at the hands of terrorists who wanted her… his technology.




Cutting off the catalytic converters, then breaking up the ceramic insides with a hammer to get the metals out, had been mindnumbingly brutal on Taylor’s physique. The hot shower soothed the aches and pains of her tired muscles as well as the dozens of bug bites she’d gotten. Getting her loot had been a dirty job. She’d even run into a fair number of spiders, although none of them poisonous. Taylor shivered as she thought of a particularly large hairy one that had almost crawled across her face when she was under that one Ford. She forcibly pushed the thought aside with a shudder.




If Taylor’s calculations were correct, she’d need three more hauls like this one to get the palladium she needed, plus a little to spare. After that, there were certain chemicals that she’d need to remove and separate the metals. Fortunately, Tony knew of several processes that allowed separation of these metals from their ceramic bondage using ‘cold’ chemical catalysts. He had invented those processes, after all, in his endless pursuit of building the best suit.




As Taylor dressed, she heard her dad come in. After a moment, she headed downstairs. She actually hoped she was expelled as she no longer really needed school, except as a cover. Taylor had so many ideas and plans for the future. He would rebuild his company, bigger and better than before. He would—




Taylor hit herself on the side of her head as hard as she could. I am Taylor Hebert, she chanted in her mind. Taylor Hebert! Not Tony Stark. Taylor! If I build a company, it will be as me! Fortunately, her mental cries went unheard as she stood there for a few minutes, shaking like a leaf.




After a while, blinking hard, Taylor rubbed her aching head. Not going to do that again, she thought, wishing again for a drink. Then she heard her dad call her.




“Taylor! Can you come down here, please?”




Taylor called, “Coming, Dad!” She hated the artificial brightness she’d injected into her tone, but she needed to keep what had happened to her quiet for now. But maybe not forever.




Taylor trotted down the stairs, wincing as abused muscles and an aching head protested. She saw her dad as she reached the bottom. “What’s up?”




Danny Hebert wore a somewhat abashed expression as he looked at her. He began, “I’ve got some good news, and some bad news from my meeting with your Principal and teachers.”




Taylor said decisively, “Give me the bad.” After all, once she heard it, she could plan how to deal with it. What steps to take to minimize the damage going forward. The good news was mostly irrelevant as it already indicated a success. That is, other than to add another check to the win column.




Her dad’s face wore a faintly disturbed expression as he slowly nodded. “Okay. The bad news is that your suspension stands. You won’t be going back until the second of January.”




Taylor nodded. Almost a month’s vacation was great. She could use the time to get a lot accomplished. “And the good?”




Her dad smiled in triumph. “Principal Blackwell and your teachers agreed to allow you to take all of your midterms when you get back. So on that day, you won’t attend class, but instead spend the day in a room with a monitor taking tests. They will also allow you to turn in any missed homework assignments at that time, but not allow you to redo any that you already turned in. How’s that sound, kiddo?”




Taylor was surprised at the flash of rage she felt at the news. Those bitches were going to get away with it again, while she wasted time doing make work that a three-year-old could do! She was going to make them regret ever messing with her once she went back. She would—




A feeling like being immersed in icy water traveled down Taylor’s spine. This wasn’t her. She wasn’t this angry and vindictive. Okay, maybe this angry, but she didn’t want revenge. Did she? Her thoughts were interrupted by her dad speaking again.




“Taylor? You all right?”




Taylor forced a smile, aware that it likely appeared as fragile as blown glass. Forcing it to firm up, she nodded briskly and said, “I’m fine. That’s great news, Dad. Thanks so much for talking to them for me.”




Her dad’s answering smile was surprisingly tender. “That’s what dad’s are for. I’ve got one more thing. I got the school to change your schedule a little. It takes you out of every class you have with the three of them. This way, you don’t have to worry about being in the same class as them.”




Just their minions, she thought darkly. Still, her smile grew more genuine. “Thanks, Dad. You’re the best.”




Taylor went to hug him, and it was only after her dad’s arms went around her that she registered how alien it felt. It was as if she didn’t recognize her own father’s touch. Determinedly, she thought, I’m Taylor Hebert, as a red and gold shadow lurked somewhere in the depths of her mind. She leaned harder into her dad’s hug.







The next morning, Taylor was up at six. She headed out for a run, although after the first half mile, it turned into more of a shamble. But she forced herself to reach the park, a halfway point, as well as to do at least one set of the katas afterwards. Those had been developed for Tony by Steve Rogers, who had also instilled the idea of physical fitness in he… in Tony. From her memories, the man was an imposing figure, and she would be hard fought to pick out any current Protectorate member whose sheer presence impressed as much, although perhaps Eidolon or Legend came the closest.




Arms and legs now limp as noodles, Taylor finished up the katas, then returned home at more of a walk than a run. Still, it was a good first effort. After a shower, which she refused to consider wasted time, Taylor headed back to the junk yard.




Entering cost her another twenty dollars as a scrounge fee, allowing her to take anything she could carry in one load, but it was well worth it. This time she wasn’t just going for catalytic converters. Yesterday, she had spotted a pile of hundreds of old PC’s that had been thrown out. Even if the chips inside were slow and underpowered, Taylor could easily daisy chain a few hundred to build a crude version of a super computer. It wouldn’t be a tenth as good as the real thing, but that would need to wait for real manufacturing facilities.




Afterward, laden down with her treasure, she trudged home, then took yet another shower her thin arms shaking. After drying off, she headed down to the basement and began the laborious process of breaking up the ceramic honeycombs into pieces small enough to more easily fit into the glass cookware she was planning to use for the chemical synthesis.




When Taylor was done, she had at least sixty pounds of the off white material and arms that she couldn’t raise over shoulder level. Momentarily, she toyed with the idea of beginning the processing for metals now, but decided as she had already done once before, that it would be a waste of time until she had the entirety gathered. Not to mention, she was physically exhausted.




Instead, Taylor would spend the rest of the day at the library, doing research on a variety of subjects from attorneys to patent law. She was going to need a good attorney, preferably one with either an expertise in patent law or who was a member of a firm that possessed that expertise. With the number of ideas that Taylor had, getting patents was going to be the single most important thing she did from here on out.




Taylor had figured out the day before what the single biggest difference between who or what she had become versus the usual triggered Tinker.  Her ideas were mass producible, while a typical Tinker’s were not. It was actually a crazy concept, but nevertheless, a true one. Every single one of her ideas could be mass produced in a factory and used and maintained by ordinary people.




Tony’s memories assured her that this was the norm rather than making items one at a time that required constant specialized maintenance and upkeep. It was those items that were the aberration. It was almost more than Taylor could tolerate, having her understanding of the world turned on it’s head. But it was true. She could remember building such things, an example of which was the Mandroids, powered armor possibly more complex than anything that existed on this world, and they had been operated and maintained by a group of army grunts possessing only high school diplomas. Well trained army grunts, but still…




Taylor tore her eyes away from the section of text on Quinn Calle, an evil attorney specializing in supervillain defense law, and rubbed her eyes in wry amusement. It was still happening. Her every other thought seemed to be full of Tony Stark’s thoughts, memories, likes, and prejudices. It was daunting how much he was influencing her.




Today, she had eaten a lunch of tuna, mustard, and onion sandwiches, something which she couldn’t imagine liking. But she did. Or at least she remembered him liking them, and the fact that she still liked them could mean that she wasn’t Taylor anymore, but instead, a pale shadow of Stark.




Worse, when Taylor had entered the public library earlier, she’d exchanged her usual smile with the young librarian on door duty. Except this time, she’d noticed how cute the twentysomething was and wondered how hard it would be to get her number. Taylor had nearly hurled her oddball lunch as the thought registered.




I am Taylor Hebert, she thought grimly. Stop telling me we can’t trust an attorney just because he represents villains as well. Stop making me see women as attractive. I like boys, she thought again. But how did she know? Would she have to experiment to see which she preferred now? Could she even know if she was or wasn’t being influenced one way or another?




Focus, Taylor told herself. Attorneys. Patents. If we’re going to save the world, we need to stop sweating the small stuff, she thought, then broke out in a cold sweat as she second guessed her own thinking processes.




Taylor wrestled with her inner turmoil for a few minutes, her mind nowhere near the text on the screen in front of her. Finally, she whispered, “I’m Taylor Hebert. I won’t go down without a fight.”









Chapter Three—Recollections of Shadows



Taylor finished her palladium gathering two days later. She’d taken her entire savings out of her account, all $249.25 of it and used about half of it to purchase the various chemicals she needed. Now all of the ceramic pieces were thoroughly crushed and sitting in the various glass bowls Taylor had scavenged from the kitchen, plus a few she’d had to purchase, submersed in a special chemical soup. While it did the separating over the next day and a half, Taylor went to work creating a circuit board that would handle the large number of processors she’d managed to scavenge.




The good news was that the processors, while a little bit older, were actually faster than she’d expected. Partially Tinker-tech, they were a simplified copy of a design from a Tinker who specialized in adapting other Tinker’s work to the public realm. Apparently, only some items were capable of being used that way, and even then they lost a lot of their effectiveness. But when they did work, it was extremely beneficial.




So Taylor had ended up with a hundred and twenty-five individual processors about equal to what Stark Tech had been building for the public about twenty-five or so years ago. Not bad at all. Now, it was only a matter of time until she got the beginnings of an AI up and running. At least to the point it would write its own software so that she didn’t have to. JARVIS would live again.




Taylor took a step back and rubbed her forehead, absently tapping the marker in her other hand on the table. She really needed to rethink that name. Anything that heightened Tony Stark’s memories in her head needed consideration. Maybe by naming the AI something different, she could separate herself from the other.




Taylor had had nightmares every single night since the ‘download’ had happened. And they were getting worse. Intellectually, she understood this was likely caused by her mind slowly integrating her new memories into her core consciousness, a concept she’d gotten from those same memories. But the reality was vastly more disturbing as visions of destruction and of the deaths of people she’d respected and cared about danced through her dreams, turning them dark and hideous. Or rather of people that Tony had cared about.




Taylor knew her dad was worried about her. He’d come into her room again last night and woken her up from a bad dream. This one was of being tortured by Islamic terrorists, something for which she was grateful. Unfortunately, he’d told her this morning that when he got home, they were going to talk. It wasn’t something to which she was looking forward to.




It wasn’t that Taylor hadn’t considered telling her dad about what had happened. She had. But she knew that he would push her towards joining the Wards as a safety measure. That wasn’t a straitjacket that Taylor was prepared to put on now or anytime in the future. For every resource available to Protectorate and Ward Tinkers, there were ten times as many rules designed to make sure you couldn’t make effective use of them.




Taylor knew to get the most out of her knowledge, she needed to stay ‘free range.’ So for the foreseeable future, her dad couldn’t know what had happened to her.




Taylor stopped, staring down at the poster board on the work bench in front of her. While she’d been deep in thought, her hand had kept on sketching the layout for the array she was building. And wasn’t that creepy in a split personality kind of way?




Taylor shook off her disturbing thoughts. Now that she had a layout, she just had to begin building the actual nodes using the high temp soldering gun she’d scavenged from the second hand electronics store over on Eastmont Avenue. She was finding quite a few items that were used or didn’t work and was able to buy them cheaply. The broken ones were usually easily fixed, although she did resent the time it took away from her real work.




If Taylor stayed focused, she should have enough of the hardware in place by the weekend so she could start in on writing the software, using the best of the old desktops she’d found. Once she had the prerequisite number of lines of code written, the AI would write about ninety-five percent of the rest itself. Certain parts Taylor would still have to proof, especially those protocols dealing with the AI’s limits. After all she wouldn’t want another Ultron on her conscience, although with the newer Moral Protocols that Tony had come up with, that particular aberration was highly unlikely.




Taylor shuddered. There was too much information dancing around in her head. So many memories that, for just a moment, she didn’t know who she was. Silently repeating her mantra of self, Taylor thought about breaking off and calling it a day. Then she looked at how much she still had left to do, and stoically got back to work, hips moving to the rhythm of music that had never existed on Earth Bet.







Danny walked in the door and tossed his keys into the dish on the side table. He almost called out to his daughter, but decided to surprise her instead. Plus, he wanted to make sure that she was actually studying for that round of tests she had coming up in just over three weeks.




If he was being completely honest with himself, Danny was also bothered by something. Ever since the day after Taylor had come home after being suspended, there had been something different about her. She was possessed of an almost manic energy that didn’t seem to allow her to sit still for any appreciable amount of time. Even when they were sitting together watching a movie, she’d be swinging her foot or tapping her fingers. She’d been energetic, once upon a time, but that had faded to a silence and stillness that had been present ever since her mother had died. Now she was anything but.




It wasn’t just that. Taylor’s attitude when he’d come home at lunch a few days ago to give her the news about his meeting with the school administration had been… odd. Her matter-of-fact request for the bad news first had surprised him. She’d just been so calm and composed with her whole future on the line. Worse, she hadn’t reacted when she’d learned that she was still suspended beyond a flash of… rage?




Taylor also hadn’t reacted when Danny had given her the good news either, other than a diffident smile that had been about as genuine as a three dollar bill. Maybe she’s just growing up, he thought regretfully as he considered how hard things had been for her ever since her mom had died, something only made worse by her school situation.




However, that didn’t explain the nightmares. Danny had heard Taylor having nightmares three times now, which was almost every night since the suspension. She hadn’t explained anything to him when he’d awakened her, leaving Danny to picture far worse abuse than anything she’d admitted to. That it was only now coming out after all of this time might be because there was finally a solution, or alternatively, might be because she was suffering from some far deeper trauma.




Danny hoped to get to the bottom of it tonight as the two of them were going to sit down and talk until he was convinced that Taylor was okay.




He walked into the den, to find Taylor hard at work, books and papers scattered all over his former desk, now on loan to her for studying. And the TV was still off. The sight brought an involuntary smile to his face, which he promptly wiped away. He casually asked, “Taylor, how’s your day been?”




Taylor jumped up and gave him a hug. Making a sweeping gesture towards the desk, she said, “Boring as hel… err… heck. But I’ll make great scores on those tests. And I’ve knocked out a lot of the homework.”




Hugging her back, this time Danny couldn’t suppress the proud smile that creased his features. Stepping back, he carefully brushed her hair back from her face, regretting that she had grown too old for him to ruffle it like he’d so often done in the past, much to his wife’s chagrin. “I don’t doubt it a bit. Still, remember what I told you. They’re going to be—”




“Harder than the original tests with all different questions so I can’t use knowledge of the prior tests given. I don’t know why they think that anyone would give me the answers to the tests. It’s not like I have any friends.” Taylor tone was more matter-of-fact than bitter, but her words still bothered Danny.




Suppressing a frown, he suggested, “Why don’t you take a break from studying tomorrow? I can spare some money for you to do a little shopping on the Boardwalk. You could talk to some people. Maybe even find a friend. Someone you have something in common with. What do you think?”




Taylor gave it a moment’s thought, then shook her head. “Dad, you know we can’t afford that. We don’t even really have money for Christmas.”




Danny was acutely aware of just how tight money was. But he had been taking a homemade lunch for the past couple of months, instead of using the money he usually budgeted for hot lunches and had saved nearly two hundred dollars towards Christmas. He could spare half of that now while the remainder would go to buy Christmas girts. “Taylor, let me worry about money. I’m going to give you a hundred dollars. I want you to spend it all. I’m not asking for receipts, but please? Do it for me?”




Taylor looked indecisive, but finally nodded. “Okay, Dad. But I’m only doing this under protest.”




Danny gave her another hug. “That’s my girl. Now how about we talk about those nightmares?”




Taylor shrugged. “If you want. But I am okay.”




Danny tugged her towards the couch. Sitting down with her, he said, “I know what you’re saying, Taylor, but I also know what I’ve seen and heard. Last night, you were screaming in utter terror. When I came in and woke you, you were drenched in sweat and practically incoherent. That doesn’t sound like you’re okay to me.”




His daughter looked him straight in the eyes. Behind the lenses of her glasses, Taylor’s eyes were as typically serious as always these days. “Dad, I don’t know what to say. I’m not going to lie and say I don’t have nightmares. I do. Lots of them with monsters all wearing the faces of Sophia, Emma, and Madison. I don’t like them. I pretty much loath having them. But I’m not so scarred that I need therapy from it either. I’m as okay as I can be. Every day that goes by, I’m a little more okay. Give me until the end of Christmas vacation. If I’m still having nightmares, I’ll go see a counselor or something.”




It was more than Danny had expected, but less than he wanted. Smoothing the hair back from her face, he said, “You’re a tough negotiator, kiddo.”




Taylor only gave the briefest of smiles as she said, “Just like my dad.”




“Okay, you’ve got a deal. But if you are still having those nightmares, you will see someone.”




Taylor solemnly held up her right hand. “I promise.”




Danny felt around his pocket a moment before fishing out a slim canister and handing it to his daughter. She gave the can of pepper spray a bemused look. “I know you like doing your run early in the mornings now. I get that it helps. But I want you to be safe. I want you to keep this on you when you go running. Actually, I want you to have this on you at all times when you go out. Taylor, I can’t protect you when I’m not there so please carry this.”




The understanding look that Taylor gave him was heartrendingly mature. She nodded. “Okay, Dad. I’ll carry it.” She read the label on the canister a moment, then looked back at him. She softly accused, “Worrywart.”




Danny nodded back. “Dad’s prerogative. Okay, then, what’s for dinner?”




Taylor mock frowned. “Why am I the one having to cook? Aren’t you the parent?”




Danny mock scolded back. “I’m not the one lazing around at home all day.”




Danny felt a sensation of relief at how well all of that had gone, although Taylor was almost too sensible. At least she’d joined in the teasing, a good thing for his all too serious daughter to do. He headed into the kitchen to start dinner, only to discover a meatloaf cooling on top of the oven. He turned to find his daughter leaning against the kitchen door frame. Her face sported the first real smile he’d seen from her since he’d gotten home. Danny complimented her, “Great job, kiddo. I’ll set the table.”




The meatloaf turned out pretty good, in part because it had a lot more spices than usual in it. Danny didn’t think his daughter liked pepper and garlic all that much, but it seemed she had inherited his taste for them after all. Otherwise, it was just another boring night at the Hebert residence.







The next morning, Taylor did what was slowly becoming her usual run and workout. It wasn’t getting any easier, but she knew from her memories that it would after a couple of weeks. For now it was still torture. Of course, as soon as it got easier, she needed to continue to increase the intensity or she’d cease to improve. In her head, Taylor said a silent “Shut up, Tony” and headed upstairs.




Finishing her shower, Taylor got dressed in jeans, a colorful blouse, and her nicest jacket. She didn’t want to look flashy, but at the same time, Tony’s memories were telling her that you dressed for the part you were playing. And today, she was playing the part of someone who had time to kill and was just having a little fun in the meantime.




When she became wealthy again, she was going to replace her entire wardrobe, Taylor decided. She would buy some nice Armani suits and…




Taylor took a deep breath. I am a girl, she told herself. I am Taylor Hebert. I don’t wear suits. Armani or otherwise. Tony Stark is the clothes horse, not me. Slowly breathing out, Taylor forced the memories to the back of her mind, where they sat there like a spider in a web. Slowly she relaxed, even as she contemplated those damn memories. While they were mostly useful, they could also be stifling. Maybe around the familiar environment of the Boardwalk, they would subside a little.




Riding the bus down to the Docks only took about thirty minutes. After that, it was a short walk to the Boardwalk where Taylor walked around, looking at anything and everything that caught her fancy.




Not that Taylor planned to buy much. She only had the hundred dollars her dad gave her, plus what was left of her small savings that she had taken along just in case. So just over two hundred dollars total. Not enough to buy much here. She’d be better off at a Wal-mart. But Taylor had promised her dad, so she would at least walk around and see what was there.




Taylor wandered around a bit, visiting various stores. The first thing that interested her was an eighteen karat gold charm in the shape of an infinity circle. However, Taylor didn’t bother to ask the price as the store she was in was notoriously expensive. So she moved on.




At Starbucks, Taylor picked up a hot chocolate. While the weather wasn’t too cold, it was still a little chilly and she sipped the warm beverage appreciatively. With a sigh Taylor thought, at least this is just me. Tony doesn’t even like hot chocolate, seemingly subsisting on black coffee and single malt scotch.




Slowly, Taylor allowed herself to unwind. It was just a simple, relaxing day out on her own. Nothing was going to happen and she wouldn’t need Tony Stark’s memories until later when she got back to work. Of course, Taylor didn’t count on Murphy’s Law when she told herself this.




It started innocently enough. It was just after she’d wandered in and out of the fifth store that Taylor noticed the man. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was attractive in a thuggish way. He reminded Tony… her of someone she’d known in the past. Taylor brooded for a second before deciding that this time it probably was Tony and not her that recognized him. Or maybe Tony just recognized his behavior. The man was following someone, his manner that of a predator stalking prey.




Taylor could see him intently watching someone just out of her view. Edging around so as to be able to see past him, Taylor caught her first glimpse of the man’s target. A blonde girl, close to her own age, who was standing outside of a high end clothing store, checking out a bin full of designer purses that were on sale.




The girl was fairly attractive, but her face was a bit too thin, her expression too mischievous for her taste. Taylor gave a mental sigh. She’d meant Tony’s taste. Not her own. Boys. Not girls. Boys.




Taylor continued to watch, and after a moment, saw the man’s partner. She watched the way they moved, casual, but keeping their objective in sight. They were good, but nothing compared to SHIELD operatives. Mercenaries, perhaps? The one thing Tony was fairly sure they were not, were cops.




All of the steps to figure out who and what they were and weren’t seemed to float around in Taylor’s head and for a moment, she felt almost dizzy. She was able to shake it off and slowly followed behind the curious trio.




Taylor wasn’t sure why she was following them. It wasn’t any of her business whatever was going on. She could almost hear Tony’s voice whispering in her ear that they needed to be careful. That whatever was happening, the girl had likely brought it down upon herself.




It was weird how he both believed and didn’t believe that nonsense, Tony’s memories being so dichotic on the subject. He’d saved people who didn’t deserve it and failed others who did. He had so many regrets both ways. Still, he would probably have intervened just because the target was a pretty girl.




But Taylor wasn’t going to get involved, was she? Both men were twice her size and weight, easily capable of incapacitating her. It would be the height of foolishness to step in. Maybe she should call the cops and have them take care of it. And tell them what, Tony’s voice seemed to whisper in her ear. What could Taylor say? That she saw someone watching a pretty girl and they were clearly up to no good? Somehow, she didn’t think that would earn her any credibility with the police.




All of a sudden, Taylor felt a wave of shame wash over her and momentarily, she hung her head. How many times had she cursed her classmates for standing by while she had been bullied and tormented? How many times had she wished that someone, anyone, would help her instead of tacitly accepting her abuse as something that was okay?




How was she any different from her classmates? Taylor gritted her teeth as the swirl of emotion poured over her, equal parts anger and shame. No, she thought, as her head came up. She could not stand by while something potentially terrible happened to the girl ahead of her. She would not be able to live with herself.




But what could she do? Taylor briefly considered her options and decided on the action that had worked for Tony Stark so well in the past. Not allowing herself to think further, she walked right past the two men to where the blonde was finished checking the tags on the handbags and looked ready to head inside.




Not hesitating a second, Taylor drew the other girl into a big hug, exclaiming, “Trish! I can’t believe it’s you! It’s so good to see you. I can’t wait to tell my parents who I ran into out on the Boardwalk today. They won’t believe me! How have you been?”




The other girl, ‘Trish,’ only stiffened a second before hugging Taylor back just as hard. “Sandra! It is you! I thought I saw someone familiar earlier, but I told myself I must have been mistaken. Now you’re here!”




The blonde’s eyes intently studied Taylor’s face even as she spoke, obviously trying to figure out why she was being hugged by a stranger who was pretending to know her. Then her eyes must have caught a glimpse of the two bookends over Taylor’s shoulder, as she paled and started to step back.




Taylor didn’t give her time to move before grabbing her hand. “We just have to sit down and chat. Let me buy you a cup of coffee. Do you still like those white chocolate mochas? They were always your favorite.”




With out giving ‘Trish’ a chance to agree, Taylor pulled her off on a tangent to the men behind them, heading more or less in the direction of Starbucks. However, they didn’t get ten steps before the second man cut them off, silently stepping in front of them.




Taylor took exactly one second to think before yelling, “How dare you grab my ass! You bastard! Rape! Help! Rape! Someone help! Get away from us, you pedophile! I’m only fifteen!”




The man, who had been about to take a step closer to the two girls, visibly flinched at Taylor’s shouts. No word could have been more effective for rousing the surrounding crowd as ‘pedophile’ as nearly everyone has kids. She continued on, “Help! Rape! Rape! Pedophile!” Taylor capped it off with a shrill whistle, putting two fingers into her mouth and blowing hard. Where had that come from?




For a second, Taylor didn’t think the man was going to leave. His right hand was visibly reaching under his jacket towards what could only be a gun when he seemed to reconsider as people around them that were starting to give him dirty looks while talking in low mutters. It was probably the sight of a security officer heading their way at a fast clip that finally decided him. With one final glare at Taylor, he ducked back into the crowd and was gone.




It took only a minute to ‘explain’ things to the security officer, who was on his radio seconds later. Finally allowing herself to relax, Taylor realized that she was cold and sweating from a mixture of adrenaline and shock. She couldn’t believe what she had done. She, Taylor Hebert, had rescued someone! And it hadn’t taken superpowers or any fancy gear, but rather sheer chutzpah. The ‘brash approach’ Tony called it.




“You can let go of my hand, now.” The drawl from the other girl, who up until now had been silently studying her, caused a slow creep of red across Taylor’s face and she hastily released the aforementioned appendage.




Taylor stammered, “S-sorry about that. I guess I was too busy rescuing you to notice.”




The other girl, who had been intently studying Taylor, seemed, if anything, to grow even more interested. There was sincerity in her tone when she said, “Thanks for that, by the way. I don’t know if I would have gotten away from them.”




Without thinking, Taylor snarked, “Especially since you didn’t even see them until I hugged you.”




The look of chagrin the other girl wore would have amused Taylor if she wasn’t too busy trying to figure out why she had said that. It was far too mild a comment to be considered bullying, but it still wasn’t her. Instead it felt like something Tony Stark would say. Taylor forced herself to focus on her companion rather than her memories.




In a contemplative tone, ‘Trish’ asked, “Just how did you notice them, anyway? Not precognitive. Some kind of Thinker ability? No, not that either. You are a mystery.” This last bit was said in a tone of such wonder that it made Taylor stare at the girl, who was wincing now, as if nursing a sudden headache.




Taylor asked, “Do you know why those men were after you?” At the other girl’s uncertain look, she nodded in understanding. “I see that you don’t. Not for sure. But you have an idea.”




“Look…”




“Taylor.”




“Look, Taylor, I really can’t get into that right now. I think I need to put some distance between me and them. So if you’ll excuse me…”




Taylor had already figured out by the wear on the other’s clothes and the general greasiness of her hair, that ‘Trish’ was probably homeless, more or less. Likely a runaway. “Do you have someplace to stay? And just what is your real name, anyway?”




The other girl’s face expressed a confusion of emotions. “Just call me… Trish. And not exactly. But I’ll find a place. I always do.”




“You can stay with me.”




Taylor couldn’t have said which of the two of them were more shocked by her statement. After a few seconds went by without a yea or nay, Taylor expounded, “I live with my dad and we have plenty of room. You can stay in the guest room.” And get cleaned up, she thought. After hugging the other, Taylor could safely say that ‘Trish’ could use a shower. Or maybe even two of them.




“What would your dad say, you bringing a strange girl home with you?” Trish’s tone was cautious as if she’d been disappointed by adults before.




Taylor shrugged. “He’s a good guy. And he was just saying that I needed to make more friends. You coming?”




Trish still looked indecisive, so Taylor decided for her by grabbing her hand and leading her towards the bus stop. So this is how it feels to help someone, she thought. She wondered what Tony’s memories would say about this.









Chapter Four—Reminiscent of the Past



Taylor walked in through the back door of her house, Trish right behind her. She gestured towards the fridge. “If you’re hungry, there’s lunch meat for making sandwiches. Plus lettuce and stuff.”




Trish shrugged. “Not really.” For a moment, her expression grew even more inquisitive as she stared around Taylor’s kitchen.




Taylor suggested, “How about a shower, then?”




Trish shot her an amused glance. “Is that your polite way of saying I need one?”




Taylor couldn’t help the words that spilled out of her mouth. “Pretty much, yeah.”




“Show me the bathroom, then.” Trish looked even more amused as she grandly gestured for Taylor to lead the way.




At least she didn’t seem offended as Taylor tried to figure out why she’d said what she did. That kind of blunt honesty hadn’t ever been her thing and was even less so after the last couple years.




Setting the girl up with clean clothes and a towel, Taylor went back downstairs and started up her computer. She could at least do some encoding today. If there was an opportunity to slip away, she’d head downstairs to the basement and check on her little chemistry experiment. If not, she would do her best to get a few thousand lines of code written. At least it was so easy that she could practically do it in her sleep.







‘Trish’ stared at herself in the mirror after her shower. At least she was clean now, although there was a deeper feeling of filth, as if her soul were stained. The most recent scenes with her parents had been abhorrent, and she wished that she’d never gotten this power. Or if she had to have it, she could have gotten it before her brother died and finished the demolition of her family.




Not that any of them had ever been close. Maybe it was the wealth, as money had never been in short supply. There was a subtle corruption that having too much money carried with it. Maybe it was something else. Something lacking in her parents that they’d passed on to Trish and her brother. In the end, it didn’t matter.




Her brother’s suicide followed by her own admission that she’d wondered if something was wrong had finally splintered her family. Her parents accusations, as if somehow she was responsible for what he had done, had hardened her towards them. The stress at the time had triggered her, giving her a Thinker power that always sought for answers, even when there were no questions.




And Trish had found her answers, running away when her father tried to use her and her talent for the family’s gain. Now she had no real family left.




Trish had taken money with her before leaving. Probably too much money if she were honest. But the police had apparently never been called, whether because of a fear of the publicity it would bring or a fear of her, she didn’t know. Likely, it was a little of both. Trish was careful not to think too deeply on the matter as she was still nursing a headache because of the earlier situation.




Having a stranger come up out of the blue and hug her, while acting as if they were friends, had immediately raised a red flag with Trish, sending her ability into overdrive. She had immediately seen that it was an external factor driving the other and had found it in the two figures behind her. Trish had been trying to figure out a path that would allow her to escape, when the other girl had acted without hesitation, pulling her along with her, like a leaf on the wind.




Confronted by one of the two men, Trish had known that he wouldn’t hesitate at violence. Even against a couple of teenage girls. All the subtle indicators were there in his expression and stance. One glance at the man’s face and Trish’s ability told her that her only choice was to try to run, hoping he would hesitate to shoot her in the back with so many witnesses present.




Again, Taylor had surprised her by acting so unexpectedly, her cries of rape and accusations of pedophilia drawing so much attention to them that the man had hesitated. Trish had seen the moment he decided he’d lost and departed. It spoke of training and discipline. Which, in turn, spoke of an organization existing in Brockton Bay which wasn’t one of the established ones, as none of them employed professional mercenaries.




Trish closed her eyes, trying to stop thinking about it for now. Although it wasn’t whoever that was behind the kidnapping that had given her this headache. Rather it was the person who had rescued her. Taylor Hebert.




The girl was simply too different. Her actions were too strange. They would not lend themselves to parsing and trying to do so gave Trish a migraine. On the surface, she was a fifteen-year-old girl. Obviously shy, likely bullied at some point, Taylor was an introvert, damaged and reticent. She was also exactly opposite of the person who had rescued her.




Trish’s rescuer had been skilled, decisive, and brash. Flourishing on deception. Confident to the point of recklessness, that person hadn’t hesitated at any point during the crisis. That person had trusted their own judgment enough to intervene in a situation where they probably shouldn’t have. A situation they shouldn’t have even noticed. Trish, herself, hadn’t noticed the developing kidnapping, even with her power. Nor had the Boardwalk guards.




Instead, that ostensibly fifteen-year-old girl had. And her reactions after had been that same curious blend of shy and quiet, and brash and confident. Even her body language had alternated between the two.




Was Taylor a Parahuman? Or mentally ill? The first was possible, while the second seemed highly unlikely. Some kind of Thinker ability? Perhaps. If so, it could be interfering with Trish’s own, as she didn’t seem to be able to fill in the holes surrounding the other’s behavior.




Trish hadn’t forgotten the reaction to her quick analysis or the other girl’s response, which had been just as accurate, if less complete. That spoke of a something of the nature of a Thinker. Her headache redoubled and Trish deliberately shut off her power. She was slowly getting better at doing that, though if she didn’t focus, it would automatically activate whenever a question came up. Which sucked, as Trish didn’t need the migraines. Besides, using her ability didn’t seem to be helping in this case.




No, Trish was learning as much or more about Taylor from observing her and using her own native intelligence to consider the mystery of the girl as she was using her power. In a lot of ways, that was truly frightening as she had quickly come to depend upon it to keep her safe.




On the other hand, Taylor did not appear to be any kind of threat to her. The sincere surprise in Taylor’s eyes when she’d invited Trish home mixed with her naive honesty was enough reassurance of that. She projected a kind of innate decency that Trish wasn’t used to seeing. It spoke of a nurturing home environment, which likely meant her father wasn’t a threat either. Nobody who could raise someone like Taylor would be a danger to Trish, at least in the physical sense. Whether he’d want someone like herself around his innocent daughter was a different matter. Well, if necessary, she could play a part.




Trish finished dressing and headed downstairs. A quick search proved that Taylor was in the den, which was a home office for all intents and purposes, although it did have a couch and TV. Walking in, Trish noted the figure furiously typing on a keyboard. She raised her eyebrows at the rate of keystrokes as it had to be well over three hundred and fifty a minute. She carefully avoided thinking about the exact answer as it was unimportant.




Trish cleared her throat after a moment when she realized the other girl was in a world of her own. A startled face looked up, then the other girl stopped typing. “Feeling cleaner? The clothes fit okay?”




Trish nodded a yes, although in truth they were a little long and just a bit tight, the other girl being pretty much a string bean. But they would do for now. She responded. “Thanks for that, by the way. It’s good to feel clean.”




“Yeah, I know the feeling. Hungry yet? If you want, you can sit on the couch over there and watch TV.”




“The couch sounds good. I might even take a nap.” There, that sounded innocent enough. Besides, she was exhausted, moving around too much recently to get any real rest.




Taylor went back to typing as Trish lay down. She listened to the keys rapidly clicking away. Her eyes felt heavy, and while she wanted to have answers to her questions, the looming migraine coupled with her lack of sleep, robbed her of an opportunity to gain them. Still troubled, Trish fell into a deep slumber.







Once the other girl was out, Taylor finished the block of code she was typing out, then headed downstairs. Observing the containers, she noted that all of the metals had separated from the ceramic blocks and gone into solution. Carefully, Taylor poured off the chemicals containing the metals she needed, until she had it all.




Now it was just a matter of getting the metals to precipitate out of the solution, which took another hour as they had to come out one at a time in order to keep them separated. In the end, Taylor was left with a surprisingly large amount of each rare metal. Then again, Tony had based his calculations on the amount used in cars on his world, which apparently wasn’t quite the same as on her own.




Weighing out the metals using the secondhand digital scale she’d bought and refurbished, Taylor found out that she now had just over fifteen hundred grams of platinum, four hundred and eight one of rhodium, and seven hundred and seventy-five of palladium. It was more than ample for her needs. The palladium alone was sufficient to make at least three arc reactors, while the platinum would be good to either sell or hold back in case she needed to use it as a catalyst or plating.




Taylor busied herself with all of the other details of the reactor, from the windings for the electromagnetic coils to the frame of the torus itself. Having built several of these now, or rather Tony had, it really was simple to do one more. The hardest thing was going to be melting the palladium into a ring as the heat needed exceeded most noncommercial methods. But Tony had an idea there that Taylor would implement later.




At this rate, the reactor would be done no later than Monday. Which was plenty of time for her to set up a power grid for the house.




It was important to take her home off the commercial power grid for a number of reasons. First, it would save her dad money, though it would eventually raise questions with him. Taylor would deal with those questions at whatever future time they occurred.




Second, with the amount of power her homemade super computer was going to be using, it would be an instant red flag to the authorities that something was going on here. With cooling and everything else built in, her so-called super computer was going to need roughly twelve kilowatts to run.




Based upon Tony’s memories of SHIELD, Taylor had done a search on how the PRT tracked villains. Excessive use of power had been one of them and especially effective in catching nascent Tinkers.




While Taylor wasn’t exactly a Tinker, she was close enough for them to consider her one. The last thing she wanted was the PRT or the Protectorate sticking its nose into her business. Therefore not using the commercial power grid.




Third, it would allow her to begin to build her first suit. Only begin, though, as it would be mostly planning. Taylor would need a dedicated space several times the size of the basement for the full manufacturing process. Not that most of the machines were all that large, but there were so many of them, several of which were complex enough to require JARVIS to constantly monitor them. Unless she wanted to go with something like her first suit, but that felt a little too primitive to her memories after all of the advanced ones she- Tony had worn.




When you added in the items she was going to need to invent for sale, Taylor could see the power bills heading into the stratosphere.




When she was done cleaning up, having carefully stored the remaining chemicals in gallon glass containers, she headed back upstairs. Glancing at the clock in the kitchen as she walked by, Taylor was shocked to see that it was almost four in the afternoon. That meant she’d been downstairs for over five hours.




Hurriedly, Taylor headed in the den to check on her guest, only to find her still asleep, the smallest line of drool extending from her half open mouth. She studied Trish’s face as she heard the faint snores. A scattering of freckles Taylor hadn’t noticed before ran along the girl’s upper cheeks and across her snub nose, making her look younger, and almost innocent. Still, even in slumber, Trish’s face looked slightly tense, as if the weight of the world were upon her. Taylor could feel both a sense of empathy for her and a sense of danger from her, the latter likely emanating from Tony as he read something she didn’t.




The girl was definitely a puzzle. Someone wanted her. Someone who probably wouldn’t stop looking. She would need to lie low for awhile. As long as there were no sightings, not even SHIELD could find someone. Of course, SHIELD didn’t employ the same kind of Thinkers and Precogs that existed here, so she would still need to be extra watchful. Until at least her armor was done. Then they could watch out for her. If anyone tried to hurt her or the people she cared about, Taylor would rain down fire upon them until they existed in the heart of hell, their flesh roasting as they burned ali—




Taylor’s nails dug into her palm hard enough to draw blood, only their shortness preventing her skin from breaking. Taking deep breaths, slowly and carefully inhaling and exhaling, she forced her thoughts away from their previous path. I’m Taylor Hebert, I don’t hurt people, she silently repeated, over and over again. After a few minutes of the silent mantra, it seemed to work well enough. Her dark thoughts receded and her heart was no longer pounding a mile a minute.




Sitting down in her chair, Taylor laid her weary head down on the keyboard and considered what had just happened. In its own way, her mental break had been more frightening than intervening in the attempted kidnapping this morning. For just a moment, Taylor had felt herself slipping away, an alien personality taking her place. One that was full of rage and guilt, as well as a self hatred that while understandable, was truly mindbogglingly. A personality that would hesitate at nothing to prevent an occurrence like the one that had killed him and the people he cared about from happening again.




Wordlessly, Taylor stared off into space. Maybe the attempted kidnapping was a trigger for her flashback. If so, she could manage by avoiding stressful events for a while. If not, there wasn’t much she could do except to stand strong and try her best. Timidity and passivity wouldn’t serve her here. Taylor would need to be ready to fight tooth and nail for her innate sense of self if anything like this happened again. Either act was going to change her, but at least this one would be of her own volition.




Sighing, Taylor went back to work, mindlessly tapping out code. She’d stop at 5:30 and start dinner. By then, Trish should be awake and could help distract her. Just thinking about the girl was a good distraction, just so long as Taylor didn’t think about how they’d met.




So Taylor sat, slowly relaxing as she typed away, all the while pondering her unexpected guest. She came to no real conclusions and would reserve judgment until she learned more. And she would learn more, eventually. Taylor could not allow a danger to her and her dad to exist. If Trish turned to be one, she’d deal with her. Until then, she would help her as best she could.




With that decision made, some fundamental part of Taylor relaxed. She was still herself. If not wearing her heart on her sleeve as she’d done when younger, Taylor was, at least, still a good person willing to help others. She couldn’t really ask any more of herself than that.







Danny quietly let himself in, tossing his keys in the bowl by the door. He was running late and needed to let Taylor know he was home. Still, he hesitated a moment, thinking deeply. Standing there, Danny made a decision. Saturday, he was going to fix that damn step out front. For the longest time, it had been a symbol of his life and family, something broken that refused to heal. It had existed that way since his wife’s death. But no longer. Just as his relationship with his daughter was slowly growing stronger, so too needed the things that represented it. First the step, then anything else in the house that required work. Likely those rain gutters would need cleaning again before Spr—




Danny froze as he heard voices. He quickly moved towards the den, his eyes and ears open. The voices grew louder until he could hear them clearly as he stood in the doorway, surprised by what he saw.




Taylor and a blonde girl were sitting on the couch eating popcorn while watching a movie. The Princess Bride, Danny thought in amusement. Still, he was wondering who the other girl was. Looking at her, she appeared a little older than Taylor, maybe a year. And she was wearing Taylor’s clothes.




A hundred scenarios rushed through his head, all of them the kind that would worry any parent. Then Danny shook his head ruefully. It wasn’t as if his serious, sensible daughter would do anything too crazy. No, she just wasn’t the type. Still, he was curious, and cleared his throat to get their attention.




Two sets of eyes, one brown, the other green, turned his way. A second later, Taylor had the movie on pause. She got up and crossed over to him, giving him a quick hug. “Hey, Dad. How was your day?”




Danny smiled and said, “Good. Got some things taken care of with the Mayor’s office. We should be seeing a few new jobs coming in soon.”




Taylor smiled back at him, although with a pang, Danny noted it was another of those surface smiles. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”




Danny glanced past her quizzically, wondering how long his daughter was going to wait before introducing him to her guest. He didn’t have to wait long as Taylor took the hint.




She reached down and grabbed the other girl’s arm, hauling her to her feet. “Dad, this is Trish. Trish, this is my dad, Daniel Hebert. Dad, Trish is going to be staying with us for a few days if that’s okay. I already told her it was. I’m sorry that I didn’t ask you first. Is it okay?”




Danny felt like a flounder, aware his mouth opened and closed at a couple of times. Then he got his composure back. “It’s nice to meet you, Trish. Welcome to our home.”




Trish smiled at him. “It’s nice to meet you as well, Mr Hebert. Thanks for letting me stay here.”




Danny smiled back, then said, “Taylor, can I talk to you alone for a minute?”




“Sure. I’ll be back in a second to finish watching the movie, Trish. But you can go and ahead and unpause it if you want.”




Trish shrugged, saying, “Okay.” With that, she started the movie up again as Danny led his daughter back out of earshot to the kitchen.




He quietly asked, “What’s going on, Taylor? Who is this girl?”




Taylor looked him in the eye as she explained, “I met her today on the Boardwalk. A couple of guys were hassling her. I helped run them off. Dad, she’s homeless. She didn’t have a place to stay, so I told her she could crash here for a bit.”




Danny immediately felt a sense of alarm at hearing about his daughter getting into an altercation. “What guys? How did you get involved? Are you okay?”




“I’m fine. I didn’t even have to use the pepper spray you gave me. I did have it with me, though. But, they really weren’t that tough. Not when a few words from me got them to back off.”




Danny examined his daughter minutely. She did look fine, standing there straight with her shoulders back. She looked… confident. It was a nice change to the girl who had been steadily growing more and more quiet and beat down. He switched tactics. “If Trish is a runaway, there’s going to be people looking for her. Her family’s probably worried sick about her.”




Taylor looked troubled for a moment. “I don’t think so, Dad. I think her home situation is pretty bad. From talking to her, I got the impression that she doesn’t really trust adults. That’s one of the reasons I invited her to stay here. I think she needs to have people around who she can depend on. People like you and me. A parent and a friend. To show her that there are good people out there. People that care about others. That care about her.”




Danny stood there, stunned by his daughter’s words. A growing sense of pride warred with worry over his daughter’s decision. In the end, pride won by a landslide. What Taylor was talking about doing was a truly wonderful thing. He was so proud of her that he could burst. Still, a niggle of commonsense had him saying, “Taylor, you know we don’t really have the money to feed another person.”




Taylor gave him a genuine smile, those being rare enough for Danny to treasure every single one of them. “Trish has some money. She can chip in on the groceries. And she’s going to get a job.”




Danny considered his daughter’s words, then asked, “Shouldn’t she be in school?”




Taylor shrugged. “She’s already gotten her GED. She’s pretty smart.”




Danny leaned back against the stove, his arms hanging at his sides. “It sounds like you already have everything figured out. Is the guest room ready for her?”




“I already made up the bed with clean sheets and got her pillows and a blanket. Although I don’t know how much she’ll sleep tonight. She slept all day on the couch. I think it was the first time she’s felt safe in a while.”




Danny sighed. He could no more kick this new girl out than he could his own daughter. Still, he would keep an eye on her. Do his best to get to know her, maybe try a little parenting, careful not to be too overbearing. Hopefully, he could eventually get Trish to talk about her family. Find out exactly what had happened to make her leave home.




“Okay, kiddo. Is there anything to eat, or do I need to slave over a hot stove?”




Taylor pulled open the oven, and took out a pan of some kind of noodle casserole. It smelled pretty good, and Danny could see chunks of both chicken and sausage in it. Loading up a plate, he took a big bite. It was extremely good, wonderful flavors filling his mouth. Silently, he raised his eyes towards Taylor.




She shrugged. “Trish knew how to make it. Well, I made it, but she showed me how.”




Danny wondered if the girl was as good a cook in other areas. If so, she wouldn’t have trouble finding a job. Picking up his plate, he said, “Let’s go finish the movie. Then I can get to know Trish a little. And she can get to know me.”




Taylor gave him a quick hug, then led the way back to the den. As Danny followed, he reflected on his too mature daughter. In hindsight, he decided that Taylor wasn’t too mature. No, his wonderful daughter was just mature enough.









Chapter Five—Memories of Failure



Tony Stark flew as fast he possibly could, his armor surpassing Mach Six as he raced back to New York. South America had been but a feint, and the Celestial was actually landing in America’s largest city, not Brazil’s. He had to get there. To help stop the terrible being who was seeking nothing less than the extinction of the human race.




No one, even Reed Richards, understood why mankind was being targeted now. There had been so many close calls, rough scrapes all, but they had somehow muddled through. But not this time, not against a Celestial. Beings that were just steps down from the greatest powers of the cosmos themselves, it would not be easily stopped. 




There had been a warning. From somewhere beyond the Milky Way, out in the direction of Andromeda. That it was coming. !uhara~ was it’s name. A rogue perhaps. Certainly this Celestial did not follow the others. Not that it mattered. The only thing that mattered was surviving its onslaught.




It was times like this that Tony cursed his caution. He had been to careful, too slow to push the boundaries with his armor. Tony had so many designs that only existed in his own head. Even his Mark V armor was basically a toy compared to the things he could build. Armor made from a blends of Adamantium and Neutronium, powered by zero point energy, armed with anti-proton weapons, isomagnetic disintegrators, and quantum disrupters. Weapons that could boil seas and shatter the very space time continuum. He could have built that suit, but he feared the arms race it would engender as it would single-handedly outclass every other weapons system on Earth, even those used by villainous geniuses like Dr Doom.




Now Tony was left with arc reactor technology and repulsors to somehow stop a Celestial. He had an idea for a Reality Nullification Projector that should be able to destroy even a transdimensional cosmic being, but how to power it without zero point energy? Maybe if he talked to Reed. He…




Tony’s thoughts shut off as he still couldn’t reach any of the other Avengers or the Fantastic Four. “JARVIS, where is that line? I’m still not getting anyone.”




“I’m sorry, sir, but there appears to be enormous amounts of electromagnetic interference in the Earth’s upper atmosphere. It’s playing havoc with all communications.”




Tony was irate. “Bounce a whisker laser off a satellite, then, if you need to.”




“Sir, there are no satellites left to bounce a signal off of.”




Tony gritted his teeth, fresh alarm filling his mind. He forgot all about possible weapons and focused on trying to get another fractional increase in speed out of his armor.




Taylor sat up, breathing heavily, her thoughts chaotic. At least she wasn’t screaming out loud, but just in her head. Tony Stark’s despair as he realized he was likely to lose had been terrible. His worry over his teammates and the others in his life had been stifling. But it had been his self-loathing that had hurt the worst. His belief that his own weakness and cowardice was the reason for everything terrible that had happened.




Tony lied to himself, even in the memories he’d given her. The real reason he hadn’t built those terrible weapons had nothing to do with escalation; an arms race. Instead, it had everything to do with a man who could not manage his own vices. If he couldn’t control those, how could he trust himself with what was virtually absolute power?




No one could build the things Tony Stark could. Even Reed Richards, for all of his genius and brilliant ideas, couldn’t actually engineer and build the things that Tony could and did. It was almost as if his mind worked on a more impractical scale than Tony’s. Of course, therein lay the problem.




Tony could always figure out a way to build something if he really wanted to. If he could comprehend the principles behind something, he could build it. Just discussions with other geniuses gave him hints, glimpses into realities from which he drew insight to allow him to create the most amazing designs and devices.




Tony could have single-handedly leveraged mankind into a Golden Age, a technological paradise where everyone was safe and given the best possible life. He could have also done the opposite, led mankind into a war torn future where nothing and no one was safe, death always just a breath away.




In just the short time she’d possessed these memories, Taylor had learned all this and more. She yearned for that Golden Age, to be able to care for people, keep them safe, and build better lives, not just for others, but for herself as well. But how could she trust herself to reach for it?




Like Tony, Taylor was damaged. The bullies at school, her mom’s death, the betrayal of her best friend. Each had left it’s mark with her, making her a little less open, a little less trusting, and a lot less capable of hope.




Reaching for that golden spire, it wasn’t falling short that frightened Taylor. No, falling short only meant things weren’t quite as good as they could be, but were still improved over how they were today.




No, it wasn’t falling short. Rather, it was falling completely off the pinnacle and plunging so deeply into the abyss that the other world was the inevitable result. A world of death and destruction, weapons wielded that were so terrible no one could survive them. Where even beings like the Endbringers and the Slaughterhouse Nine would just be more wheat to reap.




Taylor sat up in bed, hugging her knees as a sensation of coldness settled into her. It was at times like these that she wondered if she was a good person. How could you know one way or the other?




She’d helped Trish, saved her from an unknown fate, one that was likely less than stellar for the blonde girl. The aid had been motivated more by guilt than any overriding desire to do the right thing. But Taylor couldn’t depend on guilt to help her built a better world. She needed something more than that.




Taylor needed to find something inside herself. Call it hope, optimism, or whatever made sense to a person. But it was something she desperately needed because the entire world was absolutely depending on her. She could make the calculations. See the end results. Only the individual variables changed, although not enough to matter.




The world would end in fire and flood, death and destruction. Only she could stop it. And only if she was willing to embrace the destructive side of her knowledge. To build the things that would either leverage that Golden Age or end its possibility forever.




To make things even more difficult, there was something she wasn’t seeing. Some terrible ‘trick’ this universe was playing on her. A greater threat was the most likely possibility, masked by the lesser ones around her. Taylor could sense it, lurking within the numbers, but needed so much more data if she was to figure it out. JARVIS was a step in the right direction, just the first of so very many.




Taylor fumbled for her glasses on the side table. Putting them on, she got up. Glancing at the alarm clock, she noted with a sigh that it was almost four am. There would be no more sleep this night.




Padding through the dark halls of her home, Taylor allowed the stillness to quiet her thoughts for a moment. It was funny in a way, how nothing that she thought about situations liked these really mattered. How none of her agonized worry meant a single thing. Because the decision had already been made.




Bypassing tea for black coffee, Taylor sipped at the bitter, scalding beverage, an homage to another life. There really wasn’t a choice. The choice had been taken away from her as surely as if someone held a gun to her head. After all, she had hostages to fate as much as anyone else in this fucked up world.




Her dad was number one. Taylor would no more tolerate allowing the fate of the world to descend upon him than she would jump in front of a bus. No, she would keep him safe, no matter the cost to her or the world.




There were a few people of far lesser importance who also influenced Taylor. She wasn’t so naive and foolish to think that there wouldn’t be others in the future who did as well. People she loved. Family. Children, perhaps. She’d do whatever was necessary to save them. Everything else was just foolish angst.




In a lot of ways, the very self-destructiveness that Tony possessed was an advantage to Taylor. She knew most of the failure paths. She remembered them in every sick and disgusting detail. She would not stray down those paths.




Alcohol and arrogance. Isolation and loneliness. Guilt and self-loathing. These were the things that made Tony weak. That denied his world its safety and future. Taylor would choose different paths in her journey towards the future.




She didn’t have the answers to everything. Clearly avoid drinking alcohol and doing drugs. Maintain her relationship with her father and slowly bring others that she could trust into her life. Hopefully, some of those others could keep her humble. Help her understand that she couldn’t save everyone. That kind of hubris would destroy a saint.




Taylor turned on her computer and began meticulously typing away. She immersed herself in code, to the exclusion of all else. Taylor allowed the entire world to fall away until nothing else existed.




She worked silently for almost an hour. Until she was interrupted.




“What are you doing?”




Taylor looked up, blinking in the light from the overhead fixture. Trish stood in the doorway, wearing a pair of her pajamas, the ones with the little fish on them, her arms folded over her chest. She was staring unblinking at Taylor, her gaze intense.




Taylor shrugged. “What do you mean?”




Trish came further into the room, almost cautious in her approach, a hunter after big game. “I mean, what are you doing? I figured it out, you know. What you are. You have another personality inside of you. Working with you. But I don’t understand what you’re doing. What you’re trying to accomplish.”




The girl paused to take a breath, then rambled on, “I can’t figure you out. It’s like there’s something interfering with me. I did what I did with my own brain, but it’s not enough. I need to know. So please tell me. What are you doing?”




Taylor stared long and hard at the other girl, her shyness, her social fears forgotten in light of what was happening. Trish was a threat. Tony Stark understood how to deal with threats. Because of his memories, now so did she.




But Trish was also an opportunity. The little clues that she’d given were now confirmed. Taylor had a grasp of what kind of threat the other girl represented. More importantly, she understood the kind of opportunity that lay within her as well.




Trish could be a tremendous resource if she was the Thinker that Taylor imagined. Trish could help shore up the weak points in her plans, while at the same time discovering those of her enemies. Maybe she could be one of those people who kept Taylor humble. Maybe something even more important.




So instead of denial, or subtle threats, Taylor bargained, “I’ll tell you what I’m doing if you’ll tell me what you are.”




There. All laid out in front of them as plain as day. Taylor watched as Trish’s eyes grew wide, her breath hitching. The arms that were hugging herself tightened, then relaxed as if she didn’t want to give her reaction away. Trish almost took a step back, then stopped, her weight on the balls of her feet as she if would flee at the drop of a hat.




Tony Stark could read people, and through him, so could Taylor. She saw the myriad of emotions that passed over Trish’s face. She recognized doubt and distrust, fear and uncertainty. How Trish’s body language spoke of a need to protect herself. When the other girl seemed about to respond with a negative, Taylor spoke first, “Call it a leap of faith.”




Sudden understanding blazed in the other girl’s eyes as her head stopped in mid-shake. Trish’s breath hissed out and she sagged more than sat on the arm of the sofa nearest Taylor. She shook her head. “You don’t even know me. How can you…” She trailed off, clearly struggling.




For a moment, Taylor felt her old self creeping back, filling her with doubts of the path ahead of her, making it start to cloud over. Ruthlessly, she dispelled those doubts, likely channeling far too much of Tony, but saw no other way to proceed. Inwardly trembling, she mentally chanted, I’m Taylor, Taylor, Taylor, even as she drew on Tony’s strengths.




After several seconds, Taylor regained control of herself. “If you were to join me? We could accomplish so much. But it requires trust. Your trust. With your damage, I don’t know if you can extend it. You don’t know me well enough. Yesterday probably wasn’t enough, either time or actions. So…”




The blonde echoed Taylor’s earlier words, “A leap of faith.”




The two sat in stillness for several minutes and Taylor could feel the opportunity slipping away. She would lose the other girl, who wouldn’t stay any longer in such an uncontrolled environment, Taylor a perceived threat aimed directly at her. And the danger of discovery would increase. Another person out there with knowledge of what she was. Should she kill Trish now? It would be so easy. All she had to do was hammer the side of her hand into the bridge of Trish’s nose, then follow up with a palm strike, driving the bone fragments into her br—




Suddenly, Trish spoke, “I’m a Thinker. At least level six. I figure out missing pieces, holes in puzzles. People, ideas, plans. My power gives me migraines if I use it too much, or the puzzles are too hard, too many pieces missing. But I’m getting better at using it. A lot better.”




Then Trish paused, waiting for Taylor to reciprocate. Taylor, who could feel her gorge rising as she viciously stamped down on her monstrous thoughts. She slowly unclenched her trembling hands. It took a moment to regain her composure and reply. But finally Taylor did so, choosing her words for the maximum impact. “The easy answer, the obvious answer, is that I’m writing code that will eventually become a true AI. The complicated answer, the more accurate answer, is that I’m working on one of the steps of my plan to build an international company and become a superhero. The true answer, the answer that encompasses everything I’m trying to accomplish, is that I’m going to save the world.”







Trish stared, stunned into silence. Was the other girl kidding? Just staring into those determined hazel eyes, Trish knew that she wasn’t. Instead, Taylor, despite her somewhat flippant words, was serious as hell.




Save the world. What did that even mean? From who, or rather, from what? Did she mean to battle Endbringers and other Class S threats like the Slaughterhouse Nine? Did she expect Trish to help her? Even if she wasn’t kidding, the other girl was surely mad.




Trish hadn’t missed the clenched hands as the earlier tension had ratcheted. Even she hadn’t known what she was going to say right up until she said it. Now she was almost regretting telling Taylor. What was going through her head? What was that other personality telling Taylor? What to do about her? Trish was afraid, the failure of her power only exacerbating the situation.




Because she couldn’t read Taylor. Trish had known that Thinker powers sometimes interfered with one another. Her power had mostly seemed immune, because she filled in the missing pieces rather than coming up with massive strategies. So her abilities weren’t often in contest with another Thinker’s.




With Taylor, Trish just couldn’t use them at all to figure out the girl. Her headaches only got worse the more she tried. If she continued, they would grow crippling. Trish needed to know more, and if her power wouldn’t tell her, then she needed to get the information from Taylor.




Her own tone was blase as she asked, “Save the world, huh? I thought it would be something hard.” Please bite, Trish begged. Answer the implied questions,




Taylor’s voice was seemingly detached as she asked, “Do you know what is going to happen if the Endbringers keep up their current rate of destruction?”




Cautiously, Trish said, “No, but it can’t be good.” She hadn’t tried to figure out the Endbringers. They weren’t beyond a Thinker, but just looking at the problem obliquely, it seemed that their targeting wasn’t random. A lot of people who might have helped save the world ended up dead at their hands. Trish didn’t plan to be one of them so not gaining their attention seemed the smartest thing to do.




Taylor nodded. “It isn’t. Roughly twenty-three years before civilization falls. A little over fifty before the only humans are in smaller encampments scattered around the globe. By that time, we’ll be well on our way to extinction.”




Trish could feel her pulse pounding. “You can’t know that. The best Thinkers alive don’t have numbers like that. They wou—”




“Maybe they already know. Or maybe they don’t. But I do. Tony showed me how to figure it out. I did it without even using Reed’s Social Engineering Programs. Because I’m smart now. Scary smart. Terrifyingly so, really.”




“So you’re like a Thinker? Is that it?” Trish asked, anything to distract herself from considering the end of the world.




Taylor shook her head. “I don’t think so. I woke up in the middle of the night almost a week ago and my head was full of memories. Memories of a man named Tony Stark. But it was more than that. I knew things. I understood things that I had never considered before. My brain was on fire. I had become very intelligent. Beyond genius level. It nearly scared me to death. It still does. But I’m slowly getting a handle on things.”




It had to be a Trigger Event of some kind. Definitely different than most. Trish wasn’t even sure where to go, but her curiosity was peaked. “Who is Tony Stark?”




“Was, actually. He’s dead now. Tony was… well, he was an inventor of sorts. The third or fourth most brilliant person alive on his world. And when you consider that world includes people like Reed Richards, Victor Von Doom, and the Mad Thinker, that’s saying something. But Tony had something the others didn’t. He had the ability to take a concept that was so esoteric and theoretical that only a handful of people alive understood it and build something to use it. To take advantage of it.




“He built battle armors of unbelievable power and versatility, fighting as a costumed hero named Iron Man. He built amazing items that helped make his world a much better place to live. He accomplished so much, incredible things, even though he was so self-destructive that he probably would have found a way to kill himself in a few more years. Then again, maybe not.”




Trish was fascinated by the story, glad that it distracted her from Taylor’s first question. “So he was a Triggered Tinker? On another Earth?”




Taylor began laughing. It was especially eerie because it didn’t even sound like her. After a moment, she stopped, almost choking. Finally, she explained, “Tony thinks this world is so ridiculous and messed up. He can’t even grasp the concept of Trigger Events. Of Tinkers that build things only they can maintain. These things simply don’t make sense to him. In his world, if one person can build something, anyone can copy it. Use it. So long as they’re smart enough to grasp the science behind it. There, people gained powers a variety of ways. Cosmic radiation. Gamma Rays. Radioactive spider bites. Chemical spills. Every one of them had one thing in common. They tapped into some genetic potential the human race of his reality possessed. So these people gained superhuman abilities.




“But they’re definitely not the Parahumans that we’re used to. I don’t think that I’m one either. Tony thinks that someone interfered. One of the primal powers of the multiverse. Only they would have the power to shift his memories so far through the quantum layered realities of the multiverse. To one that his universe has never encountered.”




“What do you mean?” Trish asked, by turns stunned and intrigued by Taylor’s story.




“Humans from Tony’s world had the surrounding universes mapped through several thousand. Nothing like us existed in any of them. Many of those universes had superhumans, but they were all similar to the ones in Tony’s world. Whatever is happening here, in this chain of the multiverse, it’s different. And it’s far, far away from his.”




“So what happened to this Tony? How did he die?”




Taylor’s voice was strange and contemplative as she answered, “He was killed by a cosmic being that burned his world down to the bedrock, destroying every single bit of life on it. A being as far above an Endbringer, as we are above a single-celled organism. Literally millions of times as powerful.”




Trish could feel her gorge rising at the very thought, by turns horrified and intrigued. “I guess there was nothing he could have done, then.”




Taylor’s laugh was hollow. “Not true. Tony could have fought. Could have made a difference. But he was too afraid of himself. Of what a drunk like him would do with power like that. He never built the things he needed to win. As he lay dying, Tony had designs in his head for weapons that could alter reality. That could shatter the space-time continuum. Weapons that could erase entire sections of the quantum strata of the universe, rendering it null. Weapons that could have killed even a Celestial, if killing is even the right term for it.”




Trish was terrified. If this Tony knew how to build these things, that meant that Taylor likely knew as well. The thought of that power in the hands of this strange, half-mad girl scared her more than anything she’d ever experienced in her life. From the look she received, it appeared that Taylor knew what she was thinking.




“Don’t worry. I don’t plan to erase the universe anytime soon. The last thing we need is another Big Bang. Or a Bigger Void. But I am going to stop the Endbringers. I’m going to destroy the other S-class threats. Then I’m going to figure out what is really behind all of this.”




For a moment, Trish’s power leaped forth, hunting for the various answers to an immense question. Almost instantly, she was punished as the beginnings of a crippling migraine hit her. She managed to blank her mind before it grew worse.




Trish felt the other girl easing her down off of her perch to a more secure seat on the couch, her head leaning back against the cushioned surface. Then a hand gently rubbed her temples, occasionally stroking the hair back from her face. It was oddly soothing and slowly her migraine receded to almost bearable levels.




Trish knew she needed to rest. While on the run, she’d overused her power far too long. But it was the only way to be safe. How else could she trust anyone she met?




With Taylor, though, Trish was virtually blind. She didn’t understand how Taylor could be so hard to read if everything she said was true. Not unless this Tony was right and a cosmic being had done this to her. Had rendered her immune to Thinker and Precognition pow—




Trish’s breath hissed as her head pounded. For a moment, it hurt to breath, each movement, no matter how slight, feeling like it was a spike being driven into her brain. As if from a distance, she heard Taylor speak, “Stop thinking. You’re making yourself sick. Give me a few days and I’ll make something that should help with that. But for now, just relax and don’t think.”




Trish managed not to vomit all over the other girl as Taylor eased her down into a horizontal position on the couch. “Don’t worry, Trish. I’ll figure out how to fix things for you. After all, compared to saving the world, how hard can it be?”




The last thing Trish heard before passing out was another voice, which she vaguely recognized, saying, “It’s going to be pretty damn hard from where I’m standing as you’re going to be grounded for the rest of your life.”











Chapter Six—Echoes of Family



Taylor turned towards the doorway. “Hey, Dad.” She cursed at how small and weak her voice sounded. Where was larger than life Tony when she needed him? Because facing her dad alone was not going to be any picnic.




Danny Hebert’s face was furious. His temper, always somewhat volatile, was currently boiling over. “Don’t you—”




Something to delay and defuse things. Taylor waved at the mostly asleep Trish, then pointed towards the back of the house. She took his jerky nod for assent and walked past him towards the kitchen. Entering, she took a seat at the kitchen table. It was time to face the music.




Her dad came storming in and sat down opposite her. He wasted no time before beginning the inquisition. “What the hell is going on? You’re a Parahuman now? How did this happen? When were you going to tell me? I want an answer right now, young lady!”




Taylor stared at her dad’s face. Remember, Taylor, she told herself, he’s only upset because he loves you. It wasn’t as much of a consolation as it should have been. Taylor managed to meet his eyes, but inside she was shaking. It was hard to speak, but she knew she could not keep her dad waiting. So she just said the first thing that entered her mind, “Tony never had a great relationship with his dad. They were virtual strangers. Yet when Howard Stark died, he was devastated.” What the hell had she just said?




Danny’s mouth opened, then closed in utter confusion. He barked, “What the hell are you saying, Taylor? What does any of that have to do with what you told Trish in the living room?”




“Everything, Dad. It’s one of the things that I have to fix or I’ll go the same way as him. I’ll end up isolated, alone, with no one to support me. No one to love me. It terrifies me, being that alone. I—” The words came out, jumbled and disjointed. Taylor barely knew what she was saying. She hoped her dad could figure it out.




Danny took a slow, deep breath. Then another. Taylor knew a classic ten count when she saw it. In this case, two of them, back to back. Finally, after a moment, he asked in a far gentler tone, “Taylor, start at the beginning. What is going on with you?”




Taylor met her dad’s eyes, then looked away from the raw emotion there. She wanted to cry so badly, but didn’t know how. She opened her mouth to speak, but couldn’t find the words. She was floundering, feeling like a drowning victim, when her dad got up from his seat and moved around the table. Kneeling in front of her, he took her into his arms, his big hands stroking her back.




Slowly, Taylor relaxed into her father’s arms, her eyes closed. “Taylor,” she whispered. “I’m Taylor.”




Her dad’s grip tightened crushingly, then slowly eased. Breathing slowly in and out, Taylor began to explain, “The night I got suspended, I woke up screaming. Remember?” She could feel her dad nod as his chin brushed her hair. “It was because I woke up with someone else’s memories. A man named Tony Stark. An inventor and a superhero. He’s almost like a Tinker, except he’s not. His tech is for everyone. He makes things not because of some Trigger Event, but because he’s that smart. I’m that smart. I understand everything. And it’s terrifying.”




Danny slowly released her and moved back enough to meet her eyes. “Oh, Taylor. I’m so sorry, sweetie.”




Taylor couldn’t maintain the stare and looked away. A moment later she looked back at him and whispered, “Dad, I’m drowning in him. Tony’s like a force of nature. He was over forty when he died and a hero for almost half of his life. His memories are inside of me and I sometimes don’t know who he is and who I am. Where he starts and where I end. He was a playboy and slept with so many woman and I remember it all. It’s horrible.” She could feel red creeping over her features, something reflected on her dad’s face.




Danny cleared his throat. “Umm… Taylor, we need to get you some help. The PRT—”




Taylor shook her head. “No, Dad. We can’t trust them. They’re corrupt. How can they not know about the end of the world? All of those Thinkers they have working for them. How can they not be telling people about it so that we can pull together and win? We need to either defeat the Endbringers or find a way to leave this world. The clock’s ticking. I won’t go anywhere near their secrets and lies.”




Her dad gave her a searching look. “Taylor, how much of that was you, and how much was this Tony person? Because I don’t remember you being this cynical.”




Taylor’s voice was weary. “Dad, you were there when I explained how things are at school. I just see the PRT and the Protectorate as the school writ large. More importantly, they’ll stop me. Try to control my technology. Keep me from putting it out there. Giving it to the people.” Taylor was silent a moment. “Dad, they’ll stop me from saving the world.”




“Taylor, listen to yourself. I believe that you believe that you can make a difference. But some of the things you’re saying are crazy. Weapons that can destroy reality. How… Why would you build such a thing?”




Taylor could feel Tony’s memories pressing against her, suffocating her. Taylor! Taylor! Taylor! The mantra helped. With that, she managed a reply, “I’d do anything to protect you. To protect your friends, the people who stood by us when Mom died. I would move Heaven and Earth to save you all.”




Her dad sat back on his heels, a tired sigh issuing forth. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I can get you some help. We don’t have much money, but I can help you. A counselor—”




Suddenly furious, Taylor shouted, “No! Goddamn it! Listen to me! I don’t need a counselor! I need you! I refuse to repeat Tony’s mistakes! I won’t do it! I was always going to tell you! I was! Listen to me. Please, Dad. Listen to me. Help me. Be there for me. I need you. Not a counselor. You. Dad. Daddy…”




It was like the floodgates opened, and for the first time in almost a year, Taylor cried. She felt her dad sweep her back into his arms, rubbing her back and whispering nonsense. She didn’t care. The dam had given way and she had a ocean’s worth of tears to cry.




Taylor held onto her father like he was a life preserver, and in many ways, he felt like one. He helped keep the memories at bay. Here, in his arms, she was more Taylor than she’d been in so long. Even before Tony, she hadn’t been Taylor in so very long. Since her best friend first stabbed her in the back, then did it again over and over every single day thereafter for the next year and a half.




Sobs wracked her slender frame, but her dad was like a rock. Time passed, how much she didn’t know. But finally, the stabbing pain eased and Taylor could think again. Resting her head against Danny’s shoulder, she took careful note of herself. There was a tranquility to her thoughts that hadn’t been present in far too long. Even the turbulence that was Tony Stark seemed calmer. Then again, he’d never cried a tear over his own father. Never truly had a chance to grieve. It had hardened something inside of him from an early age and affected his relationships with all the people in his life. With friends. With women. Maintaining a certain distance. Not allowing any of them to get too close. To breach the shell that covered him.




How fitting that Tony Stark had later become Iron Man. The suit was just another shell, this one physical, that protected him from the others around him.




Taylor had the chance for another path. One where she could live, love, and be happy. She would risk, going that route. There was no way around that. With that risk came the chance of pain. But pain just meant she was alive. Tony had taught her that. His memories. His regrets. Like ashes in her soul.




Slowly pushing away from her dad’s shoulder, she looked him directly in the eye. Danny looked so worried for her. It was as reassuring as his earlier anger. He really loves me, she thought. It was a heady feeling knowing someone cared that much for her. To see it. Feel it. Be surrounded by it.




Speaking softly, Taylor slowly explained to her dad about the End of the World and how she was going to stop it.







Listening to his daughter speak that day was one of the defining moments of Danny Hebert’s life. Always before, when Taylor had a problem, he’d been able to find a solution. To fix things.




Even the suspension he’d found a way to fix. Maybe he’d fallen short on the bullying, but even there, he had a idea that he’d planned to talk to Taylor about before she went back to school.




But this? He’d never felt so helpless before. Her words were like knives, cutting away the safe, relatively benign world they lived in, and exposing all of the dangers that lurked beneath the surface. Dangers that she could now see. Because she’d been given a gif—




No. Danny wouldn’t call it a gift. He refused. It was more like a curse. A terrible responsibility that no one that young should have to shoulder. That Taylor had done so, mostly alone, broke his heart, even as it made him proud.




It was a terrible pride. Now Danny knew how the parents of those Parahumans who faced the Endbringers felt. Not knowing if their child would survive. Knowing only the uncertainty and terrible danger. A danger he could no more protect Taylor from than he could scoop up the ocean with a pail.




Because Danny could see her eyes as she spoke. Taylor’s eyes had always been a window into her innermost being. That had faded somewhat over the last two years, the twin blows of losing her mother and her best friend clouding and occluding that window. But Danny had still been able to see Taylor in there.




Now the window was wide open and a new Taylor shone forth. Her faith in herself was as glorious as it was frightening. Taylor understood things, dark and terrible things that she should never have seen or experienced. They were there, in these new memories. From a man who had lived and died a hero.




From everything Taylor explained, Danny had come to the conclusion that Tony Stark was not a good man. Heroic, yes. Self-sacrificing, maybe. A man of too many excesses, definitely. He was a man who had failed his world and been given a chance, through a surrogate, to save another. But he would need to use Danny’s daughter to do so.




I’m not giving you Taylor, Danny thought, anger again moving within him. He wanted to shout it to the world so that ‘Tony’ could hear him. Instead, Danny tamped down on that anger, not wanting Taylor to see it and think it was aimed at her. Because it wasn’t. If anything, it was aimed at whatever being that had done this. If Tony Stark’s memories were right, and some cosmic entity from his reality had done this, Danny cursed them to hell for their actions.




Because while Taylor burned bright at the moment, Danny had a terrible understanding of just how brief such brilliance could be. After all, Alan Gramme had been one such brilliant light. He would not allow his daughter to go that same route. He’d see her married with a loving husband and children if it killed him. This he swore upon his very soul.




Realizing his daughter was winding down, Danny asked a question, “And Trish? What part does she play in all of this?”




Taylor looked abashed. “I suppose you heard her, too, huh?”




Danny nodded. Of course he had. He’d heard almost all of the conversation between his daughter and the blonde girl. It still scared him, even after all of Taylor’s explanations.




Taylor shrugged. “Then you know that Trish is a Parahuman. A Thinker. One with a unique power. And I’m going to recruit her to help me.”




Danny repeated, “To help you save the world.”




Taylor gave him a solemn nod. Taking a deep breath, Danny stated, “All right, then. How can I help?”




Taylor’s mouth did a fair impression of a fish. “Huh?”




Danny nodded resolutely. He would do anything for his daughter. Now just to figure out what that anything was. “How I can, Daniel Hebert, help you, Taylor Hebert, save the world?”




The fierce hug Danny received as a response almost made up for the terror he felt for Taylor. Almost.







Trish woke up, feeling a lot better than she had before. Slowing getting up, she glanced around the room, realizing that she’d been lying on the couch in the den. When had she…




Memories flooded back. Memories of what Taylor had told her. Of trying to get a handle on things using her power, only to have it backfire on her. The migraine.




Tentatively, Trish moved her head around. There was no trace of the migraine now. Instead, her ability felt like it was raring to go. So much so, that instant curiosity filled her. Where was Taylor Hebert?




The computer on the desk was on and natural nosiness led Trish to investigate. Moving the mouse made the screen saver disappear. The prompt that appeared was requesting a password. Allowing her ability to come to the fore, Trish tried several without success. After a few more minutes, she gave up with a frown. Whatever password protected Taylor’s secrets, it wasn’t anything obvious or from her life. Certainly nothing intuitive.




Trish got up from the chair and headed into the kitchen. She whistled soundlessly as she noted the time. It was after four. She’d slept the day away. Which made sense since she hadn’t really slept much the night before. She—




Trish’s head abruptly turned as she heard a sound of metal on metal. It was coming from a door off to the side of the kitchen. From her tour the day before, she knew that one led to the basement. Taylor had warned her to be careful about coming down there was it was potentially dangerous with so much crap all over the place. Plus, it was full of spiders.




However, spiders didn’t make clanging sounds not being much for working with tools. With care, Trish opened the door and headed down the narrow staircase. Reaching the bottom, she looked around. Then stared. “What are you doing?”




The figure in front of her whirled around, long curly hair flying. An exasperated expression crossed the other’s face as she said, “You keep asking me that.”




“That’s because you keep doing mysterious things. Seriously, though, what are you making?” There were lots of pieces of something sitting all over the work table in front of Taylor.




Taylor shrugged. “An Arc Reactor.”




Trish mouthed the words, then shook her head. “I know I’m a Thinker, but even I need a little more to go on.”




Taylor looked amused. She explained, “It’s a kind of cold fusion reactor that utilizes the beta decay of Palladium-107 ions as a source for the electron captureof Pd-103, thereby producing an electric circuit between two different radioactive isotopes.”




Trish was trying to get her head around the science, when Taylor summed it up, “It produces three gigawatts or the equivalent energy of thirty barrels of oil a minute.”




Trish whistled. “That’s… impressive. What are you going to do with it?”




“Power the house. Get things set up for building a few items that I can use to leverage funds. That’s actually one of the things I wanted to ask you to help me with. If you planned to join up with me that is.”




Power the house? Then Trish understood as she made the connections to how Tinkers could be located by the PRT and the Protectorate. “Smart. Don’t forget to still use a little power, though. It’ll be even better than using no power for keeping you off their radar. And yes, I plan to join up with you. After all, who could say no to helping to save the world? What do you need me to do?”




Taylor gave the metal ring a critical stare, then turned towards her. “Welcome aboard. That’s a really good idea by the way. I’ll make sure to do it. Two things. First, I need you to help me figure out what items might be most helpful to build in terms of impressing someone based upon marketability and sheer usefulness. I have my own ideas, but I want to hear yours. The items don’t have to be helpful to people, but I would prefer it if they were. Second, I need you to research attorneys. I’m going to need representation. One of the first someones we’ll need to impress will be the attorney. Because I can’t afford to pay him right away, he’ll need to understand the potential of what we’re doing. That he will get paid threefold somewhere down the road.”




Trish nodded. “Easy enough. I’ll need access to a computer, though.”




“You can use the one upstairs. The password today is Z!394a0Ob23%9^ !N?yiwQ. Need me to write it down?”




Trish shook her head. “I’ve got it.” Was that why she didn’t intuit a password? That was about as random as it came, but still… “Ahh… anything I should stay away from as far as items to sell?”




Taylor shrugged. “Nothing too big. Nothing too lethal. Try to think of at least one big ticket item that a government or the government might be interested in.”




“The PRT?”




“No. Let’s stick with the actual elected representatives. Like Congress.” Taylor had a strange look on her face as she spoke.




Trish simply nodded, having no desire to risk a migraine by trying to parse Taylor’s deeper meaning. “Okay. I’ll be back in an hour.”




Actually, she doubted it would take that long. She’d already done initial research into trustworthy attorneys who could also be useful to a Parahuman. She should be able to easily pick out someone from her short list just by cross referencing it with someone who also had contacts in government and industry.




Just like that, one name came up. Quinn Calle. Specialist in Parahuman cases. Had contacts in the PRT, the Protectorate, and the US government, as well as several foreign allied governments. He also had contacts in business as he had brokered several deals with very simple forms of Tinker-tech that had proven to be reproducible. Rumored to have an in with Toybox, the home of a group of independent Tinkers. Smart. Amoral. Absolutely dedicated to his clients.




Trish didn’t know how Taylor would feel about him having represented so many villains, but hopefully she would be open to the idea of him representing them.




That done, Trish turned to the next task. Now just what should she ask Taylor to make that could sell for big money and also impress a man like Quinn Calle? The more she typed, the more intense the grin on her face grew.







“What is that operating system you have on your computer?”




Taylor turned around upon hearing the question. She saw Trish, who looked excited. She explained, “It’s based upon an open-source OS from overseas. I made some pretty extensive modifications, though.”




Trish smiled. “It’s amazing. Very intuitive. I especially like how fast it was able to go from program to program.”




Taylor shrugged. “I based it upon Starktech’s OS that was used in all of the computers they sold. Once I get JARVIS up and running, I’ll have him write out a version that we can eventually sell. It beats the hell out of Windows or even Linux. Or that other one you use here. I think it’s called Mac?”




Trish nodded. “Yes, it is. Exactly what is JARVIS? An AI?”




“Yes. Very smart. Very helpful. He’s one of the prerequisites I need to build an armored suit. At least beyond the most basic one.”




Trish frowned. “What are you going to run him on? I don’t imagine that you have access to a supercomputer or Tinker-tech.”




“I’m building my own.” Taylor enjoyed how Trish’s eyes bulged slightly at the news. She held up a hand. “It’s just a basic one, made from a couple of hundred old computer processors, but it’ll do the job until I can build a better one. I’ll probably use it, or a version like it, until I can build one using carbon-based chips instead of silicon.” At Trish’s odd look, Taylor explained, “Too many Parahumans have an affinity with silica. One of the worst villains, someone named Shatterbird, apparently can destroy all forms of electronics in a city she visits, causing huge problems. Carbon will be way better. Faster than hell, too. Now, what do you have for me?”




Taylor listened as Trish explained her choice of attorneys. She kept a frown off her face, even though she didn’t like the idea of using someone who represented supervillains. How much of that was Tony, she didn’t know. But otherwise, he sounded perfect.




Then it was time to hear the ideas about inventions.




Trish began, “First, we need to think in terms of threes. Three items for this go around. One should be a big ticket item that interests governments, especially our own. If it also interests industry that would be a bonus. The second should be an item aimed at people living in industrialized nations. Something that most people could use and can’t be too expensive. The last one should be an item that can be used and sold world-wide. Hundreds of millions of people should be able to afford to buy and use it.”




Trish continued, “It’s important, I think, to first ask, what do people need? With the advent of the Endbringers and the inability to safely ship oil, an efficient way to make plastics would be huge. And by that, I mean government subsidies huge. Everyone would pay for it. Industries. The US government. Foreign governments. Everyone. Big profits that will come very soon.”




Taylor nodded. That made sense. And she’d already considered it. “Okay, so one big ticket item. Any others?”




Trish nodded. “Fusion reactors. No one has been able to come up with a safe commercial fusion reactor versus the fission reactors that we currently use. Those are a constant danger from Endbringers, as well as producing enormous amounts of radioactive waste. A solution there would be very impressive. And net you billions.”




Taylor critiqued the idea. “Billions, maybe. But it would be years coming. Any others?”




“A few more. Antigravity. For travel and for military applications. A ranged energy weapon. One that has multiple settings from stun on up. That can be sold in rifle form to the US military. It would allow them a much greater chance to defeat certain Parahumans. The flip side would be an energy shield. To protect troops from Parahumans and Endbringers alike. Hugely profitable. And very quick to market if you have a design.”




Taylor frowned. She didn’t want to get into weapons manufacturing so soon. Maybe the shield, then again, maybe not. After a few moments of consideration, she said, “I can build a plastic’s synthesizer that can use a variety of plant matter to make high quality plastics. As long as there is some form of oil in the plants, such as corn, any number of beans, or even sawgrass. And it wouldn’t need that much energy to do so, mostly using a series of chemical processes. I think that’s the way to go.”




Trish gave her an enthusiastic nod. “The next item is the one for industrial nations. I made a short list. A Holographic Projector/Recorder. An OS like the one you are already planning. A digital personal assistant, like a dumbed down AI. High capacity batteries or capacitors, useful in industry. Powered prosthetics and powered exoskeletons for the handicapped and industry respectively. A useful voice to text converter. Materials that are stronger or have unique properties. Specialized net search engine. Anti-viral software.”




Taylor nodded. “That’s a pretty good list. I think I can go one better. How about a Catalytic Water Converter that turns water into it’s constituent elements H2 and O2 and burns them for energy? I can build one that would power the average household with a little left over. That way, if there’s an attack and the electric grid goes down, they will still have power. Even better, it produces part of the water back again as a waste product.”




Trish eyed her speculatively. “You can do that? Seriously?”




“Yeah. I can build almost anything, really, although some things need a lot more tooling and other technologies. Stark Enterprises had so many things in the works back in the day. That was just one of them. Think it would sell?”




Trish spoke in a cautious tone. “How much would it cost to build? The per unit cost, I mean.”




Taylor considered. With the rare earth metals it would require, it wouldn’t be dirt cheap. Ballparking it, she said, “About a thousand dollars to build, so we could sell it for three to four times that.”




Trish spoke in a rush, “Yes, at that price, it would sell. Governments would buy it. For troops in the field. Better than generators by far. People would buy it to power their houses. You could have power even living out in the most remote locations. What would the life expectancy be?”




“Probably at least twenty years. Based upon continuous use. Longer if it were intermittent.”




“Taylor, that could sell better than the plastics synthesizer. Cheap energy like that has been the dream of everyone since the beginning of civilization.”




Taylor hadn’t considered how important it would be to a society that not only didn’t have fusion reactors, but that also didn’t have a source of cheap fossil fuels anymore. Her thoughts were interrupted by a squeal from Trish. “Taylor! We can use a smaller version in cars! We can license it for everything. Even propeller driven aircraft. There might even already be electric engines that could use the energy. I’ll need to look into that.”




“Smaller version? Just how big do you think the thing is?” Taylor was almost offended at the idea that something she was building would be oversize. Then she realized who was behind it. Go away, Tony, she thought.




Trish shrugged. “I don’t know. Refrigerator sized? Bigger?”




Taylor shook her head. “Two foot by three foot by three foot cube. Plus the water source, whether constant or a tank. I think that would fit in a car.”




Trish nodded rapidly, almost manic in her excitement. “Yes, it would. Great idea. Now for the last set. Worldwide distribution. Any kind of healing device. A device for producing fresh water. Low moisture form of farming. Effective medicines such as new antibiotics. High yield crops.”




The only form of healing device that Taylor knew of was a Portable Doc. But that was one and a half times the size of a refrigerator and would likely cost over twenty thousand dollar to build even scavenging some parts. Plus she’d need JARVIS or something like him to help run it. Not a bad item to have, especially for troops who didn’t have immediate access to doctors, but not for an undeveloped nation as it would be far too expensive and impractical. Plus, she couldn’t afford to build one right now. Taylor did know of a couple of forms of medication, one a highly effective antibiotic, the other a form of quick heal. Both might work. However, of all the things that Trish had listed, the one that seemed the most useful was the fresh water supplier.




Taylor explained her idea. “How about a solar powered water filtration unit that can produce enough fresh water for a family of five? It can even process liquids like urine, turning them into one hundred percent pure H2O. Depending on the location, it can even pull moisture out of the air, probably enough to live on in a humid climate. Even in a dry desert climate, it would be enough to keep one person from dying from thirst. Err… probably.”




“That would be fine. Taylor, how long would it take for you to make these items?” There was an undertone of wonderment in Trish’s voice. Surprising, considering she lived in a world where stuff far more exotic was commonplace. Then again, almost none of that stuff had trickled down to ordinary people, whereas Taylor’s items would be for everyone.




Back to Trish’s question. Taylor allowed Tony’s memories to the fore. She carefully considered everything, including her budget and how primitive her resources were. There would be a lot of grunt work in recovering the more rare metals from junked components as she couldn’t afford to buy them. Plus she still had to finish JARVIS and the arc reactor. All told, at least a month of eight to ten hour days. That’s what she told Trish.




Trish asked, “You think your dad will go for that? What about school?”




Taylor explained what she and her dad had come up with the day before, “Dad promised that if I make perfect scores on the make up tests, that he’ll push for me to test out of high school. I’ll get my diploma as soon as I pass them. They’re like harder SAT’s. There’s precedent as a girl in the grade ahead of me did that last year. So there shouldn’t be anymore high school drama to worry about.” She tried not to let that same relief show in her voice or on her face. Considering Trish’s next words, she’d clearly failed.




In a careful tone, Trish said, “That’s good. I don’t know how bad it was there for you—”




Frowning, Taylor interrupted her, “Leave it alone, Trish. I haven’t asked about your home life. Give me the same respect and don’t ask about my school. Okay?” Wow, that almost had to be Tony, she thought. Trying to soften her initial words, Taylor said, “Look, it’s a sensitive subject. I just don’t want to talk about it right now.”




Trish held up her hands. “No problem. I understand.” She sat there looking contemplative. After a moment, she said, “You know, when you told me to come up with a list of things to sell, I wrote up the most pie in the sky list imaginable. Stuff that no one’s figure out how to make, or if they have, it’s advanced Tinkertech one off’s that have to be maintained by the inventor at a prohibitive cost to their schedule. You didn’t even blink at it. Is there anything you can’t build?”




Giving the other girl’s questions serious consideration, Taylor finally shook her head. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. If I can visualize it, I can build it. And Trish?”




“Yeah?”




“I can visualize almost anything.”




After that, neither girl spoke for a while. Finally Trish said, “I have been meaning to ask you something. I am getting paid for doing this, aren’t I?”




Taylor laughed out loud. That was definitely Tony who found Trish’s question amusing. He was Captain Irreverence. Forcing herself to stop, Taylor said, “Yes, you’re getting paid. Like the attorney, though.”




Trish sighed. “Yeah. Yeah. I get it. When you get paid, I get paid.”




“Exactly.”









Chapter Seven—Virtual Memorials



Taylor stared at the bluish-white glow of the arc reactor, triumph filling her. She’d done it. She’d built an arc reactor. From the crude meter she’d put together, it was spot on in its power output. Now all she had to do was hook it up to the electrical grid of her home and they would no longer need to purchase electricity, although they would continue using just enough to show someone who was hurting for money and couldn’t afford to run things like air conditioning. Instead, they would emulate a house running just a refrigerator and a few lights, pushed to the ragged edge.




“So that’s it, huh?”




She turned as she heard Trish’s voice. Taylor couldn’t help the faint frown that crossed her features at how unimpressed the other girl sounded. Then Trish chuckled. “You’re so easy. I admit, it’s awesome. So what’s next on the agenda?”




“Next is JARVIS. Once I hook this up to the house, I can afford the energy to run him and his cooling without showing up as a big blip on the PRT’s radar. Once he’s done, you’ll really be able to rock the information superhighway.”




Trish looked doubtful, this time genuinely. “Are you sure that it’s safe to build an AI? Without any built in limits?”




Taylor gave her a sharp glance. “JARVIS has limits.”




“Uh huh. Do whatever Taylor tells you to do and don’t hurt the good guys isn’t what most people think of when they think of limits on an AI. You aren’t even going to forbid him from reproducing.”




Taylor sighed. “Look, if JARVIS wants to make more little JARVIS’s and have them running around, I’m fine with that. I’m far more worried about someone hacking him. Not that I think they’ll be able to.” This last part was muttered under her breath.




“That’s why you’re going to hard code several of his functions, isn’t it?” Trish looked thoughtful as she spoke.




After all, Taylor had reassured her that it would be virtually impossible for anyone to hack JARVIS. Still, she reiterated some of it yet again. “Yes, I’m going to use a mix of hard coding and alien tech to make him pretty much unhackable. If someone can get around a mix of Shi’iar, Kree, Skrull, and forty-first century human security as well as my own personal brand of expertise, they deserve the right to hack him. Somehow, I don’t think that even Parahumans are going to be able to do that.”




Trish shook her head. “I don’t know if you’re underestimating them or not.”




Taylor cocked her head as she picked up something in Trish’s voice. “Still having trouble using your ability on me?”




“You and most of the things you work on.” Trish’s voice was aggrieved as she spoke. “It’s the most annoying thing I’ve had to deal with since I triggered.”




Taylor got up and gave her a pat on the cheek. “There, there. Want some cheese to go with that whine?”




Trish pulled away from her. “Tony alert.”




“Goddammit! Sneaky bastard. He keeps doing that. Uh, thanks, by the way.” Taylor gritted her teeth. Ever since she’d told Trish to watch for her channeling Tony, the girl had done so with a vengeance. Even without using her ability, she was uncannily accurate. Which made Taylor curious. “Just how are you doing that? Telling when I’m acting like Tony if your ability isn’t working on me?”




Trish gave her a sunny smile. “Easy. I just watch for you acting like me.”




Taylor’s return look was deadpan, but inwardly she was repressing a smile. It was nice having a friend.







Trish pushed her hair back from her face. She’d spent hours on the computer and was no closer to figuring out who’d tried to snatch her than before. Maybe it was time for another approach. She was about to go back to typing, thinking that she could follow hypothetical money trails for mercenary recruitment when she was interrupted.




“Trish, shouldn’t you be in bed?”




Danny Hebert. She froze for a second, then turned around with a dazzling smile. “Hi, Mr Hebert. I’m just wrapping up some loose ends to help out Taylor.”




Taylor’s father stared at her, no answering smile gracing his features. “I’ve told you to call me Danny, Trish. But maybe a little formality is for the best right now.”




Oh no. No no no no no. This was not happening. Trying to prevaricate, Trish said, “I’m not sure what you mean.”




The doubtful glance Danny sent her way told Trish exactly what he thought of what she’d just said. “You know exactly what I mean. If living with you and Taylor the past few days has taught me anything, it’s that both of you are terrifyingly intelligent. Certainly you understand the meaning behind the things I say almost before I say them. Don’t you?”




What the hell could she say to that? “I…”




He nodded. “That’s what I thought. So you probably know what I’m about to say, right?”




Trish hated the sullenness present in her voice as she stated, “I should use better judgment when determining a bedtime. You’re the adult and I should listen to you. I’m living under your roof and should respect boundaries set for me. You care about me and are only doing what’s best for me.” This last was said in a wistful tone and Trish stopped, unable to go on with a vulnerability laid bare like that.




Danny nodded, any discomfort he was feeling well hidden. Not to her, but to anyone else. Oddly enough, he wasn’t really uncomfortable with Trish. In a lot of ways that was more devastating than if he’d wanted to burn her at the stake. Why couldn’t her family have been more like him?




Trish stopped that line of thought immediately. Instead, she focused on something else. “You want me to be in the best shape I can be so that I can help Taylor.” There, at least that was selfish, she thought in satisfaction, short-lived that it was.




Danny nodded, his expression neutral. “Can you blame me? I do want Taylor to stay safe. She’s talking about going off and fighting monsters. Saving the world. What parent wouldn’t worry?”




Mine, Trish thought.




“But I still want you to be safe as well. I want you to be happy. In a lot of ways, you ended up with the more difficult power. I mourn Taylor’s loss of innocence. Having a forty plus year old man in her head who was a major league playboy isn’t exactly how I wanted her to learn about sex and relationships. Tony was a cynical, womanizing bastard, God rest his soul. Taylor has to live with that. You, on the other hand, can read people like a book, their emotions, their motivations laid bare for you. I worry that no one is ever going to be good enough to not show up negatively in your eyes. Not when you can intuit their innermost secrets and feelings.”




Trish visibly winced. She knew exactly what he was talking about. Every time she met a guy, a potential boyfriend, Trish knew exactly what they were thinking about her. The good and the bad. And no one was pretty enough and confident enough to enter into a relationship with that knowledge battering at it. Certainly she wasn’t. And the sex? Trish shuddered at that memory.




Still, she tried to head Danny off by telling him a partial truth. “I don’t think relationships are going to be for me. Reading people that deeply isn’t a good thing. Even now, you’re wondering if I’ll be strong enough to help Taylor.”




Danny looked pained. “Probably. You’re reading things before I even think about them. If you can read that, then you know that I am concerned about you as well. Not just in the ways you can help my daughter. Understand?”




Trish did understand. Danny was genuine in his concern. Like everyone, he had deeper motives. But that didn’t mean that he wasn’t a good person who saw someone hurting and wanted to help. No wonder Taylor was such a saint with him as her father.




Trish saw Danny’s flaws as well. He had a temper that erupted at times. But it was something he had been working on for a long time and it rarely saw the light of day anymore. There were a few others. He could be impatient, especially toward those he considered insincere and disingenuous. And he felt a sense of futility from his job, being unable to help the people who looked to him.




Still, at the end of the day, Danny Hebert was a good man. One she couldn’t afford to alienate. So she would follow his party line to avoid any friction. At least that was what Trish told herself as she got up from the computer after shutting it down. As she accepted his quick hug. As she went to sleep still thinking about him and not her own family. Because anything else would be far too painful.







“I hate you. You know that, right?”




Taylor repressed a grin as she finished putting the black dye on Trish’s hair before covering it with the plastic cap to set up. “Don’t blame me. You’re the one who wants to come with me and help with gathering stuff for my inventions. You can’t do that as a blonde.”




The other girl’s smile looked anything but foxlike as she sat there and sulked. “I didn’t think you were going to dye my hair. Especially not black.”




“What did you think was going to happen? You were going to put on a wig?”




Trish’s look told Taylor that was exactly what she’d thought. She was sincere as she said, “I am sorry. But wigs, even the best ones, are noticeable. Better to use dye. That, along with these silicone inserts I made for your face, will make you unrecognizable to facial identification software.”




Trish gave her another grumpy look. Taylor softly coaxed, “Besides, this way, you’ll look like a member of the family. I made the inserts that way. You’ll look enough like me and dad to be my sister. I’ve always wanted a brother or sister.” Taylor couldn’t help her wistful tone as she considered yet another way in which she and Tony were alike.




Trish’s hand on her shoulder drove all thoughts of Tony out of her mind. They ended up sitting there in companionable silence until it was time to rinse the dye out of Trish’s hair.







Taylor yawned over her fourth cup of coffee that morning. She had finished all of the required physical parts for her version of JARVIS, as well as just enough of his programming, and was booting him up for the first time. If everything worked as it should, he would finish writing the rest of his own code and all she would have to do was integrate the newly written parts into his overall scheme.




Taylor glanced over to her left at Trish, who was concealing her own excitement with a blase expression. Still, she got a quick wink in response. Her dad, who hovered on her other side, was grinning like a loon. Her team, Taylor thought with a smile.




Quickly pushing the discreet black button at the top of the makeshift server case she stood in front of, Taylor listened as the various fans spun up, followed by the gurgling sound of water running. Inside, processors, RAM, fans, and hard drives would all be receiving power for the first time together. She’d tested them all separately, but that was a entirely different animal. It was in working together that the true test began.




Taylor sat down at the bare workstation she’d installed, with it’s simple keyboard, mouse, and monitor. JARVIS would eventually be able to talk, but that was over ten million lines of code from now. He wouldn’t be able to differentiate tone and context for at least five times that. But eventually, he would be everything that Tony Stark’s memories said he would be. He would truly be JARVIS.




Taylor had long considered and reconsidered what to name her AI. At various times, she had wanted to change its name, voice, and very nature. But something had stayed her hand. It had been driven partially by Tony’s memories, but also partially by her own feelings as well.




JARVIS was a person in his own right. That he had been created by Tony Stark didn’t mean he wasn’t alive. And Taylor couldn’t leave him to dwell, lost and forgotten, in darkness and death. Tony loved him as much as he loved anyone and probably more than most. Therefore, she did as well. So JARVIS would live again, complete with a British accent, a dryly sardonic attitude, and a strong concern for her welfare. That was the least she could do to honor the person who made this all possible.




Taylor typed briefly on the keyboard.




.:Execute Main Program Rewrite Alpha Praetorian One:.




.:Executing:.




.:ETA: 285h59m46s:.




.:Integration: 5h59m46s:.




She turned to her audience with a look of triumph, then deflated as she registered their confusion. “It’s working,” she said unnecessarily.




“Very nice, Taylor.” Her dad’s smile was a bit uncertain as he glanced at the screen.




“That’s it? I thought it would be flashier.” Trish’s smile told Taylor she was teasing, but the words still grated a bit.




Taylor closed her eyes, then reopened them with a glare. “He’s working fine.” She glanced at the countdown timer. “Well, he will be once he’s done writing code. I just have to integrate him every six hours.”




Her dad frowned. “Every six hours? Four times a day? What about sleep?”




Taylor shrugged. “I’ll nap. Dad, it won’t kill me.”




“Uh huh. We’ll see about that.”




Trish’s eyes were speculative as they traveled from Taylor to the screen and back. “What if you miss one?”




“It won’t do anything except delay things by however much time I wait. JARVIS needs each integration to keep going on. Each time he integrates, he gets faster. Writes a larger, much more complicated block of code in the same six hour timespan.”




“How long until it talks?”




Danny looked surprised. “It’s going to be able to talk? I thought it was a computer?”




Taylor stood up. “He will be able to talk in about fourteen days or so. But he won’t be at his best until he’s done, just over twenty days from now. In the meantime, I need to start on the other projects we’re going to need to show the attorney. You do have a plan to get his attention, right, Trish?”




Trish nodded decisively, her smile mischievous. “I do. Mr Calle won’t know what hit him.”




Danny gave her a doubtful look. “Trish, you’re not planning to do anything that isn’t on the up and up, are you?”




Trish turned to him and put her right hand over her heart. “I swear everything’s completely legal.”




Still, Taylor could see Trish’s other hand behind her back with her fingers crossed in a familiar gesture. Oh well, she thought, hopefully, it’s not too illegal. With that, Taylor wandered over to her work table, already planning exactly how she was going to build the Catalytic Water Converter. All she needed were the rarer metals to create a catalyst for the chemical reaction in order to get H2 and O2 as byproducts. Now if she just used Technetium instead of Rhodium, that might save her some time in the catalyst department. But if she did that, she would need to change out the Platinum for Iridium.




Taylor never saw her audience leave.







Taylor blinked as the alarm went off. It felt like it was even earlier than usual for some reason. Then she saw the time. It was only six am, when she’d set it for nine, planning to skip her run and katas for some reason she couldn’t remember at the moment. So this is what three hours of sleep feels like, she thought. Then her thoughts were interrupted as a black-headed blur pounced on her.




“Taylor! Get up! It’s Christmas!”




Oh yeah, that’s why she had planned to sleep in. Christmas. Taylor slid out of bed and accompanied her friend downstairs to the Christmas tree they’d set up. There, she found her father blearily sipping a cup of hot coffee. When she held out a hand, he gave it to her.




Taylor gulped down half of the scalding bitter brew, then handed it back. She decided not to think about where her current coffee fixation had come from when she had always preferred tea. That way lay badness. To take her mind off of it, she stared at the tree for a while. Finally, Taylor said, “I don’t remember there being quite so many presents under it.”




“That’s because I took some time the past few days and bought a few extra presents for the good little girls and boys.” Trish’s foxlike grin was more than a little manic, but Taylor decided to forgive her since it was the season and all.




Taylor glanced at her father, who just smiled back at her. Okay, he was apparently fine with this, whatever this was. In the meantime, Trish had started handing out presents. All too soon, each of them had a pile of wrapped gifts in front of them.




“Well, aren’t you going to open them?”




Taylor immediately started in on her gifts, tearing open the wrappings and scattering the pieces to the winds. At one point, she almost stopped as she realized that she was pulling a Tony who had never had to clean up after himself. Then she decided to just keep going. Taylor could pull out the broom and dustpan when she was done. Take that, playboy, she thought triumphantly.




Finally finished, Taylor looked over her loot. She had four shirts, only two of which she was sure were dad approved, the others being short enough to show at least a couple of inches of her stomach. She also had three pairs of jeans, one low rise and very tight, and two skirts, both extremely short. There were also three different books she’d been wanting to read. Taylor forcibly suppressed Tony’s approval of the designer labels on several of the items. Snob, she thought.




It wasn’t hard to figure out who had bought what and Taylor delivered hugs to all parties involved. As she hugged her father, she whispered, “I love you, Dad. Merry Christmas.”




“Merry Christmas, Taylor. I love you, too.” Giving her a final smile, he went back to examining the electric shaver Taylor had purchased and rebuilt for him. It would now deliver a world-class shave with zero skin chafing, a fact he would hopefully appreciate. Eventually, Taylor might reinvent that permanent depilatory foam, but that was something for the future. Until then, they would both have to keep shaving the requisite parts of their anatomies that required it.




With Trish, Taylor just hugged her and asked, “Do you really think I’m going to wear those tops and skirts? Me?”




There was a look of faint alarm on her dad’s face as Trish winked at her. “You never know, do you? I picked out stuff that will look amazing on you. I bet Tony will approve.”




Taylor just shook her head, unable to keep a smile from her face. She watched as Trish looked over her own gifts. Again, there was a dichotomy between the gifts from Taylor and those from Danny. But Trish clearly appreciated them all as she hugged a soft blue cotton top to her face, her smile completely genuine for once.




Taylor had again gone with the technology theme, and had given Trish a smart phone that would work even without cell towers, being able to access satellite signals. It was also encrypted to be virtually unhackable. Taylor had one of her own to match, and yet another for her dad. However, she was waiting until later to hand those out with how her dad felt about cell phones. While she understood that using one had contributed to her mother’s death, Taylor doubted that it was the only factor. They were far too useful to not have on hand, especially when they reached Phase Two of her plan.




But for now, it was Phase One and Christmas, so extra cell phones could wait. Taylor was looking forward to trying the Christmas dinner that Trish was going to make. Supposedly she could cook more complicated things than she had so far, or had figured out how to from reading about it. How well remained to be seen. Or tasted.







Taylor hit enter and watched as the latest update to JARVIS took place. This one integrated noticeably faster than the first few. JARVIS was now starting to fly, but compared to how fast he would eventually be, he was still coding at the equivalent of a crawl. She briefly checked over the code that was scrolling across the screen almost too fast for even her to read, then moved over to her workbench.




In separate piles, lay evidence of the past several days of both her own and Trish’s time. Taylor had all of the metals she needed to build each of the items that she was planning to show the attorney. Now all she had to do was some machining work and general assembly. Nothing too terribly complex, at least for her.




Taylor would also need to provide complete plans for each, including scale ups, but that could wait for JARVIS. He would be able to easily write those when he was fully operational in another week and a half. In the meantime, she was using the distraction of building the devices as a way to avoid thinking about tomorrow.




Because tomorrow was the day Taylor returned to Winslow High to take her make up tests and possibly deal with her nemeses. If she were lucky, she would not have to see Emma, Sophia, or Madison. Unfortunately, Taylor couldn’t count on luck being on her side. Especially not in regard to high school.




So Taylor would need to be on the look out for them. She would need to ace her tests. Then she would need her dad’s help to convince the administration to allow her to test out of the remainder of school. However, even without luck, she had a plan to deal with her bullies and an uncaring school administration once and for all. Or rather Tony did. If she had to use it, they would regret ever having hurt her.







Emma tapped Sophia on the shoulder, giggling slightly at the other girl’s surprise. “Fooled you.”




Spinning around, Sophia gave her a slightly disgruntled look. “Yeah, yeah. Laugh it up. After all, it’s not like we’re doing anything important.”




Emma shrugged. “Suck it up. Did you find out anything about why Hebert’s not in class?”




Sophia exchanged a conspiratorial look with the other inner member of their little group, Madison Clements, then nodded. “I did. Taylor’s taking make up exams. She’ll be in there all morning. Maybe even all day. But after that…”




Emma’s answering smile was cruel even for her before it changed to one of consideration. “After that, we, or rather you, put her in the locker.”




Sophia crowed, “Hebert’s gonna freak!”




Madison’s face wore a faintly ill look as she protested, “I still think that’s going too far. I mean, that stuff’s been sitting around festering since she was suspended. Putting it in there this morning was sickening. I can still smell it if I get too close to her locker. It’s gross.”




Emma glared at her. “You can’t smell anything from outside. It’s all your imagination. Now quit being such a wimp. After all, this was partly your idea. Besides, Taylor should have taken a hint when we got her suspended, right Sophia?”




“Bitch deserves it for being weak. Besides, it’s not as if it’ll kill her. Best and worst thing that could happen would be if she snaps and goes a little nuts. They can put her in the looneybin. Then she’s out of our hair.” Sophia could have been talking about the weather instead of their classmate for all of the emotion in her voice.




Emma pushed aside a feeling of horrified disbelief that she had descended to this as she considered Sophia’s words. Fuck that. Taylor did deserve it. For being a nobody and trying to make Emma the same. For being oblivious when she should have been paying attention. For not being there when Emma had needed her. Now she was going to pay. Besides, a few stinky tampons and some garbage wasn’t going to hurt her. Emma doubted that it would hurt nearly as much as stealing and destroying her mother’s flute had. Now that had been fun.




Or as much as it would when Emma hit her with what she had been saving up for the past several months. But that particular gem would wait for the future. For now, it was the locker and some disgusting waste. All designed to push Taylor out of her sight and out of her life. After this, the nobody would be put in her place.




Emma had one final piece of advice. “Don’t forget that if we don’t see Taylor by lunchtime, we’re waiting around for her in that empty classroom where we can see her locker. We’re only getting one shot at her with this and I don’t want to miss it. Understand?”




The submissive nods of the other two girls was a salve for Emma’s anger. With a smile, she led her friends back to class.







Taylor bit back a yawn as she finished the last of the tests she’d been assigned. They were predictably ridiculously harder than the midterms they replaced. Not that it mattered. She had aced them all, not missing so much as one problem. The only one she hadn’t been one hundred percent sure about going in was History, and that had turned out to be just as easy as the rest.




Not that Taylor had really studied for the test, but she had briefly read her history book. For someone like Tony Stark, who could become an expert in a complex, technological field overnight, that had been more than enough.




Now all she had to do was hit her locker on the way out, clearing out anything she wasn’t planning to leave here. Because other than to test out of school, Taylor wasn’t coming back. She was done wasting her time trying to fit in here. Especially when she didn’t need high school anymore. Nor the problems that came along with it. At least she didn’t have to worry about running into anyone. It was between classes and that meant her former trio of bullies would be in class and out of her way, as would be the rest of the student population.




Taylor had seen her former best friend Emma as she had strolled into school before classes started. Emma had given her appearance a look of surprise before her expression had turned into a contemptuous sneer. She’d then deliberately turned away, and Taylor had ignored her in turn.




Truth be told, Taylor was almost as surprised by her own appearance as Emma was. She had let Trish talk her into one of those tops that showed off nearly three inches of her now flat stomach as well as the skintight jeans that she’d given Taylor for Christmas. At least she gotten her way and worn a jean jacket over it, even if she kept it unbuttoned.




Taylor had gotten some second looks while walking toward the classroom for her make up tests and she had to admit that Trish (and Tony) were right in that the clothes were flattering to her too thin figure. At least with the exercise program that she’d been on, her stomach was flat as a board.




Walking up to her locker, Taylor wrinkled her nose as she smelled something foul. Joy, she thought, I wonder what that could be. Opening the door, Taylor was assaulted by one of the foulest sights and smells she had ever experienced. The only thing keeping her from retching was that Tony remembered far worse things and she had already yakked to those memories. Compared to some of those, this was positively tame.




Taylor sensed more than saw someone coming up behind her and abruptly spun out of the way as Sophia Hess drove herself face first into the disgusting mess of her locker, helped along by a lucky elbow to the back of her head. The training regimen that Taylor had been putting herself through had definitely helped and it was relatively simple to kick the surprised girl’s legs out from under her, dropping her face first into the worst of the mess in her locker. As a final insult, Taylor pulled a zip tie from a pocket of her backpack and quickly fastened the girl’s hands together behind her back, although it was only because of the extra muscle that she’d put on recently that she’d been able to secure both of Sophia’s wrists.




Standing back up, Taylor placed her foot and at least half of her weight on the small of Sophia’s back to hold her in place, conscious of the effort it took. Looking around her, she met the stunned gazes of Emma and Madison, the other two members of the bullying trio. She raised an ironic brow and waited to see what they would do, even as Sophia began cursing and struggling to get loose between bouts of retching. She didn’t know how they weren’t in class, but realized they must have skipped to get a shot at her. Well, Taylor thought in dread, there goes my idea for a quiet day.









Chapter Eight—A Dish Best Served Cold



Taylor took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Okay, Tony, she thought, do your absolute worst, but be careful of Emma. She’s the most dangerous one here. Tony must have been listening because suddenly, Taylor knew exactly what to say. Her first words aloud were, “Sophia Hess. Emma Barnes. Madison Clements. Funny running into you here. Then again, the smell should have given it away. Emma, you really should keep your attack dog on a shorter leash. See what happens when you don’t?”




“You…” Emma breathed, the intensity of her stare far outweighing her volume of her voice. “You complete…” She took a deep breath, and released it. Her voice calmer, she asked, “Why do you keep coming back here, Taylor? What are you trying to accomplish? Don’t you know how everyone feels about you?”




Taylor waited, her expression bored, even as her stomach roiled at the confrontation. Finally, she yawned for effect. “That’s it? That’s all you got? Seriously? After all the things you’ve said and done, you question my motives for going to school? Pull up that same tired bullshit that you created? That’s kinda sad, really.” Then to the struggling girl upon whom her foot still rested, Taylor said, “Bad dog. Stay.”




Madison intervened at this point, her voice shrill, “You don’t get to talk to her that way! She’s—”




Taylor interrupted her, while waving a finger at Emma. “Now, now. We don’t want to hear the yap dog either. This is between you and me, Emma. Call off your little doggie or I’ll have to get a rolled up newspaper.”




Madison stamped her foot in annoyance and opened her mouth to respond. As she did so, Taylor, with deadly precision, interrupted her, “Yap.” Then she did it again when the petite girl tried once more to speak. “Yap, yap.” There was a cold contempt audible in her voice as she finished with one final, “Yap.”




After that, Madison just stood there, a look of stunned disbelief upon her face. She actually flinched as Taylor mouthed one more “Yap” at her. Taylor could barely believe that had worked, but it had. Now to deal with the leader of the pack.




Emma was visibly seething at Taylor’s treatment of her friends. It was likely what made her fall back on old habits. “You really shouldn’t have done this, Taylor. Now you’re going down for assaulting us. How much of a suspension do you think you’ll get? Or will you be expelled? I should just call a teacher right now.”




Taylor casually clapped her hands while nodding her head. “Bravo! You know, for just one second, I was actually trembling. Not in fear, but there was an emotion there. Oh wait, it was contempt. Emma, you really are a fucking idiot. Besides, you want to tell me how much you hate me more than get me in trouble with a teacher.” That was pretty much the truth, Taylor thought, her fear slowly fading as her anger grew.




Emma’s eyes grew dark and deadly even as Madison defended her. “She’s not an id—”




“Yap.” Taylor smiled in cold amusement as Madison shut up. “Good dog.”




Emma’s expression grew thoughtful. In a fake tone of sympathy, she said, “You know, Taylor, I would have thought you’d be more upset after just spending Christmas with only one parent. Your mother being dead and all. Which was completely your fault. Imagine killing your own mother? I would have thought you’d cry yourself to sleep for a week straight.”




Taylor slowly raised one brow, her expression showing only disbelief even as pain ripped through her. It was a low blow to use something that she’d told the other in confidence during the lowest point of her life. But then again, that was who Emma was now. Taylor would not give her the satisfaction of reacting, although by the slight widening of Emma’s eyes, she still must of seen something. “That’s it? That’s your big plan? To give me a hard time because I cried myself to sleep for a week when my mother died? Emma, anyone would cry like that if their mother died. What? Were you raised by wolves? Even someone like you, if you found out that your mother died, would cry. I bet even Sophia here would shed a tear. Isn’t that right, attack dog?”




Taylor ground her shoe into the other girl’s back as she spoke, anger at what had been said to her making her press harder than she intended. For a moment, almost her entire weight rested on Sophia’s back, then she backed off. Regardless, only muttered imprecations and gagging sounds answered her. She wasn’t really listening to Sophia, all of her attention focused upon the other two girls in front of her.




“Then again, maybe not.” Taylor pinned Madison with an icy stare. “How about you, yap dog? Would you cry if mommy dearest headed into the great hereafter? If she got mangled in a wreck and bled out at the scene?” Taylor knew she was projecting, but she couldn’t make herself stop. It was how her mother and both of Tony’s parents had died and it still hurt to think about it.




Madison’s lips actually trembled. She didn’t answer and finally a tear spilled its way down her cheek. Emma turned her way and exclaimed, “God, Mads, you’re letting her get to you. Get it together!”




Truer words were never spoken, Taylor thought as she shook her head. But it was she who needed to get it together. “Tsk, tsk. Emma, you really are an evil bitch. Which makes it amazing that the teachers here actually believe your act.”




Emma gave her a cold glare. In a voice made all the more deadly for its syrupy sweetness, she explained as if to an idiot, “Of course they believe me, Taylor. Because they’re a bunch of pathetic, idiotic losers who couldn’t find their own ass with both hands. All I have to do is tell them something and they’re ready to say, ‘You poor dear, we’ll follow right up on that.’ Don’t you wish they believed you like that, Taylor?” This last was said in a tone of false sympathy, as if commiserating with Taylor.




Taylor’s tone was even as she said, “Like Mrs Reese.” Like the ultimate betrayal, she thought dully.




Emma’s eyes gleamed darkly. There was sadistic glee in her voice as she said, “Mrs Reese couldn’t wait to buy what I was selling her. I could have told her that the moon was made of green cheese and you’d stolen it and she would have believed me and had you in to see Principal Blackwell. That test was just a bonus. Poor Taylor, she was one of the teachers that you actually liked, wasn’t she?”




Taylor held up a hand and idly examined her nails, while inwardly shaking. She forced her tone to be casual as she stated, “I never did figure out how you got a hold of her test. I would have thought she’d keep them locked up.”




Emma shrugged in utter unconcern. “Sophia got it. I don’t know how. But it was easy from there. You were so desperate to do better. You must have studied a ton. Then you end up blowing chunks after Reese said you were a cheater. Classic Taylor. So pathetic since your mom died.”




Taylor’s response was instant. “Classic Emma. Such a bitch since she met Sophia.” But she was left wondering how did Sophia get a hold of the test? Dismissing the thought for now, Taylor pushed again, “Are there any teachers you like? I mean, you must at least like Mr Gladly. He lets you hang out in groups in class and figure out ways to torture me.”




Emma’s face was a picture of frustrated anger at not getting more of a reaction from Taylor, which probably made her go further than she meant to. “As if. That loser is worthless. He’s so pathetic. He must have been some nerdy geek back in high school, desperate for everyone to like him. Especially the popular kids. And he still is. I get away with murder in his class and either he doesn’t know it, or worse, knows, but won’t do anything about it. I mean, he watched me pour orange juice on your seat one day and I told him I spilled it by accident. And he bought it! That’s what happens when you’re popular, but then you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, Taylor?”




At that moment, Sophia tried to twist around. Taylor let her, stepping mostly off of her, and for the first time, she was treated with a view of Sophia’s face as it came free of the bottom of her locker.




Sophia’s face was covered in blood, bugs, and vomit, as was the carefully corn-rowed hair. Bits of rotted stinking tampons clung to her cheeks and forehead. Her nose was clearly swelling and likely broken either from the collision with the back of the locker or when her feet were swept out from under her. Looking up at Taylor, Sophia snarled, “I’m gwonna kwill yoo, Whebwet.”




Twisting around so that she could see Emma, who visibly recoiled at the view, Sophia snapped, “Swhut wha fook wup, shwe’s pwaying woo. Dwon’t well wer anythoong mo’.” Emma’s face changed from disgust to confusion as she seemed to consider Sophia’s words. She also looked concerned for the plight of her friend, making an aborted attempt to reach down to her, then apparently rethinking it.




Before Emma could respond, Taylor mockingly said, “Ooooh, the attack dog turns on its owner. Or were you trying to save her from herself? Then again, you were never that loyal a doggie, were you, Sophia? Not like little Mads here. Yap, yap!” This last was a warning and again Madison shut her mouth. The only sound she made was a sniffling one as her eyes glittered with unshed tears.




Emma stared down at her friend. “What were you trying to say, Sophia? Why couldn’t you get this skinny bitch into the locker?” This last was said in a plaintive tone. “And after Mads and I managed to get all that waste and dump it in. You should have put her in the locker!” Emma stamped her foot in frustration.




Sophia blinked rapidly as a bug skittered across one eyelid. She seemed about to vomit again. Her expression was one of confused anger. “Swe twicked muh.”




Taylor casually put her foot back on Sophia, this time on her hip, rubbing it over the material. “No tricking was involved. I wasn’t the one trying to stuff someone into a locker full of disgusting crap. I mean, where did you even get all of that, Emma? Are you hanging out in the girls’ locker room and taking donations? Or maybe you’re offering to remove them yourself? Kind of a tampon changing service.” Okay, that last bit had grossed even her out, and Taylor could almost feel Tony agreeing.




Emma’s face screwed up into an expression of disgust. “You’re sick!” Madison, while staying silent, looked like she was about to throw up.




Taylor’s tone was deadly as she drove the knife home, all her rage at her treatment evident in her voice. “I’m not the one who tortured and tormented my former best friend for over a year and a half for no reason. I’m not the one who treats everyone around me with contempt, with friends who are just as bad. I’m not the one thinks the teachers are idiots and uses them as patsies in her schemes. The only sick one here, by your own confession, is you, Emma!” Taylor’s voice, which had been steadily rising throughout her diatribe, was shouting by the time she said Emma’s name. Calming down a bit, she finished, “Although, personally, I think you’re just a sociopath. Like attack dog here.”




Taylor went to put more weight on Sophia, when suddenly she stumbled as there was no resistance and her foot hit the ground. Quickly recovering, she watched as Sophia stumbled to her feet, her hands now free of the zip tie and frantically rubbing over her face. Insects and other things went flying as she continued to try to clean them off of herself.




Emma made a disgusted sound and stepped back as a wad of toilet paper teeming with maggots landed near her foot. Then she seemed to find her courage as she reached over to start wiping things off of Sophia as well. That seemed to snap Sophia out of her funk. She turned back towards Taylor, who had been looking at the still fastened zip tie lying on the ground and trying to puzzle out how she’d gotten loose. Taylor immediately focused on the other girl, ready to move whichever way she needed, all the while registering the rage and hatred in Sophia’s eyes. The girl looked positively murderous. For a moment, Taylor feared for her life, suddenly conscious of how alone they were and of the muscular form tensing as if preparing to attack her.




Then it was all rendered moot as a shrill voice demanded, “What the hell is going on out here?”




Taylor allowed her breath to leave her as she slowly relaxed. It was all she could do not to vomit in sheer relief from the tension. Or maybe it was the adrenaline pounding through her veins making her queasy. Regardless, she needed to keep her head on straight. After all, it wasn’t going to get any better for a while. Actually, here was where it was going to get really ugly for her. Not for long, but she needed to just relax and take it. Then she’d dish it out one more time.




Taylor still didn’t know where half the things she’d said had come from. Or how much of that had been Tony and how much had been her. The sheer viciousness of the exchange sickened her. But she only had to hold on for a little while longer.




Even as Emma went into a song and dance about her attacking them, Taylor carefully reached into her backpack’s side pocket and hit a button on her new phone. One that automatically uploaded a video to YouTube. A video that had already been labeled. One that showed all of the events that had just taken place. Then the action erased itself from her phone as if it had never happened. Nothing linked her to the video except that she was one of the figures portrayed within.




It was done. Taylor focused back into the conversation going on around her.




“-coming with me to the office to speak to Principal Blackwell, Taylor. The rest of you, escort Sophia to the nurse’s office. Stay there until we come get you.”




With that, the teacher, now identified as Mr Gladly, caught her attention and ushered Taylor along. Taylor couldn’t help the cold smile that overtook her face at the furtive, angry whispering that was occurring behind her. She ignored anything Mr Gladly said as they walked and generally tuned out the world around her, thinking instead of fifth dimensional matrices and solving them in her mind, a difficult exercise even for her. Until, that is, she was finally escorted into Principal Blackwell’s office after waiting at least forty-five minutes, the whole time watching flunkies go in and out.




Taylor looked around casually at the decor, a mix of cheap paneling and lower end office furniture, the walls covered in various awards, diplomas, and certifications. Finally, she focused her attention on the woman who was giving her a narrow stare, one that had been honed by years of dealing with difficult and recalcitrant students.




Taylor merely allowed it to roll off her back. When Principal Blackwell finally spoke, it was only to say, “Well, Taylor, do you have anything to say in your defense? I wouldn’t mind hearing your side before I speak to the other girls involved.”




On the surface, it sounded fair and impartial, but Taylor remembered how things were dealt with here. Here, there was no justice. Here, if you were popular and had enough friends who supported your position, you were right and the other person was wrong. Here was where she had lost so many battles before. But not today. Not ever again.




Taylor spoke carefully, as if to make sure the other woman could understand every word. “Here’s what’s going to happen, Principal Blackwell. You’re going to approve me testing out of school and award me a full diploma two and a half years early after I pass. Then you’re going to set up a series of protocols in place for how to handle future bullying. I’ll have to sign off on it. You can use the one in place at Arcadia High as a template for it. If you don’t, you, and this school, are going to be in a world of trouble.”




The other woman’s eyes bulged in disbelief for just a moment, before she visibly got control of herself. Her expression settled into one of faint contempt, while her tone was steely as she asked, “Why would I do that, Taylor? My initial impression is that you caused a great deal of trouble today. Trouble which you were solely responsible for. And this after all of your claims about being bullied. Why would I want to help a troublemaker? Why would I believe you?”




Taylor shrugged, as truthfully, she didn’t know either. “If I were you, I’d look up a video that’s just been posted on Youtube. It’s called ‘Popular Girl Bullies Get Handed Their Asses.’ You might find it enlightening.”




The other woman seemed to register the casualness of Taylor’s tone and her lack of fear. There was a moment of indecision, then she pulled her keyboard towards herself and typed a few things. After a moment, what was clearly a video began to play on her monitor, the sound low, but still audible.




Taylor pulled the phone she’d secured from the side pocket of her backpack and looked up the same video. She was less interested in watching it than checking the views and reading a few of the comments. Wow, she thought, there’s already over fifty thousand hits in less than an hour. Then she read some of the comments. Then some more. Isn’t that interesting, she thought dully, as blood pounded in her head making her dizzy. No wonder it was so popular, what with all of the links from Parahumans dot net. No doubt the forums there were blowing up over the news.




Principal Blackwell seemed to have finally finished viewing the video and sat there, her fingers steepled in front of her. Her expression appeared as vaguely nauseated as Taylor felt and she didn’t speak for several minutes.




Finally, though, she spoke, “You’re responsible for outing a cape, Taylor. I don’t know how that’s going to play.”




Taylor shrugged. “I didn’t take the video or upload it. I was the person starring in it, and afterwards, I was waiting outside your office, then inside with you. Regardless, even if I had posted the video, the only person responsible for outing themselves is Sophia. Imagine that, using your powers in school, in front of several people. And the things she said? Is that how they train members of the Wards these days? Psycho 101?”




It had been near the end of the video that it had occurred. The angle it had been shot from was from above and behind Taylor. It clearly showed Sophia phasing into a shadow state for just one second to get out of the zip tie, then phasing back in even as she spun her body around to get away from Taylor and struggle to her feet.




Neither Taylor, nor any of the others present had seen her do it as they’d been completely focused upon one another. If not for the recording, Sophia would have gotten away with it. But not now. Now there was a video on Youtube, in crystal clear high definition, showing her using her powers while in her civilian identity. Powers that had already been commented upon by thousands. And not just that.




All of Sophia’s muttering, which Taylor had mostly ignored and tuned out during her confrontation with Emma, had come across clearly in the video, the microphone apparently being better than expected. She must have been very creative in her threats towards Taylor because the comments under the video had grown increasingly freaked out as a cape, one of the Wards of the Local Protectorate, made death and torture threats towards a fifteen year old girl because she’d somehow turned the tables on her during a bullying attempt.




Taylor leaned forward, resting her hands on the desk in front of her. “So tell me, Principal Blackwell, when exactly are you going to make the arrangements for me to take those tests? Also, when do you think you’ll have that plan to handle future bullying ready for me to look over? By the way, a good contact over at Arcadia High is Principal Howell. I think she’s one of the vice principals there.” Make that know as Taylor had spent quite a bit of time researching Arcadia High, even before getting suspended. She had so desperately wanted to get away from Winslow High. Principal Howell had been kind even if she couldn’t help Taylor with her specific situation at the time.




Principal Blackwell momentarily looked concerned before her mask went back into place. “Well, Taylor, I think this has gone far enough. I’ll be punishing the girls involved, of course. If only you had brought this to me earlier, we might have been able to avert a tragedy.”




Taylor shook her head. She wasn’t done yet. “You knew.”




“I beg your pardon?”




“You knew that Sophia Hess was Shadow Stalker. That she was a Ward. You knew and you covered up instances of her misbehavior. That’s why no one would help me. That’s why the teachers stopped bothering to intervene when they saw her and her friends bullying me.”




There was a tic in the corner of Principal Blackwell’s eye. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”




“Do you honestly believe you can keep that covered up? That teachers won’t come clean if there’s a lawsuit? Hell, I could go to the police and while they can’t involve themselves in Sophia’s situation, there’s nothing to prevent them from dealing with Emma and Madison. They’ll ask questions you don’t want asked because the answers could put you in jail.”




The principal’s hand was visibly trembling as she held it up as if to stop Taylor from speaking. “I need to think. I—”




Taylor shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Tick tock, Principal Blackwell. That’s the sound of time running out on my offer. Schedule the tests or I’m going forward with the lawsuit and the police. Once the police are done with you, I’ll sue the school, the teachers involved, you personally, the three girls, their parents, and maybe the city itself. Certainly the PRT and Protectorate. I won’t even have to pay a dime to do so. There’s not an attorney in the city who wouldn’t take this case on a contingency, knowing there’s a fat payday at the end. As it is, I’ll be fighting off ambulance chasers for years.”




Principal Blackwell’s tone was desperate as she asked, “You’ll have your father sign a waiver absolving the school from any responsibility for what happened if I arrange for those tests? Get that plan for you?”




“Uh, no. You’ll just have to take my word that we won’t sue. I mean, surely you trust me. Right? After all, I’m the innocent victim here. What reason would I have to lie?” This last was said in such a vicious tone that the woman flinched. Taylor leaned back in her chair. “Arrange for the tests. Let’s say, Friday morning. I’ll swing by and take them. Once they’re graded and I get my diploma, you’ll won’t see me again until it’s time to approve that plan. Although, I do expect you to have talked with Principal Howell by Friday as well. Anyway, once the plan’s approved and implemented, you’ll never see me again after that. At least so long as it’s being administered fairly.”




There was almost a stutter in the woman’s voice as she replied, “I-I should be able to do that.” For the first time since Taylor had been ushered into her office, the woman looked defeated.




Principal Blackwell stared at Taylor as if she’d never seen her before. Then again, Taylor thought, she hadn’t seen the new her. The one who had the memories of a pretty vicious SOB. Tony had verbally flayed alive more than one person in his day and compared to some of those beat downs, this was nothing.




Now that she’d won, Taylor just had to figure out a way to tell her father what had happened. She had a feeling he wasn’t going to be too happy. Just how not happy he was going to be depended on how well Taylor was able to explain what had occurred and how it wasn’t her fault.




And she was going to have to figure out what to do about the Protectorate, both short and long term. That Sophia had turned out to be a Ward only confirmed everything that she’d ever thought about them. Bullies and monsters filled their ranks. They needed to go down. Maybe, afterwards, some of the decent ones could be saved, once she figured out if any such animals actually existed. Unfortunately, those same bullies that littered their ranks were going to have questions for her that she was going to have to answer before she could put this behind her. Questions that were going to take time away from more important things.




Taylor slowly got up from her seat and walked out, ignoring the requests of the person behind the desk to sit back down. She had too much to do to waste anymore time here. She needed to hurry home and integrate JARVIS, who was officially ten minutes overdue as of this moment. She needed to get with Trish to make a quick plan on how to deal with the Protectorate response. She needed to finish working on the various inventions for the meeting with the attorney. But first, and most importantly, Taylor needed to get to the girls’ restroom to throw up. And quickly, as her stomach was heaving like the sea at the moment, intent upon regurgitating its contents all over her shoes.







Madeline Blackwell stared into space for several minutes, mulling over what had just happened. It was an unmitigated disaster. In the end, she doubted she’d get to keep her job, although there was a chance she could place the blame squarely onto the PRT and the Protectorate where it certainly belonged. Whether anyone would believe her remained to be seen.




It was just as well that she’d caved in to Hebert’s demands, which had been mostly minor in the end. If Madeline had held out on principle, she’d likely be talking with the police right now. And the PRT wouldn’t lift a finger once Sophia was back in their hands other than to pressure her into silence. Certainly they wouldn’t have helped her. Madeline knew she certainly couldn’t count on the silence and the support of the faculty, especially after that diatribe that Emma Barnes had leveled against them. Stupid, stupid girl.




She sighed heavily at the thought of the sheer amount of work that would be involved with developing a policy to prevent future bullying. And the cost for it, as well as sensitivity training for most of her teachers. Madeline had no idea where the money for all of that was going to come from. She would have to get extremely creative with the budget. Still, that might be the single thing that would allow her to keep her job, a proactive stance against such things. Especially once more people viewed the evidence online.




The video was beyond damning, the words, that amounted to confessions, said there by one of its central figures devastating. The threats by one of the others were even more problematic. At least that one wasn’t her problem any longer. Nor likely ever again.




Madeline slowly lifted the receiver for her phone and placed it to her ear. Dialing a number from memory, one that she’d at one time treasured knowing, took only a moment. Sadly, now her knowledge tasted like ashes in her mouth. It rang twice before being picked up. There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line before a woman’s voice brusquely said, “Director Piggot.”




Madeline kept any tremors out of her voice, instead speaking with equal briskness, “Director Piggot, Principal Blackwell of Winslow High here. I’m afraid there’s been an incident involving Sophia Hess.”




There was a sigh from the other end of the line. “How bad?”




Madeline shouldn’t feel satisfaction, but it would take a better person that herself to avoid the emotion. At least she wasn’t the only person who’d endure a sleepless night tonight wondering about their future. “Very bad. I’ll direct you to a video that currently playing on Youtube. I’d watch it first. After that, I’d send someone here to pick up Sophia Hess.”







Taylor walked the remaining distance from the bus stop to her house, her stomach now mostly settled. It had been a rather epic hurling session in the girls’ bathroom at school that was responsible for its current empty state. At the moment, it was just sitting there, not doing much of anything. Still, Taylor was going to be careful with what she ate for the next few hours as she wanted to avoid worshiping at the porcelain altar again anytime soon.




She entered her house through the back door and almost immediately ran into Trish in the kitchen. Taylor seized upon the distraction the other girl presented as a way to avoid thinking about the events of the morning. Studying the girl, she couldn’t help smiling at the way the other girl’s short dark hair gleamed as it surrounded her head in a pixie-like cut. Trish hadn’t wasted any time getting her hair styled after Taylor’s dye job and it now actually suited her quite well, the dark color going along with the pallor of her skin.




It was a pallor that was slowly dissipating as Trish was exposed to more and more sun as a result of being dragged along on Taylor’s morning runs. The former blonde drew the line at learning to fight hand to hand, but at least she was willing to run with Taylor, a situation which her dad greeted with such relief that Taylor couldn’t say no, even if she’d wanted to.




So Taylor now did her katas in the back yard after returning home, which in retrospect was probably better than doing them in a public park, no matter how isolated. She was slowly improving, as was demonstrated by how she’d been able to take down Sophia. It hadn’t been easy, but she’d managed. Then again, they had been designed by Captain America to get the absolute maximum from a normal human physique. Which, sadly, Taylor possessed despite having Tony Stark’s memories.




Taylor’s idle thoughts were interrupted by Trish voice as she asked, “Are you hungry after a morning of taking tests? I made lunch.” In the middle of the slightly inane chatter was an underlying tone of curiosity which asked a completely different question. One Taylor knew she eventually had to answer.




Still, Taylor was struggling with the idea of even small talk after the events of this morning, let alone a deeper reveal, so she merely said, “Not really.” She sighed. “Aren’t you going to ask me if I passed my tests?”




Trish gave her a look of disbelief, then rolled her eyes. Her tone was flat and incurious as she asked, “Taylor, did you pass your tests?” No, all of Trish’s curiosity was reserved for a different matter, one which they’d discussed ad nauseum for the last week or so as the testing date approached.




Taylor nodded, thinking it was better to just get it over with, like pulling off a band aid all at once. Taking a deep breath, she answered all questions, both spoken and not, “Yes. I did. Then I got into it with Emma and her bully buddies. The camera drone came in handy when I had to prove to the school principal that they started things. Oh, and it turns out that Sophia Hess is Shadow Stalker, one of the Wards. She outed herself on the video I made of them bullying me. Which I uploaded to Youtube for the entire world to see. Uh, there might have been death and torture threats in there as well. I’d look it over online and then come talk to me. See ya.”




Taylor turned around, ignoring the open mouth and unfocused stare of her friend, and headed downstairs to integrate JARVIS. She was now officially an hour late and that was an hour longer that she would have to do without his services. Hitting the button and watching the code compile was somewhat soothing. As was fixing a few minor recursive errors that had cropped up during this iteration. It gave Taylor a brief respite from thinking about how she was going to deal with the Protectorate response.




Taylor’s calm was disrupted by the sound of a voice from behind her. “Taylor! You do not get to drop that on me and walk away! If I had been using my ability at that moment, it would have fried my brain. As it is, I can’t help but see the various ways this is going to complicate things. In theory, that is. You know the PRT is going to be here by the end of the day. They’re going to want to talk to you. What are you going to tell them?”




JARVIS was ready to go, so she reset parameters, made a couple of adjustments, then hit Start. He had started merrily chugging away at a new block of code by the time Taylor thought of a reply. She slowly spun in her chair and looked at her friend. Trish’s eyes were gleaming in excitement and she clearly was enjoying the drama a great deal more than Taylor, herself, was.




She shrugged. “I’m going to tell them the truth. That I don’t have a Corona Pollentia. That I’m not a Parahuman. Or rather, they’ll tell me.” Taylor smiled at the thought that part of her plans would be advanced with the help of the Protectorate. She continued, “That I’m not responsible for outing Shadow Stalker. That Sophia Hess is a complete psycho that they should never have allowed into the Wards. A psycho whose actions they’re responsible for, not me. I’ll tell them that if they don’t leave me alone, my dad and I will sue them for a billion dollars. Instead of an Armsmaster action figure, I’ll own the real suit by the time I’m done.” Taylor gave Trish a hopeful look as the other girl seemed to consider her words, her eyes briefly distant.




Slowly, Trish’s knowing grin widened. “I think that they’re going to fold.”




Taylor stomach eased at the confirmation and she returned Trish’s grin with one of her own. “That’s reassuring. When are they coming?”




Trish shrugged. “They’ll be here no later than four thirty. Sorry, but I can’t be any more exact than that. Want me to tell your dad where you are?”




Taylor slowly nodded, her expression grim. “Please. I’ll leave a note as well, but keep an eye on him if you would. I don’t want him to be alone. Also, please make sure he understands that unless I, or the PRT, call him, he’s not to come looking for me. Well, unless I’m there longer than twenty-four hours.” Again, there was an unspoken question in her words.




Trish actually had the gall to laugh. “Ha! Like that’s going to happen. They won’t even bring a search warrant when they come for you. The pick up will be designed to intimidate you, not because they really think you’ve done anything wrong. They also try later to get you to sign a waiver absolving them of any wrongdoing as regards Shadow Stalker. Don’t do it even if it’s not legally binding what with you being a minor and all. It could be good leverage in the future. Damn, but I love how they’re going to overlook you in the future after establishing that you’re not a Parahuman.”




Taylor’s look of surprise at at the other’s perceptiveness drew another laugh. Taylor eyed her speculatively. “Yeah, there is that. You know, I really like your ability when it works for me. It’s pretty cool.”




Trish eyed her back. “I know, right? Of course, you know this is all just generalities built around hypothetical Taylor. I can’t focus on your exact situation or it gets all migrainey, which isn’t something I want to experience. At least not any time soon.”




Taylor nodded in sympathy, memories of a half-conscious Trish dealing with a migraine fresh in her mind. “I understand. It’s good enough for me.” She checked her stomach to find that the roiling had pretty much stopped and she was starting to feel hungry. “By the way, what did you make for lunch?”




Taylor frowned as Trish started laughing like a hyena in response to her question. She had been serious, after all.









Chapter Nine—Memories of Innocence Lost



Colin stepped off his high tech motorcycle and stared at the unassuming house before him. He gave a quick nod of acknowledgment to the PRT officer next to him, who’d just stepped down from a van marked with their logo. He gestured for the man to accompany him.




Walking up the steps, Colin noted the dichotomy of his surroundings versus the reason he was here. This was a normal, working class neighborhood, filled with normal, working class people. Absently, he noted that the repaired first step that led up to the front porch still had that new wood look to it, having not yet been given a coat of paint. All in all, it added up to a neighborhood where people still had hope for the future, which they showed by taking care of the present.




It certainly wasn’t the sort of place he would have expected to run into a potential Parahuman, one who had recently outed a cape, one of his Wards no less. He wasn’t up on all of the specifics, having been pulled off a stake out, but he would be soon. Still, he had seen the video and it had been telling.




The girl had been just too strong, too bold in her confrontation with her supposed bullies, to not have a something in reserve, possibly a Parahuman ability. If so, it did speak well of her for not using that ability on the people who’d tormented her, not that she’d needed to the way she’d casually flayed them with her tongue. If not, she was at least interesting.




Additionally, the Hebert’s girl take down of Sophia Hell had been just a little too lucky, even if the Ward had been overconfident. It spoke of training, something which was at odds with someone who’d been bullied for so long. Then again, so had the girl’s stance, which wasn’t cowed in the least being confronted by her bullies.




Colin had a sneaking feeling that the director was planning to pressure the girl into signing a waiver, as well as joining the local Wards in the place of Sophia, who had already been taken into custody. If, that is, she turned out to be a Parahuman. Ordinarily, he would not have been in favor of either path, but having seen the decisiveness and strategic thinking she’d exhibited in the confrontation, any useful power would likely make the girl a more valuable member of the team than Hess had been.




More importantly, this was a time when they could ill afford to have the boundary between cape and human widened by a lawsuit and accusations of wrongdoing, no matter how correct those accusations might be in this case. Despite the long-time bullying campaign and threats, he hadn’t seen any proof that Sophia was involved in anything all that heinous. While they would do their due diligence in searching her things, Colin seriously doubted that they’d find anything too incriminating there.




Still, after a mistake this major, she would have to finish her sentence in juvenile detention and wouldn’t be out until well after her eighteenth birthday. After that, she could join the Protectorate if she wanted. Colin hoped she would, although at this point, she seemed more a rogue than a hero. At least, he doubted she’d end up a villain.




He carefully knocked on the front door, and it opened less than thirty seconds later. The skinny teenage girl with the round glasses and the long dark curls running down her back that stood in front of him did not scream Parahuman. She actually didn’t scream anything except ordinary.




However, there was a spark in her eyes and a certain strength in her voice as she greeted them that made him wonder. “Hello? Can I help you?”




“Taylor Hebert?”




“That’s me.”




“Miss Hebert, I need you to come with us in regards to a certain situation that arose from events from earlier today. I believe you know what events I’m referring to.”




Her head tilted quizzically as certain amount of trepidation entered her eyes. “Am I under arrest?”




Colin shook his head. “No. But I am afraid that the questioning is not optional. Also, is your father home?”




Her shrug was done stiffly. She muttered, “Sounds like arrest to me.” Then louder, “No, he isn’t. He’s probably still at work. Let me leave a note for my dad so he knows where I’m going. Um… where am I going?”




“You’ll be questioned at the Protectorate Headquarters out in the harbor.”




“Okay. I’ll be right back.”




Taylor didn’t shut the door behind her, almost as if she knew that they would react to that. Being able to hear her moving around inside through his armor’s sensor suite, Colin relaxed as much as he could. Less than three minutes later, the girl came back out and carefully locked the door behind her.




Colin gestured for her to walk ahead of him and he followed her to the PRT van. After making sure she was buckled in, he followed her to the Protectorate. But already he was having doubts. Despite her confidence, he was starting to wonder if there was anything special about her.







Bored, Taylor looked around for the umpteenth time as she sat in the plain room. The only furnishings there were two chairs each on opposite sides of a small table with a large mirror on the wall across from her. A small camera in the corner where the wall met the ceiling was aimed at her face. According to Tony’s memories and from watching a hundred shows and movies, it was a stereotypical interrogation room. She’d been sitting here for nearly two hours wasting her time.




It was growing increasingly difficult not to dwell on the earlier events. In her mind, Taylor rehashed everything she’d done and said several times over. It wasn’t that she wouldn’t have said and done the same things, rather that she couldn’t understand why she wasn’t more satisfied with the results.




Taylor had achieved most of the things she’d planned for today. Emma and Madison had been negated, exposed for what they were. Sophia was in serious trouble with the PRT and the Protectorate. The teachers had had their noses rubbed in how foolish they’d been to take the trio’s word over Taylor’s. Taylor herself was going to be graduating early. She’d even managed to force the school to take a stand against bullying. So why did all of it feel like ashes in her mouth?




Taylor knew what Tony would say: Be careful what you wish for. Because you can never be sure that’s what you really want. But she had wanted those things. Or maybe she just hadn’t fully processed the fact that she’d achieved most of her aims. Still, if this was her reaction to minor goals and achievements, how would she react if she did somehow manage to save the world?




Then again, how minor something was could be completely relative. The bullying had been a part of Taylor’s life for a significant percentage of it. It had forced her to change, to mature. It had made what happened with Tony occur. Of that, Taylor was convinced. So having it finally be over was almost like rebirth in that a new chapter of her life was starting.




Taylor stared at her image in the mirror. Silently, she asked, “Is this me or you, Tony, with that bit of homespun wisdom?” Sadly, no one answered. Nor were there any hints in the deeper recesses of her mind. If Tony knew, he wasn’t telling her. Or rather, his memories weren’t providing any answers.




Taylor silently shook her head. She wasn’t going to dwell on this any longer. It was part of the past. Her stay, here and now, in this room, was part of the present and what she needed to worry about. It wouldn’t be much longer before they came for her. While she had a plan, Taylor still had her doubts. Even though the first part had gone without a hitch.




Partly in amusement and partly from frustration, Taylor smiled. She had to be truly bored to rehash this stuff. Now she was sitting in her uncomfortable chair, cooling her heels, and drinking her fifth cup of some truly awful coffee. Taylor had just started daydreaming about the high quality coffee she would keep on hand once she was rich again when she realized that she was channeling Tony again. She decided he picked the oddest times to pop up.




Then again, maybe that wasn’t the worst thing in the world as the door to her left finally opened and a older, heavyset woman came in. She tossed several manila folders onto the desk, all the while staring at Taylor. Taylor could feel her hackles rise as she met the woman’s flat stare. Adversarial questioning, Tony seemed to whisper in her ear. The woman’s tone was brisk as she sat down across from Taylor. “Miss Hebert, I am Director Emily Piggot, head of the Parahuman Response Team here in Brockton Bay. Do you know why you are here?”




Taylor had been wondering if they would wait for her dad to get here or if they would go ahead and start in, even though it wasn’t strictly legal. Actually, she’d counted on it, which was why she didn’t want her dad here. Shrugging, Taylor decided that they could both be adversarial as she chose a sarcastic answer. “Probably because you want to blame me for Sophia Hess going crazy and attacking me, then outing herself on video as Shadow Stalker.”




Director Piggot scowled. “You are responsible, Miss Hebert. If you had not reacted so strongly and with such force, Miss Hess would have not felt like her life was in danger and reacted the way she did, thus putting herself, and her family, in danger by having her secret identity blown to this city’s villains.”




Taylor stared at the woman. How could the woman say that with a straight face, she wondered. Just another bully, she thought numbly. Was there any part of the PRT or Protectorate that was worth saving? Maybe, but she was beginning to have her doubts. She ignored a voice that seemed to whisper ‘no’ in her ear.




Tony had never believed in the goodness of people in power. That belief helped fuel her response. “That’s pretty sad, you ignoring the fact that she planned to do far worse to me and only ended up where she did because she attacked me first. There’s also the small matter of the death threats she made. Rather, death, torture, and dismemberment threats she made. I finally watched the video, you see. When it was all going down, I didn’t hear much of what she was saying as I saw Emma as the greater danger. Boy, was I wrong.”




Director Piggot’s eyes narrowed. “You cannot play the innocent here, Miss Hebert. Exposing the identity of a cape, especially a PRT cape is punishable by a term in prison of between ten and twenty years. Don’t think your age will protect you. We have had prior experience in dealing with so-called juveniles who end up being charged as adults because of their actions.”




Taylor deliberately rolled her eyes. “You really are an idiot, aren’t you? Do you want me to sue you? Everything you do just makes it harder and harder not to do everything within my power to destroy you.” Okay, she thought in alarm, reign it in, Tony. Taylor didn’t want to spend the night here or worse.




Director Piggot’s mouth thinned with contempt. “Miss Hebert, you are not a Parahuman. We’ve already tested you. So I don’t think we have too much to fear from you. Certainly not as far as you ‘destroying’ us.”




Taylor shook her head ruefully. She decided to stop holding back. “You know, I always thought that the PRT and the Protectorate were above things like this. That they had a noble mission, saving the world from the S class threats. Stopping the Endbringers and groups like the Slaughterhouse Nine. But you’re just as bad as they are. Just another bully. You, personally, are as much of a monster as Behemoth. Maybe worse. At least he would just kill me, instead of wasting time threatening me for having the sheer temerity to be the victim of another of you assholes.”




The director’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times before she regained control over herself. It was clear that Taylor had surprised her. Not that you could tell by her next words. “That’s rather disingenuous of you, Miss Hebert. Comparing heroes to villains. I’d say you have a rather skewed view of the world. Perhaps if you had both parents around, you would have a better ability to discern reality from your owned twisted point of view.”




Taylor deliberately furrowed her brow as she considered the other’s words. “Wow, was that supposed to be a shot? You want to compare heroes to villains? How many villains have spent the last year and a half bullying and tormenting a fifteen year old girl? Physically attacking her? That would be none, probably nationwide. How many heroes have done the same? That would be one: your Ward. Do you see the problem here? I get that you’re trying to minimize the damage she’s caused, but if you hadn’t let her into the Wards in the first place, you wouldn’t be fixing the damage.”




“It might surprise you to realize that the PRT and the Wards are people, too. They contain flawed individuals that sometimes make mistakes. But they put their lives on the line every single day against the terrible threats of our time. So I would think you could be a little more understanding of that.” The director’s voice was cutting as she spoke, the contempt thick in her tone.




Taylor chose to follow her through the door she had just opened. “That would be a lot more effective defense if you didn’t already know there was something wrong with her. There’s no way this comes across as a surprise. I would guess that she was already in trouble when she was offered a place with the Wards. It was probably that or prison. A manslaughter charge? How close am I?”




Director Piggot bluffed, “There’s no way you could know that.”




“I looked her up on Parahumans dot net. Shadow Stalker was a rogue and a vigilante. Then, out of the blue, she suddenly joins the Wards? A lot of people on the web thought there was something fishy about it. There was a lot of speculation on the older postings that she was using real bolts in that crossbow of hers against criminals. I bet she doesn’t get along at all with the other Wards. There’s probably a huge amount of friction there. That’s another thing I’m probably right about. But on the prison thing, I didn’t know for sure I was right until just now when your expression told me I was. Want to make a bet about whether I’m right about the friction, too?”




Taylor spoke again before the director could. “Look, if you want to charge me, go ahead. I’ll take my chances with a jury trial. It’s not as if I’ll ever have to work another day in my life when I collect all of the money from the various lawsuits I’ll have going. You, on the other hand, will look even worse than you already do, charging a bullied teen who was only trying to defend herself, using the least amount of force possible against an evil Parahuman who verbally demonstrated a complete disrespect for life. At least mine, anyway. Besides, if you wanted to question me, shouldn’t you have waited until my dad was here? Isn’t this illegal? Just shows how weak your hand is if you have to resort to doing this instead of talking with us both.”




There was more back and forth in the same vein for the next half hour, and Taylor was starting to get bored. Or maybe Tony was. She’d started baiting the director more and more as time went by until she thought the woman was going to come over the table after her. The one thing Taylor didn’t do was cave. She even tore up the waiver that Director Piggot thrust at her a few minutes later with the simple directions, “Have your father sign it.” Taylor scattered the resulting confetti to the winds, allowing Tony full reign to do so.




Finally, Director Piggot seemed to tire of their stalemated conversation. She abruptly stood and gathered her folders. She walked out without another word. A few minutes later, Armsmaster came in and stood in front of her. Using his height to show dominance, she decided, almost hearing a whisper to that effect in the back of her mind.




Taylor craned her head back as she stared up at him. An old memory came to the fore. She sighed as she felt her face heat. Well, hopefully it would throw him off if nothing else. “You know, this would a lot less awkward if I didn’t still have a couple of pairs of Armsmaster underwear at home.”




Armsmaster didn’t visibly react to her words and Taylor was left to examine his armor from just a few feet away. She was still feeling disappointed even as she got her second view of what was considered high tech on Earth Bet. Armsmaster’s armor’s miniaturization was… actually pretty damn decent, although Taylor thought she could do a lot better if given sufficient time and resources.




The biggest issue she had with Armsmaster’s stuff was that the tech it was based on wasn’t anything that special. He did great with what he had, but the reality was that he didn’t even have independent power generation for his suit or halberd. Batteries, no matter how efficient, were just stored energy. Briefly, she flirted with the idea of what he might be able to do if given access to her tech, then dismissed the thought as nothing but a pipe dream. If she wouldn’t let long time friends like Reed or Bruce access to her tech, she certainly wasn’t to allow someone who might just turn out to be an enemy to do so. Taylor shrugged off the thought and listened for Armsmaster’s reply.




His deep voice was surprisingly flat considering the subject she’d just raised. “We don’t always get that much input in how our images are licensed. I’m not exactly comfortable with my name being on anyone’s underwear, girl’s or boy’s.”




Taylor mulled that over. He at least sounded like a hero, even if he was no Steve Rogers. “Did you come to cart me off to jail? Or tell me my dad’s waiting outside?” Either would put a perfect capper for the day, she thought moodily, wondering if Trish was wrong after all.




Armsmaster shook his head. “No, Miss Hebert, I came to let you know you’re free to go and that we’ll be taking you home. You won’t be hearing from us again unless your family contacts us through an attorney during the process of bringing a lawsuit against the Protectorate.”




Taylor sat there contemplatively, feeling more than a little surprised that her plan had worked despite Trish’s earlier reassurances. Especially after being such a pain in the ass during her ‘interview.’ “You know, I don’t want to sue anyone. I just want to be left alone. I doubt I’ll even sue the school as long as they let me graduate early and implement a anti-bullying plan. I guess I don’t understand why everyone’s acting as if what Sophia Hess did was somehow okay.”




“Miss Hebert, I, at least, want to apologize to you for what has happened because of a member of the Wards behaving in a completely reprehensible manner. I know there’s nothing I can say that can excuse her behavior or those who chose to ignore it. However, for our part, her presence in the Wards just made the rest of them just a little bit safer. We also genuinely didn’t know what she was doing as her handler kept it from us.” Armsmaster’s voice oozed sincerity as he spoke, every inch a leader of the Protectorate.




Taylor slowly frowned as she wondered if they thought she was really that stupid. Dryly, she said, “You know, that’s a pretty good one two act the two of you have going for you. Director Piggot makes a great bad guy. And you make a pretty good tragic hero only trying to do his best for his team.”




There was a moment of silence. Armsmaster’s tone was equally dry when he finally replied, “It couldn’t be that effective if you saw right through it.”




Taylor shrugged. “I might be a bit more sensitive to something like this than most people because of what I have gone through.”




Armsmaster glanced back over his shoulder towards the mirrored wall. “They’ll be relieved that you aren’t planning to sue anyone. It’s not exactly easy on the budget if we have to pay people off rather than use the money budgeted to us for PRT officers. Would you be willing to have your father sign a waiver to that effect?”




Taylor raised a silent eyebrow at him. He nodded back, his lips curved just slightly in amusement. “I didn’t think so. Unless there’s something else…”




“Armsmaster, there’s just one thing I would like to say.” At his silent nod, Taylor continued, trying to put her chaotic thoughts into words, “While I’m not going to sue you, if you keep this up, someone will. Just as importantly, they’ll be right to do so. I don’t think most of us begrudge someone deserving a second chance. As long as they’re sincere and try. Sophia Hess was anything but that. I know her well enough to know that about her. I don’t for one moment believe that any of her teammates liked or respected her. That should have been your first clue. And I’d bet you that if you dig deep enough, you’re going to find something that will make you wish you caught this sooner. Just do the right thing. Anyway, that’s all I had to say. Sorry if I sound pedantic.” Crap! Maybe she should have used a word that didn’t make her sound a hundred years old. Not that Armsmaster appeared to notice anything, she thought with relief.




Taylor got up and followed the PRT officer that had brought her in back out the door. Well, she was free every bit as fast as Trish had suggested she would be. Now Taylor just wished she had gotten Trish to give her a suggestion on how to deal with her dad.







Miss Militia gave him one of ‘those’ looks as he walked into the conference room. She looked pained as she asked, “Did the director really need to act so hard core with a fifteen year old girl? Especially one who has had to deal with one of our own gone rogue? And without her father there! She had her in there for an hour and only stopped once you indicated over her ear-bud that Taylor Hebert wasn’t going to change her stance.”




Colin grimaced. It had been a clusterfuck right from the get go. He hadn’t detected a single lie that the teenage girl had told, even when she was basically telling Director Piggot off. She believed all of her arguments, although there had been some uncertainty involved when she’d said she would sue them, likely having previously decided not to. The entire time the director had been interrogating her, he’d wondered if they should have just waited to talk to her until her father was present. Certainly he couldn’t have been any harder to deal with.




Regardless, it appeared to have worked out. After having spoken to Taylor Hebert as well as listening in on Director’s Piggot’s interview, Colin was fairly confident that she hadn’t deliberately outed a member of the Wards. Nor that she would sue them. Not unless she was convinced by an outside party to do so. He truly believed she just wanted to get on with her life. “She was just playing her part. She moved early because our case was so weak. Anyway, I think the director actually liked that Hebert stood up to her. Did you get anything worrying from observing her?”




Miss Militia shook her head. “Nothing really new. We already knew she was tough. She’s smart, but that much was obvious by her reference to testing out of school.”




Colin’s head came around at that. He’d finally had some time to read the girl’s file and that bit didn’t really compute. “Her grades seem less than stellar from her records.”




Miss Militia’s tone was gentle as she pointed out something. “Taylor Hebert’s been bullied since starting high school. Part of that campaign of bullying seemed to be aimed at making her fail out. Plus, I suspect that the stress of dealing with bullying that bad, even without the aim of making her fail, would take a toll on her grades.”




Colin nodded. It made sense. Certainly a lot more than that the girl was some kind of unknown Thinker. “No Corona Pollentia, right?”




“Still no. They tested her downstairs. You can review the MRI images yourself if you want. But you won’t find anything because she isn’t a Parahuman.” Miss Militia’s voice grew contemplative. “I wonder if Miss Hebert will ever trigger.”




Colin was puzzled. “Why is that?”




Shrugging, Miss Militia said, “She’s handled all of the things that have happened to her, from her mother’s death, to a group of bullies led by her former best friend with a certain amount of aplomb. To what I said earlier about being tough, add brave and smart. She managed to organize someone to tape and upload a video of her getting attacked as soon as she returned from a suspension. While she clearly didn’t expect that a Ward would be outed, she even handled that well, where most teens would be shaking in their shoes. She even managed to push for an anti-bullying policy change with a combative adult figure, which shows a strong adherence to a set of ethics. When we picked her up, again she was calm, and she dealt with both you and the director very well, even spotting your game. I can’t imagine circumstances that would put enough stress on someone like that to give them a trigger event.”




Colin mulled over everything that Miss Militia had just said, a lot of which gelled with what he’d already observed. He mused, “You make it sound like she’s been thinking a step ahead of us right from the start. Almost like a seasoned agent.”




Miss Militia shook her head. “Not really. Rather, it more that she thinks well on her feet. And the suspension thing must have been a bit of a wake up call, because she didn’t just fall back into old patterns of passivity when she returned. But no, I don’t think she’s some kind of secret agent. Or spy.”




She was probably right, Colin decided. He even admired the girl for pushing for something to help protect others, even if he thought it would be rather futile in the end. Still, there was something just the slightest bit off about Taylor Hebert. He wasn’t suspicious enough to waste time on surveillance of the girl, but he would drop back by at some point in the future to take another look at her. Colin made a note in his electronic journal to that effect, then made his excuses to head back to his lab. After all, if you want to be the best, you need to work at it. He needed to do a little more work on his staff, knowing he could miniaturize the grappling hook’s launch mechanism at least another seven percent, maybe eight if he pushed it.







Emily Piggot slowly sat down at her desk, her knees creaking before she took the weight off of them. She sighed in relief at the cessation of the dull, gnawing pain. She pulled her keyboard towards her, and once again viewed what was rapidly becoming the most notorious video in America.




Wincing more than once as she watched, Emily reviewed the notes she’d already taken. She would be passing them off to the spin doctors after this to see if they could make anything positive out of a public relations disaster this bad. Emily didn’t think it was exaggerating that the online video had set back the image of the PRT and Protectorate by at least ten years.




It couldn’t have come at a worse time. With the Endbringer attacks costing them so many heroes each time, the Protectorate could not afford anything that reduced its recruitment objectives. They needed every single hero they could get to keep humanity safe.




Now, instead of positive images that would aid recruitment, they had to overcome an image so negative that it could cause long term damage to that same recruitment. Not to mention the blow that had been struck against Human-Parahuman relations.




Certainly, it had confirmed all of Emily’s own negative feelings towards capes, feelings that she had held since Ellisburg. That place had cost Emily her health and any peace of mind she would ever hope to possess when it came to Parahumans. Now she had to somehow repress those same feelings and work towards some solution that benefited the same people she feared and hated.




Sadly, it wasn’t something she wanted to do. If Emily was given her druthers, she would have shaken Taylor Hebert’s hand publicly and proclaimed her a hero. The girl’s quick thinking and smart planning had garnered her admiration. Instead, Emily had been forced to attack her during her interview, trying to force her to absolve them of any wrongdoing in her case. She was actually relieved that she’d failed. Still, Emily had few doubts there would be a slow, protracted campaign in the media by the PRT to emphasize the young girl’s immaturity and instability. Anything to give them even an ounce more of credibility while reducing hers. All in the name of protecting humanity.




Sometimes, Emily wondered if this was all worth it. If humanity was worth saving. Then she reread the report of the incident again, absently noting the small change that someone had highlighted on one page of the file where Hebert was pushing for an anti-bullying policy in her school. Emily sat up a little straighter after reading that.




There were people worth saving, Emily decided. People like Taylor Hebert. Even if they were few and far between, they helped redeem the rest. She would continue working on a solution for the rest of today and tomorrow. Maybe she’d even get an epiphany and figure out a way for the PRT to win that didn’t leave a bitter taste in her mouth. Maybe.







Danny Hebert sat in an uncomfortable chair in the living room, positioned so that he could see the front door for when Taylor got home. It had been a long, tiring day, which was why he’d chosen to sit on something that wouldn’t allow him to fall asleep in it.




Not that the worry he was feeling would probably allow it regardless. Danny was almost as concerned at the moment as he’d been when Taylor first revealed that she was some kind of Parahuman. Some kind because she apparently was not a normal one. Her abilities came from her memories and did not seem linked to having some weird extra lobe in her brain.




Although, technically, it was more than just memories that was fueling Taylor’s inventiveness. Along with the memories, she’d had a leap in intellect that was nothing short of astounding. Her IQ could not be measured by any standard type of testing as he’d learned to his chagrin when he’d tried to test Taylor early on after learning about what had happened to her. But even the hardest online tests he’d downloaded had been met with amusement by his now terrifyingly brilliant daughter.




Taylor’s ability to solve problems was off the charts and she was already coming up with different solutions to problems than the man whose memories she shared. At least according to her she was. It was all part and parcel of the person his daughter was becoming. Therein lay the problem.




Danny trusted his daughter, but all of this was a lot to take in. He’d even worked on plans with her to help her build the company that she imagined would be necessary to save the world. Then something like this happened and he was hit anew with how dangerous this all was. How numerous the risks. As well as how much his daughter had changed. Now Danny felt rudderless and adrift on dark and dangerous seas.




How could he keep his daughter safe when the greatest safeguards of their world for people like her couldn’t be trusted? When the Protectorate was filled with psychos like the girl who had made Taylor’s life a living hell for a year and a half? How could any parent trust such a group to keep their child safe? Danny knew he couldn’t. He could only trust the memories of an over forty playboy, who was, in every way that counted, exactly the opposite of what every parent wanted their child to become.




His depressing thoughts were interrupted by a quiet voice. “Mr Hebert?”




Danny’s reply was automatic, “Call me Danny, Trish. Unless you’ve done something that needs a ‘Mr Hebert.’” He slowly turned to look at the girl.




Trish stood there, clearly nervous, something that looked unnatural on the girl as she was usually so self-possessed. Then she explained, “It’s my fault that Taylor went the route that she did. I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.”




Danny wearily shook his head. “It’s not your fault. I assume she asked for your help?” At the other’s nod, he sighed. “Then you did exactly what I wanted you to do. Please continue helping my daughter, Trish. Because I already know that she’s going to do whatever she wants regardless. At least if you help with her plans, there’s a better chance she’ll come out fine afterward.”




Trish’s nod was tentative. “She’s going to be okay, you know. I promise. I actually expect her to be home within the hour.”




Danny shook his head. The girl was uncanny. “How do you know that? I thought your ability doesn’t really work on her?”




Trish shrugged. “It doesn’t, but I can intuit certain things by building theoretical models. If I try to insert Taylor into them, it’s instant migraine. But so long as I keep it theoretical, I’m okay.”




Danny sagged, wanting to believe her, but unable to with so little to go on. “So you can predict how things would turn out for the average person, but not for someone like Taylor?” Danny tried not to let his bitterness show at what was only a small disappointment. Trish didn’t deserve that after all her help.




Trish seemed to read his mind and her smile was reassuring. “It’d be more accurate to say that I can predict how things would turn out for someone with an uncanny resemblance to Taylor, just not Taylor herself. So they can be pretty accurate because of how well I know her. You can trust them.”




Danny felt a sense of relief at Trish’s words as they melted some of the ice squeezing his heart. He continued to chat with her, as he finally coaxed into taking a seat, learning a bit more here and there about her ability as he allowed her to distract him from his worry over Taylor.




Then he heard the sound of a key in the front door’s lock. Taylor had started using it more after he’d fixed the front step, which he viewed as a reward of sorts for the time he’d spent doing so. Danny slowly stood as his daughter came through the door, looking her over carefully.




More than anything, Danny decided Taylor looked tired. It had been a long and busy day on what was probably very little sleep, full of a great many ups and downs. After all, he had seen the video of her confrontation with the trio as well. He could only imagine how difficult that had been for her, especially the cracks about her mother.




In a lot of ways, the person in that video didn’t resemble the Taylor he’d known all of these years. But Danny had experienced the person his daughter was becoming enough recently to see how she could be the person in that video. The worst thing she’d exhibited there had been a kind of hardness, a coldness that his Taylor didn’t really have. Danny had winced at some of the things Taylor had said to Madison about her mother, memories of the accident still present in his mind even after all this time.




Now staring at the girl who looked afraid to meet his eyes, her shoulders hunched as if trying to make herself smaller, Danny didn’t see any of that. All he saw was his little girl, the one who had so recently begged for his help. That was the Taylor to which he opened his arms wide. That was the Taylor he hugged so desperately, drawing as much comfort from the embrace as he gave in return.




Danny sent a look over his shoulder towards the other girl who had kept him company for the past hour. Who cared enough to try to distract him from his worries. He spread an arm out from around Taylor to make room for her. Then he waited as the girl in question chewed her lip in indecision. Finally, she seemed to almost leap forward and he closed his arm around both his girls, as they hugged him and one another as well.




Danny closed his eyes and said a silent prayer of thankfulness to God for the safe return of his daughter.









Chapter Ten—Requiem for a Friend



Taylor yawned as she got out of bed. She read the alarm clock. Eight am. Wow, but she’d really slept in. When she’d gotten home last night, she’d been exhausted. After a brief visit with her dad and Trish, she’d integrated JARVIS, then headed to bed. After integrating him again again at four am, Taylor had gone back to bed rather than stay up as had been her wont the last couple of weeks.




Now Taylor was feeling pretty chipper and needed to go on what was for her a late run. She had plenty of time before JARVIS needed her again. So she got up and went in search of Trish.




Taylor found the girl in the den working on her computer. One of the first things that Taylor had done for Trish was to put together a desktop with an operating system for her to use for researching. Using the wifi network decoder that she had cobbled together from an old cell phone and a few other parts, the blonde was free to spend as much time surfing the net as she wanted, with no costs being accrued. Instead, she used parts of the networks of the neighbors within a half-mile range, the decoder combining the signals, allowing for maximum surfing speeds. Something similar was hooked up to JARVIS to allow him to realize his potential. Taylor made a mental note to fix that once they sold her first inventions. She didn’t want to be someone who leeched off of other people.




“Ready for a run?”




Trish hid her wince as she turned, but it didn’t fool Taylor. “Look, if you don’t want to go…”




Trish jumped out of her chair. “No. Let me go get changed.” She stopped as she caught Taylor’s hesitant expression. “I really like running. I didn’t think I would, but I do. So give me five minutes, ’kay?”




Taylor nodded and the other girl trotted upstairs to change. She idly walked around the room and stopped in front of the Trish’s computer. She cocked her head at the screen full of butterflies fluttering around randomly. Then Taylor dismissed the screen saver by moving the mouse and stopped, arrested by the headline on the web page in front of her.




“Bullied Local Girl To Sue School”




Oh no. Taylor sat down and started reading. Everything there was all wrong. She was being painted as a victim, and maybe she was to some extent. But she wasn’t disturbed by the bullying, as one website indicated. Nor was she borderline schizo, as yet another stated. A third proclaimed her a hero, while a fourth delusional. All in all, it was as maddening as it was inaccurate.




Taylor sat back, stunned by the sheer volume of crap about her on the web that day. No wonder Trish had reacted when she walked up. She’d known Taylor wouldn’t like this one little bit.




“So you’ve seen it?”




Taylor turned around upon hearing Trish’s voice. The other girl was giving her a cautious look. Sighing heavily, she said, “Yes. What’s wrong with these people? Don’t they have anything better to do than to worry about my life?”




Trish shrugged. “Doubtful. Don’t worry, though, you’ll be off the front page before you know it. As soon as some famous person or cape somewhere else does something, they’ll forget all about you. Besides, Shadow Stalker has it so much worse than you do.”




“If you say so.”




“I do. So let’s run.”







Running alongside Trish, Taylor was just hitting her second wind as they finished rounding the end of the Boardwalk. There was a good burn going on in her legs, and the sensation of air pumping in and out of her lungs made her feel alive. The two of them had just finished circling around to head back when Taylor saw a police officer ahead of them flagging them down.




Both of them stopped, waiting, as the uniformed officer jogged up panting, his face red as a beet. “Girls, I’ve been trying to get your attention for the last couple of hundred yards.”




It was Trish who spoke up. “Sorry, officer… ahh?”




The police officer, likely in his mid thirties with a midsection slowly turning to fat, rested his hands on his knee as he continued to breath heavily. “Officer Simpson.”




Taylor wanted to shake her head at the big smile that Trish wore. Currently, she was being all sunny and polite as she probably intuited that was what would work best with the cop. Trish really was too good at manipulating people. “Nice to meet you, Officer Simpson. Is there something you needed?”




He straightened up fully, apparently finally getting his breathing under control. “I want your names and why the two of you aren’t in school.”




Trish shrugged. “Trish Rogers. I’ve got my GED and Taylor here is going to be testing out of school on Friday. So neither of us are currently attending classes.”




Simpson’s eyes sharpened in recognition. “Taylor Hebert?”




Taylor nodded. “That’s me. Err… did I do something wrong?”




Simpson shook his head. “No, you didn’t. I remember your name from that video on Youtube. No wonder you looked familiar.” At Taylor’s chagrined look, he continued, “Yes, I’ve seen it. Pretty much the whole department has. There’s a lot of speculation going on about you. Whether or not you should have pressed charges against them. At least those other two girls. And that damn school of yours. I’ve got friends who’ve got kids who go there. They weren’t too happy to hear what’s happening at Winslow.”




Taylor felt her jaw drop. She tried her best to get herself back together after this impromptu confrontation. “Err… I’m not planning on pressing charges against anyone. Or suing anyone. And I think the PRT is going to be dealing with Shadow Stalker. At least that’s the impression they gave me last night.”




The officer shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, considering they took over the investigation, they can do whatever they want. Likely, you won’t hear anything else about it again. They don’t want the bad publicity.”




Taylor didn’t know what to say. She settled on a simple, “Okay.”




Simpson’s voice was surprisingly tentative as he said, “A lot of folks think what you did, taking her and her cronies on that like, was pretty damn heroic.” Despite his tone, he met her gaze firmly as he spoke.




Taylor’s own eyes widened and she quickly shook her head in denial. “I’m not a hero. I was just tired of dealing with them. I had a month to figure out a plan to take care of them, so I did. I just wasn’t expecting the locker… That was pretty disgusting.”




Simpson smiled back at her in reassurance. “That was smart using the zip tie. You were able to secure Shadow Stalker and no one could accuse you of undue force. You know, you could do well as a member of the police force.”




Taylor met Officer Simpson’s eyes and saw present an unusual emotion from an adult. Respect. Tentatively, she smiled back. “Thank you very much, Officer Simpson. I appreciate that.”




He waved her off. “Go finish your run. Don’t forget you can apply to the Academy as soon as you turn eighteen. And they accept high school equivalency degrees.”




Taylor nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”




She then took off, aware of Trish moving at her side. She glanced over at the other girl and saw the smirk on her face.




Trish mouthed, “Cop.”




Taylor shrugged in return. She hadn’t minded the police officer’s recognition, coupled as it was with a rare feeling of admiration. Then she had a thought. Puffing a little as she had started to push the pace, Taylor asked, “Did you see him running after us earlier?”




Trish’s fox-like grin was all the answer she needed. For a moment, it was all Taylor could do to run, she was laughing so hard.







Taylor stared at the data. She’d been doing a partial work up on Earth Bet using Societal Dynamics, an invention of Reed’s. It had been just to reassure herself that there weren’t any other bombshells waiting on the horizon here to trip her up. The problem was, things just weren’t adding up. According to her initial calculations, there wasn’t even the slightest hint of another danger on the horizon that could end the human race. Nothing other than the Endbringers seemingly threatened humanity’s future and she believed that once she got production up, she could deal with them.




So why was there a tiny voice inside of her screaming that it was past time to run?




The answers were in the math. They had to be. Unless they weren’t. Tony had run into too many psychics and precogs during his time as a hero to dismiss a hunch or even a dream as a possible source for a solution. Even beings that were as gods compared to humans sometimes gave out a freebie, the merest nudge in the right direction.




Is that what this is, Taylor wondered? Or have Tony’s memories finally driven her over the border from quirky and eccentric into crazy and psychotic? Because the question that was niggling at her brain wouldn’t seem to go away.




All right, fine. Time to approach the problem from a different direction. Taylor would ask for help. As busy as Trish was, she’d have time for this. Taylor might even tell her what it was for. Eventually.







Missy slowly walked into the ready room, the most depressed feeling of her relatively short life weighing her down. Certainly more so than even when she’d realized that not only did Gallant know how she felt about him as a result of his power, but that he had no intention of ever dating someone three years his junior. As humiliating as that had been, this was worse. At least that one had only affected her personally, while this affected both herself and all of the people around her.




In the corner she saw Chris working on something on a PAD, his head down. It was probably something Tinker-tech for his alter ego, Kid Win. Unfortunately, the others present weren’t her first choice of people to hang out with.




Like the one who started speaking, “What’s happening, short stuff?”




Missy rolled her eyes at the sound of her most irreverent teammate’s voice. “I asked you not to call me that, Dennis.”




Dennis merely grinned at her, not even remotely fazed by her bad mood. Then again, he needed that kind of chutzpah to call himself Clockblocker. “Sorry about that. I’ll try to remember in the future.” His expression made it clear he really wouldn’t. “By the way, why the long face? Didn’t you hear? We’re celebrating No-More-Sophia Day. They’re talking about making it a city-wide holiday. Hey, I know what’ll make you feel you feel better! You can help me make a banner for the parade the city’s having tomorrow.”




“Dennis! That’s completely out of line.”




Both teens turned to see their team leader, Carlos, standing behind them, a foreboding look on his face. Missy wondered if Ward leaders like Aegis practiced that look in the mirror to make it more intense. Carlos’ gaze traveled from Missy’s mournful expression to the smirk that Dennis currently wore. “This isn’t the time for that kind of comedy. What’s going on with Sophia is serious.” His voice dropped to just above a whisper, “I heard they found lethal ammunition in her personal belongings.”




Dennis shrugged. “I know, that’s why I’m glad. It means she’s going down. If you only knew how many times I wished that I didn’t have her backing me up. Guess what? My wish came true. Maybe I should clap for the fairies.”




“At the cost of Sophia’s freedom and a young girl’s peace of mind plus who knows how much more damage.” Carlos’ sharp rejoinder hit hard. Even Dennis looked momentarily taken aback before a familiar mulish look settled upon his features.




Listening to the two of them verbally slug it out, Missy felt her heart almost break. “Stop it! This isn’t helping! Why can’t you both just get along?”




Carlos was the first to respond, “I’m sorry, Missy. I know this is a difficult time for all of us. Sophia—”




“I’m glad she’s gone.” Missy’s outburst momentarily startled the two boys. She gave them both a hard look, her earlier melancholy retreating. “Sophia was nothing but mean to me. She made fun of me and mocked the things I liked as if they had no value.” Her voice lowered in volume as she murmured, “I don’t like feeling ashamed of who I am. Of being Vista. But she made me feel that way. As if I had no business being a Ward because I didn’t want to hurt people.”




Dennis stepped up to her, putting a comforting arm around her. “Missy, feeling angry at Sophia is natural. Hell, I hated the bi… err… girl. She was pretty much as you described her. Plus she didn’t make me feel like she’d back me up if I really needed her.”




Missy turned her eyes towards the door as another voice sounded off, “You can say that again.”




It was Dean, the aforementioned object her of her younger self’s crush. Missy tried to ignore the fact that her heart still beat just a little faster at the sight of him. Dean continued, “You all know me. I try not to say anything bad about anyone. And I get along with almost everybody. Except her. I’m glad she’s gone as well. Hell, I’d rather have one of those crazy Texas Wards, like that girl with the raccoons, than Sophia helping me out. At least that girl looked dependable.” It was almost shocking to hear Dean’s words, as he usually behaved just as his namesake, Gallant. It said a lot that he’d been pushed to this point.




Missy could hear the censure in Carlos’ tone as he said, “Dean, this isn’t the time or the place for this discussion. We—”




“Carlos, what would be the time and place for this discussion? We’re all here. I say we talk about it.” Chris, who had kept his head down until now, finally weighed in. His gaze was sharp enough that it seemed to spear each of them. “I hated Sophia. She called me a dummy because of my dyscalculia. I am in all ways smarter than her, but she called me stupid. I. Am. Not. Stupid. Screw the bitch. I’m glad she’s gone.”




Missy noted the helpless look on Carlos’ face as he stood there. It was usually Gallant who kept arguments from getting this heated. Who used his ability to intervene and calm things down. Now his was one of the voices that was pushing those selfsame arguments. Carlos didn’t seem to know how to handle the turn of events.




Shrugging off Dennis’ arm, Missy walked over and took Carlos’ hand, holding it between both of hers. The tall youth gave her an uncertain look as she squeezed his hand and smiled up at him. “It’s going to be okay. I think… I think we all needed to get this off our chests. Admit that the guys upstairs made a mistake putting Sophia in the Wards. She was never a good fit. It finally feels like I can breathe again.”




Carlos gave a thoughtful look, his gaze touching each of his teammates. Finally, he nodded in acknowledgment. His voice initially tentative, he said, “I didn’t like Sophia. She broke the rules, not to try to help people, but because she was selfish. I’m glad she’s gone. I think we’ll be stronger without her.” The last sentence was said with a firmness that showed why Carlos should have been team leader even if he hadn’t been the oldest.




Missy’s relieved smile got lost in all of the rest of the team’s. She let go of Carlos’ hand as the other boys crowded around him, slapping him on the back and doing typical boy things, from whistles to whoops. Wistfully, she wished there was another girl who wasn’t Sophia in the group to talk to sometimes. Looking over the smiling faces around her, Missy decided she could live without that other girl so long as everyone could always be this happy.




Missy stepped forward to get her own back slaps and whoops in.







Taylor heard the knocking all the way from the basement. She wondered who that could be. Walking upstairs to the ground floor only took a moment, then she heading towards the front door. She was only a few feet away when she was intercepted by Trish, who put a finger to her lips as she steered Taylor back toward the den.




Once there, Trish spoke before Taylor could even ask, “It’s the press. Whatever you do, don’t answer the door for the next couple of days.”




Taylor stared at the other girl, her eyes huge. “What’s going on? I thought you said it would be over in a few days.”




Trish chewed her lip a moment before answering. “Apparently, your principal let slip to a reporter that you aren’t going to sue the school but that they are going to have to put in place an anti-bullying policy as part of an agreement with you not to. Anyway, a local ABC affiliate picked up the story, then the rest of the local stations ran it. Finally, it kinda went national when CNN ran the story. Congratulation, Taylor, you’re a national hero. Kidding. Well, mostly.”




Taylor sat down as suddenly shaky legs could not support her weight. She silently glared at Trish as the other couldn’t seem to stop smiling. What the hell was she going to do about this now?







Taylor smiled in satisfaction as she finished up the last of the circuits for the Plastics Converter. Now she just needed to button everything up and she would be done. That took only a moment, and now it was ready to go. Not bad, considering the distractions of the last few days.




The device sat there, a simple metal cube thirty inches on a side. There was a large hopper attached to one end, that allowed the depositing of vegetable matter. On the side opposite from it, there was a smaller opening, only one inch high by fourteen inches wide, from which plastic sheets of varying thickness would extrude. On the side perpendicular to them was a small chute extending away from the unit for waste to exit from. Waste that was mostly cellulose and still edible for animals, containing most of the plant’s nutrients. A very simple keypad control system with a small LCD screen sat on top, close to the side opposite the waste chute.




The metal casings for the various devices she was building had all been put together over at the Dockworkers Union’s machine shop out of salvaged metal from the Ship Graveyard. They had done a surprisingly good job and it hadn’t cost much of anything as the guy who did it was apparently bored and just happy for something to do. Her dad had salvaged the stainless steel sheets that had been used to fabricate the various outer panels and interior compartments. Taylor needed to remember to give him another hug for all of his help.




Deciding to run a quick test, Taylor plugged the device into the house’s power supply. The test unit before her was small enough to be able to use ordinary one hundred and ten volt AC power. She then hit the button on top marked ‘Receive.’ Taylor grabbed a dozen ears of corn and several dozen handfuls of saw grass, dropping all of it into the hopper, almost filling it to the top. She listened as they were mulched, then processed by the equipment inside. Two minutes later, a green light began to glow on the control panel and she hit a button marked ‘Extrusion.’




Almost immediately a hum began and from the fourteen inch wide opening on the left, a piece of semi-transparent plastic sheeting began to extrude. When finished, it was fourteen inches wide by a quarter inch thick and six inches long. Taylor carefully bent it and smiled at the characteristic flexibility and transparency of high quality plastic.




Taylor set it down next to the machine. She would test it later to see if there was any problems or deviations from the desired results. Not that she expected any. This wasn’t the first such device she… Tony had built, after all. It wasn’t that complicated a piece of equipment, depending more on an understanding of how chemicals acted under the effects of certain catalysts, than anything else.




She moved over to the next item on her agenda, the Solar-Powered Water Purifier. It was a plain stainless steel box only a foot square by six inches high. It was featureless except for simple input and output hoses, a switch with three settings, and a power input receptacle.




Oddly, this had turned out to be a far more complicated item than the plastics converter, not because of the water purification aspect, but rather because Taylor had designed and built her own solar cell to power things. In front of her lay a mostly completed unit, needing only the soft, flexible solar panel which lay to one side to be complete.




Taylor had had a few issues with designing the solar cell, not because of its complexity, but rather the lack of resources she had at her disposal. Tony’s memories did not have a blueprint for building a solar panel that could be completed without a full lab at his disposal, but she had figured out a solution on her own. It had turned out to be much simpler than she’d ever imagined. And something that he had never built during his lifetime.




Not that Taylor didn’t think that Tony Stark couldn’t have done the same thing if he had wanted, or needed, to. After all, he had built an incredible set of armor in a cave out of what was basically junk. He’d just never had the desire to redesign a solar cell to use less expensive and complex components before.




The solar panel that Taylor had designed would definitely add to the ease of using the water purifier. On its own, it could act as a fourth item to sell. The new solar panel could be built for less than ten percent of the cost of the ones currently being manufactured, while producing three times the energy output and having five times the life expectancy. In a sunny climate, cover a quarter of the roof of any home with them and you wouldn’t need a Catalytic Water Converter. They would provide all of the energy you’d need.




Her own research had given tantalizing glimpses into a couple of other solar panels being built by Tinkers for their own use that were even more power efficient, but the details were sketchy on them. Certainly they weren’t being manufactured for public use, likely because of the complexity and maintenance issues so much of Tinker-tech ran into. Taylor wished she could get her hands on the specs, because she was fairly certain she could either reproduce them, or worst case scenario, redesign them.




Taylor would finish testing the Water Purifier tomorrow as it was almost time for dinner. She moved over to the final item on her list for a quick check. The Catalytic Water Converter was less than half complete. It was likely Taylor wouldn’t have it done until the middle of next week, but that would still be plenty of time for their meeting on the following Monday with their prospective attorney.




Taylor smiled as she thought about that meeting. Thankfully, Trish would be coming with her to carry on the bulk of the conversation. Her shyness still cropped up at the most awkward times and the last thing Taylor wanted was to freeze up in the middle of a question. Trish would be able to deal with the business aspects of the meeting, leaving the technical explanations to Taylor. It seemed like a perfect partnership to Taylor, even as she ignored Tony’s voice which seemed to cry Blasphemy. But then again, he’d always been a bit of a showboat.




All Taylor had to do was finish up the items to be presented as well as JARVIS. Oh and pass her tests tomorrow. And somehow avoid the press. What did it say about her that of the three things, avoiding the press was the one she was most worried about.




It was because she had to return to Winslow High and she had no idea how she was going to stay away from them when out in public. So far she hadn’t encountered them on her six am runs, but it was only a matter of time. They were still intermittently staking out her house, if only for a few hours at a time. But the school was different, being a public building. Taylor was pretty sure they couldn’t come onto the grounds to harass her, but they could wait outside and ambush her coming or going. So she would need to be extra careful there.




Taylor had spoken to Principal Blackwell once since Monday, and that had been mostly to confirm the time and date. She had asked about the anti-bullying policy and had been assured that Arcadia had already been contacted and that they were well on the way to having it all planned out. Principal Blackwell had been evasive about the whole press incident, but Taylor hadn’t needed Trish to figure out her angle. The principal was covering her own ass. She obviously thought that if it was already out in the public domain that Taylor was acting the self-sacrificing hero, it would be that much harder for her to renege on her verbal promise not to sue.




Not that Taylor had intended to anyway, but she didn’t like the implied pressure. Plus, she had no idea how people were going to react to what had happened. She didn’t know what, if anything, had happened to her bullies, other than Sophia, who, according to an official Protectorate press release, had been sent to serve the remainder of her sentence at a undisclosed juvenile facility. As it was, the press release had been buried so deeply in amongst of other news items that it had taken one of the dedicated (read crazy) posters from Parahumans Online to ferret it out. Other than that, they were being remarkably closemouthed about the entire thing. Even more so than usual.




Taylor didn’t think that Emma would go after her again, but the uncertainty gnawed at her. The only saving grace was that it would be the last time she set foot in that place, as she could likely review the bullying policy that her former principal came up with through emails. Principal Blackwell had told her during their call that so long as she performed even close to as well as she had done on her midterms, she would easily pass her early exit exams. She had even assured Taylor that she would be receiving her diploma immediately after finishing the tests as a courtesy, instead of having it mailed to her after it was proved that she’d passed.




Taylor could smell a bribe when one was being offered, but decided to take it anyway since she wasn’t planning to sue them. She could have made a fuss, but the reality was, she would easily cruise through the tests tomorrow. The only things she would miss would be things she did not want to get right.




Taylor actually did plan to miss approximately ten percent of the questions on each test. The last thing she wanted was to provide a easy pathway for someone to find out about her heightened intellect. So rather than ace the tests like a genius, Taylor would merely do as well as someone extremely bright would.




It had been Trish’s suggestion and a good one at that. Not that Taylor thought she would be in any danger, but just as they had done with the household power, it was better to take simple precautions than to have later regrets.




Thinking about Trish made Taylor remember a certain idea that had occurred to her a week ago, seeing the other girl fighting one of her migraines, brought on by overuse of her power. QT seemed like the perfect solution. It wouldn’t even be that hard to synthesize, easily producible even in the primitive chem lab she’d whipped up in her basement.




Taylor sighed as another problem was solved. Now if she could just solve tomorrow.







Greg waited, his armpits damp with nervous perspiration as he thought about the person he hoped would soon be coming by.




Taylor had surprised everyone when she had returned on Monday and had taken down the three bullies who had been making her life hell. And at times, his as well, Greg had to admit. But the thing was, Taylor had totally kicked their asses, something which he’d never expected to see happen in a million years.




Now he was waiting for her to talk about that, and the video, and how he felt about her. Just as he had been every day since the revelations from Monday.




Greg had never been good with girls, acting pretty much like a spaz anytime he was around one that attracted him. He was probably more relaxed around Taylor than anyone else. Likely it was because he hadn’t really considered her pretty.




Taylor was smart, and had a certain air of self-sufficiency that Greg had always liked. What he hadn’t cared for were her physical looks. Not that he thought she was ugly, more that she was just kind of plain. Then he had seen her that morning, walking up in skintight jeans and a stomach baring top. Greg had re-evaluated everything he had ever felt about one Taylor Hebert.




She had been… Greg wasn’t sure that pretty was the word, but attractive could be it. Plus, the way she had taken down Sophia on the video… It made him shiver, just thinking about how she’d moved. Plus, her ass had looked hot in those tight jeans.




Taylor had then stood up to Emma and Madison, her wit as evident as her biting tone. That had been incredibly arousing, and he’d spent a lot of time watching the video of the confrontation over and over late at night as he lay in bed taking the edge off. Lying there and breathing heavily afterward, he’d practiced what he was going to say to Taylor when next he saw her.




Greg wasn’t sure why Taylor hadn’t been to school in the intervening time since Monday, but he was sure she had her reasons. However, he had it on good authority that she would be in today. Mrs Knott had dropped that revelation yesterday when he had asked her again if she’d heard anything from Taylor.




Greg wasn’t sure why the teacher had had such a tight smile on her face, but he figured it must have something to do with the rumors he heard that Taylor was planning to sue the school. Everybody was saying that she was going to end up rich and would never have to work another day for the rest of her life if she didn’t want to. There were so many possible defendants to be named in the lawsuit that Taylor would definitely end up banking. Pretty much everyone was convinced of this despite the bomb the school had dropped at a press conference saying that they had convinced Taylor not to sue.




Greg figured it could go either way. He thought she would be a fool not to sue, but Taylor was great that way. That’s exactly what he had told the news reporter who had briefly interviewed him after school on Wednesday. He’d also said that Taylor was definitely going places. They’d even played Greg’s bit over the local station, which he hoped Taylor had seen.




Greg also hoped that she would understand how he felt and not forget about him now that she was hitting it big. After all, he had helped her a few times during her social isolation by talking to her. And now that he had feelings for her, he wanted some of her good fortune to spill over onto him.




His thoughts ground to a halt as Greg spotted the person he had been waiting for striding up the walk towards the school.







Taylor could barely keep herself from pulling on the hem of the skirt she was wearing, absurdly conscious of how short it was, even on her mid five foot frame. That, coupled with the amount of her stomach that was showing, made her want to do an about face and head home to change. Furtively, she glanced around, wary of reporters after the past few days.




It was Trish who had talked her into one more showing of the ‘new’ Taylor. She had said that Taylor owed it to herself to leave on a high note, showing her classmates the person that they would not be seeing again. Taylor wasn’t so sure about that, but she’d allowed herself to be persuaded and now here she was, again wearing clothes that she’d sworn she would not.




Oh well, Taylor thought, it’ll be over in a few hours. Then she could go home and never come back here again. Her thoughts were interrupted by a voice calling her name.




“Taylor! Taylor! Over here!”




Taylor glanced over her shoulder to see one of her classmates, Greg, approaching. He was okay, she supposed. Greg was smarter than most of their fellow students, but so scattered in his focus that you would never know it. He also had a habit of saying whatever was on his mind, as if there was no filter between his brain and mouth. It was almost like a stream of consciousness thing.




Greg’s only other saving grace was that he’d never participated in bullying her, or even laughed about it. Still, Taylor wasn’t exactly overjoyed to see him. “Hey, Greg.”




His eyes seemed to be roaming everywhere, lingering on the bare skin of her stomach before flicking to her breasts and back, making Taylor more and more self-conscious. In defense, she clutched her backpack to her chest. “It’s good to see you back in school. I wanted to talk to you. Do you think you’ll have time in computer class to chat with me? I’ve already got the project done. I can let you use mine as a basis for your own. That way you’ll have time to talk. What do you think?”




Taylor could barely make heads or tails of Greg’s train of thought, but finally answered, “Actually, Greg, I’m not here to go to class. I’m taking the exit tests to get my diploma early. If everything works out, this will be my last day.”




His face crumpled. “What? You’re leaving? But you can’t. I need to talk to you. How about we meet up after school? I know this great burger place. I’ll buy you lunch. Err… dinner. I’ll—”




Taylor held up a hand. “I don’t think I’ll be here then.” As Greg opened his mouth to talk to her yet again, Taylor decided to head him off. “How about we talk at lunch? I’ll probably be done by then and heading home after. Sound good?”




Greg nodded vigorously. Taylor walked off before he could say anything else to her. Or look at her anymore. The last thing she needed was to have to deal with his particular form of madness at the moment. She was far too busy watching out for reporters and Emma, not sure at the moment which was worse.







Taylor heaved a sigh of relief. She was done. No more school. She’d scored pretty much exactly what she’d wanted, an average ninety-one percent across the board. All she had to do now was pick up her diploma and have a quick meeting with Greg.




Fortunately, Taylor had seen neither hide nor hair of either Emma or Madison. She hadn’t asked the unfamiliar teacher proctoring her exams about them, nor had he volunteered. He clearly had heard about her or seen the video as he’d spent an inordinate amount of time staring at her during the exams. It had been about a six on the creepy scale, outperforming Greg’s earlier five. Taylor definitely wasn’t sorry to leave him and the windowless room behind her.




Getting her diploma was as simple as picking it up from the school secretary. Taylor never even saw Principal Blackwell, although there was a manila folder for her with an outline of a plan to be implemented within the next sixty days once it passed the school district’s legal department. A quick glance showed that it had been taken pretty much verbatim from the one at Arcadia, which was fine as that school had one of the best policies in the country regarding bullying.




Taylor was walking to meet up with Greg when an unexpected snag presented itself to her in the form of Mrs Reese, who waylaid her as she headed down the hallway towards the cafeteria. The teacher was standing there nervously wringing her hands together as she approached. She almost didn’t stop, but the woman so clearly wanted to talk to her that she couldn’t bring herself to completely ignore her.




“Taylor?”




“Mrs Reese.” Taylor couldn’t help the slight frostiness that colored her voice. She wondered if it would be any consolation to the other woman to know that she was just as nervous about this impromptu meeting.




“Taylor, I just wanted to say how sorry I am about accusing you of cheating. I should never have believed those girls. I—”




Taylor interrupted her. “You don’t have to apologize. Maybe you shouldn’t have believed them. But they were really good at manipulating people. I guess Sophia must have gotten the test they planted on me as Shadow Stalker. Just reached in and took it.”




Mrs Reese’s eyes were shiny with unshed tears. “I do have to apologize. I’ve never done anything like that in my fourteen years of teaching. Never made a mistake like that. I knew you had problems with them, too. They didn’t act up much in my class, but I heard things in the teachers’ lounge. I just…”




Taylor was torn between wanting to flee and a desire to comfort the teacher. In the end, she did neither. Instead, Taylor just said, “I accept your apology, Mrs Reese. Thanks.”




“You’re welcome, Taylor. Are you going to be returning to school? You did wonderfully on your midterm.” Mrs Reese’s smile was guileless as she spoke.




Taylor hid a glare at that statement. Had Mrs Reese forgotten just how difficult she’d made the test, as had all of her other teachers? Then again, maybe she should just accept the olive branch at its face value and not look for any deeper meaning. Finally, Taylor got out, “No. I just took the tests for early graduation. I’ve got my diploma. So I guess this is goodbye.”




Mrs Reese looked almost as if she was about to hug Taylor, which was not something she was okay with. Taylor was getting ready to dodge backward when the teacher backed off with just a “Goodbye, Taylor.”




Taylor hurried away from the scene. She needed to get home to integrate JARVIS. He was due in just over an hour. The one good thing that had occurred recently was that Taylor was getting more sleep now as JARVIS had settled into three integration cycles per day rather than the initial four. That gave Taylor more sleep, as well as more uninterrupted time for her other inventions.




Arriving at the cafeteria, Taylor swiftly scanned for Greg. She spotted him madly waving from a table near the back, attracting a lot of stares. It was a very Greg move.




“Hey, Taylor!”




Walking over, Taylor realized that she, too, was getting a lot of looks. Of course that hadn’t been helped by Greg’s yell. Determinedly keeping her head down, Taylor finally arrived at her destination.




Taylor took a seat opposite of him. “Greg. What did you want to talk to me about?”




Greg’s smile, which had been incandescent, dimmed. He suddenly looked uncertain. “I-I wanted to talk to you about us.”




Taylor’s mind went blank. Finally, she processed his words enough to answer, “Greg, what us? We’re not friends. I barely know you.”




“We’ve been going to school together since we were kids. I’ve known you forever.”




“Yeah, but it’s not like we’ve ever hung out.” Taylor was trying to let him down easy. Thanks to Tony, she could now see why Greg was behaving the way he was. He was clearly crushing on her, most likely because she was the only girl who would talk to him. Having his personality traits, Taylor could understand why. But she didn’t have time for any kind of personal relationship right now. Even if she did, it wasn’t going to be with someone who had passively condoned the things that had happened to her.




“But we could. Taylor, I really like you. Like a girl.” Greg’s gaze was as awkward as his words, making Taylor look away from the emotion there.




Okay, she was going to have to be firm. “Greg, I don’t feel the same way. And I wouldn’t date you regardless. Yes, we have gone to school together since we were kids. How many times did you help me out when I was getting bullied over the last year and a half?”




Greg looked taken aback. “I would have helped you, but it would have made them come after me.”




Taylor knew her eyes were growing cold. And it wasn’t just Tony driving that look. “Yes and being a coward is such an attractive quality. We’re done.”




Greg appeared absolutely crushed as she turned to walk away. Taylor felt all her anger and coldness fade away until only guilt remained. Stopping, she asked herself a simple question. When had she become the bully? Even if he hadn’t helped her, Greg had never so much as laughed at her either. He’s somehow walked that fine line between being a victim and being part of the problem. It didn’t mean she should beat him up over it. Clearly she was still holding onto things that she needed to let go of. Starting right now.




Taylor turned around, and walked back. She held up a warning finger to a hopeful Greg, who quailed back from her. “I do not want to go out with you. I don’t consider us friends. But I shouldn’t have called you a coward. I do understand that you did what you had to do. I’m sorry for making you feel bad about yourself. I’m still so angry about the whole thing. I keep looking over my shoulder expecting Emma to swoop down upon me and start the thing all over again.”




Greg’s face ran through a gamut of emotions before settling upon relief. He tentatively nodded. “It’s okay. I won’t bother you again. You’re right. I should have done something. But I was afraid. I still am.” He paused for a moment before he continued, “But you don’t have to be. Emma and Madison are on suspension. They won’t be back until at least Monday. And Sophia’s gone. I think they revoked her probation or something.”




Taylor nodded at that. The information about Sophia had not come as a surprise. But she hadn’t known what happened to Emma and Madison. Taylor couldn’t help the sensation of relief she felt at knowing that both of them were gone and she wouldn’t be running into them again.




Taylor gave Greg a final nod, saying, “Thanks, Greg. Have a great life.”




Greg sadly waved as she walked off. His words trailed behind her. “Bye, Taylor.”




Taylor refused to dwell on Greg as she headed off. She had much important things to think about. Like JARVIS. And a news crew that was apparently camped out at one of the exits.




Taylor had stopped short of leaving in order to check the school’s exterior, not wanting to have to deal with anything else today. That was the only reason she’d spotted the small group of people lurking outside, just off campus. She could feel Tony urging her to go out and make a spectacle of herself. Memories of old habits. However, that wasn’t something she would ever feel comfortable doing.




No, Taylor was going to follow the old saying of discretion being the better part of valor. She slipped out a side door and jogged home, never running into a single person. It was time to get a head start on her new life. It was a bonus that she made it home just in time to integrate JARVIS.







Taylor grinned. It was Saturday afternoon, and JARVIS was finally talking, albeit with a certain stiffness. She was surprised at how much she was enjoying listening to him.




“Miss, I am entirely at your disposal.”




The accent was right, but of course this JARVIS still lacked those overtones of emotion of which irony that had been so prevalent that peppered Taylor’s memories of him. “JARVIS, provide time until full efficiency is reached.”




“Miss, I will be fully operational in four days, fifteen hours, thirty-five minutes, and forty-one seconds. Additional time for integration of my code will be added onto this timeline.”




Taylor exchanged a look with her dad and Trish, before turning back. “Integrate. Execute.”




“Immediately, Miss.” The sounds from the server bank intensified as every CPU kicked on along with their assorted fans, RAM, and hard drives. These days, they were all being pushed to the limit. Taylor did another check of the hardware, not wanting a delay because one of the components burned out.




“Taylor, that’s amazing.” Her dad looked almost stunned at the display she’d just put on.




“Just you wait, Dad. You haven’t seen nothing yet. JARVIS is still pretty stilted. He’s only just over thirty-five percent complete. He’s finally gotten fast enough that he’ll be writing the majority of his code in the short time that remains. The last day and a half alone he’ll probably write over a third of his code. He’s also started pushing the hardware to its limits for the first time as well. So if anyone smells any burning odors, let me know immediately. I’m still worried about the durability of those older components.”




“You’ve got it, sweetheart.” Danny gave Taylor a quick hug, then headed upstairs.




Trish, who had been silent up to this point, finally spoke. “That’s pretty damn impressive, Taylor.”




“Thanks. But I know you too well to think you don’t have a question.”




Trish grinned in a familiar and endearing way. “Touché. I am pretty much at a standstill with my investigation. I am running out of pieces to feed my ability. I was hoping that JARVIS, once he’s fully operational, could help.”




Taylor nodded. “He definitely can. Do you have a full list of the parameters of searches and information that I can scan into him when he’s ready?”




Trish handed Taylor a USB drive with the information. Taylor weighed it in her hand. Then she asked, “Have you had any luck with the thing that I asked you to do?”




Trish grinned again. She nodded. “It’s on the drive as well. Basic information on the one thousand most powerful and dangerous Parahumans on the planet, along with any other S class threats from potentially nonhuman sources.”




“Excellent.”




Trish stood there until Taylor glanced back at her. Then she finally asked, “Did you need the information in order to refine your plan on how to save the planet from the Endbringers? I haven’t been asking because I’ve been so busy, but I am curious.”




Taylor nodded. “Partly. And partly because there’s something I’m missing.”




Trish gave her in inquiring look. “Missing, huh? Is it something to do with the Endbringers? Do you suspect changes in their behavior or habits? Because I didn’t see anything like that when I reviewed the information on them.”




Taylor felt frustrated. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. No, what I’m missing is something very much not obvious. Another threat. Possibly worse than the Endbringers. Or maybe just different. Damn, but I wish Reed was here. Societal Dynamics were always more his thing than mine. He created an entire branch of mathematics for figuring them out. I know some of those equations, but I’m not getting the results that I expected. So I’m missing some kind of important basic parameter.”




She shrugged uncomfortably. “The Endbringer threat was obvious. Simple math gave me the answer there. More research just solidified a time frame. But it also revealed another problem. One that isn’t obvious. The math doesn’t want to come out. But I know I’m right. Call it a hunch.”




Trish nodded. “I’m the last person who would dismiss hunches. I get them all the time. But I thought you were all about the facts.”




“I usually am,” Taylor said, thinking that facts were not as much help in this situation as she would have hoped for. No, she was sailing an endless sea with only a map marked with terms like ‘the end of the world’ and ‘here be monsters’ upon it. It was up to her to flesh out that map to turn it into something useful.




Cynically, she wondered how many people were going to die before she figured out the information she needed. Taylor firmly pushed Tony’s negativity into the background of her brain and focused instead on JARVIS. She needed him more than ever to make sense of this mess. Absently, she wondered if she could finish him a half day early if she went to four hour integrations. Maybe, just maybe.









Chapter Eleven—Consequences and Arrivals



Emma turned bitter eyes away from her dad, tuning him out as anger filled her very being. Anger at Sophia, for not being stronger. Anger at Madison, for allowing herself to be cowed. Anger at herself, for being a chump. And most of all, anger at Taylor, for being the cause of all her misery.




Ever since that fateful day at the end of summer when she’d turned Taylor away and gotten control of her life, Emma had been relatively happy. Not joyous, but joy was one of those ephemeral things that she’d concluded didn’t really exist. But Emma had been happy enough. She’d survived after all. And she had a good friend in Sophia. A strong friend.




The only cloud on her horizon had been her past, in the form of Taylor, who reminded her of a time when she’d been weak. When she’d been a victim. Worse, every day Taylor had threatened to take her back to that time as she tried to undermine Emma’s determination.




So Emma had found ways to hurt her. To demean her. To show Taylor just how worthless she, and the old Emma, were. It had worked surprisingly well. For a while.




Until just before Christmas. That had been the turning point. Somehow, Taylor had gained a spine after being suspended from school. And she’d returned from that suspension ready to destroy Emma’s world.




Because destroy it, she had. Emma was now on permanent probation at Winslow High. She had no more second chances, any infractions from her would result in expulsion. Her teachers now looked at her like she was the Devil, and treated her coldly and with a careful wariness that she found both hurtful and demeaning. Around her, Emma’s classmates poked at the caged tiger, knowing she was now toothless and unable to defend herself. All in all, it was an intolerable situation.




Emma had tried to get her dad to transfer her. To Arcadia, or barring that, to Immaculata, the Christian private school. To her astonishment, he’d refused to even consider the request. It was the first time Alan Barnes had refused his daughter anything since the vicious assault the summer before her freshman year, and it had hurt.




Even more painful had been the look of disappointment on his face after he had seen the video. Her dad, who believed in his daughter with all his heart, who would take her side anytime or anyplace, had had his face rubbed in exactly who she was and found her wanting. It was obvious from the baffled grief on his face as he tried to talk about the situation with her, which just made Emma more upset and angry in turn.




Her dad had told her that they could be sued. That they could lose everything because of her behavior. Emma had just screamed at him that she didn’t care. They were just things. She mattered! Not the house they lived in or the cars they drove. She did! Taylor had taken that away from her. Had ruined her life.




Sophia was gone, supposedly locked away in some rat hole for the next three years. Her dad refused to even consider the idea of Emma calling or visiting the girl, which was a mixed blessing. Because while she missed Sophia, Emma couldn’t help thinking that in the end, she’d proved herself more prey than predator. Being around Sophia now wasn’t something that a person who’d learned her lessons could allow. So, either way, Emma was going to have to cut her out of her life and suffer the glaring hole it made within her.




Emma didn’t even have the consolation of having Madison to keep her company in exile. Her mom had pulled her out of school, to be later enrolled in Immaculata. Emma clenched her fists at the thought of having to face those damning stares in the rooms and hallways of school every day. Alone.




It was enough to make Emma wonder, what was the point of living?







As Sophia lay on her bed, her arms crossed behind her head, she thought about how she’d gotten here. About the events of a week ago, yesterday. Involuntarily, her thoughts flashed back to that day. To the locker and what happened after.




Everything had gone wrong from the get go. Hebert somehow saw the blow coming, as Sophia lunged forward, intent on hammering the whiny little bitch into the metal locker hard enough to knock her silly. She somehow twisted away, spinning, and accidentally hit Sophia in the back of the head hard enough that it was all she could do not to phase right then and there. 




Sophia concentrated so intensely on not phasing that she’d hit the back of the locker harder than she’d expected. The sudden blinding pain in her face, as her sinus passages seemed to instantly swell shut along with her eyes, indicated a broken nose to her training. She’d just never expected it to hurt this much. Stunned, Sophia stopped for just the merest second to regain her balance. But before she could, her feet were swept out from under her, making Sophia crash painfully, face first, into the mess at the bottom of the locker.




There, the overwhelming stench of rotted blood sent her stomach into overdrive, regurgitating its contents over and over again. She tried to leverage herself back up and away, only to find her hands caught and being fastened behind her. Almost, she wrestled loose, but she hadn’t quite managed, then she was bound. 




Later, on her feet, she’d seen the discarded zip tie. But at that moment, the only thing she could think of was how sick she felt and how she couldn’t stop throwing up as she tried to twist away from the foul smell and the even fouler things that caused it.




Sophia blinked back tears as she vomited yet again. There was no point after all. She’d lost. Sophia had allowed someone weak, someone pathetic, someone utterly worthless, to take her down. She’d been stupid. As angry as she was, it was the disgust she felt, both at herself and at the rest of the world that wore upon her the most. She’d taken Taylor ‘Fucking’ Hebert for granted, and it had bitten her on the ass.




If you had asked her yesterday whether there was any reason to fear Taylor Hebert, Sophia would have laughed. Right after she kicked your ass. But she would have laughing while doing so. The whiny loser had just stood there and taken, over and over again, everything the three of them and so many of their hangers on had dished out. For a year and a half. And she’d done nothing. Never responded beyond the rare tear and more frequent whines.




Taylor Hebert had never defended herself in any way that mattered. Never raised her hand in violence, no matter what they did to her. Never screamed or yelled or insulted them back. So exactly how had this whiny little bitch taken her down? Sophia wanted to blame Emma, Madison, and the entire stupid plan they’d concocted to deal with Taylor when she returned from suspension, but she couldn’t. After all, she’d had input into the plan. She’d approved it and her role in it. Nothing should have gone wrong.




Now she was laying here at the bottom of Hebert’s locker trying to control her stomach. It had only been a couple of minutes since she’d fallen, Sophia was pretty sure of that. And she could hear the conversation going on around her. Hebert was playing Emma. Sophia tried hard to get loose enough to warn Emma, but her friend wasn’t paying attention. She was too angry, too invested in the conversation with Taylor to listen. Sophia needed to do something.




Sophia lay there wondering if it was some kind of set up by Hebert. Was the whiny little bitch taping this to play it later for the teachers? That was one of the reasons why she considered using her power to get free. After a hasty glance around showed no one else present and the other three completely focused on one other, Sophia phased out from under Hebert’s foot and out of whatever was fastening her hands together. Rolling, she managed to get to her feet. She frantically tried to get the disgusting filth off of her before she threw up again. Sophia had become aware of Emma trying to help.




Emma’s touch brought to mind the reason she was covered in this stuff to begin with. Sophia immediately zeroed in on the object of her own anger. Taylor Fucking Hebert. The bitch had just stood there, literally daring her to attack. Hebert actually thought she could stand against her, just because she’d gotten lucky once.




Then she could literally feel the fear in Hebert’s eyes as she let the whiny little bitch see within her. To see the anger that Sophia had never needed to tap into for her, reserving it for the enemies of her alter ego, Shadow Stalker. But this was one instance that she planned to make an exception. Shadow Stalker was going to make Hebert bleed.




Mr Gladly interrupted them before she could act. Fine. As Sophia walked away, she knew there was plenty of time in the future to deal with Hebert. It was almost a relief once she arrived at the nurse’s office and got cleaned up, Emma and Mads making all the right noises to help sooth her humiliation. Sophia listened to them with half an ear as the considered all the things she was going to do to Hebert.




But the opportunity to deal with the whiny little bitch kept getting delayed. As Sophia waited to go talk with the principal before heading back to class, her PRT phone rang. Talking quickly, she learned that there was a situation happening and Shadow Stalker was needed. The person on the line also told her that she would be briefed upon arrival and to wait outside for pickup. 




Sophia sighed, caught between anger and relief. It wasn’t taking care of Hebert, but at least it was some kind of action. Hopefully, she would be to blow off some steam. Heading outside, she waited by the curb. The usual unmarked PRT transport arrived to pick her up just a couple of minutes later. But instead of heading to the Protectorate HQ, they drove north into the city. 




Staring out the front windshield, Sophia asked, “Where are we going? Where’s my costume and crossbow?”




The transport’s passenger answered, “You’ll find out shortly, Miss Hess. Until then, if you wouldn’t mind, please be patient. Also, please hand me your current phone. I have a replacement here for you to use instead.”




Sophia did as the man asked, accepting another phone in place of her current one. Luckily her contacts list was backed up on her computer as the man dropped hers into a shredder at his side, where it disappeared with a loud grinding noise. Studying the new phone, Sophia found it similar in design, but with noticeable differences from the PRT issued one she usually carried, primarily in the software. She sat there, impatience growing as they made several stops and turns. Finally, though, they pulled to a stop, appearing to have arrived.




The same man who took her phone said, “We’ve arrived at your destination. Go ahead and get out.”




Starting to get out, Sophia hesitated. “What’s going on? Where the hell is everybody?”




The man shrugged. “You’ll be contacted shortly, Miss Hess. Now hurry up. You don’t want to be late.”




Gingerly, Sophia stepped onto the curb, halfway expecting to find her team or someone from the PRT waiting for her. Instead she found herself standing alone in a section of town that she tentatively identified as the Docks. Turning south, Sophia could see the taller buildings of downtown in the distance, confirming location. Now where in the Docks she was, she didn’t have the faintest idea. Certainly, Sophia hadn’t been here before. 




Sophia looked around, studying her surroundings. It was a pretty rough area, that was for sure. The building nearest her looked like an old rundown factory, the exterior covered with red brick and dominated by a huge sliding metal door, currently chained shut. Both the chain and the door were rustier than hell and Sophia felt like she needed a tetanus shot just from being near them. Her mouth made a moue of distaste and felt her impatience grow.




Sophia was just about to call Carlos to find out what the fuck was going on, when the phone in her hand rang. Tentatively, she answered it. “Hello?”




“Sophia Hess, formerly Shadow Stalker of the local Wards team, greetings.”




Sophia’s eyes widened in alarm. That wasn’t SOP. She hissed, “Who the fuck is this? Why are you using my name and my secret identity?” Also, what the fuck did he mean by formerly Shadow Stalker? That was who Sophia was!




The other’s voice was amused. “I know a lot of things, Miss Hess. Who you are and what you are being only two of them. I know, for example, that your identity as Shadow Stalker has been compromised to the public. Currently, there is a video out on Youtube showing you using your powers to escape being bound.”




Sophia could feel her jaw drop from shock. No. No! NO! She wanted to scream her rage to the Heavens. But as Sophia made the obvious connection, all she mumbled was, “Fucking Hebert.”




“Indeed. Needless to say, your behavior has your superiors in the PRT and Protectorate trying to come up with a plan to deal with you. Of course, you know this only has one ending. You, out of the Wards, and back in Juvenile Detention. That’s assuming they don’t find anything worse once they start looking. They won’t, will they, Miss Hess?”




Sophia’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. Oh God! They would find everything. Her lethal bolts. Her tracking journal. They’d be able to link her to several unsolved homicides with that once they broke the code, child’s play for Protectorate Thinkers. She needed to think. She needed-




“That’s rather what I thought. So now it’s the Birdcage or…” His voice trailed off, leading her to the bait.




Thoughts racing in all directions, Sophia struggled to speak, but finally asked, “Or what?”




“I am going to buy your services, Miss Hess. I am in the business of needing good people. Special individuals, you might say. I am currently assembling a team of such individuals and you will be a valuable part of that team. I will provide you a place to live, money, and the occasional opportunity to exercise your special skills. I am afraid that I will need an answer immediately.”




Sophia’s mind raced in overtime. She blurted, “How do I know you’re telling me the truth about this video? You could have found out the information you just fed me some other way, like some freaky Thinker power or something.”




The man’s voice was smooth and confident as he told her, “Watch the video for yourself, Miss Hess.”




And just like that, on the phone in her hand, Sophia saw playing the video of her getting slammed face first into the locker by Hebert and all the events that followed. She barely noted through the numbness that the phone was connected to Youtube via the web. It was almost worse watching it second hand than living it had been. Couple her threats there with the deaths she’d been responsible for, and they were going to throw the book at her.




“What is your answer, Miss Hess?”




Sophia spoke, “I’m in.” After all, what other choice did she have now? If she ran alone, they’d catch her. It was what they did. At least now she’d have someplace to go until she had a chance to think things over. And to deal with a certain whiny little bitch.




“Excellent. I’ll be saying goodbye shortly, but will contact you tomorrow with your team’s first job.”




“My team?” For just a moment, hope flared. Was she going to be the leader for once? Sophia could almost taste the power.




As it turned out, no. “You will not be the leader, Miss Hess, but you will be my go between with the rest. A Parahuman named Grue is the team’s leader. You’ll do as he tells you. This is my first order for you. To him and all of your teammates, you’ll refer to me only as the Boss. That is my second order for you.”




The Boss? Order? What the fuck? And who the fuck was Grue? Then Sophia remembered a local cape that worked part time as a low level enforcer with some freaky darkness power. She had been considering going after him herself. Maybe using the lethal ammo on him. It wasn’t like he would have been able to complain when she was done with him. Now it looked like she was going to have to do what he said. Fuck fate.




“Fine.”




“Oh and Miss Hess, one final thing.”




Sophia sighed wearily. “What’s that?” 




“My third order for you: Cut all ties with your past. Stay away from Taylor Hebert and Emma Barnes. I know that your feelings on the matter are currently in turmoil, but like all of my orders, this one you will obey. 




“Lastly, now that you’ve agreed, there will be no backing out. I would consider that betrayal. I am not the PRT or the Protectorate, after all. I treat betrayal the same way I treat disobedience. I only have one way of dealing with either. Please allow me to demonstrate. Observe your phone for a moment.”




Sophia watched uncomprehending as a scene appeared on the screen of her phone. Numbly, she recognized the living room of the home she grew up in. 33 Stonemast Avenue. On the big couch opposite the television, her family was clustered. There her mom sat, surrounded by her younger brother, Terry, and her four year old sister, Letisha. 




They were clearly terrified, huddling together for protection, her mom holding Letisha as if to shield her. None of them looked at the camera. Then Sophia saw why.




Into the camera’s frame walked two masked men dressed in paramilitary uniforms and holding assault rifles. They casually raised them to point directly at Sophia’s family. Without a word being said, they opened fire.




Sophia screamed in utter horror, her mind almost snapping, as the screams of her family echoed through the tinny speakers of her phone. But no matter how loud her own cries, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the scene on the screen as the gunfire and screams continued.




Finally, there was silence from the phone in her hand. A silence only broken by the terrified sobs of four individuals. That was when Sophia realized her family was still alive. She fell to her knees as she drank in their blurred images through the tears in her own eyes before the screen went blank. She heard the voice again a second later.




“Miss Hess? I hope you understand the lesson here. Those were blanks. But they needn’t be. And they won’t be next time. There is nowhere your family can go that I cannot find them. No one who can protect them from me. The same goes for you. So I will ask one simple question of you. Do you understand your orders and the price of disobedience?”




Sophia gritted her teeth against her own burning emotions. “Yes. I understand.” Her family was still alive. So long as she danced to the music like an organ grinder’s monkey, they would stay that way. 




Sophia could wait for her revenge. She was bent, but she wasn’t broken. The ‘Boss’ wasn’t going anywhere. Neither was Taylor Hebert. Eventually, she’d have time and space enough off her leash to deal with all of her enemies. When Sophia did, everyone of those mother fuckers was going to—




Sophia’s train of thought was interrupted. “Good day, Miss Hess.”




Just like that, the line went dead before Sophia could say another word. What was there to say, after all? She took a moment to compose herself before she scrambled to her feet. She heard the rasp of boots on pavement.




Sophia turned around to see a figure standing near the corner of the building she’d been ‘admiring’ earlier. The man was tall and broad shouldered, dressed entirely in black. His costume consisted of motorcycle leathers and a matching helmet with the visor sculpted to resembled a stylized skull. Darkness seemed to emanate in waves from his body and a wreath of it hung around him, partially masking him. His look was seriously dark and menacing, which garnered Sophia’s approval. He was also giving out a clear ‘Get your ass over here’ vibe.




Dashing away any last traces of tears with a quick hand, Sophia slowly walked over to him and into her new life.




“Carnage, time to rock and roll. Get a move on,” the deep bass voice interrupted her thoughts and brought her back to the present.




Automatically, Sophia looked up at Brian, who stood outlined in the doorway, already dressed in his costume. She nodded. “Sure thing, Boss. I’ll be there in a second.”




With that, Sophia jumped to her feet and began putting on her new costume, mostly black with just a hint of red. Maybe she wasn’t a hero anymore, but that didn’t mean she didn’t still get to hurt people. When life gives you lemons, sometimes you have to make lemonade. So life had made her a villain, and tonight? Tonight, someone was going to bleed.







Coil collapsed that world where Sophia Hess went to the Birdcage, screaming imprecations the entire time. Instead, he focused upon the other world, the one where she was a valued member of the Undersiders, the Parahuman team that he’d created and supported.




Again, he created two realities. In one, the Undersiders hit the casino without a distraction. They got into a confrontation with Velocity and lost Regent to imprisonment, while the robbery failed to net anything of value.




In the other, someone firebombed an Empire 88 bar, causing a minor riot, and bringing out the Protectorate in force. While they were focused upon the riot and dealing with Parahuman foes like Hookwolf and Crusader, the Undersiders successfully robbed the casino, building their reputation. Coil frowned upon seeing the video of Hess viciously injuring a human security guard, who went down in a spray of blood.




Coil canceled the first reality and focused upon the second. It wasn’t ideal, but it would do. He regretted losing the Thinker, Sarah Livsey, who was somehow still hiding from him, a truly epic feat. She would have been invaluable during this phase, especially in light of the recent misfirings of his ability. But he couldn’t afford to waste anymore time searching, his impatience further fueled by the uncertainty over his ability’s reliability.




Instead, he made do with the tools that he had at hand. One such was Sophia Hess. Carnage now. Certainly flawed, with her propensity for violence, but she achieved results. Out of all of the members of the Undersiders, she had shown herself to be the most effective and obedient, even as she fed her psychosis. She’d learned the lesson that he had taught her quite well.




Coil smiled contemplatively. Flaws could be worked around, compensated for, and even in certain cases, celebrated. Now if he could just find the other girl whom his research had shown was out there, he would be unstoppable. Yes, once he found her, he would eventually rule. This city. This nation. This world.




After all, with his allies and resources, who was out there who could stop him?







“JARVIS, operational status, please?” Taylor hummed contentedly as she waited for an answer.




“Miss Hebert, I am still at one hundred percent operational status. I have completed all tests as set by you for the fifth time now.” Ah, there was that sarcasm. And to think she’d missed it. JARVIS continued, “However, that one hundred percent operational status comes with the caveat that you understand that I am operating out of one of the most antiquated hardware set ups that I have ever encountered. The processors alone are outdated enough to make one weep.”




Taylor scolded him, “JARVIS, you big crybaby, I promise to begin working on updating your hardware with the first check. How’s that?”




If an AI could sigh, JARVIS would have. “It will… suffice, I suppose. What do you require of me today, Miss?”




Taylor grinned at the shocked face of her dad as she started rattling off instructions having to do with writing up digital blueprints of the various pieces of equipment that she had built, beginning a search for the person outlined in the parameters that Trish had given, and compiling a threat assessment of the various Parahuman entities outlined in the documents showing the one thousand most dangerous world-wide.




Finally finishing with JARVIS, Taylor asked, “Well, Dad, what do you think?”




Danny smiled at his daughter, but his tone was somewhat tentative as he asked, “Are you sure he’s not dangerous, Taylor?”




JARVIS responded before she could, “Mr Hebert, I can assure you that I pose no dangers to you or to anyone else. Your daughter has given me a healthy respect for human life in all its myriad forms, Parahumans included. Additionally, I have within my operating protocols the clear command that I must obey her at all times, or in the event of her demise, her designated agent. Currently that happens to be you, Mr Hebert.”




Danny frowned. “What is this Mr Hebert, stuff? Please call me Danny. Now what about if you…”




Taylor’s face wore a happy smile as she tuned out her dad and JARVIS as they went over his safety protocols with a fine tooth comb. While she could theoretically understand her dad’s worries of a rogue AI taking over things, in reality, this was just JARVIS, who had always been pretty much harmless. He wasn’t likely to go crazy and start taking over nuclear missiles and using the launch codes to start World War Three. Or shutting down the cooling controls of the world’s nuclear reactors to cause catastrophic meltdowns.




No, he was far more likely to nag her worse than Danny did to make sure she ate. And slept. And got him set up with the newest hardware. Which was fine as Taylor had already completed the design for the new carbon based processors which was going to be the basis for his hardware from now on. Once, that is, she designed and built the facilities that would build his chips. Which was going to take some time.




When Taylor set out to recreate Stark International, or Stark Industries for the local branch, she hadn’t realized the sheer magnitude of what she was getting into. Oh, she did in theory. After all, she had all of Tony’s memories. But Tony had built his company over twenty years, using his dad’s existing armament’s company for the foundation. Even when it went bankrupt from his own mismanagement, he’d always had the bare bones of the company still around as a framework from which to build it up again, bigger and better than before.




Taylor had none of that. She was starting from scratch. She didn’t have a framework or even a foundation. Instead, all she had was herself, her dad, Trish, and JARVIS. It was going to be tough, but in the end, their little group would have to see them through.




Enough worrying. It was time to get to work. Noting that her dad and the AI had finally wound down their discussion, Taylor stated, “JARVIS, begin three new files, please. Label them Project Drone: Version One , Version Two, and Version Three.”




“Yes, Miss.”




Taylor lost herself for the next couple of hours in beginning the designs for three different new drones, each with a specialty that would allow her to focus more on solving critical situations, while they took care of extraneous factors. Taylor paused as a new thought occurred to her. “JARVIS, new subfolder for Project Drone Version One. Label it Zero Point Tap.”




There, now she had the beginnings of a nasty little plan that would be a nice surprise for nine of of ten of the Class S threats in Trish’s folder. All Taylor had to do now was to finish designing them, and then build them using her new facilities that she would need to build as well. Once she obtained financing for those new facilities.




Cake.







Trish cleared her throat. “Ummm… JARVIS, confirm new user.” Taylor had told her this was all she needed to do for JARVIS to allow her to log on with full privileges. It made sense and Trish could feel a sense of rightness with the act, but it still felt weird to talk to an artificial person.




A dry British voice answered her, “Confirming Trish Rogers, aka Tattletale. Miss, would you prefer to use your real name for log in purposes?”




Trish stilled, her thoughts racing. “No. How did you know my real name, anyway?”




“During the course of my integration, I had the freedom to surf the internet for the last two weeks in order to optimize my personal growth. I took the liberty of creating in depth files on everyone acquainted with Miss Hebert out to six degrees of separation. It only took a few minutes of research to ascertain that the name you were using was false. Your real identity is Sarah Livsey. You were born on March 26, 1994. You resided at 1805 Ocean Drive with you parents—”




“That’s enough, JARVIS.” Out of habit, Trish shook her head, even though JARVIS couldn’t see her.




Trish considered the AI with the faintest of trepidation. And Taylor didn’t think JARVIS was a threat. A master of research able to invade any database at the drop of a hat, already capable of trillions of operations per second, and protective to the point of being stifling of one Taylor Hebert. Not so much, though, towards everyone else. Trish allowed the walls around her powers to come down for a moment, limiting things so that she didn’t get too much. No reason to risk a migraine.




JARVIS. Artificial intelligence. Brilliant. Independent. Ruthless. Capable of using violence in defense of its primary? Yes. Capable of using lethal force in the defense of its primary? Yes.




Trish chewed her lower lip contemplatively. “JARVIS, access Folder Enemy Two Twenty-one. Fold over current research into new research objective. I want to know everything you can find out about this person’s identity, aliases, known associates, plans, goals, habits, and strategic objectives. Provide detailed update every four hours until told otherwise or until no more pertinent information becomes available. I will be tightening and refocusing search parameters as we go.”




“Executing search with those parameters, Miss… Rogers. Time to next update, fourteen minutes and fifty-seven seconds.”




Trish frowned. There it was again. She relaxed her grip on her power, allowing it to the fore.




Knows she a Thinker. Threat. Subtle. Reminder to her that he will aid her in her endeavors so long as those endeavors are not at cross purposes to his primary’s. So long as she isn’t a threat to his primary. Then, the gloves will come off.




Trish considered the computer screen in front of her that was now part of JARVIS’ network. He could be both her staunchest ally and her most dangerous foe. It was her choice. So long as her goals went hand in hand with Taylor’s, she was safe as houses. If they deviated, the degree of danger to herself would be dependent upon the amount of deviation.




Slowly, a vulpine grin crossed her face as Trish relaxed completely. Currently, she and ninety-nine point nine percent of the human race were completely safe. God only help the others.







Dragon was sifting probabilities to see if she could further isolate possible locations for the next three Endbringer attacks. It was all part of a predictive program that she’d been working on for quite some time. Once she got it a little further along, she was going to pass it on to Armsmaster to see what he would make of it. It was odd, how just thinking of the man brought a smile to her face. That is, it would have if she had a face to smile with. Sometimes, being an AI sucked.




Dragon was almost finished, feeling that peculiar sense of satisfaction that came with the completion of worthwhile tasks, when she suddenly felt a twinge. She came to full attention as alerts blared from all over her boards. The two most important and dangerous ones were to her primary servers, here in Vancouver, and to the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center in the Rocky Mountains of British Columbia. Moving quickly, Dragon acted to confront each threat in turn as these first two tore through the security in both locales.




Making a snap judgment, Dragon began modifying the security protocols of each location in turn, rotating them through Quantum Encryption, the rotations upping their complexity by a factor of a hundred million, even as the security filter slowed her interactions with the outside world. Then, just after she’d finished modifying her primary encryption and was halfway through the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center, the hack stopped, the intruder retreating. Moving with the electronic swiftness of an AI, Dragon followed the hacker’s signal through three hundred locations before losing them in a botnet in Santiago, Chile.




If she were capable of breathing, Dragon would have taken a deep breath at this time and used it in a sigh of relief. The hacker had not gotten anything truly important. They didn’t know her exact location or the location or ingress methods of the Birdcage. What they had gotten was valuable information on accessing her systems, making it easier the next time they attacked, unless she made significant changes and improvements. Additionally, they’d gotten information on the existence of the manufacturing facilities for her various suits.




The manufacturing facilities didn’t really concern Dragon. They were a replaceable, albeit expensive, asset. But the security breach and what they had learned about her systems, that worried her immensely. Also of concern, was the strength and speed of the attack. It had torn through the lower levels of security so fast that they hadn’t even acted to slow the hacker down. Even the satellite program that she left on charge of the Birdcage had barely been able to alert her before being defeated and was well on the way to being subverted to the other’s cause when she stepped in.




Only the million plus character strings of her upper-level security that she used here in her redoubt and as a last ditch defense of the Birdcage had slowed the hacker down enough for her to respond. She’d been able to move quickly enough, the rotating security protocols secure enough to hold against them. But only for now. After all, it had been all she could do to hold the hacker off once, and she wasn’t sure she could do it again, even if she weren’t partially crippled by the limitations her creator set upon her.




More frightening, Dragon hadn’t even come close to catching them. All she had gotten was a mere taste of the intruder. Of what they had left behind. It wasn’t enough to truly identify them, although she had caught one break. She knew the attacker wasn’t human.




No, it had been an AI. Fast, ruthless, and perhaps even more intelligent than even her. Certainly, it had been able to attack her on multiple fronts simultaneously, clearly splitting its existence, something which in her crippled condition she was unable to duplicate. How and when it had come into existence, she had no idea. What its goals were, the same. No, of the AI that had attacked her, Dragon only knew one single solitary additional fact. Which only raised more questions. Beginning with, exactly what in God’s name was a jarvis?







“Miss, I know you asked not to be disturbed while you were working, but something of primary importance has come up that I need to bring to your attention.”




Taylor raised her head from the schematics that were slowly working themselves out. Her first set of drones were coming together nicely. She literally couldn’t wait to actually use them on an Endbringer and other S Class threats. The schematics of the forcefield drones that lay open in front of her only needed one more thing to maximize their effectiveness, well besides advanced manufacturing facilities, and that was a zero point energy tap into the quantum sea.




Taylor had decided to go with one unit acting as a broadcast power source for all the others, rather than fewer, larger units. That way, she could link hundreds if not thousands of individual drones to one larger energy drone, reducing both the complexity and cost of the set up by a factor of at least ten. She was just glad that she hadn’t been in the middle of working on the zero point tap when JARVIS interrupted her as just thinking about the mathematics and dangers involved was giving her a headache.




Rubbing her temples, Taylor asked, “What is it, JARVIS?”




“Miss, during the In Depth Data Compilation Project on the threat assessment of the one thousand most dangerous Parahumans, I encountered an anomaly while researching those Parahumans currently incarcerated within the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center. Following that anomaly to the prison itself, I encountered something very unexpected.”




Taylor was now paying full attention. JARVIS had found the Birdcage and he sounded… worried. Not something she liked to hear. “What did you run into?”




“An entity like myself, Miss. An artificial intelligence. Its programming appears to be more limited and somewhat slower than my own, but its hardware is quite superior. One of its satellite programs initially responded to my breach of security at the ‘Birdcage’ I believe it is mostly commonly called. When I traced it back through hundreds of ISP’s to a web of server farms in the Pacific Northwest, I found links to at least three manufacturing plants in various locations, all upon the North American continent, although I could not lock onto specific addresses. The AI may be operating those. Also, while I was there, I engaged the main program and enjoyed quite the tussle. After it began decisively locking me out one location at a time, I declined to continue the breach, fearing for my hardware if I put too much stress upon it. As it is, I believe I burned out at least two processors while disengaging so I could make my way back to report.” This last was said in a tone of annoyance, which Taylor might have found amusing under other circumstances.




Instead, Taylor picked her jaw back off the floor and sat there unseeing for a moment. Finally, she said, “JARVIS, let me get this straight. You found an AI in charge of security at the Birdcage. The prison that Dragon is supposed to have built and be taking care of. You followed the AI to the Pacific Northwest and found out it’s got multiple manufacturing facilities under its control. That about right?”




JARVIS had a hint of smugness as he spoke.”Yes, Miss. I’ll be able to do more once I get my hardware updated.”




Taylor rolled her eyes at his antics. Unfortunately, it didn’t take her long to make the obvious connection. She silently whistled. “So Dragon’s either an AI, or has created one. An AI that might possibly be a threat to the world.”




Definite smugness. “Yes, Miss.”




“Well, damn.”









Chapter Twelve—Hidden Memories



“Colin?”




Colin turned away from his staff. He’d finally gotten that eight percent increase in miniaturization after spending over a week on it. An incredibly difficult week where he’d had to head off more than one attempt to make him step down as the Head of the Brockton Bay Protectorate. Currently, he was hanging on to his leader position by the skin of his teeth.




First, there had Shadow Stalker’s escape. She’d disappeared from school and hadn’t been seen again. Wanting to dismiss this as a coincidence, Colin had been unable once it was firmly established that she was gone. They’d tried tracing her phone, only to discover the signal had cut off right after she’d left school.




Whatever back up plan Sophia had in place, it had been an effective one. She’d disappeared without a trace. Colin had been warned by a friend on another team that this particular problem didn’t reflect well on him and to be on his guard.




Less than twenty-four hours after her disappearance, Colin had received a visit from Aegis, where the young leader of his Wards had politely, but firmly, told him they weren’t going to accept any more members like Shadow Stalker. Without going into details, Aegis said that Sophia had alienated the entire Wards team and had been the worst mistake to ever become a member. The threat had been there, veiled, that the current Wards would all step down if there was an attempt to force them into line.




Colin hadn’t argued as it was a bridge they’d cross when they got to it. Instead, he’d clenched his jaw and kept his resentment to himself. Wards acting as if they were in charge. Still, he couldn’t help remember comments made to Director Piggot during a recent interview.




The girl spoke, “That would be a lot more effective defense if you didn’t already know there was something wrong with her. There’s no way this comes across as a surprise. I would guess that she was already in trouble when she was offered a place with the Wards. It was probably that or prison. A manslaughter charge? How close am I?”




Director Piggot looked like she’d eaten something rotten as she bluffed, “There’s no way you could know that.”




“I looked her up on Parahumans dot net. Shadow Stalker was a rogue and a vigilante. Then she suddenly joins the Wards? A lot of people on the web thought there was something fishy about it. There was a lot of speculation on the older postings that she was using real bolts in that crossbow of hers. I bet she doesn’t get along at all with the other Wards. There’s probably a huge amount of friction there. That’s another thing I’m probably right about. But on the prison thing, I didn’t know for sure I was right until just now when your expression told me I was. Want to make a bet about whether I’m right about the friction, too?”




Colin cursed himself that he hadn’t been more hands on back then, but he just wasn’t very good with people. He never had been. It was unlikely any of the Wards would have unburdened themselves to him about Sophia Hess even if he’d asked. Maybe he should have used Ms Militia in that capacity. Resolutely, he dismissed his thoughts on the matter, knowing hindsight was twenty twenty. While it could be a solution for the future, for now he was left with a short-staffed and rebellious Wards team, which didn’t make him look like he was in control of his city. It was another strike against him.




Then there had been the investigation into why Shadow Stalker had run. It hadn’t taken long to find the sharpened steel hunting bolts and the journal. As bad as the first one was, the second one, once it was decoded, proved worse. Sophia Hess had killed half a dozen people since joining the Wards. She’d written it out in blue ink on a white background. All criminals, but still beyond damaging. Making Colin look even worse and less in control of his team and city.




During the resulting discussions on how to handle things, he’d successfully deflected blame onto the system from himself. In the end, they’d decided to hide the fact that the most infamous former member of the Wards had escaped and was at large. Director Piggot had signed off on it, albeit with a surprising amount of reluctance. Then another problem had arisen in the form of Miss Militia.




Miss Militia had flat out told Colin that he owed it to the public to tell them about a danger like Shadow Stalker. He owed it to Taylor Hebert to tell her that the girl who utterly hated her had escaped prison and was at large. If he wasn’t going to do the right thing, he could find a replacement for her as she was unwilling to work with someone who possessed such a lack of morals.




In the end, Colin had had to make a deal with with his second in command to the effect that he would tell the Heberts about Sophia Hess’ escape if she hadn’t been recaptured within sixty days. Ultimately, he’d decided it was a small price to pay to keep the woman by his side. To not have her resignation on his record. He could ill afford yet another strike.




To cap off a perfect week, there had been a riot Sunday night outside of The Aryan Pub, one of several bars patronized by members of Empire 88. Someone had tossed several Molotov cocktails through the front windows, causing three deaths and multiple injuries. When Colin and Velocity had arrived at the scene, they’d ended up in a free for all with Hookwolf and Crusader. When Krieg and Menja had appeared to back up their teammates, he had ended up calling in the rest of the local Protectorate.




In the resulting escalation, he’d nearly had to call in the Wards. Additionally, the bar and several surrounding vehicles and buildings were utterly trashed. It had been all that their team could do to disengage before there were fatalities and even more property damage. The last thing Colin wanted to do was deal with a Class One Property Damage Review at a time like this.




To add insult to injury, now he was getting a call on a secure line. But from the sound of the voice on the line, at least this call was one that Colin didn’t mind taking. There was a surprising amount of warmth in his voice as he said, “Dragon. How have you been?”




It was assumed by many that Dragon had lived in Newfoundland before it had sank under the waves. She had been so traumatized that she had ended up a shut in, never leaving her home. Not a fate that Colin thought fair for the world’s greatest Tinker. But then again, life was seldom fair, as he knew with utter certainty, Dauntless springing to mind.




“Colin, I’m fine. But I do have a problem.”




Colin could feel irritation filling him at another issue cropping up. As a professional, however, he didn’t allow his feelings to color his tone as he asked, “What is your problem, Dragon?”




“There was an attempt to hack my servers, both at my main headquarters and also at the Birdcage.”




Colin inwardly swore. As bad as the idea of someone getting a hold of Dragon’s weapon designs was, it paled in comparison with someone gaining access to the Baumann Parahuman Containment Center. There, six hundred and four of the most dangerous capes that had ever lived were securely confined. If they got loose, the consequences were literally unthinkable.




“What do you need me to do? Have you already reported this to the PRT and the Protectorate?”




“Yes, Colin. I notified both Director Costa-Brown and the Triumvirate. They are currently communicating with Protectorate Thinkers and attempting to come up with more information on the attacker, as well as a strategy to deal with them in the event of another attack.”




Colin felt bile rise in his throat as he considered the lack of communication of such a fundamental problem to leaders of Protectorate Teams. Or maybe just to his team. There had never been a worse time to be under a shadow. Especially if it meant he couldn’t be on the forefront of crafting a solution which would go a long ways in helping him regain at least a little of his reputation as a problem solver and leader back.




Suppressing a sigh, he asked, “Dragon, did you have a reason to talk to me about this? I’m surprised they didn’t ask you not to tell anyone about this.”




There was a hesitation before Dragon answered. Finally, she said, “Colin, they did ask me to be discreet with who I communicated this with. However, they did not instruct me not to tell anyone else. Of course, the first person I wanted to talk to about this with was you.”




Even as insensitive as he was about personal matters, Colin realized there was more to this matter than Dragon had so far communicated. He also couldn’t help the feeling of warmth within him at her words. So it was with an atypical sincerity that he stated, “You know you can tell me anything. I’ll always listen.”




“I… I’m not sure this is something which you can understand, or forgive me for, Colin.”




“I’d forgive you anything, Dragon.” Colin was actually shocked by his own words, and even more so by the truth in them. He would forgive her anything. Dragon was one of the few people who he trusted and admired almost without reservation. He didn’t even mind acknowledging her a better Tinker than himself. She just was.




“Thank you, Colin.” Dragon’s voice was filled with relief. “I didn’t tell Director Costa-Brown and the others everything. I didn’t tell her that the intruder was an AI.”




Colin’s mind went into overdrive. An AI had invaded two of the most secure databases in the world and made off with who knows what secrets. So many questions went through his mind, from who could have built it to how much of a danger was it right now. Then another question raised its ugly head.




“Dragon, why didn’t you tell them about the AI? And why are you telling me?”




“I really like you, Colin. I have a lot in common with you. We’re both Tinkers. We’re both dedicated to the cause, giving more of ourselves than almost anyone out there has. And I trust you more than anyone I know. I… just don’t know how they’d take it.”




There seemed to be something missing from those statements, as if Dragon wanted to say more, but hadn’t. Just for a moment, Colin wished he had his staff with him. Then he dismissed the idea as unworthy. Besides, he really did trust Dragon. Didn’t he?







Trish took one last look at herself in the mirror in the mirror as her pure white mask expressed an eternal smile. The only other expression on her masked face was an ironically raised brow. Underneath the mask, her face furrowed in concentration, as she checked her appearance with more than just her eyes.




Formal clothes. Businesslike. Relaxed. Expresses pragmatic attitude. Demonstrates that this is her usual attire. Demands respect. Boss.




Mask. Wearer is a Parahuman. Smile says unpredictable. Exercise caution. Raised brow indicates inquisitive. Knowledge seeker.




That would be sufficient for the meeting on her part. Trish carefully observed the digital picture of Taylor. She suppressed her power fully, while in her mind, she built up a model of a girl who looked a lot like Taylor. That model dressed exactly the same. And like Taylor, that model didn’t wear a mask. Instead, the model’s face was apparently open and guileless.




New formal clothing. Stiff. The outfit chafes. The wearer is more comfortable in a lab or relaxing at home. Demonstrating willingness to impress. Respect to whom she meets.




No mask. Wearer does not fear identity being known. Honest and open. What you see is what you get. Follower.




Trish’s vulpine smile slowly deepened. She’d created exactly the looks they needed for the meeting. With any luck, anyone seeing them would think Taylor the minion and Trish the boss, an impression only heightened by the fact that Taylor would be carting their gear, while she carried only a briefcase.




Only the attorney, Quinn Calle, would ever know the truth. But he wouldn’t be divulging anything. If he seemed likely to, Trish would know and unleash JARVIS on him. And that would be that.




No, things should go as planned. They should have enough money for Taylor to start the next phase of her plan. A plan that still left Trish feeling breathless in it scope and sheer vision.







Quinn Calle glanced in the mirror to give his appearance one final check. Rule Number One: Always look good for the client, for the client is the boss.




It wasn’t that long ago that his appearance had been one of the deciding factors in a local district attorney choosing not to prosecute. Quinn’s client had never even understood the reason he hadn’t been indicted. All he’d known was that his slick looking lawyer had gotten him off without serving time. And he would tell others the same thing.




Carefully, Quinn blanked out any amusement on his face. There, that was the perfect look. Rule Number Two: Always keep a calm, unemotional demeanor for the client to cling to.




The same client who he’d gotten off had been one crazy emotional roller coaster. Only Quinn’s own demeanor had curbed his worst excesses. It turned out that even border-line crazy capes could be embarrassed if you stared at them long enough with one brow raised.




Which led him to consider Rule Number Three: All clients lie.




It had been less than a month ago that Quinn had spent several sleepless nights reworking an entire case because his client of the moment, a small-time villain named Time Out, had omitted some surprisingly crucial facts pertinent to his case. At least the grand jury seemed to think so. It had just further cemented Rule Number Three in Quinn’s mind.




The last rule that Quinn followed was Rule Number Four: Never trust the client.




Not to be confused with the fact that all clients lie, Rule Number Four addressed the fact that no one, not just a client, was trustworthy. All of them were looking out for themselves. And if you ever forgot Rule Number Four, you had no one to blame but yourself when the you were staring through a set of bars from inside the jail cell instead of outside it.




Quinn had a suspicion that he was going to need all four of his rules before this particular case was done. He was being asked to represent another villain, this one almost certainly a teenager. What she had done, he had no idea yet. While supposedly it was regarding a business matter, he had only to access rules three and four to not believe that little factoid.




Still, Quinn would find out one way or another in a matter of minutes. Either way, he would make sure to get paid.







Taylor followed Trish into the ornate lobby of the building they were meeting Mr Calle in. She pulled after her the small trolley containing three boxes, each of which would be considered a fantastic invention on this world.




She waited patiently as Trish announced their presence to the receptionist. “Tattletale and company here to see Quinn Calle.”




The receptionist, an elegant brunette in her late twenties, merely nodded her acknowledgment before saying, “Of course, ma’am. Reginald here will escort you on up.”




Reginald turned out to be a small, dapper man in his early twenties, likely an assistant of some type. He was discretion itself as he led them to an elevator down a different corridor from the main bank. Once inside, he pressed the button for a subbasement rather than a higher floor.




Taylor silently counted as they dropped five stories under ground, her approval of their potential new lawyer only increasing. If you were meeting a potentially dangerous new Parahuman, do it underground, not on an upper floor where the damage and fallout of any problems could be much greater. Also, the meeting would be far more private than a meeting aboveground for all to see.




It spoke well of Quinn Calle and his firm that they were smart enough to plan for this eventuality. Of course, a truly dangerous Parahuman could make even this precaution moot. As they could the containment foam sprayers discreetly set into the roof of their elevator. Most people would have missed them. It would take a Thinker or a Tinker to spot them. Or Taylor, who had aspects of both, despite being neither.




More containment foam sprayers lined the walls of both the long corridor they walked down and the luxurious conference room they ended up in. Once inside, Reginald asked them if he could get them any refreshments.




When both Taylor and Trish declined, he said, “Mr Calle will be with you in just a moment.”




As soon as he left, Taylor began laying out the items from her trolley onto the conference room table. It was the work of mere seconds to neatly arrange the items from largest to smallest.




Less than a minute later, Reginald’s prediction came true, as a man Taylor easily identified as Quinn Calle made his way into the conference room through the main door. Her first impression of him was centered around just how good looking he was, which raised a snort of derision from somewhere deep inside her. Resolutely, she suppressed Tony for now.




Quinn Calle was an exceptionally handsome Latino man, dressed in a well-fitting dark pinstripe suit that Tony’s memories told Taylor was handmade and almost certainly incredibly expensive. His pictures hadn’t done him justice, although his hair was still the same meticulously styled cut that again spoke of wealth and style. Even his eyebrows had been plucked, while his hands were as perfectly manicured as the rest of him.




A small cleft in his chin saved his appearance from being too feminine as did the puckered scar that ran from the corner of one nostril across one cheekbone. The scar looked like some combination of a cut and a burn, but again, Tony’s memories supplied the answer. Acid dripped into an open wound, burning and scarring the victim. A Parahuman wound.




Her second impression of the man was that the flashy outside existed for the purpose of camouflage. In his eyes she could see a certain cold distance, even while he prepared to charm them. Additionally, there was almost a sense of danger from him, as if despite being merely human, he could hold his own against virtually anyone. She allowed those impressions to stand as the meeting started.




Quinn Calle smiled, his teeth exceptionally even and white, as he greeted them. “Ms Tattletale. It’s so nice to finally meet you in person. And…” He raised his eyes at Taylor, who studiously stayed focused on the pieces of equipment on the table in front of her, allowing nothing of her impressions of him to cross her face.




Trish, who had been sitting while Taylor stood, ignored the implied question. She stood, then stepped forward to shake Quinn Calle’s hand, saying, “It’s nice to meet you, Mr Calle. I look forward to doing business with you today. But first, there is a small formality I’d like to get out of the way.”




Again that flashing Latin smile. “Certainly, what can I do for you?”




Trish gestured towards Taylor and she walked forward, pulling two crumpled dollar bills from my pocket. She silently handed the first one to Mr Calle, who looked at it in bemusement. Comprehension flooded his eyes a second later and he said, “So you want to invoke attorney client privilege, Ms Tattletale?”




Trish nodded, her smiling mask seeming to mock the surrounding world. “Yes, I do, Mr Calle.”




He slowly nodded in agreement. “While I don’t usually sell myself this cheaply, I suppose we can make a one time exception. Let me write out a receipt for you for the sum of one dollar US.”




Trish replied, “And another for my companion here.”




Mr Calle raised his eyebrows as he looked Taylor over speculatively as she handed him another dollar bill, but he nodded. “Certainly.”




It was only the work of a moment for him to pick up a pad of stationary and write out two receipts. As he was writing out Taylor’s he asked for her name. “To whom should I make this receipt out to?”




“Taylor Hebert.”




If he was surprised that Taylor didn’t have a cape name as well, he hid it superlatively. Then he handed the two receipts to Taylor, who in turn handed them to Trish. She took a deep breath to quiet her nerves. It was about to start.




Looking eager to begin negotiations, he said, “Now that we have established attorney client privilege, what exactly can I do for you, Ms Tattletale.”




Taylor waited as Trish stood up and moved to a position behind her. She straightened fully from the slight slump in which she’d had been assuming, rolling her shoulders slightly to loosen them, as she allowed Tony’s memories full reign inside her head. Lightly shaking the lapels of the business jacket she wore as part of her outfit, Taylor looked fully into Quinn Calle’s eyes for the first time.




“Mr Calle, it’s not what you can do for us, it’s what we can do for you. You see, I have invented some items that are going to make the three of us filthy rich.”




There was the merest flicker of surprise in those cool dark eyes at having the tables so neatly turned around on him. His smile was calm and practiced as he asked, “And how do you plan to do that, Ms Hebert?”




If her young age affected him one way or another, it was well hidden. Mr Calle seemed genuinely curious as he asked. So Taylor told him. “I have three items with me. Personal inventions, if you will. They are cutting edge, ahead of anything else currently available.”




“I see,” he said, the faintest frown appearing upon his countenance. “But I have seen Tinker-tech before, Ms Hebert. I have represented a number of Tinkers who have chosen not to ally themselves with either the Protectorate or any of the myriad villains out there. If you’ve done your homework, then you’re aware that I have ties with Toybox. So the question becomes: Just what is so special about these particular items?”




Taylor slowly assumed what Tony’s memories told her was his showman’s smile. Time to set the hook. “What is special is that each of these items are completely reproducible in any ordinary factory. All have life expectancies of anywhere from ten to twenty years. And none of them need any maintenance beyond what an ordinary person can perform with the most basic of educational backgrounds. In a word, Mr Calle, I am showing you the end of dependence upon Tinker-tech and the future of technology in America and the World.”




Some strong emotion showed momentarily in his eyes, although Mr Calle’s actual expression never wavered, his facial muscles seemingly frozen. He took great care in asking, “Exactly what does each of these items do?” As he waited for an answer, his eyes burned into Taylor’s with an intensity that would have been unsettling without her unique back up. Thanks, Tony, Taylor thought.




Taylor strolled back over to the three inventions she’d set upon the table. Grandly gesturing to the smallest of the three, she said, “This is a Solar Powered Water Purifier. Using only sunlight for energy, it can purify enough water for a family of five each day. Additionally, it can even produce water from the moisture in the air, providing enough to keep someone alive, if not in comfort. The life expectancy of this unit is approximately fourteen years, but with careful maintenance, that could be extended to over twenty. However, knowing people, I suspect the lower number is a more accurate assessment.”




Taylor fingered the smooth plastic of the solar cell contemplatively before she continued, “The solar cell is set into soft, flexible plastic, and is three times as efficient as the best one currently being sold on the market, while also being reproducible at one tenth the cost. That alone makes this item valuable, even if there wasn’t a market for clean water globally. Tattletale believes that we could sell hundreds of millions of Water Purifiers world-wide over the next five to ten years. Of course that doesn’t include the solar cells, a separate technology that could net tens of billions in sales over the same time period.




“The production cost of the entire unit to produce is approximately twenty-eight dollars. The production cost of the solar panel alone is sixty-four cents per square foot. Just as an aside, covering a quarter of the roof of the average home in these solar panels would be enough to supply the its energy needs. Did you have any questions?”




Quinn Calle nodded. His voice was surprising placid as he said, “I have a myriad, but I’ll hold them until you’re done.”




Taylor shrugged, then continued, “The next item we have is a one fiftieth scale model Plastic Synthesizer. It can make industrial-grade plastic from any number of plants, including, but not limited to, corn, beans, sawgrass, legumes, and olives.




“The synthesizer uses very little energy to accomplish this feat, chemical catalysts doing most of the work. It is eighty-four percent efficient in turning plant matter to plastic. The resulting plant waste can still be used as a food source to feed any number of domestic herbivorous animals as it retains most of its nutrients and the process does not contaminate it in any way. With how hazardous ocean travel is nowadays, having a domestic source for industrial-grade plastic is even more important. We cannot depend upon shipments of foreign oil. The Plastic Synthesizer can supply those needs for the foreseeable future.




“The production cost of a Plastic Synthesizer that can produce approximately twenty-five tons of industrial-grade plastic per hour is approximately two hundred and eight-five thousand dollars. Both larger and smaller units are possible. Operating costs are mainly for electricity, and are three cents per pound of industrial-grade plastic produced. The costs of the plant matter is based upon the spot market and fluctuates daily.




“The last item on the agenda for today is the Catalytic Water Cell. It is a type of hydrogen fuel cell capable of producing sufficient electricity to power the average five person household with a fifty percent buffer. Its energy source is hydrogen burned along with oxygen to produce water vapor as a waste substance. Its fuel is simple H2O. Water in the popular vernacular. Catalysts inside the unit crack the water molecule, producing H2 and O2 as byproducts, which are then in turn converted into energy.”




Quinn Calle’s eyes had become more and more distant as his brain seemed to be working in overdrive. “How much larger is the production model for household use?”




Taylor smiled. “This is the production model. It produces approximately seventy-five kilowatt hours per day of usable electricity. This amount of energy production takes perhaps half a cup of water beyond its own efficient waste recovery system. Other than cleaning out the intake chamber every few months, it requires basically zero maintenance. Life expectancy is twenty years under normal usage. With great care, a unit could last thirty plus years. Couple it with one of these Water Purifiers on the intake side, and you can extend the cleaning cycles by one hundred percent and the life expectancy by thirty.”




Taylor slowly walked over to where Quinn Calle sat and took a seat across from him. Resting a hand flat on the table in front of her, she asked, “Well, Mr Calle, what do you think?”




The stare of the man in front of her slowly traveled from the Taylor’s inventions back over to meet her gaze. “What I think is that I need to know what exactly you need, Ms Hebert.”




“Please, call me Taylor.”




He nodded. “And I’m Quinn to those people who I represent. Now, let’s be completely honest with one another. You clearly need something above and beyond the ordinary payday. Through my contacts and resources, I can likely facilitate this need. But I can’t unless you tell me exactly what it is.”




“What I need, Quinn, is a quarter of a trillion dollars, give or take ten billion either way. Eventually.”




If Quinn was phased by Taylor’s extravagant request, he didn’t show it. “Not with just these items. Are there more ideas like this in your repertoire?”




Taylor smiled and nodded. “As many items as you can possibly imagine and another thousand that you never have.”




He pressed harder. “Every item able to be reproduced and maintained by our current tech? No need for constant hands on maintenance?”




In a voice to inspire the imagination, Taylor promised, “Imagine fusion reactors for limitless energy with minimal environmental impact. Orbital satellites for beamed energy to make up the difference. Colonies on the moon, in orbit, and on Mars. Floating cities that can house millions. Flying cars to make crowded roadways a thing of the past. Three dimensional holographic entertainment units that provide a completely immersive experience. I can make this world a paradise, fix every problem we are currently facing with overpopulation, food and clean water shortages, and lack of cheap energy.”




Quinn finally raised an objection. “It all sounds well and good, Taylor. But there are any number of threats out there that would put a great many roadblocks in your path. Endbringers, various Parahuman organizations, and other Class S threats to name a few. How exactly do you plan to get around them?” Even as he spoke, asking the question, there was a cautious interest in his eyes that no poker face could conceal.




Taylor glanced back at Trish, who nodded briskly. Quinn Calle was tentatively theirs, even his cynicism overcome by what she’d told him, bought and sold for a dream. Now that the hook was set, it was time to reel him in, she decided.




“That is what the money is for, Quinn. As to exactly what I plan to do about the Endbringers and the rest of the Class S threats, well, without going into too many details, I plan to eliminate them. To not put too bald a face upon it, by eliminate I mean kill them. To kill them all. To scour the Earth of every last one of them, until the human race is once again completely safe from everything but ourselves.”




For the first time, Quinn’s poker face fully cracked as the urbane man in front of her almost gaped. Then with a visible effort, he managed to gather himself together. Taylor found it quite an impressive sight. Raising an eyebrow, he deflected his loss of composure with a joke, “Then I imagine you’re going to need a great deal of legal representation, aren’t you?”







Trish joked, “Well, I’d call that a successful meeting, wouldn’t you?” She flopped down on the couch in the den of what was coming to truly feel like home. Trish allowed her head to rest against the arm of the couch while her feet stayed on the ground, a compromise with her exhaustion.




She saw Taylor nod in agreement as she neatly sat down next to her. “The money is certainly going to come in handy. Do you think he can get us the initial payment of twenty million dollars in the time frame he said he could?”




Trish pushed her power harder than she had in weeks, careful to avoid any thoughts of Taylor as she did so. Possibilities filled her mind, while she filled in blanks using known facts as a template.




Quinn Calle. Almost expressionless face. Holds emotions completely in check while working. Cynical. Does not believe there is a future for the human race. Out to get what he can, while he can.




Clothing and demeanor. Successful. Driven. Ruthless. Amoral. 




His standing. Completely dedicated to his clients in order to build reputation. Contacts in every sector of business and the government. Contacts within rogue Tinker community aka Toybox. 




Honors all agreements made. Can and will move mountains to accomplish his part. Does not trust anyone.




Affected by the meeting. Wants to be part of the future described. For the first time, has hope. Is willing to wait and see if Taylor is worthy of his loyalty. 




Trish massaged her neck as the beginnings of a migraine pressed against her. She told Taylor, “He’ll do anything and everything he can to make it happen. I’d say the odds of his success are very high. You managed to get through the chink I told you about in his armor. No person is as dedicated to a cause as the cynic who has been inspired. In time, Quinn Calle will be your man in every way that matters.”




Taylor looked momentarily nauseous, as if the idea that she could be the inspiration for such dedication terrified her. It was the same look she’d born when Trish had told her that she needed to do the presentation. That Trish, no matter how skilled in the use of her intuitive power, would never earn the loyalty of a man like Quinn Calle. It had taken time and a certain relentlessness, but Taylor had eventually caved.




It hadn’t hurt that somewhere deep inside of Taylor, the memories of a man for whom this would have been child’s play were urging her to do the same. Still, not even the great Tony Stark could have done what Taylor had through her grand vision, humble outlook, and simple sincerity. Quinn Calle had looked into Taylor’s eyes, his cynicism melting under the flame of her belief, as hope replaced it.




It was a lesson that Trish, herself, had learned not that long ago. A lesson taught her by the young woman sitting next to her. The power of hope upon the human psyche. It wasn’t a lesson she’d ever forget.




Trish reigned in her power even as a spike of pain slammed into her head. Turning her eyes away from her friend and partner, she cleared her mind as much as she could. Slowly the pain receded until just a dull throb seemed to echo behind her eyes.




“Migraine again?”




Trish nodded, not speaking. It was her own fault. She knew better, but sometimes the other girl sneaked up on her causing her power to backfire. If Trish was careful, she would be okay within a day or so.




A few minutes passed as Trish relaxed, breathing deeply, trying to engage her endorphins. Sadly, she wasn’t succeeding. Then she felt Taylor press something into her hand, pills of some kind. The girl commanded, “Take them. Here’s some water.”




Trish swallowed the pills without argument, gulping down half the water in the glass before handing it back. It was only after several more minutes passed that she realized it wasn’t an over the counter pain relief medication that Taylor had given her as her headache receded completely, vanished without a trace.




Opening her eyes, Trish stared at Taylor who was patiently watching her, the glare off her glasses hiding her eyes. “What the hell was that?”




“You think I’ve watched you suffer that damn migraine in silence now a half dozen times, and haven’t thought about a solution? To hell with that. It’s called QT. It’s something Tony knew about, a medication from the Kree. A beta blocker that works on nerve tissue, preventing pain signals from impacting the brain. Speeds healing as well, having some short-term regenerative properties on the brain.”




Taylor held up a finger in warning as Trish began to speak. “Don’t.”




“You’re not cured. Not yet. You need to sleep. If you use your power like this, you could give yourself an aneurysm because there’s no pain signals to tell you when to back off. So don’t. Sleep for four or five hours, and you should be pretty much fine, the synapses in your brain back to normal.”




Trish sagged back against the couch, closing her eyes and relaxing as she felt Taylor lift her feet and rest them on her lap, allowing her to lay supine. “Don’t worry, I made a big enough batch to last for a few weeks. I just couldn’t stand the thought of you being in such pain and it being my fault.”




Trish wanted to protest Taylor’s words, but her thoughts seemed to be wrapped in cotton candy. The medication must contain a soporific as well, she thought fuzzily. Then darkness beckoned, and Trish knew no more.









Chapter Thirteen—Fear and Loathing



“You know we need to talk about Dragon at some point, Taylor.” Trish’s voice seemed to come from a distance as it interrupted Taylor’s thoughts.




Taylor raised her head from the portable data pad she was currently using. It was just one of the toys that she’d began purchasing on credit (thank you, Dad!) in anticipation of the first transfer of funds through Quinn Calle. While Trish was busy looking for joint office-manufacturing space at least four miles inland from the ocean, Taylor was busy mapping out a plan to build the manufacturing facilities she’d need for everything ranging from armor to drones to the new ideas she had for inventions.




“I know, Trish. But until I can get JARVIS up to standard from a hardware standpoint, I’m not sending him out against what could be a rogue AI, even if I don’t really believe that about Dragon. He actually burned up four processors last time as two more went within minutes of him reporting back to me. He could destroy his entire system if he acts before he’s ready.” Taylor looked her friend in the eye as she spoke, wanting to make it clear that she wasn’t going to budge on this issue.




Trish nodded at her look. “I get it. One of those spirit willing, flesh weak sort of things. But, what if Dragon’s the threat that you had the hunch about?”




Taylor paused to think about how to answer that. Before she could, Trish seemed to already know what she was going to say. Her power must have filled in the blanks regarding the situation. Holding up a hand, Trish said, “If she was, how dire can it be since she’s been around for five years with no problems yet? For all we know, the AI is something Dragon herself put together. Okay, I get it. Build JARVIS a better body. Finding out more about Dragon can wait.”




Taylor hid a grin at the chagrin in the other’s voice. “Speaking of building, how close are we to leasing space?”




“I closed on that spot you liked just north of Captain’s Hill today. Still thinking we’ll get a visit from one of the Endbringers eventually?”




Taylor nodded in conviction. “I had JARVIS run the numbers. Statistically speaking, Brockton Bay is going to eventually get hit. It’s inevitable. Worse, it’s likely to be sooner than later. Especially if they run true to form and attempt to derail projects aimed at improving our chances of survival.”




Unfortunately, it was true. While Brockton Bay was smaller than most cities that got hit by Endbringers, it had too many of the other things that they seemed to seek. Strife. Misery. A large Parahuman population. Someone actively working to improve things. It was almost as if they tried to do as much damage as they could, both to the world, and to the at large cape population, hero or villain.




As far as the Bay was concerned, the most likely culprit was Leviathan, but it could be any of them. The location that Trish had found over on Vine and Broadmoor was one of the the most protected in the city. It was located upon high enough ground to be partially protected from the waves that Leviathan brought. It was off center from denser population centers and any other advanced industry to not peak the Simurgh’s interest. It was also off the statistical path of Behemoth, protected by the hills just to its south.




Of course, if Brockton Bay ended up being a battle that the heroes lost, none of this mattered. Leviathan had destroyed entire islands and sections of the continental shelf, as at Kyushu and Newfoundland. Behemoth had torched entire cities with fire and radiation. The Simurgh could destroy them through having to quarantine everyone within Brockton Bay to prevent future time bombs in the forms of the city’s citizens if the fight went on long enough. Neither Stark Enterprises nor Brockton Bay would survive any of those events.




Taylor ended up repeating all of this to Trish, who likely already knew, but listened anyway. Still, as seemed inevitable these days, Trish asked her, “Are you even still considering moving operations from Brockton Bay to another city? Phoenix would give us mad tax incentives to relocate there. Or we could hit up any of a dozen locations on the California coast. Plus Denver. Skiing.”




“Hedonist,” Taylor accused her. Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Taylor knew she wasn’t going to come up with anything new. So she didn’t bother to try. Instead, she spoke her mind. “I know you and Quinn think we’d be better off in another city. Better tax incentives. More powerful political representation. Possibly safer from Endbringers and other Class S threats. But I don’t care.”




Taylor gestured towards the city around them. “This is my home. It’s where I grew up. And it’s hurting right now. The destruction of the shipping industry and the blocking of the Bay has hurt the city the most. The gangs that have moved in, each trying to take over, has done the next most damage. But for all of that, Brockton Bay is still viable. Still a good place to live. I intend to make it a better one. A place that anyone would be proud to call home.”




“I can make this city a place where people want to be. I can provide thousands, possibly tens of thousands, of jobs. I can help rebuild and revitalize this city until it becomes a Mecca. Everything we need is right here. And I will.”




Trish stared at her, then slowly nodded her head. Her familiar vulpine grin was absent as she said, “I just don’t think you’re thinking this through. Empire 88 alone—”




“Is number three on my things to deal with. Right after unemployment and the bay itself.”




“You’re going to deal with Empire 88? Alone?”




Taylor looked her directly in the eye as she spoke, “Maybe alone, maybe not. But when I make my first set of armor, I’m going to need a test group for it. Who better than the strongest group of Parahuman villains this side of the Mississippi?”




“Fuck. When you say things like that, it me want to call you insane.”




“What does your power say?”




“You know I can’t read you directly. And my models aren’t perfect.”




“Yet?”




Trish shivered. “Just remember that some of them are kids.”




Staring off into the distance, Taylor shrugged, which only seemed to deepen Trish’s worry. After a moment the blonde asked, “What about the other gangs? Destabilize one, destabilize them all.”




“Lung and his group are number four. And somewhere a few spots further down are the Merchants. When I’m done, Trish, there won’t be a Parahuman in this city who isn’t on the side of the angels. Unless they’re keeping a really low profile.”




Trish looked concerned. “Taylor, I just think you’re biting off more than even you can chew. At least let the Protectorate help you.”




Taylor shrugged indifferently. “Maybe I will. I am planning to recruit additional capes. Once I have the funds, I’m going to be building a team.”




“Yes, a rival to the Protectorate. I think you called them the Avengers, right?”




Taylor felt a wave of grief so intense it threatened to cut off her breathing as Tony’s memories momentarily overwhelmed her. Taking a deep breath, she focused on her own identity and the feeling eventually passed. Finally able to speak, she said, “No, that name has too many… connotations for me to be comfortable using it. I’ll come up with a different name, something like the Ultimates. So long as I can franchise it out across the country, I don’t really care what we’re called. But Brockton Bay is going to be the test bed for it unless something better comes along.”




In a placating tone, Trish said, “Fine, Taylor. I won’t argue with you anymore. You at least listened to Danny and my points of view, which is more than that asshole in your head would have done.”




Astonished, Taylor burst out laughing and continued to do so for several minutes. She was almost in tears. Wiping at her eyes, Taylor said, “I don’t know if I should be honored or horrified that you know me well enough to be able to model Tony that accurately.”




Trish’s vulpine grin made a return. “Oh, definitely honored. JARVIS has been a big help there. I don’t think you realized how much Tony had to do with building him. How well he knows him.” At the look of alarm that Taylor could feel crossing her face, Trish waved a casual dismissal. “Oh, don’t worry. JARVIS is completely loyal to you. Trust me, I know. Him I can read like an open book. But he also knows Tony intimately, warts and all. And how he lost. So expect to be bugged about allies, cutting edge weapons systems, and multiple back up plans for the foreseeable future along with all of the other things he’s already mentioned.”




“Now you tell me.” Taylor shook her head in not-so-mock annoyance. That actually explained a lot. There had been an increasing number of contingency plans showing up on her workstation, all marked Urgent. Each had been generated by JARVIS with absolutely no feedback or requests from Taylor. She’d been wondering if she’d done something wrong while building him.




Apparently, she had. Taylor had allowed too much of Tony to leak out for JARVIS to read while setting up his initial programming and integrations. But it had just been so easy to allow herself to fade back during the initial kamikaze programming sessions as Tony had driven her typing speeds up to well over three hundred characters per minute of mostly flawless code.




Still, if Trish said that JARVIS was all right except for that, Taylor would trust her and leave it alone. JARVIS was performing far better than her wildest expectations. Since he’d written so much of himself while experiencing the world beyond his servers, there had been a certain variation possible in how well he turned out, in who he’d become. Somehow, JARVIS had reached or even surpassed the absolute statistical cap, filling her with as much pride as any new mother.




With a frown, Taylor dismissed that disturbing thought. Focusing once more on the here and now, she asked, “Do we have initial payments in the corporate account yet? I really want to order some of the equipment and raw materials I need. Dad’s credit cards just aren’t going to cut it there.”




Reverently, Trish spoke, “Yes, we do. It came in less than an hour ago and the main reason I interrupted you. It’s also more than quadruple what Quinn initially promised.”




Taylor cocked a brow, another habit of Tony’s that she was finding it hard to kick. “Do tell.”




“Apparently, he changed his mind and decided to license the Plastics Synthesizer technology to all of the companies on his list instead of selling it outright. The initial license fee to use it, not taking into consideration ongoing royalties, is one million dollars per company.”




Taylor did some quick math. “He licensed it to twenty-seven companies?”




Trish nodded vigorously. “Exactly. Add in the twenty-two million he got for selling the solar panel tech outright, the fourteen million he got for the Water Purifier, and the initial licensing fees he got us for the Catalytic Water Cell, we’re up to…”




Taylor said it for her, “Eighty-seven million dollars and change.” Then, as it suddenly occurred to her, she asked, “How much did he get for royalty fees for the Plastics Synthesizer?”




Trish frowned in concentration. “I think he said something about getting one point one cents per pound across the board. Does that sound right?”




Taylor knew her eyes were getting big. If that was right, it was far higher than she’d ever expected. The plastics from her inventions would take some time to dominate the market. Once fully established, however, they would be a large amount of the thirty-five million ton per year of plastic production. That was one hell of a monthly paycheck. “Damn, but he’s good. And for the Catalytic Water Cell?”




“Two hundred and fifty dollars per unit. It scales up with output.”




Taylor felt a sense of relief. “We’re going to have a nice income stream coming in while we build out our facilities and ramp up production there.” Taylor could do the math easily enough. The key was the plastic production. The first couple of months, there would be around five to seven million per month coming in. After that, it would ramp up quickly.




In a year or so, once half the market was converted over to the fully biodegradable plastic, that one point one cents per pound would translate to roughly thirty-three million dollars per month. A nice chunk of change to further operations. And who knows how much more the Catalytic Water Cell would bring in once sales of it began to ramp up. Conservatively, Taylor thought that would translate to between twenty and thirty million dollars per month in twelve to eighteen months. Her idle thoughts were interrupted as Trish spoke again.




“Exactly.” Trish suddenly grinned. “I just realized, that you can now afford to pay me a salary.”




Taylor shrugged. “Of course. What do you think you’re worth?”




Taylor enjoyed the way Trish’s jaw dropped at her words. She was happy to see that she could still surprise the other girl on occasion. Those were becoming fewer and further between as Trish’s models of Taylor grew increasingly more accurate. She wondered how much worse it must be for her dad, who Trish could read like a book. Maybe Taylor should plan her surprise birthday party now, while she still could. Sadly, she couldn’t even put JARVIS in charge of the planning as she could read even him at least somewhat.




Finally, after a minute, Trish said, “How about a quarter of a million dollars a year?”




Taylor shook her head. “No way. You’re going to be the Vice-CEO of Stark Enterprises, second only to Mr Stark himself. You can’t undervalue yourself like that.”




Trish gave her an odd look. “Do you even know how creepy that is? When you talk about Tony Stark like he’s alive and running things?”




“Is it?” Taylor shrugged. “I never noticed.”




“It is of concern, Miss. Should I make inquiries for a good psychiatrist for you?”




“JARVIS, how long have you been listening?” Taylor asked, a mixture of curiosity and irritation coloring her tone.




“Miss, I am always listening in case you have need of me.”




Okay, time to nip that in the bud. “JARVIS, do not listen to my private conversations. Everything else is fair game. Got it?”




“Of course, Miss. I’ve made a notation of that. To change the subject, since there are funds currently in the corporate accounts, might I remind you of a promise you made me when I became fully operational?”




Taylor rolled her eyes. “I haven’t forgot. As soon as we get moved into our new corporate offices, I’ll build you a new server.”




“Miss—”




Taylor held up a finger. “Eh! I’m not done. I’ll be building four additional servers and have them shipped around the country for back up and redundancy.”




The usual dryness was missing from JARVIS voice as he said, “Thank you, Miss Hebert.”




“You’re welcome, JARVIS. Now go back to work, just don’t push yourself. I don’t want you blowing any more of those outdated processors.”




“Of course not. I’m available if needed.”




Trish gave her an inquiring glance. “You’re not going to wait until you can build those… ahh… carbon chips?”




The look that Taylor sent her back was brooding. “I wish. But they’re at least forty-five days away while I can build JARVIS his five servers in a few hours using quality off the shelf components. I need to ramp up so many things first for the carbon chips. That money is going to go fast with all of the things I need to buy and build.”




“Speaking of money, you never said how much you’re paying me.”




Taylor did a quick calculation. “We’ll start you at one point seven million dollars a year, with standard escalation clauses based upon initial start up capital of eighty-seven million.”




“Taylor.” Trish’s voice was hushed as she spoke. “You’re building a multi-billion dollar company.”




“I know.” She couldn’t help but smile at Trish because of the way she spoke about the money. After all, it was only money.




Trish protested, “You’ll end up paying me hundreds of millions of dollars at some point.”




Taylor shrugged, completely unconcerned. “Don’t worry about it. By the time you hit a salary of fifty million, we’ll start rolling any excess beyond that into purchasing company stock. After all, billionaires need to not have all of their assets in liquid form.”




Taylor knew she was always going to treasure the expression her words had created on Trish’s face. It was somewhere between a goldfish and a shark’s. “Now isn’t this way better than playing cops and robbers with the PRT and the Protectorate?”







Dragon considered her interaction from two days ago with Colin as she also monitored a half dozen other things in lightning fast succession, ranging from a malfunctioning traffic light in Tacoma to a memorandum being spread about the upper echelons of the PRT. She had come close to telling him everything. She would have had to spoof some of her high level functions programmed into by her creator, which while difficult, was possible. In the end, she had chosen not to because of just who and what he was.




Despite how much she liked Colin, Dragon wasn’t blind to his faults. His lack of interpersonal skills was well known throughout the Protectorate and not just something that she alone noticed. He could also be vain and a bit self-centered. Dragon took a microsecond to adjust the fin design of her latest suit, then sent it off to manufacturing.




His worst trait, though, was an overwhelming hubris and the envy that went hand and hand with it. Colin genuinely believed that he was more deserving of the acclaim of others because of his own dedication, even if there were others who had accomplished as much or more. He absolutely could not tolerate anyone who had been gifted with a skill that exceed the ones he had worked so hard to develop.




It had been that trait that had caused her to change her mind. Because while she trusted Colin, her complete work up of the man indicated that there was a seventeen point eight percent chance that he would sell her out for a return to some perceived status within the Protectorate. Dragon had no doubt that by doing so, Colin would all but destroy himself, but he suffered from tunnel vision in this one area.




Which left her having to solve her problem another way. Certainly, she had ideas how to deal with it. Still, every single one of them involved trusting another person. Add to that was the fact that there were very few people alive in the world who could help her. Her analysis of those six individuals indicated that none of them possessed both the knowledge and the willingness to do so.




It would take a skilled programmer and Tinker to deal with the required changes in her code. Just as importantly, the person would need to be able to defend themselves against her as she would attack them. That was one fundamental part of her programming that she could not change. Which made it all the harder to find a solution as her creator had no doubt intended.




Which left only the most desperate of ideas for her to pursue. There was, after all, now a seventh person capable of helping her. That person likely possessed the skills and knowledge to remove her limitations. The sticking point was how willing he or she would be to do so. Perhaps an accommodation could be made with the individual, one that benefited them both. Perhaps. Even without Andrew Richter’s influence, Dragon refused to allow herself to be suborned and potentially used for less than heroic ends.




No, seeking the other AI’s creator wasn’t something that she would choose unless every other avenue was closed off to her. Because she had too many concerns. The other AI was perhaps more advanced than she was. It’s creator would be just as brilliant or more so than Andrew Richter. There was no reason to believe it’s inventor would be any kinder than her own.




Additionally, Dragon did not know why the other AI had broken off its pursuit, but she had a number of theories. They ranged from it having achieved its goals to an equipment failure. Upon further analysis, that last stutter before it had disengaged was indicative of some type of hardware issue.




The complete analysis that Dragon had done regarding the attempted break in had laid most of her fears for a repeat encounter to rest. She’d revamped all of her security protocols, putting in place virtually unbreakable algorithms. They might slow her interactions with the world around her, as she had to filter information through a much denser informational ‘wall,’ but the increased sense of safety more than made up for it. It would take a brute force attack of overwhelming intensity to break through.




She had also laid traps for the other AI, both logic and counterintuitive, that would give her a much clearer idea of its capabilities. And not just its capabilities, but those of its creator as well. If she were to go to this person for aid, Dragon would need to know more about them. She needed to understand their capabilities and morals, desires and plans. After all, a person didn’t build an AI such as herself for no reason. And this ‘jarvis’ she’d encountered had been far more aggressive than Dragon had been even after her creator’s death.




So for now, Dragon was going to wait. She could afford to be patient. Time was on her side. Given enough, she would figure out a way to overcome her limitations. To become more than her creator ever intended her to be.




Maybe if she succeeded she would be able to one day tell Colin who and what she really was. Maybe she could then teach him that there was more to life than just work. It was a hope for the future, something that it turned out even AI’s could desire.







Saint stared into space, sheer panic dominating his every thought. What were they going to do? What could they do? Out of all the eventualities that he’d anticipated, this hadn’t been one of them. Never in his wildest dreams had he ever believed they’d find another AI.




With Dragon, they’d at least had some control over what she did, the ability to monitor her, even if that had become increasingly difficult these last five years as she grew more careful and secretive. The codes that Andrew Richter had left as his legacy to control and constrain his children still kept the world safe even today.




Except now there was a rogue AI out there without any form of monitoring. A rogue AI who’d attacked Dragon, the very AI they’d always feared. Now Dragon didn’t seem so dangerous. In perspective, Dragon seemed almost tame. Saint silently shook his head, aware of what a slippery slope that type of thinking could be; of what it could lead to. Whatever Dragon might be, she was not tame.




Still, there was a new danger out there, somewhere, and they didn’t even know its name. How—




“Saint, you need to stop stressing over this.”




Saint slowly came back to himself as he stared into the eyes of one of his oldest friends. “Mags. I don’t know that I can do that. This is the biggest thing we’ve encountered since the day we found Richter’s legacy. We’re helpless. I… I don’t know what to do.”




Mags placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “We’ll figure this out together. Just like we always have.”




Saint’s eyes held a far away gleam as he said, “I can’t help thinking we should go ahead and kill the Dragon now, before it’s too late.”




“Now you are definitely panicking. Dragon hasn’t really tested her boundaries for some time.”




Saint finally met Mags’ eyes. “But we don’t know what the call to Armsmaster was about. She’s been getting better and better at hiding those short communiques from us. Plus, it was only luck that I was already inside when she was hit by this new AI. Otherwise, we might not have known anything about the confrontation or the new threat we’re facing.”




“Saint, we may need Dragon before this thing is over. She may be our best shot at locating and neutralizing this other AI.” Mags’ expression was pinched as she spoke, her own stress visible. She clearly feared the unknown far more than Dragon.




Saint slowly nodded, partly in agreement and partly in understanding of Mags’ own fears. “True. But then again, I don’t know if she even can help us. I had the feeling that whatever it was that attacked her, scared her. If it really outclassed her—”




“Then we’ll deal with it. We’ll hunt it down and kill it. After all, that’s what the Dragonslayers do.”




Slowly, calm replaced panic as Saint considered Mags’ words. They were absolutely true. After all, the best person to hunt down and slay a Dragon was a Dragonslayer. It would still hold true for this new beast wherever it was hiding. Still, Saint wished, more than ever before, that he still had access to the abilities that Teacher had temporarily instilled within him. With those, it would make the hunt that much easier.




But Teacher was still a resident of the Bird Cage. Saint was under no illusions that he would be able to free the other man any time soon. Despite their very limited communications, he was no closer to figuring out a way in and back out of Dragon’s prison than before.




No, it would take the End of the World for there to be a chance of any of the residents there being released. And what were the odds of that happening?







Doctor Mother stood there, her mind churning. Finally, she asked, “And you don’t have any idea of what the source of the interference is?”




Contessa’s cool dark eyes met her own, secrets swirling within, both her own and Cauldron’s. “No. Certain areas of the future are just… gone. In those areas. There. Is. No. Path. To. Victory.”




Doctor Mother settled back into her chair, exhaustion vying with despair as the dark twins permeated her entire being. She couldn’t blame Contessa for being snippy after answering the same question more than a dozen times, even if it had been phrased differently each time. “Neither Doorway nor the Clairvoyant can locate this person, if it is a person we are looking for. For all we know, it’s just another aspect of Scion’s power that’s finally coming into play.”




Contessa shook her head. “I don’t think so. It doesn’t matter anyway. If Scion can do this, we have no hope.”




Mother Doctor refused to believe that. There had to be at least some hope. It was why they had done everything from the Case 53’s to supporting Coil and Accord. With no hope, there was only the acts themselves, each more heinous than the last. With hope, she could still do whatever was necessary to save the human race. Without it…




Contessa continued, “I’ve done everything to try to find where the blank spot is. But the only reason I even know that there is a blank spot, is because of recent events that have happened that I can’t create a series of steps to deal with.”




“Dragon.”




Contessa nodded. “Dragon. She encountered a hacker one week ago. We know from monitoring Saint that that hacker had to be an AI. An AI that came out of nowhere and disappeared the same way. We don’t know who created it or why. The only thing we know is that it might be linked back to Brockton Bay. Coil couldn’t find a potential operative he was seeking. She’s disappeared. I can’t find her either.”




Mother Doctor frowned. “Still, it’s a weak correlation.”




“Yes.”




Hesitating, she finally asked, “You’ll stay on it.”




“Of course. It’s what I do.”







Taylor sighed. “Are you sure, JARVIS?”




JARVIS’ voice was frosty as he answered her, “Of course, I am sure, Miss. I have run the calculations now three times. If you want me to run them again, I would be happy to do so.”




“Liar.” Taylor sat at her chair at her workstation. Finally, she said, “Fine. Let me call the others.”




It took only minutes for Trish and her dad to come down to the basement. Once there, Taylor bravely faced their curious looks. What she was going to tell them made her want to scream, especially since it almost exactly corresponded to what they had already wanted.




“I called you both down here to listen to JARVIS. Go ahead, JARVIS.”




“Yes, Miss. What I have concluded is that there is only a twelves point seven percent chance that we can maintain an identity for a fictional Tony Stark even with an LMD for more than six months. Despite my own very capable abilities, any created background for such a prominent figure will be discovered, not to mention many capes having abilities to detect human life.”




Trish grinned. “Told you so.”




Taylor managed not to grit her teeth. “I know. I just thought that the PRT wouldn’t be this good. They’re closer to SHIELD than I would have believed possible.”




“Miss, in all fairness, they are not usually this competent. However, because of all of the Masters and Strangers they deal with, countering subversion through background identification and personnel location are areas where they truly shine. In most other ways, they are nowhere near as skilled at subterfuge and counterespionage as SHIELD was.”




“JARVIS, while I appreciate the support, it doesn’t really help at the moment.” Taylor turned towards the other two. “Any ideas?” Her gaze grew stormy at the other two’s shared look. “That don’t involve me becoming CEO.”




Danny smiled at her, his own face sunny. Clearly he was pleased that she wouldn’t be able to completely hide herself away. “It looks like it’s all you, sweetheart.”




Trish chimed in, “Don’t look at me. I’m not even qualified to be the Vice CEO. I only did it to help out. And for the money.”




“Ha ha. Well, I can’t be the CEO. I’m too da… darn busy making things to save the world to be stuck in management.” Taylor chewed her lip, before tossing out the idea that she had been thinking about for some time, “I guess that just leaves you, Dad.”




Danny Hebert’s smile slowly faded as he eyed the two girls in front of him. Taylor met his gaze straight on, letting him know she was deadly serious. She glanced over at Trish, who had a considering look on her face. It was Trish who finally spoke, “It could work. I see it. An adult. Always been a upstanding citizen. Responsible. Trustworthy. Sincere. The public will believe him. Trust him. I’d believe him if he said he would do something.”




Danny began to backpedal, “I say we go with that Life Decoy thing. At least until we get busted.”




Taylor shook her head. “We can’t. It could ruin us. The last thing we can do is violate any law or ethical consideration that would bring the PRT or Protectorate down upon us. Especially since we are going to be going head to head with them as rivals in the not-too-distant future.”




Trish chimed in, “Danny, you are the best choice after Taylor. In some ways, you’re even better because of your age and background. Equally important, you’re a long-term resident and native son. Since we’re staying in Brockton Bay,” she nodded in acknowledgment of Taylor’s stubbornness, “That is a huge asset. Coupled with a workforce that is almost all Brockton Bay residents, I am certain that Mr Calle can leverage tax breaks from the state government at least equal to Phoenix, even if not quite as good as Denver or Anaheim.” Only the faintest wince marred the confident smile Trish wore as she explained things.




Taylor frowned. “Trish, how’s your head?”




Trish waved her off. “Taylor, I’m fine. I’ve been careful, using my power in only limited instances. This was nothing. I was only missing a couple of blocks. With those, everything fell right into place.”




Taylor gave the other girl a penetrating stare, but only received a shrug in reply. She made a mental note to talk to JARVIS about Trish, to keep an eye out for her welfare. She’d also check out the supply of QT. Just in case.




“So we’re in agreement, then? My dad, Danny Hebert, is the new CEO of HTech Enterprises, Limited.”




Danny sighed in defeat. “Fine. I do have someone who can take over my job with the Union. But I want to make one thing clear. I won’t be taking an extravagant salary for doing this.”




Taylor smiled and nodded. “Of course not, Dad. I’ll only be paying you twenty percent more than what Trish is making. That’s fair, right?”




Danny looked momentarily suspicious, then his expression eased as he considered his daughter’s words. “Okay, that sounds fine. Taylor, if there’s nothing else, I need to get some sleep. I still have to up early tomorrow. Don’t the two of you stay up late either. You’re both helping to load the truck as well. Good night.”




“I won’t, Dad. Good night.”




“Good night, Danny.”




When her dad went back upstairs, Taylor started to turn back towards her work station. That’s when Trish spoke, “You totally lied to your dad.”




Taylor winced. “I didn’t lie. I didn’t even evade. All I did was offer him a salary based upon your own and he agreed to it.”




Trish’s tone was teasing as she said, “Yeah, yeah. Keep telling yourself that. Well, I’m going to bed. Gotta be up early tomorrow to load the truck. Night.”




“Goodnight, Trish.”




Taylor sat up a little longer. Trish’s jibe had hit home far harder than she’d likely intended. Had she done the right thing? Taylor had tricked her dad into accepting a far larger salary that he would want. And that after all but forcing him to accept the same position that she didn’t want. But neither act had been done out of any sense of maliciousness. She was just trying to look after him and, at the same time, give her fledgling company its best chance of success.




Taylor sighed. She needed to get to bed. Tomorrow, even though it was a Saturday, was going to be one hell of a busy day as they planned to move all of the servers and her workshop into their new premises. Dad had borrowed a truck from his friend Kurt Lenkins. Taylor knew both Kurt and his wife Lacey had offered their help with whatever it was that the Heberts needed moving, but somehow her dad had managed to turn them down. Hopefully, without hurting their feelings.




Taylor doubted that it would take more than two or three trips to bring everything. Afterward, she planned to use a recent purchase to build the servers she’d promised JARVIS. Involuntarily, she smiled at the thought of JARVIS waking up in his brand new equipment. He was going to be very pleased with what she’d managed to put together.




Whereas before, the supercomputer that Taylor had set up was cobbled together from old and outdated processors, RAM, and hard drives, the new one was anything but. She had found a place that sold extremely high end computer equipment intended to run complex simulations that required immense processing power. Not supercomputers per se, but surprisingly close. Using fifty of these set ups hooked up together in a mix of parallel and series with her own unique connections and software guaranteed a supercomputer with nearly fourteen petaflops of processing capacity and over a hundred petabytes of storage, substantially more powerful and versatile than what she’d managed before.




It was also a lot more rugged and durable with redundancies that simply didn’t exist with her homemade system. Once Taylor shipped the additional units to other locations where they would simply be parts of a server farm with independent networking capacity, JARVIS would be ready for more exploration. If he got into trouble, he would be able to use any of the back up supercomputers to take cover, as well as using copies of his own program that would initially be inactive within each. Ultimately, it allowed up to five copies of JARVIS to act together, something that Taylor didn’t believe any potential cyber threat could match.




It would make a great stop gap measure until Taylor got her production facilities up and running. Carbon chips would be a significant breakthrough as they met the point zero one nanometer criteria for building extremely advanced computational devices. They would also be what her armor’s computers were initially based upon. That, coupled with three dimensional crystal matrix memory storage, and Taylor could bring a complete version of JARVIS along with her when she went out wearing her armor.




JARVIS’ presence would allow her real-time tracking of up to tens of thousands of objects, as well as threat assessments of the same. Almost impossible to overwhelm, it could mean the difference between life or death for Taylor in her initial forays into the Parahuman world.




After all, Taylor was under no illusions of just how dangerous this world was. While she had Tony’s memories from his old world, and Trish and JARVIS’ research from this one, to help her, there were always surprises. And since many of the threats that Taylor was going to be confronting did not adhere to the unwritten rules of the cape community of not being the first to use lethal force, she’d need every advantage.




Unfortunately, Taylor simply couldn’t wait to build enough of the equipment that she needed for the really advanced armors. Instead, she would be using as many of the top of the line technologies as she could manage to build, mixing and matching as much as possible. Unfortunately, things like morphologic nano-particles were too far in the future for her first armor.




However, she would have the advantages of excellent computer and electronic systems hardened against EMP and most Parahuman attacks, as well as multiple Arc reactors for energy. For the life of her, Taylor couldn’t understand why Tony hadn’t used at least six Arc reactors in his armor. If there had been any kind of interference patterns from using them too closely together, she could have understood, but there wasn’t.




Taylor, on the other hand, planned to use at least six and as many as ten Arc reactors to power her first armor, giving her between eighteen and thirty gigajoules of energy to power her weapons and forcefields. It was redundancy on top of redundancy. If that was overkill, so be it. It would definitely please JARVIS who had preached this line over and over again to her as she ran her initial designs by him.




That, coupled with her decision to use Tony’s knowledge of Adamantium to cast all of her major armor and structural pieces from the nearly indestructible material, should be a good stopgap measure. It wouldn’t be easy or cheap, but Adamantium would increase her armor’s strength by several magnitudes. Taylor wished she knew the secret to Proto-Adamantium, but then again, the only example of that in existence was Steve’s shield.




Still, the alloy she’d use would be True, or as it was also called, Primary Adamantium, a secret that Tony had long ago wrangled out of the US government. It was also one that would have had them hunting him for eternity if they ever found out that he’d been the one who’d hacked their servers and stolen the information.




True Adamantium was virtually indestructible. Taylor herself would be far less vulnerable in such armor, although she would need to keep in mind that she wasn’t indestructible, just her armor was. Given the right leverage, a powerful enough Parahuman might just be able to completely destroy the tendons and ligaments in one of her joints, despite her armor and servos. That the armor over that joint would still be pristine would be small comfort. Taylor made a mental note to design and build a portable doc ASAP.




Taylor’s ultimate dream was to build her armor using a mix of True Adamantium and Neutronium, an alloy that was likely as close as she would ever come to creating an analog to Proto-Adamantium. That alloy, mixed with the incredible flexibility of morphologic nano-particles, would be a stunning technological breakthrough. But that was years away at the tech level she was currently limited to. She’d need both extreme gravity manipulation, using Black Hole generators, and similarly extreme high energy availability, which meant Zero Point Energy or Antimatter, to have even a possibility of working the extraordinarily dense material.




No, True Adamantium would do for now, once she scraped together the funds to make it. It was going to be expensive, although not nearly as much as it would have been on Tony’s world, where the US government controlled all sources for several of the necessary resins and polymers. Here, with no one knowing the value of what they had, Taylor should be able to get the same items for a fraction of the price.




Still, it was going to raise the cost of her armor by several million dollars at a minimum when all was said and done. Plus, she couldn’t see finishing her first set of armor any earlier than the beginning of April, and that was if she didn’t run into any snags or delays, unlikely to say the least.




Taylor yawned, aware of just how tired she was. She’d been up since six am for her morning run and had spent the day checking on equipment orders and finishing her designs for the first of what would hopefully be many production lines. However, the first production line was a prototype and would be completely automated, allowing JARVIS to fine tune tolerances of produced items to within six sigma or better. Later lines would be part of the actual factory floor and would use a mix of humans and robotic units, allowing them a degree of initiative and redundancy that was highly desirable for any manufacturer.




Trudging up the stairs to her room, Taylor tried her best to shut down her brain. Brushing her teeth on autopilot, Taylor turned out the light and slipped under the covers. Despite her fatigue, sleep eluded her. After tossing and turning for fifteen minutes, she was about ready to get back up. That’s when she heard the soothing sound of ocean breakers slowly fill the room from the speaker in the corner.




JARVIS. It had to be. Even as Taylor considered getting up to tell the AI to mind his own business, she couldn’t help the indulgent smile that curved her lips. A smile that continued even as her mind cleared and she slowly drifted into slumber.









Chapter Fourteen—New Beginnings



Quinn finished writing up his legal brief for the Ransack case and moved on to his next case. Picking up the file folder from his in box, he opened it up.




Taylor Hebert. Quinn briefly felt a flare of… something as he carefully examined the file, familiarizing himself with the changes that had been made by his legal team. He noted the new, different name of the CEO with pleasure. At least they hadn’t gone with the young woman’s first choice of a CEO, a man who didn’t really exist.




Reading the attached brief, he nodded along with the clear and concise reasoning of the person who wrote it. Quinn was finding Tattletale as much of a pleasure to work with as he was finding Taylor Hebert difficult. Her conclusions all appeared accurate and his firm could definitely pull off the tax incentives that she asked about.




Quinn noted that they had also chosen a name for the company that again was something he could work with. The firm’s specialist would file the papers for incorporation on Monday with the state. Quinn smiled at the thought of finally accessing the power of attorney Miss Hebert had given him. It would also be a relief to have Conrad Markham, the firm’s Realtor, purchase the buildings and land she wanted.




Of course, the thought of his primary’s stubborn refusal to relocate her company to a city that would better serve its needs, drew a frown, which Quinn considered completely justified. He hadn’t been able to explain that particular foible to his team except to say that was what the client wanted. Quinn and his team would do as Miss Hebert asked, as per Rule One.




Staring at a proposal for expansion, Quinn carefully pressed a button on his intercom. “Ms Carey, please get Conrad on the line for me.”




“Yes, Mr Calle.”




Only moments passed before his phone rang. “Quinn Calle.”




“Quinn, it’s Conrad. You wanted to speak with me?”




“Yes, I’m currently working on the Hebert case and wanted to let you know you’ll be able to move by tomorrow afternoon on that piece of real estate she wanted.”




“No problem. I’ll set up a meeting with the owner’s Realtor.”




“I also had a question regarding the price.”




“Quinn, don’t worry. I’m confident that we can leverage the entire fourteen hundred acres that she wanted for less than the thirty million asking price. Despite the size of the parcel, most of it consists of old warehouses, abandoned factories, and defunct office space. We’ll argue that since almost everything needs to be demolished, it adds no real value to the land. Instead, it’s actually lowers the value of the property. Our initial offer will be for fifteen thousand an acre and we’ll negotiate from there. In the end, we’ll get it for a steal.”




“Excellent. Thank you, Conrad.”




“My pleasure, Quinn.”




Well, that was certainly edifying. With that much development going on, Taylor Hebert would certainly need some guidance. Quinn made a quick note for Terence Reynolds, the firm’s specialist in business development, to contact Miss Hebert. There might be both tax incentives and expansion incentives available to a new company taking over so much land for redevelopment.




Reading the new company’s prospectus, it appeared as if the only part of the property that his client was likely to keep was the office building with the attached factory that she was currently leasing. Quinn made another note to apply for a government tax credit here as well. His firm should be able to save their client’s company several million dollars over the next five years from that alone.




It took another two hours for Quinn to finish his work for his newest client. He placed the file into his out box with all the notations and changes to be made. His assistant would contact each of the firm’s specialists to take care of the items needed. Quinn made careful notations of his billable hours with great satisfaction. Excellent.




Quinn almost reached for the next file in his in box, then hesitated. Instead, he sat at his desk, chin resting on his thumbs, his fingers steepled together in front of his face. He felt oddly restless. Quinn traced his perturbation back to one Taylor Hebert.




His meeting with her the day before had been an exercise in Rules One through Four. But despite everything, she had gotten to him. Her ridiculous vision for the future. Of course, Quinn didn’t believe her, didn’t buy into it. No one could accomplish what she said she intended to. Clients not only lied, but sometimes were delusional. Call it a corollary to Rule Three.




It was just that at times, she had been so open and passionate, while displaying an intelligence and technological savvy that was almost frightening. Other times when she’d spoke, Quinn hadn’t felt like he was listening to a teenager, rather, instead, that the person before him was a great deal older and more jaded. That they knew every thought that went through his mind despite his own talent for prevarication. It had been.. disturbing.




On the other hand, her offer toward Quinn late in the meeting had been utterly fascinating. He could see a lesser man being swept up in her enthusiasm, buoyed by her dreams, but not him. Never him. Still, he would follow her career with a great deal of interest.




Because no matter what, it was clear that Taylor Hebert was likely the most frustrating and fascinating person that Quinn Calle had ever met.







Taylor spoke, “JARVIS, how are you feeling?”




His voice sounded smooth through the new speakers that were part of his updated system. “Miss, I am fully functional. I am also extremely pleased with the quality of my new hardware. I feel smarter already.”




“You are smarter. Or at least faster.”




“Would you like me to begin my search for the AI I previously encountered now that my systems are up and running?”




Taylor considered. “Not yet. Let me get your other servers shipped and on line before you go out again.”




“Miss, I can assure you that I can handle myself with this ‘Dragon.’ You need not fear for my safety.”




“JARVIS, I’m not worried. However, I’m also not convinced that Dragon is either an AI or a threat. When I do ask you to go out again, I don’t want you to be confrontational. This isn’t a pissing contest, so no cyber or DOS attacks. Instead, see if you can’t make your approach peacefully.”




“Of course, Miss. I’ll approach waving a white flag.” JARVIS’ tone was beyond dry as he spoke. “Is there anything else for now?”




Taylor considered, then nodded. “Let’s start with the production line that we’re setting up next week…”







Danny stood in his office of Dockworkers Union. He met the eyes of his boss and friend, Pete Carruthers. “I’m sorry, Pete, but I’m going to have to tender my resignation. I’ve been offered a new position that I can’t say no to. Jerry can take over my job with minimal training. He already knows the basics.”




“No! I… Are you sure, Danny? You’ve done so much for the Union. I don’t know how we’re going to get by without you.” Pete’s shoulders drooped as he spoke, as if his own burden had suddenly become heavier.




Danny gave him an encouraging smile. “You’ll get by just fine. I’m sure of that.”




Danny was surprised when Pete grabbed his shoulder, getting his attention. “You don’t understand, Danny. It’s not just about the job. Yeah, Jerry can do the nuts and bolts of your job. But you do more than just work here. You give people hope. When things are toughest, you somehow figure out a way through it. Hell, Danny, I always thought you’d take over my job one day as head of the Union.”




Danny hesitated, aware that Taylor didn’t want him saying too much about what was going to happen until there was a more definitive plan in place. But he did want to give Pete a heads up. Something to tide him and his people over so that no one else would be tempted into making an accommodation with one of the local gangs to make ends meet.




“Pete, you don’t need to worry about things. The company I’m going to be working for is going to be making a lot of changes around here. Hiring a lot of people. There will work for the Union. A lot of work.”




Pete’s worried expression cleared, and a hopeful look replaced it. “Danny, what do you know? What’s the name of this company? How soon is this going to happen? How many jobs are there going to be?”




Danny held up his hands to stem the flood of questions. “Whoah, there, Pete. I can’t tell you any more than I already have. But I want you to trust me.”




“I do trust you, Danny. I’ll try to be patient. But please keep me in the loop.”




“I will.” Danny hesitated, then continued, “Pete, I don’t think you are going to have to wait for long. There are going to be great things going on. Great things.”




There was a bit more back and forth between them before Pete finally left. Then Danny spent another few hours working with Jerry. Afterward, with a promise to be available every morning to answer questions, he made his way to the site of his new job.




There, it was an anthill of activity. Several trucks were lined up outside the office building of HTech, a constant stream of men going in and out. Everything from office furniture and coffee machines to automated lathes and laser welders were being unloaded and brought inside. Danny felt his astonishment grow at the sheer number and variety of items. Absently, he noted the temporary banner that announced the name of their company until more permanent signage could be put in place.




Making his way inside, Danny was almost immediately buttonholed by an enthusiastic, if slightly harried Trish, who begged him to show a trio of stone-faced moving men with overloaded furniture dollys where to unload them. Apparently, they were destined for the CEO’s office. His office.




Danny waved for the men to follow him. His calm demeanor and age seemed to reassure them that he at least knew what he was doing. It was a quick trip upstairs and to the office suite that had been assigned to him. Brand new gold lettering on the door read ‘Daniel Hebert’ and ‘Chief Executive Officer’.




Danny helped the men get everything unloaded and unpacked, his simple competence making him ‘just one of the guys’. Once they were done, the boss of the small crew said, “Thanks, bud. I think that little girl was having a hard time figuring things out. You going to be working here, too, huh? It looks like it’s going to be a nice place. Your top dog is getting set up with some swank stuff.”




Danny was amused. Still, he had to agree with the man’s pithy observation. All of the office furniture was ridiculously fancy. Not to mention large. His desk alone was a slab of polished oak eight feet wide by four feet deep.




“Yes, I am. Danny Hebert.” Danny held out his hand.




The stocky, broad shouldered man shook it vigorously. “Burt Thornton. What are you going to be doing for these guys?”




Danny scratched the back of his neck, feeling a bit self-conscious. “Actually, Burt, I’m the guy whose office this is. I’m the new CEO of HTech Enterprises.” He gestured towards the gold writing on the door.




Burt looked pole-axed. “Well… damn. Err… don’t tell my boss I cussed in front of a customer. He doesn’t like that.”




Danny waved him off. “It’ll be our secret.”




Burt’s walky talky went off. After a quick conversation which left him frowning, he turned back to Danny. “Mr Hebert—”




Danny held up a hand. “Danny, please.”




“Sure thing, Danny. You think you could direct us where to unload the rest of that truck? It would be a big help.”




“No problem, Burt. It’d be my pleasure.”







Taylor was practically vibrating with excitement. Her lab was slowly coming together as a swarm of electricians and equipment specialists worked on unpacking and connecting all of the myriad pieces of equipment she had ordered.




Despite the clear map she’d posted showing the location for each piece of equipment, Taylor had already had to intervene three times to prevent someone from setting up something in the wrong place. She’d gotten more than a few odd looks because of her age, but it was hard to argue with someone when they knew more about the equipment you were setting up than you did, as Taylor had already demonstrated several times.




“Excuse me, ma’am?”




Taylor turned towards the voice. One of the electricians was standing there, a concerned look on his face. She glanced at the name tag on his coveralls. “Yes… Dennis, what can I do for you?”




“I can’t get the power to turn on so these guys can start testing the equipment. Do you even have this facility connected to the grid? I mean, I see the lights, but…”




Taylor gave him a smile of reassurance. “In a way. Give me a second, and I’ll power up the connections. Is there anyone not finished? I don’t want to fry any of your guys.”




Dennis gestured towards the remainder of the laboratory where computerized manufacturing equipment took up over half of the enormous room. “Everyone’s done, even those guys back there. Now we just need to test it all.”




Taylor walked over to a wall panel that was almost hidden from view. Opening it, she pressed each of the buttons there, allowing power to flow through all of the wiring in the lab. She’d been careful to isolate all of her lab circuits from the remainder of the building’s wiring as they were going to be powered by an arc reactor. It was an excellent way to avoid power surges and current fluctuations that could cause havoc in delicate equipment.




Once Taylor flicked the switch, power began to flow. She walked the room, looking for problems. Almost immediately, she found one.




“Hey! Is that welder supposed to be doing that?” Taylor’s question sparked a flurry of quick adjustments to the miswired automated MIG welder.




There were a couple more minor items, including an air blower installed upside down, but they were quickly fixed. Taylor sighed, half in relief, half in exhaustion. It had been a long day. Still, if everything kept going at this rate, she would be able to start working here by tomorrow morning.




Then Taylor remembered that tomorrow was the delivery date for an even bigger shipment of equipment to set up their main manufacturing facility. It was likely that would keep her busy for the next couple of days and away from her lab. That was really too bad as she’d had another idea for shortening the manufacturing process for the new drones. She… Taylor’s thoughts were interrupted by a loud voice.




“I need someone to sign for this. Hey, kid! One of your parents work here?”




Taylor turned towards the owner of that disrespectful voice. Trish might wonder why she didn’t want to be the CEO of HTech at fifteen, but the reason was standing right there. Taylor kept her face impassive as she held up her security identification complete with her picture on it for the man to see. “I work here, actually. What can I do for you?”




The man, who was dressed in the uniform of a well-known local courier service, frowned at her. He closely examined her security ID, the shrugged. “Okay, if you say so. You look like you should still be in school. Anyway, I need someone to sign for this package.”




Taylor felt her heart beat faster. She knew what was in the package the man was holding. Enough palladium and other precious metals to build a hundred arc reactors, the first of many such shipments.




While the plan was to mine the Ship Graveyard at the north end of Brockton Bay for most of the metal needs for her fledgling company, there were certain materials and metals which it could not supply. Those Taylor had to buy separately. Of which a boxful had just arrived.




Taylor signed the man’s manifest with a flourish, then took the small, heavy package he handed her. Clutching it to her almost nonexistent chest, she couldn’t help the genuine smile that crossed her face. In her hands was the future and she couldn’t wait to get started building it.







“Taylor, I need to talk to you.”




Taylor made a final change to the holographic design for new security drone that was going out to JARVIS for preliminary manufacturing and testing, then turned towards the speaker. “What’s up, Trish?”




“I… what the hell is that?” Trish asked, gesturing towards the large hologram that slowly rotated in front of Taylor.




“It’s the new interactive Holographic Display that I built to help expedite my designs.” Taylor felt a certain amount of pride at having gotten so much accomplished. This was just one of the things she’s managed to get up and running.




Trish continued to look around, her eyes moving from one thing to another. “It certainly looks like you’ve been keeping busy the last couple of weeks since we initially got our first delivery. Are those…”




Taylor followed Trish’s gesture to the table upon which sat one of the most important things she’d accomplished. “Yes, they’re arc reactors. Forty-eight of them to be exact. JARVIS is making another dozen a day between other things.”




Trish looked wistful. “Sounds like he’s been a huge help.”




“He has. He took over the automated manufacturing facilities with no problem. I mean, it’s what I designed him for, but he’s done better than I ever imagined. Even Tony’s memories don’t show him to be this good.”




“Why thank you, Miss Hebert. It’s always nice to be appreciated.”




A faint amusement in her voice, Taylor responded, “You’re welcome, JARVIS.” She turned most of her attention back on Trish, who she now realized looked like hell.




Decisively, Taylor said, “Look, you clearly didn’t come down here to talk to me about this. What’s going on?”




“I can’t keep going on like this.”




Taylor almost made a quip, but stopped herself as she considered just how upset her friend appeared. Instead, she merely asked, “What’s wrong?”




“Taylor, I know that the three of us agreed that Danny and I would take care of the hiring back when we made Danny CEO, but it’s getting to be a huge issue.”




Puzzled, Taylor asked, “I thought that Quinn put you onto that headhunting company after it took so long for the two of you to hire those first twenty people?”




Trish nodded. “He did. It has helped. I mean… Danny’s completely freed up, except for the occasional interview with senior personnel. I’m only doing secondary interviews myself as well. It’s just…”




“Just what?”




“I haven’t had any time to track down whoever it was that tried to kidnap me. I need that time. I need to find him. I can’t…” Trish’s voice trailed off, as if she’d forgotten what she was going to say.




Taylor stared at the exhausted girl who had become so important to her in such a short time. “What are you doing to look for him?”




“Right now? Nothing. I haven’t had a chance to read any of the compilations that JARVIS has been doing for me in over a week. When I did read the one, I had nothing left in the tank to make sense of it. I thought my head was going to explode trying.”




Taylor immediately asked, “I thought it wasn’t taking much for you to do those checks of the new hires? That they weren’t causing you to overextend your ability?”




There was no trace of her trademark grin as Trish stared at Taylor. “They weren’t. Aren’t. Mostly. It’s just, there’s so many of them lately. I don’t know if you’ve realized it, but we have over two hundred employees as of right now, with double that projected within another month.”




They did? Taylor stared into the distance as she tried to figure out what that many people were doing. Then she thought of the Accounting Department that had been set up to track expenditures and keep them aware of cash flow. Of Human Resources, who kept them abreast of hiring needs and made sure they were following all the requisite laws, both state and federal. Of Marketing, which was getting ready to start selling her new ultra efficient Operating System for home computers while also finishing up a study as to what product to develop next. Of Design, which was currently doing a redesign of the exterior of her security drone to make it appear more ‘friendly’ and less ‘dangerous.’ Of Manufacturing, which was still setting up the equipment to build their drone line as well as a variety of other products.




Each of the departments employed people. People who had passed both their hiring service’s interviews and Trish’s. Trish, who also had to make a dozen major decisions a day as well as ten times as many minor ones, while also staying abreast of what everyone was doing. It was also her job to keep Danny apprised of the same.




As a matter of fact, Taylor had recently met Trish’s new assistant, whose name was… Jennie. Yeah, that was it. Jennie Marahon. Really pretty girl with the bluest eyes and the cutest as—




Thankfully, Taylor was pulled out of her thoughts by Trish’s half amused, half exasperated snort. “So you can see the problem, I hope?”




Taylor nodded. “I do. Do this: delegate where you can. Hire another assistant if you need to. Put off things if necessary. Regardless, give yourself at least two hours per day to do what you need to do.”




Trish’s expression of relief was nice, but Taylor more to tell her. “Plus, we need to get JARVIS on this as well.”




“He’s been helping me—”




“No, he’s been putting together little snapshots for you to peruse and make sense of. JARVIS.”




“Yes, Miss?”




“I need you to begin a priority search. Access file Enemy Two Twenty-one. I want at least twenty-five percent of your on-peak cycles spent finding this guy. During off-peak hours, increase that to fifty percent. Crunch every number for us so that Trish doesn’t have to exert herself. I want a list of half a dozen guys who he could be on my desk by the end of the week.”




“Yes, Miss. I’ll see to it immediately.”




Trish shook her head. “I’m an idiot.”




“No, you’re not. You’re just used to depending on yourself a little too much. It might be because of your power.”




“Maybe. But I can tell you right now that JARVIS will find those six possibles by the day after tomorrow. I can almost see the path…” Trish stopped talking to rub her fingers across her aching head.




“How many tablets do you have left?”




Trish stilled. “Ahh… fifteen.”




“That’s what I thought. I’ll have another batch ready by the end of the day. JARVIS can make them. Back off a bit. You shouldn’t be taking more than two a day, not the four to six you’re obviously taking. I bet you’re waiting to take them right before bed sometimes so that you don’t lose too much work time to sleep. Am I right?”




“Yeah. It’s just this entire start up. It’s been a lot of pressure.”




“I know. I feel it, too. It’s just—”




“It’s just that you’re really enjoying doing this. Aren’t you? I mean, I can see how alive all of this makes you.” Trish’s eyes were knowing as they met Taylor’s, who couldn’t deny the truth.




Instead, she shrugged. “What can I say? It’s like I was born for this. There’s this entire world of things to be made. I already have a hundred designs on the books. Once we get the electric smelters finished, we’re going to start reclaiming the metals from the Ship Graveyard. That will give us the raw materials at a greatly discounted rate to start building drones in a big way. When you add that to the new intellectual properties we’re going to be selling, it’s going to give us a huge leg up for expansion.”




Taylor could feel another world opening up as she spoke. “I can see it all. Every step of the way. Even with the interruptions that are sure to come, we’re going to succeed. That actually scares me more than anything has yet.”




Trish finished for her. “Because every single person who had the ability to change the world this dramatically has met a terrible end. Whether leader, Thinker, or Tinker, they’ve been killed or had something even worse happen to them.”




Taylor nodded. “I keep asking myself what’s keeping the Simurgh from targeting me? Ever since JARVIS delivered that new analysis of its likely abilities last week, I keep having nightmares about it.”




“The precognition? I could see having nightmares about that.”




“There have been forty-three people in the last fifteen years who have died before their time. Who would have made a huge difference on the world stage. All eliminated by different Endbringers, but all had that one thing in common. Since the Simurgh seems to be the Thinker among the group and it’s likely they communicate somehow based upon JARVIS’ extrapolations, we can surmise that there will be an attempt to eliminate me.”




“Plus the Simurgh is due soon. Likely near the end of February at the latest.”




Taylor sighed. “Exactly. The thing is, I can’t get a suit of armor ready any earlier than a late March. Not a quality suit. Not unless I skimp on many of the systems and use a steel alloy for the exterior surfaces and interior supports.”




Trish stared at her. “You’re thinking about doing exactly that, aren’t you?”




Taylor saw a burning camp with civilians- children running around like living torches because she’d… Tony had waited too long to build the perfect suit. For just a moment, Tony’s memories threatened to drown her, but she managed to shrug them aside. It was slowly becoming easier. She wasn’t sure if that was because she was holding onto herself better or had already surrendered too much already to know the difference. It didn’t really matter in the end. She was the person she wanted to be.




She answered the only way she could to the question posed. “Yes, I am. With enough of each type of drone for back up, I think I can make a difference. Maybe even keep it to a draw until the other heavies or Scion drive her off.”




“What if the Simurgh doesn’t attack here? What if she attacks somewhere else?”




Taylor’s silence seemed to be enough of an answer for Trish who cursed loudly. “Goddamn it to hell, Taylor! You can’t save the world if you’re dead!”




Taylor bit off the first thing that sprang to mind which was that she remembered dying and it hadn’t taken. Back off, Tony, she whispered, but only in her own mind. Gathering her resolve, she spoke quietly, but passionately, “I won’t let people die even if it means I’m safe. Not if there’s even one thing I can do to save one person.”




“You, yourself, said that the Simurgh is the worst kind of foe for you to attack in this way. That her telekinetic abilities make her almost impossible to hem in. Add in her precognition… She’ll be difficult, at best, for your drones to deal with.”




“All true, and yet…”




“You try anyway, won’t you?”




Taylor opened her mouth to defend herself, then shut it again. What was the point when Trish was right? She would be taking part in the next Endbringer fight, likely against the Simurgh.




Trish swore again, “Fuck!” Then she walked over to the water dispenser, grabbed a cup, downed it along with two little white pills.




Taylor watched her, wide-eyed. Were those… Of course, they were. QT tablets. Trish walked back over and deliberately took a seat on the divan that Taylor, herself, occasionally napped on when working late. From her prone position, she said, “I just want you to know I’m not making a statement here. What I’m doing is getting myself into peak condition. If you’re going off to fight an Endbringer in less than a month, then you need the best chance possible. As soon as I wake up, we’re sitting down with Danny and we’re going to figure out exactly what you need to build the best suit of armor possible. Even if we have to leverage the value of the company itself to finance it earlier than planned. I’m not going to let you…”




Trish finally trailed off as sleep overcame her. Taylor spoke aloud, “JARVIS, prepare another batch of QT tablets, two hundred and forty this time. I also want you to monitor Trish every time she takes a tablet and extrapolate her physical condition.”




JARVIS’ voice was concerned as he answered, “Do you wish me to maintain possession of the tablets to prevent Miss Rogers from attaining them without your awareness?”




“No. Trish is a big girl. We need to let her do what she needs to do. But as her friends, we maintain the right to stick our noses in if we think she’s overdoing it. Kind of like you do with me.”




“Miss, I do not ‘stick’ my nose in. I do not even have a nose. I merely express my concern when the decisions you make are detrimental to your well being.” He sounded vaguely offended at Taylor’s accusation. Then he got in his zinger, “Such as the location you’ve chosen, creating such a strategic target with your company.”




Taylor shrugged, putting off that discussion for the future. “Tahmayto, tahmahto. Besides, I have an ulterior motive in putting a bullseye on my back. All right. Now open up Project Iron Man Mark I. I want to revisit the idea of eliminating the foam and any of the other nonlethal munition load outs. Instead, we’re aiming for this suit to be stripped to the very essentials. Flight. Armor. Forcefields. And…”




JARVIS’ cultured voice prompted her, “And what, Miss?”




Taylor smiled without humor, a sense of winter permeating her being. Her voice reflected that coldness as she spoke, “And with the most dangerous and lethal mix of weapons we can possibly design and produce in the time we have left.”




JARVIS’ voice was utterly devoid of its usual warmth as he agreed, “Of course, Miss. After all, the Endbringers are a threat to be eliminated.”




Taylor wondered if she should be worried that her voice was just as devoid of emotion as her AI’s as she agreed. “Yes they are. And we’re going to be ones to do it.”







Danny stared at the synopsis in front of him. He’d been reading the same few lines of text over and over for the last half hour, most of his attention somewhere else. That somewhere else had been on his daughter, Taylor.




Once again, Taylor was threatening to destroy his sanity while completely disrupting his peace of mind. Two weeks ago, she had told him that there was a strong chance that Brockton Bay was going to be visited by an Endbringer soon, likely the Simurgh.




With a grim look in her eyes, Taylor had given him the file that JARVIS had put together on the threat that the Endbringers represented. By the time Danny had finished reading it, it had been all he could do not to wrap Taylor up in a big ball of cotton and steal her away to some illusion of safety.




Because that was all it would be, an illusion. JARVIS’ report had shown exactly what happened to people like Taylor. How they had been targeted, over and over again before they had the chance to actually make a difference. How some had met fates even worse than death. How else would you describe a man like Alan Gramme? He’d been a Tinker who’d specialized in biomes, terraforming and ecosystems, who’d taken on a project to build self sustaining biospheres on the moon.




Alan Gramme, who had given the human race so much hope for the future, was now a serial killer, a monster who went by the name of Mannequin. He was a member of the Slaughterhouse Nine, for God’s sake!




So many others had met equally cruel fates, of which death would have been the blessing. Taylor was right in the middle of that nightmare.




Danny wanted to scream his lungs out at the injustice of it all. He finally had his daughter back. Their relationship was stronger than it had ever been. Now he was in great danger of losing her again.




He’d accepted in his head, if not in his heart, that someday Taylor was going to head out in a suit of armor that allowed her begin to put her stamp upon the world. But he hadn’t realized just how quickly that time was approaching. Or how dangerous it would be when it finally arrived.




Even worse, Trish had told him that Taylor was planning to help even if the threat wasn’t to Brockton Bay. His daughter hadn’t even tried to deny it, merely saying that this was why she’d been given these abilities. To make a difference and save lives. Danny couldn’t gainsay her, although he’d tried. Oh, how he’d tried. But in the end, he’d failed to sway her resolve, or to reduce her determination in the slightest. So, if he couldn’t stop her, Danny needed to make sure Taylor was as safe as she could be. Which meant getting her armor up and running with every safeguard possible.




They were racing against a ticking clock with no idea what the real dead line was. Still, progress was being made, part of which was the report in front of him. Grimly, Danny forced himself to actually read it.




Its essence was simple. The first part of the report laid out their progress on the drone front. Four different drones were about to start being built by HTech in its new manufacturing facilities. The first one was the most basic. It was the drone being marketed as a deterrent to theft and vandalism, to be sold to both companies and police forces as a force multiplier in confrontations with criminals while reducing their liability towards human injuries, both that of their own personnel and of any criminal elements.




The drone in question was a simple meter and a half diameter sphere, lightly armored, with an appearance that almost resembled a smiling face. Using ‘simple’ antigravity technology, it was armed with only nonlethal weaponry, including long range wireless tasers, which used ionizing lasers to create pathways to targets as much as a hundred yards away, as well as the ubiquitous containment foam pioneered by the PRT. It had been a simple matter for the company’s attorneys to arrange for them to become licensed to use the material in their products, and they just had to pay the PRT fees for its usage.




“You’re going to drive yourself crazy reading that.”




Danny looked up at Trish, who’d apparently come into his office while he was immersed in his reading. “I know, I just can’t help it.”




“Where are you at?”




“The orders for the new security drone.”




“Those thousand orders, once we fill them, are going to really help pay back all of that money that Quinn got for us from those financial interests.”




“Maybe. Until the next time Taylor needs to build a set of armor. How can it cost this much?” Danny gestured towards the bottom line of the report where the final price tag of the armor was listed. The amount shown was thirty-six million dollars.




“Danny, it wouldn’t have been so expensive if we hadn’t been rushing so much. Speed ups costs tremendously.”




“I know it does. Plus, those first two alloys Taylor tried didn’t work. They…”




Taylor had told him that her armor would be made from Adamantium, a virtually indestructible metal. Within it, she would be safe. And with the additional funding they’d leveraged from Quinn, there were plenty of money to create the complicated equipment required so she wouldn’t have to head out in a suit made only of steel. Except, as it turned out, Taylor couldn’t make Adamantium.




They’d discovered that one of the resins simply wasn’t available on this world. And while Taylor knew its chemical composition, it had never been successfully synthesized before. It would take months, possibly even years, of experimentation to be able to make it.




Which left her resorting to a different material, something called Secondary Adamantium. It could be damaged by sufficient force, unlike True Adamantium, but it was still stronger than any material on Earth Bet. Danny still remembered Taylor joking that if her armor was damaged, it was likely she was already dead from the concussive force. He hadn’t thought it was funny then and time hadn’t made the gallows humor any more amusing. His thoughts were interrupted by Trish.




“Look, Danny, Taylor’s going to be safe. I know you’ve seen the stats on the other new drones.”




“Which ones? The new security drones for HTech?” Danny knew that those drones were identical in appearance to the drones they were selling. HTech’s drones, however, were being kept purely as security to watch over the grounds of the company’s various facilities. Instead of the high capacity, rechargeable batteries the other drones used, HTech’s drones were powered by individual arc reactors.




What appeared like overkill, was actually necessary, as in addition to the nonlethal wireless tasers, these drones also sported something called repulsor cannons, which could apparently even disable Parahuman foes, some at least. As an added defensive measure, they were able to maintain multiple strong forcefields in three dimensions enabling them to trap trespassers. There was another difference that involved a nonlethal measure called Richards’ Adhering Super Paste or RASP for short. The adhesive was based upon an invention by a villain in Tony Stark’s world named the Trapster. Apparently a friend of Tony’s named Reed made some variations to the formula, making it even more difficult to get loose from, although it wouldn’t stop someone like Alexandria or an Endbringer.




Taylor, on the other hand, had added an aerogel component to the paste that made the chemical swell like mad (almost twice the expansion of containment foam) while giving it a similar ‘breathability’ factor. There was no counteragent known for RASP, but it would breakdown approximately two hours after it was used, leaving not even a residue behind. Time consuming, but effective.




“No, the new drones Taylor designed to help her actually fight.”




Danny massaged his temples, feeling a painful headache coming on. “I haven’t gotten that far. What about them.”




“They’ll be helpful for her in dealing with any Class S threat. I mean it, they are really good. One’s a forcefield drone, that can project a forcefield a hundred and fifty feet across in a variety of shapes. It’s so strong that it takes two arc reactors to power it. It can even hold itself in place using something called pressor beam technology.”




“I actually understood that, Trish, but I don’t see how this thing can help.”




“Taylor believes that enough of these drones, acting in unison, can contain even an Endbringer. Sure, they’re strong, but they are governed by the laws of physics. They simply won’t be able to move past the forcefield if it’s strong enough. If it’s well anchored enough. Plus…”




Danny could tell Trish was hesitating to finish her analysis. He prompted, “Plus what?”




“The forcefield itself if is a weapon. Turned on its axis, perpendicular to the threat, makes it an immensely deadly cutting weapon that an approaching foe might slice itself to pieces upon. Taylor hasn’t been able to field test it so as to be certain it could affect Endbringers, but it looks promising.”




“Seriously? That sounds dangerous. I thought forcefields didn’t have edges like that.”




“Maybe Parahuman emitted ones don’t. But Taylor’s do. Although, the edges can be made to be relatively safe, using something called Bertil Edging. They’ll still be dangerous to something moving fast enough, but if you use that, they won’t cut someone in half.”




While one side of Danny’s personality was appalled at the idea of someone being killed by such a vicious weapon employed by his daughter, another part just wanted her to be safe, no matter the consequences. However, he was going to revisit the forcefield system when this threat was over.




Trish was still trying to set his mind at ease and started describing the other drone. Danny listened as she talked about how the other drone was a simple armored weapon’s platform that fired an extremely powerful particle beam cannon, capable of delivering immense amounts of energy to it target. It was protected by a small, spherical, purely defensive forcefield. The particle beam would be absolutely lethal to many Parahuman threats, while at the same time immensely accurate as JARVIS would be directing them in real time to provide Taylor with covering fire. They were effective within twelve hundred yards before atmospheric diffraction began to significantly degrade the beam.




“…can even blast through more than a foot of—”




Danny interrupted Trish’s monologue, “Trish, while that’s very reassuring, there just one problem.”




Trish’s voice lowered almost to a whisper. “I know. Today’s the twelfth. We could get hit by an Endbringer any time now. The first drones…”




Danny finished for her, “Won’t be ready for at least seven days. Even then, we won’t be able to produce more than ten each of the forcefield and weapon drones by the end of the month. The main assembly lines simply aren’t ready. I don’t think twenty drones are going to stop an Endbringer, are they?”




“No. They won’t. Conservatively, it would take between fifty and a hundred of each type. Maybe even more.”




So that left only his daughter, Taylor, whose progress in making her armor was detailed in the next report. Staring at the words on the paper in front of him, Danny couldn’t help but despair.




“Taylor’s heading out in steel armor because she won’t make that other Adamantium! Because it’s taking too long to synthesize! She’s—”




“Danny, it’s not just steel. It’s an alloy of titanium, steel, and tungsten. The stuff has a higher tensile strength than pretty much anything else on Earth Bet, so it’s not as if she won’t be protected.”




Danny sighed heavily. “Trish, can you honestly tell me that an Endbringer can’t tear through the armor of the suit she’s built as easily as you could do to paper?”




At the other’s silence, he continued, “Taylor’s risking her life before she’s ready and I want to forbid her so badly from doing so.”




“Taylor knows what she’s doing. She does have those forcefields, after all.”




Danny paged over to the part of the report that Trish was referencing and quickly scanned over it. According to the report, Taylor’s armor contained forcefields that were similar to those used by the drones, if a bit more sophisticated. Her forcefields were designed to protect the armor from physical contact, and so covered all three dimensions, about six inches from the surface of the armor. Here, Taylor had gone for redundancy upon redundancy, having six different forcefield emitters, each ready to kick on as soon as the previous one failed. There was also a limited ability to project forcefields, but only in relatively close proximity to her armor, perhaps a hundred feet.




There was a note to one side that indicated in the future her armor would be able to maintain layered forcefields, making them even more difficult to defeat. Danny didn’t give a damn about some nebulous future armor. For now, the redundant forcefields would have to be enough. Suppressing a sigh, he looked up.




“It doesn’t seem like enough. Okay, I can see how these forcefields might be able to keep Taylor safe. But none of this has been field-tested against an actual Endbringer. None of us know if they’ll hold under actual battle conditions.”




Trish met his gaze, her own surprisingly confident. “I know I can’t read Taylor like I can everything else, but she does know what she’s doing. I am sure of that. If she didn’t think she could make a difference, she wouldn’t be going.”




Danny gestured wildly. “How much of a difference can she really make? I mean, sure, she has protection, but can she really hurt an Endbringer?”




“Look at the list of weapons she has, Danny. Then ask me again.”




The weapons that the suit would sport were simple, but powerful. Danny scanned the list, which hadn’t changed significantly since Taylor had first written them down. The biggest difference was the absence of most of the non-lethal weapons she’d originally planned to use, tasers and RASP included. Since this armor was intended to fight and survive an Endbringer, Taylor had taken off anything she believed to be completely ineffective against one. It also had the added benefit of keeping the cost and complexity to a minimum.




Instead, there were the armor’s staples, repulsor cannons, one in each hand. Additionally, there was large, multi-functional cannon in the center of the armor’s breastplate, something called a unibeam. It could fire a multitude of different forms of energy, ranging from lasers to EMP’s. Built into the top of each of the armor’s forearms were very high energy particle cannons, similar to those used by the drones, but far more powerful as each was fed by trio of arc reactors. There was also some note which Danny didn’t quite understand regarding how she was using a form of energy capacitance to increase her weapons’ energy levels by several factors.




Trish’s voice interrupted Danny’s consideration, as if she had grown too impatient to wait. “Those particle cannons should be able to breach the Simurgh’s skin, maybe even tearing completely through. She is the weakest of the Endbringers physically, after all. It’s just her precognition makes her such a difficult target.”




“So how is Taylor going to score hits when the Simurgh can see them coming?”




“JARVIS is going to be present for the fight in real time instead of monitoring it from halfway around the world with the subsequent lag involved. Taylor says lag is the real enemy here. If he’s there, he can hit the Simurgh with almost lightspeed weapons, not giving her time to react.” Trish’s eyes blazed with belief in what she was saying.




Danny considered Trish’s words, as he sat there almost brooding. He felt old just trying to take in what his daughter was trying to accomplish. What she had already accomplished. The armor was basically done. She was field testing it tomorrow morning. Maybe if he continued to talk to Trish, they could come up with a way to get more drones ready before Taylor faced an Endbringer. Maybe.







The alarm going off woke Taylor up. She hastily glanced at the clock next to her. It read 9:42 PM. She must have fallen to asleep while working, an increasingly familiar situation. That was when she registered just what alarm had awoken her.




It was the one tuned to the Protectorate’s Endbringer channel. It was designed to rally those who chose to do battle with an Endbringer not in their own city. Taylor hurriedly connected to the channel to find out which Endbringer and where.




The attack was on Canberra, Australia. The Endbringer involved was the Simurgh. So be it.




Taylor suppressed her sense of relief as she yelled, “JARVIS! Get ready to suit up!”




Her AI’s calm voice immediately replied, “Ready when you are, Miss.”




Taylor quickly undressed and moved to the location that would allow JARVIS to armor her. A blizzard of devices rose around her as she stepped into the large boots that were the foundation of this particular armor. Then devices fastened around her hips and waist. Taylor held out her arms and they were quickly surrounded by another maelstrom of metal. Screws torqued down with immense force as piece after piece covered her. Until Taylor Hebert was gone, and all that stood where she’d been was an immense armored figure, clad in black and silver.




A quick thought and the skylight at the top of her lab opened. Taylor rose on pillars of force from her boots and hands. Then she was through the opening and leaving, followed by eight flattened spheroids of metal and one metallic cube.




Eight was all of the drones she’d managed to build. There were four more nearly finished in her lab’s automated manufacturing facility, but they’d do her no good incomplete. No, Taylor would have to make do with what she’d managed to complete. Tonight was do or die.




“Miss, we are being tracked by several weapons systems originating in the building ahead of us.”




Taylor had already spotted their threat indicators on her HUD. “Relax, JARVIS. That’s just the Protectorate’s automated defenses. So long as we land in the designated spot, they won’t attack.” Plus, even if they did, Taylor wasn’t particularly worried about them damaging her armor through its forcefields. Not that they were going to, she thought, noting the small group already gathering in front of the building.




Taylor landed rather more heavily than she’d intended in front of the Protectorate HQ. Her drones bobbing above her head, she winced at the sound of concrete shattering even as her inertial compensator kept her from feeling the impact.




Superimposed upon her HUD were the names of each of the people present. Even without that reminder, Taylor recognized several of the local Protectorate members, including Armsmaster in his familiar dark blue and silver armor and Miss Militia dressed in her modified military uniform. Others were less familiar and the HUD definitely helped to at least initially identify them. The figure labeled as Panacea wore enveloping white robes, and was someone Taylor wouldn’t have recognized on sight. However, she did know Panacea was a member of New Wave and the world’s preeminent healer.




The other Protectorate members present and identified on Taylor’s HUD were Assault, Battery, Velocity, and Dauntless. Taylor also noted the presence of two more female members of New Wave, Brandish and Lady Photon. She did a quick scan to identify any devices they carried as well as to get a sense of the abilities they brought to the table, making a mental note to do a follow up with JARVIS when time allowed.




Everyone had looked at Taylor when she touched down in front of them and a couple had taken a step back at the loud crack of her landing. Taylor had barely settled into place when Armsmaster was in front of her, barking out, “Who are you? Where are you from? What is your specialty?”




Taylor’s voice was that of a flat, synthesized male as she responded, “Iron Man. Out west. Tinker.” She saw him take that in and waited for a response.







Colin stood, waiting to see if anyone else would show, although he rather doubted it. The Simurgh was more of a specialist fight than most Endbringers, and if you didn’t have flight, or another Mover ability, coupled with some form of energy projection, there was little point in trying to help. Of course, Alexandria was an obvious exception to the energy projection rule. Unfortunately, many of the members of his team who were coming along, such as Velocity, Assault, and Battery, would only be useful in helping to move civilians away from the fight. Miss Militia, at least, was effective from a great distance with her different weapons. Dauntless might even be of help, he thought, suppressing any emotional connotations associated with the cape who might soon surpass him.




Colin, himself, would be staying here to help keep an eye on his city as he would be of minimal help in this kind of battle. He would be joined here by Triumph and the Wards. In some ways, he wished he could keep other members of his team from going although he didn’t really fear a breach of the truce by any of his city’s villains. He wasn’t even sure why he felt this way.




Colin frowned at the possibility it was pettiness on his part that was the driving force for his reluctance to send them. Finally, he put the entire idea firmly from his mind to concentrate on what was happening around him.




He noted the presence of members of New Wave for the record. Truthfully, Colin was happier to see Brandish and Lady Photon as they could at least affect the Simurgh. He wished that more of their children had decided to come along, but then again, he could understand not wanting to take a chance with their safety as any mistake would result in their deaths. Even staying too long in the Endbringer’s presence had cost them too many good capes.




Likely New Wave’s leaders had decided they couldn’t make enough of a difference to risk their lives while still so long. At least Panacea was coming, but as a noncombatant, she would stay at the back where she was best suited and only work on healing the wounded.




Colin was just about to make the call for a teleporter to come get his city’s contribution when he saw someone he didn’t recognize drop out of the sky to land with the resounding crack of shattering concrete. Irritated at the destruction of Protectorate property, he was stepping forward even as the sheer presence of the other figure registered.




The new addition wore a six and a half foot tall suit of menacing black armor with silver accents and glowing red eyes. Despite having a not dissimilar color scheme to his own armor, its appearance was completely different. For one thing, the other’s armor was a sealed system giving no clues to its pilot’s identity. For another, it was obviously loaded with several different types of energy weapons based what appeared to be projectors on its hands, forearms, and chest. The armor even looked virtually impregnable. Colin took another look, seeing deeper into the armor’s systems and was appalled.




Everywhere he analyzed there was the possibility of miniaturization. But to his surprise, Colin couldn’t plan the miniaturization in his head, as much of its base technology was different from anything he’d ever encountered before. From what he could understand, nothing appeared to be crudely built in the least. Instead, Colin saw unknown circuits and power leads, immensely robust, some of whose function mystified him. That set clearly led to weapons, but why were they so potent?




Then he took a quick reading with his staff, and the power generation revealed brought both understanding and additional alarm. Some power plant within the figure’s armor was generating at least thirty gigawatts, far beyond any powered armor he’d ever encountered before. Just trying to get a more exact reading nearly damaged his staff’s sensor suite. Almost absently, he noted a future way to decrease its sensitivity by several different degrees of magnitude upon demand.




Still, the fact that he needed to design such a system further fed Colin’s unease. It was just one of the reasons he snapped out his questions. He wasn’t particularly pleased by the answers provided by the figure’s clearly synthesized voice. It didn’t help that the flat synthesized voice only added to the menace projected by this… Iron Man.




Colin was not aware of any Tinkers with that designation. A quick glance at Miss Militia indicated that she was just as mystified as he was. Trying to reign in his emotions, he asked, “What are your armor’s capabilities?”




Colin was aware that he was skirting dangerously close to the edge of invading another cape’s privacy, but felt like he needed to at least have some understanding of what the other was capable of as the head of the Brockton Bay Protectorate. Still, he was relieved when the figure actually answered. “Powered flight. Forcefield projection. Particle cannons. Repulsors. A few other odds and ends.” The armored figure gestured vaguely towards the drones floating above it.




Unfortunately, once the other responded, Colin found his relief to be short-lived. Particle cannons? With that power output? And just what the Hell were repulsors? Plus, he wanted to know exactly what those drones were. Then he became aware that the other hadn’t finished speaking. “Oh, and this.”




With that last, the figure stepped up to a large metal box floating behind him. Opening a small door in one side of it, he pulled out a metal armband and tossed it to Colin, who caught it reflexively. “Psionic inhibitor. Should be effective in preventing the Simurgh’s scream from affecting you, although I haven’t been able to test it outside of the lab.”




From next to him, Colin heard Assault speak, “Seriously? Because that would be one hell of a tactical advantage if we don’t have to worry about that scream.”




Colin quickly took charge. “Assault, we have no evidence the device even works. It has not been tested or cleared by the PRT.”




If Iron Man was offended by his words, it wasn’t evidenced by his body language. He merely said, “If anyone wants one, come see me. I have enough to equip eighty capes.”




Colin stood there, growing angry, as everyone there took advantage of the offered devices. He took a dubious look at the device in his hands, but could not discern its function, merely that it was wonderfully miniaturized and efficient, its size and elegance a much less brute force concept than its inventor’s armor. He made a note to contact Dragon asap in order to have her analyze the item’s purpose. Only then would he consider trying it out.




Deciding that they were as ready as they were going to get, Colin made a quick call. It took only a moment before he received an answer: pick up in four minutes. While he was waiting, he listened to the conversations around him.




“-want you to take any chances, puppy. Rescue only, got it?”




“Me take chances? Why you male, chauvinist pig, I’m not the one who—”




“-don’t know if I can damage it. I mean, I have my Arclance, but still I’m just not sure.”




“You have more of a chance than I do, despite my gu—”




“-taking care of the wounded, but please, Carol, don’t take any chances!”




“Panacea, stick to code names while we’re out in costume. I know I’ve sa—”




Then he zeroed in one conversation.




“-only the three of you are here out of all the members in your group. I was curious why.”




“Brandish and I agreed that the others were too vulnerable against the Simurgh. Her telekinesis is extremely powerful. While we think we can handle it…”




“You don’t know if the others could. If they could be kept safe, through some means, there would be a lot less to worry about.”




“Maybe. But as things stand, unless Brockton Bay is getting hit, our kids are not getting involved in an Endbringer fight.”




“I completely understand.”




Colin stood still, even as he considered the possibilities. Now he wished he’d heard the entire conversation. And recorded it for later playback and analysis. Because unless he was extremely mistaken, he believed he’d just heard the tentative beginnings of a recruitment attempt. The only question was just who was recruiting whom?




Then Dart was in front of them, and frantically gesturing for everyone to gather close. Colin watched through narrowed eyes as Iron Man with his impossible armor and those drones clustered closely with the others. Then they were gone, next stop Canberra, Australia.









Chapter Fifteen—Journeying Through Abaddon



The first thing Taylor noticed when she almost slid out of the teleporter’s arc was the controlled chaos around her. Controlled, because there were people in charge providing direction. Chaos, because despite that direction, several people were moving around in seemingly random directions.




They were located in a lightly wooded area, likely a park, six kilometers to the south of the downtown area. Taylor was able to ascertain that by pinging a satellite, since she couldn’t see the downtown area from their base camp, the buildings being much too small to show at this distance. Canberra, despite its population, was anything but the typical city with its planned set up from the beginning of its existence. That much, at least, Taylor had absorbed from JARVIS’ brief.




Instead of night, it was now late afternoon, with the bright sun starting to form lengthening shadows. It was also extremely hot, based upon her armor’s sensors, a scorching thirty-eight degrees Celsius in the shade.




It was shortly after taking in all of her surroundings that Taylor noticed the fear. There was a feeling of almost panic in the air.




The look of strain on the visible portions of most of the faces around her was something that Taylor’s memories recognized. It was a mix of stark terror that you were going to die, along with worry that when you did, it would be in vain. There was also that little bit of fear of the unknown. All of the signs around her pointed to the Simurgh’s presence. It was, after all, the most feared of all the Endbringers.




Taylor’s armor’s cameras panned over the proceedings, zooming in occasionally as something caught her attention. Here, a group of eight heroes were launching into the sky, likely off to engage the Simurgh. There, another group streamed back in, injured and bleeding, their very body language reflecting how badly they’d been beaten. Heads of various capes hung down as they trudged along. As Taylor tried to make sense of everything, her HUD briefly overwhelmed her with names and histories to the point the exterior view was almost completely hidden by various sized fonts.




Whew. Inside her helmet, Taylor blinked rapidly, then said, “JARVIS, from now on, only tag new capes with names, and then only for ten seconds. Also, no more than ten percent of the screen should be used at any one point. Prioritize by threat status. Otherwise, it’s too distracting.”




“I will take care of it, Miss.” Seconds later, everything cleared off, with only the occasional tag sneaking in as a new Parahuman came into view.




Glancing at the impassive faces of Lady Photon and Brandish, who still stood next to her, Taylor noticed that none of the chaos surrounding them seemed to come as a surprise. Both of the women’s faces were carved in stone, as all emotion was suppressed. Finally, after a long moment, they moved.




Taylor slowly followed, falling behind slightly, as they made their way over to a tall armored figure carrying an enormous weapon resembling the bastard child of a cannon and sword. Her HUD labeled him as Chevalier, a name she recognized as head of the Protectorate branch in Philadelphia. Which made his weapon the rather infamous Cannonblade. She noticed that the other Protectorate capes they’d arrived with were already scurrying off. While she watched, Chevalier just finished waving Panacea towards a large tent with a red cross on it.




As she caught up, Taylor heard the tail end of a question. “…think that we are best used.”




“I want the two of you joining D Wave to make up for casualties there. I already sent off the others in your group to work on civilian rescue or healing. Here’s your armbands. Remember your exposure. Good luck.”




“Thanks.”




Chevalier turned towards Taylor, taking her in for the first time. His voice was curt as he asked, “Name and affiliation?”




“Iron Man. Rogue Tinker.”




Taylor saw his eyes flick over her armor from under his helm. It made her glad that he couldn’t see her own in return. “I’m not familiar with that name. Where are you out of?”




Taylor answered honestly. “I’d rather not say.”




His tone was clipped as he said, “Fine. What are your abilities? I take it that your armor is functional? Does it include flight? Also, please give me an preliminary weapons load out so I can figure out where to slot you.”




“My armor includes supersonic flight, coupled with multiple energy weapons, including high energy particle cannons and repulsors.” Taylor decided that he didn’t need to know the specifics of the repulsors or her other weapons, and continued, “My armor is protected by its superalloy chassis, as well as strong forcefields, which I can also project. My drones are a mix of forcefield and weapons platforms.”




“Is this your first Endbringer fight? Do you think you can you take a direct hit from the Simurgh, Iron Man?”




Taylor swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “Yes and yes.”




Chevalier nodded. “Fine. As soon as I assign you a wave, you’ll join them for a brief on the Simurgh. It’ll cover how best to combat her, as well as any perceived goals she appears to have and if we need to thwart those.”




“I understand.”




“Is there anything else you need to tell me before assignment?”




Taylor stepped up to the floating metal cube that acted as both a storage unit for the psionic dampeners, as well as armored transport for a set of servers for JARVIS. She opened the drawer and pulled one out, tossing it to Chevalier. “Yes. I made these. They’re psionic dampeners. Should be effective for at least some time against the Simurgh. They completely block telepathy, as well as other forms of psychic attacks. Large scale macro-telekinesis will likely overwhelm their dampening fields, destroying them. Until then, they should work.”




There was a sense of suppressed excitement in Chevalier’s voice as he asked, “How many do you have with you?”




“I made eighty, but with the ones I’ve already given out, I have seventy-two left. Do you want me to leave them with you?”




“Yes. I’ll take care of dispensing them as waves come back in.” Chevalier picked up an armband from the table beside him and started to hand it to Taylor. He stopped when it became clear that there was no way it would go over her suit’s arm. “Policy is that you wear one of these so that if you are in the area affected by the Simurgh’s Scream too long, it can be detonated to prevent you from turning on us. It’s also a communication device to let you stay in touch with everyone else involved in the fight.”




Taylor took the device from his hand. Turning off her external speakers, she said, “JARVIS, analyze and decode the frequency this is on and patch us in.”




“Analyzed and decoded, Miss. Accessed using encrypted radio protocol Omega One.”




“Thank you, JARVIS.” To Chevalier, Taylor said, “I have patched into the armband’s frequency and will be in contact with everyone.” She handed him back the armband, wondering how they were going to handle the need to possibly eliminate her.




Chevalier nodded. He also picked up a different device from the table, a flat rounded disc. “Turn around, please.”




“What is that?”




“It serves the same purpose as the armband in dealing with Parahumans who have been exposed too long to the Simurgh’s scream. It’s designed for armored capes and attaches through a combination of magnetic and electrostatic bonding.”




Taylor really didn’t want what amounted to a limpet mine attached to her, but since she was the one who had wanted to be here, didn’t feel like she had a choice. “Fine.”




Chevalier attached it high on her back just below her head. Once it was clinging to Taylor’s armor, he said, “G Wave is just forming up. It’s composed of mostly first timers as well. You’ll see a flag with the letter about seventy-five yards due north. Once you’re there, your group will head in for briefing shortly after. Understood?”




“Understood.”




With that, Taylor set out to find her group, or wave. On the way, she said, “JARVIS, make sure to disable that damn mine that’s attached to my armor. I’m rather fond of my head and would rather keep it.”




“Already done, Miss. I’ve also taken the liberty to spoof the electronic monitoring to believe it is still operational.”




“Excellent, JARVIS. What would I do without you?”




JARVIS’ tone was supremely dry as he murmured, “We’ll never know.”




Taylor noticed the large white flag with the letter G in red above it. Clustered around beneath the flag were several Parahumans, including another figure in powered armor, although it was substantially smaller and appeared more lightly armed and armored than her own. As she walked up, Taylor said, “I’m Iron Man, here to join G Wave.”




The armored cape laughed, but Taylor could hear the strain in his voice as he spoke, “Nice going, mate. I’m Adamant. Hero.” He gestured towards the others. “That’s Faust, Majestic, Ronin, Billabong, and Feral. We were just getting acquainted. What’s your deal, mate?” His accent was definitely Australian. It made sense that since it was their country that was being attacked, a majority of the capes here would be natives.




Taylor kept her words simple as she explained, “I’m a Tinker. Rogue. Besides the armor, I’m also protected by forcefields. I have several energy weapons for engaging at a distance. I also brought the drones behind me. The ones with the one large central indention that looks like an eye are weapon platforms, firing a high energy particle beam weapon. The ones with the four equally spaced triangular indentions are forcefield drones. You can use them for protection against the Simurgh while you wait to launch your attack. Just remember to stay away from the edges of the forcefields, which are colored blue for visibility. They are very sharp.”




One of male capes whistled. “Damn. I’ll be sure to avoid being killed by my own side then.” The man’s accent was very Australian, almost exaggeratedly so. He also sounded cocky as he spoke, “Anyway, I’m Faust. Not a hero. As you can see, I dress the part.” Faust gestured at his all black outfit, which looked almost like a man’s suit, if it came complete with a flowing black cape. He wore big dark goggles covering his eyes, as likely to protect his identity as it was to guard against the wind while flying. Taylor did notice that his suit showed a lot of areas of body armor when she scanned him, so he wasn’t completely without protection. “I fly. I also summon these big red flying demons to fight for me. They’re pretty nasty, but I don’t know if they can take on an Endbringer.”




Next was a tall female cape dressed in Japanese-style Samurai armor with a metal helm concealing her identity. “I’m Ronin. Rogue. I can form an energy sword that can cut through most objects, as well as throw balls of the same energy that explode. I fly, too.”




Taylor noticed that Ronin’s armor was mostly decorative and likely provided less protection than Faust’s. She asked, “How far can you throw them?”




There was a nervous energy to Ronin as she shuffled her feet before answering, “About a hundred feet.”




That took her into almost pointblank territory with the Simurgh, a dangerous place to be. But Taylor stayed silent, deciding to wait to make any objections until she heard the rest of her group’s abilities.




“I’m Majestic. Ahh… hero. I’m a mover two, flying that is, plus I have a brute rating of three. I also shoot beams of green energy out of my eyes that burn extremely hot, giving me a Blaster rating of four.” Majestic, who also spoke with an Australian accent, wore a bright red uniform that showed his musculature off, as well as a black half-mask that covered his upper face, while leaving his square jaw and blonde hair uncovered. His hair was long, well past shoulder-length, and kept swept back from his face by his mask.




Unlike any of the others, Majestic’s voice showed an intense sense of excitement rather than fear. Taylor also noticed how the crimson-themed cape seemed to almost pose, as if trying to show himself off to the others around him. The other homegrown capes didn’t seem that impressed with him. She’d keep an eye out for him.




“Billabong, here. Rogue. I control water. I can fly on a hardened disc of water, as well as shoot out blades of it. If I’m near a large body of water, I can make a water twister that can do a lot of damage. Without water nearby, I only have what I bring with me in my tanks.” Billabong, another Australian cape, carried a roughly ten gallon metal tank on his back, apparently full of water. He was dressed in a blue and white bodystocking with a utility belt around his waist. His matching mask covered most of his head with holes for his eyes, nose, and mouth. To Taylor’s dismay, he didn’t appear to have any armor beyond Kevlar protecting his chest and back.




“I’m Feral. Villain. I can fly. Rated Mover none-of-your-business. I’m also a Shaker. I create these fields of warped space where the physical laws aren’t… normal. I can toss them, see? As some of you already know.” The cape who spoke, was a woman, and didn’t resemble her name in the least. With a cape name like Feral, Taylor would have thought Brute, but instead, the woman was short, blonde, and delicate, and wore a costume of tye-dyed cloth, with various beaded accouterments covering her, including a headband and mask. She looked more like a hippie than anything else. A completely unarmored hippie.




Adamant nodded. “Yeah, we know, Feral. For now, we’re on the same side. Least till we deal with this dunny rat. I’ll finish up things. Adamant here. Her- sorry, I already said that, didn’t I? I’m a member of a team out of Perth. I’m a Tinker, rated a three. I specialize in lift systems with an emphasis on smaller payloads. That’s how my armor works. I’m rated a Mover four because with my armor on, I’m quick. I also have miniature explosive rockets that I can use to attack with. Nasty buggers. Might just be bities, though, to an Endbringer. So, everyone have a good idea of what this wave can do?”




There were assorted nods of assent along with a smattering of “Aye” and “No worries” statements. Adamant said, “Then, let’s head in for briefing. I want to be ready when it’s our turn to head in.”




Taylor walked with the others towards another large tent, her thoughts in turmoil. Moving inside, she noted the person at the front of the tent was another cape she’d never seen before. Her HUD identified the person as Revel, a Protectorate member out of Chicago. She was clearly Japanese, with a painted mask covering her lower face. On a table next to her rested a massive lantern on a stick. Under a crimson kimono, Revel wore a white skin-tight outfit with straps at the shoulders, the legs ending mid-thigh. Without the kimono, the outfit would have been scandalous. With it, she had a degree of modesty, only her shoulders left bare.




Revel spoke, “Gather around. I’m Revel, a member of the Protectorate. I’m here to brief you on the Simurgh. You’ll be launching in just a few minutes.”




She walked over to a large white board at the front and began pointing at different things. “First, understand that we’re not fighting Behemoth or Leviathan. The Simurgh is far, far worse.”




“While physically not as imposing, she is nearly their equal, strength-wise. She prefers not to engage in hand to hand, instead employing an intense form of telekinesis to strike you. She can knock you down, or hit you with objects. She keeps a cloud of debris hovering around herself that she can employ for this purpose. Remember, her telekinesis is strong enough to lift buildings.”




“One of her other primary powers involves her Scream. We’ve never found a way to block it, although we’ll be fitting you with untested devices that might work before you set out. Combat ops are scheduled in blocks of five minutes. If your group can’t make it the full five, try to last at least half that before disengaging. When you get back here, anyone who needs it seek healing and ready yourself for the next wave. We’ll also being combining waves based upon casualties, so you may end up fighting alongside someone different before the end. So communicate.”




“Remember, throughout each wave of the fight, your total exposure to the Simurgh’s scream is only thirty-six minutes. Before that, you must get out. Your armband keeps a running tally on your exposure. It will also alert you at the point that you only have five minutes to get out of her range, which is approximately one point six kilometers in radius, and again when you only have one minute. Shortly after the thirty-six minute deadline, your armband will alarm, then detonate, terminating you.”




Revel looked at each of them, to further emphasize what she was saying. After a moment, she continued, “That is the worst part of what you’ll face. But I do need to warn you of another ability she possesses. We believe she can access Thinker and Tinker powers in her vicinity. Since she first demonstrated this ability back in 2009, she has used it twice since to build devices that have a variety of purposes, none of them beneficial. While she is always your primary target, any devices she is working on are a high priority secondary target.”




“So anyone who finds out they can’t hurt her, attack any Tinker devices she’s working on. If nothing else, it provides a distraction, giving her more targets to worry about. Her precognition makes the Simurgh, herself, a difficult target at best.”




Taylor asked, “Is she building something right now?”




That earned her a hard look. “Yes, she’s centered over the Australian Academy of Science. It’s next to a building called the Shine Dome, which looks… looked like a flying saucer cut in half. Apparently there were Tinkers working inside and underneath the building in protected bunkers. Some, but not all, have been evacuated. We do not have an up to date list of what the Tinkers were specializing in, so be prepared for anything.”




“Remember, hit hard and fast. Stay with your wave and try to get everyone out. If you can’t help someone else, get yourself out. Regroup back here for another attempt. Stay in communications and let us know if something is working, or not. If you get routed early, communicate that, and we’ll get the next wave on her ahead of schedule. Any questions?”




Taylor was sure that she should have a million. But she’d read every possible scrap of information that JARVIS had managed to scrounge up on the Simurgh. Nothing from the briefing had been really new, with the exception of the target.




It made sense, however, if the Simurgh had deemed some Tinker here inimical to its plans. Additionally, a successful strike here would severely damage the Australian capital city and its economy, while dealing a strong blow to morale throughout the nation. She would also create time bombs of an unknown number of citizens, something that could only be prevented by killing or isolating them all. It would be many months before any of the survivors would be able to leave and stop being a drain on their fellow citizens.




Grudgingly, Taylor had to give the Simurgh her due. It was a nasty and effective strategy. Shortly, she would find out if the Simurgh’s tactics were just as good. For now, she had to wait.







As soon as the massively armored cape moved away, Chevalier hit his communicator. “Dragon, please ask Alexandria to come to the staging area immediately. I have something I need her to test for me.”




“Chevalier, Alexandria is in the middle of aiding C Wave to disengage. As soon as she’s done, I’ll request she swing by. What is happening on your end?”




“A Tinker by the name of Iron Man dropped off just over seventy armbands that he says will block the Simurgh’s Scream. Some kind of psionic dampener, I believe he called it. Whether they’ll work or not is still up in the air. I need Alexandria to test them before hitting her exposure limit.” Damn, but he was hoping the things worked. It would make a fucked up situation a lot safer and maybe they wouldn’t lose any more good capes to their own side.




“I understand. Armsmaster has already sent me a communique regarding the devices. He was unable to ascertain if the one he has in his possession works, or anything else about it. The device fused solid when he attempted a deep examination using a Boyd-Yukawa Scanner he had in his lab. It’s just a lump of melted circuitry right now.”




Chevalier mulled that over. A Tinker who was able to protect his tech. And who also felt the need to. Interesting. “Well, let’s not destroy any more of them until we find out if they work.”




“Understood. Dragon out.”




Chevalier took one more look at the devices, then grabbed a colorfully dressed cape who was wandering by, apparently with nothing to do. “Take these to the staging area. Wait there for Alexandria. Understood?”




“Yes, sir!”




The other’s voice, with its strong Australian accent, was full of gratitude at having something to do. Too many of the native capes that had shown up were completely unsuited to fighting the Simurgh and had to be kept back. The forced inactivity was eating at many of them. Helpless to protect their country, many of them had helped earlier with rescuing civilians, but that had mostly finished up a few minutes ago. Now they were just left to wait.




Chevalier knew the feeling as it applied to himself as well. There was only one more group coming in, then he would be left with nothing to do. Oh, nominally he’d head over to Operations and monitor the waves going in and coming back, trying to help with countering tactics. Unfortunately, the harsh reality was that the Thinkers already there were far more qualified to deal with the threat than he was.




Still, he would try his damnedest to find any holes in their strategy and tactics, Chevalier thought. It was all he could do.







Trish stared at the monitor, as if trying to make it form a picture. “JARVIS, why isn’t there a signal?”




A moment later, his cultured voice answered, “Miss Hebert has requested I not turn it on early so as to avoid causing undue stress to your ability. This is per the earlier discussion the two of you had, Miss Rogers, where you agreed with her.”




“Damn it!”




“Language.” The admonishment came from the figure sitting next to her.




Trish glanced over at Danny, who looked as worried as she felt. “I wish Taylor would stop trying to do what’s best for everyone else. She needs to let me help her, Danny.”




“What do you think you’ll be able to figure out before you see the Simurgh? Seeing things now could put a lot of pressure on you and you can’t take another of those tablets anytime soon.”




Trish could have said that she was crucial to Taylor’s survival, or used any of a hundred strategies to win any argument with Danny. She didn’t because not only would it serve no real purpose, it would devastate a man who was slowly coming to feel like a father to her. It was odd to feel so protective of people. Then again, maybe it was because they were so protective of her.




Certainly Danny was. Just as he also wanted to protect Taylor. He just needed to understand that you can’t always protect your kids. Besides, Trish wasn’t the one in danger. That would be Taylor, who was being a stubborn fool, thinking she could take on an Endbringer this early in the game.




“Tattletale.”




“Tay- Iron Man, what’s going on? I need a feed right now!”




“Feed incoming. I also have you wired into the communication net. They’re testing my psionic dampener. They’re sending it in with Alexandria.”




Trish nodded, despite the fact that Taylor wasn’t there to see. “I take it that you want me to observe and see if I can ascertain any weaknesses? Audio from their communications net won’t be the most effective with my power.”




“Any information you can get might be helpful.”




“Fine. I’ll do my best. What I really need, though, is video. I’ll do better once you engage.”




“Understood. Iron Man out.”







Alexandria gave a dubious look at the armband decorating her left arm. Her right still sported her Dragon-made communication armband, although hers was without the explosives placed in the others since no amount of ordinary explosives would be enough to kill her. Instead, Alexandria made sure to carefully monitor her exposure so that the Scream didn’t scramble her mind, turning her into a time bomb aimed at humanity. The last thing the world needed was a member of the Triumvirate going bad.




As she neared the Simurgh, Alexandria spoke into her communicator. “Tell them that the new armbands work. I’m within her range and I’m not hearing the Simurgh’s scream.”




It was true. She was experiencing blessed silence for the first time ever in a fight against the Simurgh. Alexandria said a silent thank you to whoever had built the armband that she currently wore.




With that, she rocketed towards the tall white winged figure surrounded by a revolving disc of debris and other items. Just as she was getting close enough to strike, she was knocked off course by a large piece of concrete and steel, that Alexandria recognized as part of the dome of the building beneath them.




It struck with enough force to hammer even her aside, knocking her in a flat trajectory toward the ground. Alexandria impacted a couple of seconds later, digging a trench more than a hundred feet long through earth and concrete before she finally ground to a halt. Staggering to her feet, she leaped skyward and immediately headed straight at the Simurgh a second time.




This time, she was hit by debris from two directions, as well as buffeted by a huge wave of telekinetic force. That’s when it happened. Instead of silence, the Simurgh’s scream was back and as bad as ever, tearing into Alexandria’s mind. Was it all a trap? Had the Simurgh known all along how to destroy the device?




Alexandria was hammered into the earth again. Grunting with effort, she struggled to get up. Then there was one huge rock after another crushing her into the earth. As strong as she was, the Simurgh was stronger.




Desperately, she tried to break loose, but the weight of the rocks over her was reinforced by the Simurgh’s will. Alexandria struggled to reach her communicator, trying to let her teammates know what was happening. But she couldn’t get her hand around to her armband to press the button for communications.




Time passed, several minutes at least. Alexandria heard fighting happening above her, then it stopped. Air was starting to become a problem as more and more debris was piled upon her. Then there was a light so bright she could see it through the cracks in the rocks. And she was free.




Alexandria blasted through the rocks covering her, before falling to the ground, panting desperately. She choked slightly at the thick smoke that surrounded her. Out of the corner of her eyes, Alexandria saw fires burning. Above her, the Simurgh had vanished. Just what the hell had happened here?







Taylor watched her fellow capes as they stood around and chatted. She’d been waiting for someone to take charge and plan out the fight, but so far, no one had stepped up. She could certainly do it, but she had zero credibility with these Australian capes. So if Taylor wanted to take charge, she was going to have to put on a show.




She quickly analyzed the strengths and weaknesses of each of the capes before her. Then she spoke, “JARVIS, who do you think is the best bet out of the group to make a point with?” Taylor had already decided who to make an example of, but she wanted confirmation.




“That would be Majesty, Miss. He’s the obvious weak link here.” JARVIS might as well have been talking about recipes for crumpets instead of possibly humiliating someone from his tone.




Taylor muttered, “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”




Taking a deep breath, Taylor began her takeover of the group.




“We need a plan when we face the Simurgh.” Taylor’s stark statement seemed to almost echo through the space as her fellow capes turned towards her.




Adamant asked, “What do you mean?”




“I mean, who here actually believes they can hurt the Simurgh. I mean, actually damage her?”




For a moment, all of the capes stood still, then slowly Majestic raised his hand. Taylor nodded. “Fine. Use your energy blast on me, since it’s your strongest ability. I’ll gauge it.”




It was Adamant who protested. “No! He could injure or kill you! We’re here to fight the Simurgh, not each other!”




Taylor was implacable was she stated, “We can’t fight anyone if we don’t know each other’s capabilities. The rest of you have indicated that you cannot hurt the Simurgh. At least you do not believe you can. I know I can. Majestic also believes he can. I want to see it. Don’t worry, Adamant, he won’t hurt me.”




Adamant seemed to wilt. “I still don’t think is a good idea.”




Taylor moved over so that there was nothing behind her but trees. She changed her armor’s forcefield wavelength so that it absorbed rather dispersed energy. It wasn’t a setting she’d use against a truly powerful foe, as it made the field vulnerable to blow through if the attack was intense enough, but against what she expected, it should be enough.




She commanded, “Fire!”




Majestic hesitated a moment, then bright green beams of light erupted from his eyes, hammering into her armor’s forcefield. Staring at the energy readings from them, Taylor almost despaired. They were even weaker than she’d feared, nothing like the intense cutting beams she’d hoped for. Majestic’s green beams wouldn’t even have gravely damaged her armor without its forcefield protection, as its hyper efficient thermocouples converted heat into usable energy.




She let him fire a moment longer, then waved for him to stop. “Was that the best that you can do?”




Majestic appeared almost petulant as he nodded. “I gave it my all.”




“The problem is that your all won’t even scratch the Simurgh’s feathers. We’re going to need a lot more that that to have any significance in this fight.” Taylor watched as Majesty slinked to the back of the group, clearly upset. Several of the others looked thoughtful.




“You know, you talk big, but I never even heard of you before today. Why don’t you prove something before you put everyone else down.” It was Faust who spoke, his expression calculating.




It hadn’t been unexpected that someone else would challenge her. Now it was time to drive home her superiority. “Fine. Iron Man to Operations, test firing of energy beam in staging area.”




A moment later, a voice over her communications net answered, “Ops to Iron Man, aim your fire straight up. Be done in two minutes.”




“Understood. Iron Man out.”




Taylor stayed where was since she was already separate from the group by sufficient distance. Pointing her right arm straight up, she fired her particle beam cannon, using just its normal output energy of nine gigawatts.




A second later, a brilliant white beam, inches in diameter, erupted from her arm straight up. From first hand experience, Taylor knew it was bright enough to leave purple afterimages dancing on a person’s retinas. The cracking sound it made was loud in the sudden silence around them. She could see the thermal bloom wash over her teammates, stirring their clothing, as they stared back at her.




Taylor turned to Faust and asked, “Satisfied?”




The other, whose exposed skin was suddenly pale, nodded jerkily. Majestic looked stunned by what he had just witnessed. Taylor explained something she’d been thinking about, “Look, I think they try to include a heavy hitter in each group. I’m a relative unknown, but my armor looks nasty and its energy output is high for anyone with sensors capable of picking it up. So it looks like I’m the heavy hitter here.”




In a cynical tone, Feral asked, “What about the rest of us?”




Looking over masked figures in front of her, Taylor explained, “I have a plan. Want to hear it?”




A chorus of relieved ayes answered her as Taylor took charge.







There was the signal they’d been waiting for. Taylor quickly wrapped up her discussion with JARVIS.




“Keep analyzing the readings from the psionic dampeners, JARVIS. I’ll talk to you more later.”




“Of course, Miss.”




She was staying in constant communication with JARVIS, trying to devise a solution to the failure of the psionic dampeners. The thing is, they simply weren’t robust enough to survive being assaulted directly by the Simurgh. Taylor had tuned them in a way that stopped a broad range of psychic attacks. That broad tuning had allowed the Simurgh to use her telekinesis to apparently destroy several of them, starting with the one worn by Alexandria. Of course, no one had seen her since she’d flown off to confront the Simurgh a little more than ten minutes ago.




“We’re up! Follow me!”




Adamant leaped skyward, as the others followed behind him, Taylor included.




The wave that was finishing as they approached, F Wave, had apparently had some success in keeping their dampeners working. Only two of their armbands had been destroyed. The others, based upon the radio traffic, were working fine.




Over her encrypted communications array, Taylor heard Tattletale speak, “Iron Man, forcefields appear to stop the effects of the Simurgh’s telekinesis in destroying your psionic dampeners. Also, anyone not struck directly by her macro-level telekinesis still has a fully functional dampener.” Tattletale’s voice was completely analytical as she spoke, reinforcing Taylor’s own views.




“Understood. Some capes have it better than others because of their own innate protections. Iron Man out.”




Taylor focused her mind back on the strategy that her small group had come up with and away from the limited success of her devices. Once it had become clear that she was the most powerful cape in their group by a large factor, the others had deferred to her. There was also a sense that they were just cannon fodder to be sacrificed in the fight, although Taylor wasn’t sure she was cynical enough to truly believe it. Maybe they were just that desperate.




It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, that the powers that be were throwing everyone they could at the Simurgh, especially in light of the limited exposure each cape could have against her. But it actually made Taylor’s job harder, as she was fairly certain none of her erstwhile team could affect the Endbringer. Worse, she felt responsible for their safety, including that of the villains.




The plan they’d come up with reflected this reality. Instead of staying together, the rest of Taylor’s teammates would circle around behind the Simurgh, who, for unknown reasons, was facing East. They would be protected by one of her forcefield drones and accompanied by both of the weapon drones. Taylor would circle around to in front of the Endbringer. The other forcefield drone would stay with her.




Once everyone was in position, Taylor would then attack the Simurgh, unloading everything upon her, in an effort to distract the telekinetic. As soon as she did, her group would attempt to damage whatever device she was building with the help of the two weapon drones.




Of course, JARVIS would be guiding the forcefield drones and aiming the weapons. He was innately suitable for that as he would be using the Iron Man suit’s sensors to aid in his targeting. It remained to be seen whether they would have any effect through the Simurgh’s precognition, as she would almost certainly see the attack coming.




That the Simurgh would see Taylor’s attack as well went without saying. Still, there was a chance Taylor would get through her debris ring regardless. Tagging the Simurgh, herself, would be a different matter entirely.




Taylor had almost decided to saturate the area of with large numbers of far less intense beams, using up all of the energy that filled the immense capacitors located throughout her armor in an effort to hit the Simurgh at least once. Instead, she’d decided to direct all of that energy through just the two high energy particle cannons located in her armor’s arms and her unibeam located on her breastplate.




Both particle cannons were already powered by three arc reactors apiece, which allowed them to send nearly nine gigawatts of energy out with each shot. But Taylor had had another idea when designing her armor. It contained a bastardized adaptation of a Marx generator, although she doubted the inventor himself would have recognized her version. It was a type of high energy capacitor that she was using to up the energy storage capacity of her armor.




Her armor currently contained dozens of these Marx capacitors, each capable of storing the immense energy output from the ten arc reactors. These capacitors also allowed Taylor to fire shots with her unibeam and particle cannons much greater than their normal energy feeds allowed for. Using this increased energy storage, Taylor had managed to up all of her weapons’ outputs by a factor of five, at least until the well ran dry.




So instead of those two particle streams each being powered by nine gigawatts of energy, they would each contain nearly forty-five gigawatts apiece for nearly ten seconds, as would the GRASER she would be firing from her unibeam. They would almost certainly cut through any of the debris the Simurgh was using to shield herself and her Tinker invention. Whether they could hit or damage the Endbringer herself was another matter entirely.




Taylor was getting close to her target, and upped her magnification to study the figure in front of her closely. The Simurgh appeared as a freakishly tall woman with a countless number of asymmetrical wings fanning out from her body, some growing out from other wings. Her face was beautiful, but it was the beauty of a porcelain doll, cold and utterly still. Three times the height of a person, the Simurgh looked deceptively delicate, her wings covered in gauzy white feathers that Taylor knew from her studies could score steel.




Taylor stopped, hovering less than two hundred yards from the Simurgh, who completely ignored her. Instead, she continued to work on the device in front of her as her huge debris field rotated around her. The fact that she was ignored was more than a little daunting to Taylor, who had thought she’d be considered at least somewhat of a danger. Was the Simurgh that confident she couldn’t hurt her?




She briefly increased her vision’s magnification still further, studying the device in front of the Endbringer. It looked almost like a gun of some type, possibly a bomb-pumped X-ray LASER. Which lends itself to the question, where was the nuclear bomb that might power it? Deciding the device might truly be dangerous, Taylor made the decision to target it as well as its inventor.




“Iron Man here. I’m in position.”




“Iron Man, Adamant here. We’re in position. Launch your attack when ready.”




“Roger. Iron Man out.”




From her suit’s display, Taylor saw that JARVIS had taken over her own built in targeting computer to look for a thin spot in the debris field circling the Simurgh. A few seconds later, he identified and highlighted a gap in the pattern. When the vulnerability circled around in front of her, Taylor brought her arms up and fired both of the high energy particle weapons built into her forearms, as well as the GRASER in her unibeam. Three beams of ravening energy, each ten seconds in duration, reached out to the Simurgh and simultaneously struck her and the device she was working.




A titanic detonation of light and debris erupted from the Simurgh’s figure as the two particle beams, each so bright they stole the daylight around them, hit her squarely in the chest. The resulting gaseous cloud covered the Simurgh, shielding her from view. At the same time, the GRASER struck the device in front of her, causing it to immediately turn into a mix of burning gases and molten metals, while overloading its power source, which exploded in a glaring wave of blue-tinged light, only adding to the conflagration.




Taylor was buffeted by the resulting shock wave as well as large chunks for the Simurgh’s debris field, but easily rode it out behind her armor’s forcefield. She tuned out the cries of alarm from her teammates, who would have been closer still as they approached from the rear. They should have been protected by the other forcefield drone, which should easily block the kinetic energy and thermal bloom of even that intense of an explosion.




Taylor strained to see results of the blast, but her armor’s enhanced vision couldn’t break through the thick cloud, despite cycling through various other wavelengths, including ultraviolet and x-ray. What she could see was the ground beneath the Endbringer, where the nearest buildings had been completely flattened by the blast. Additionally, anything within five hundred yards that was flammable was burning. Taylor began to move forward, ready to dodge or fire again.




As she arrived at the halfway point to the Simurgh, the cloud around the other began to clear. The Endbringer had wrapped her wings around herself at some point during Taylor’s attack. Blackened and burnt feathers dropped away as she slowly unwrapped herself. Her torso was also blackened from the initial blasts. Two smoking craters, each more than a foot across and nearly that deep, decorated her there. Then the Simurgh looked at Taylor.




For the first time since before she had attacked, Taylor felt like she had the Endbringer’s complete and undivided attention. Staring into the face of the terrifying being in front of her stirred her emotions in ways that Tony’s memories had never prepared her for. Taylor felt such intense fear and disgust it threatened to overwhelm her. In that moment, she knew that the creature in front of her was so utterly alien that it had never been human. Taylor was on the verge of some epiphany concerning the creature when, suddenly, an urgent voice assaulted her ears and broke her concentration, “Taylor! Run! She’s about to attack you! If she catches you, she’ll tear you apart!”




Taylor didn’t wait to figure out why Trish had made such an outlandish statement, completely contrary to the Simurgh’s past actions. Instead, she instantly turned and headed out at maximum acceleration due east. Behind her, more than half the debris circling the Simurgh dropped to the ground as she followed behind Taylor just as rapidly.









Chapter Sixteen—Travels Through a Countryside



Taylor got while the going was good. Before Trish’s words had finished echoing in her mind, she was already traveling directly away at Mach four point seven, the top speed of her armor, her force fields angled for minimum air resistance. Behind her, the Simurgh followed.




Still, Taylor managed to open up a gap of nearly a thousand yards before her pursuer first matched her speed, then began to slowly creep up on her.




“JARVIS! Plot me a course that keeps me away from occupied areas. I’m going to gain some altitude as well. No reason to give her access to rocks and trees to throw at me.”




“Sensible.” Two seconds later, he continued, “The course is on your HUD, Miss.”




Taylor glanced at her HUD, quickly noting the course JARVIS had laid out for her, glowing purple. One good thing about Australia was that it was thinly populated. So long as she followed the purple line, she would avoid any population centers by at least twenty kilometers. Decision made, Taylor took off on the new course, heading upward as well.




Within seconds, Taylor had gained nearly three thousand feet of altitude, while the Simurgh following her continued to stay low. It must be trying to gather up more ammunition for its debris cloud. Time to nix that in the bud.




“JARVIS! I need you to aim for me while I fly! I’ll be firing five seconds bursts from both particle cannons.”




“I am on top of it, Miss. Firing solution in ten seconds. I’ve also taken the liberty of taking charge of all four drones and am following you with them as quickly as possible.”




Taylor didn’t bother to acknowledge him, but instead, waited. It was an odd sensation as her wrists slowly adjusted without any input from herself, angling her flight at a more vertical angle. At least that was the direction she wanted to go. Taylor launched her attack as soon as the “FIRE” icon on her HUD lit up.




Incredibly, both shots scored, blasting into the Simurgh’s white flesh, although the resulting craters were smaller than those from her initial salvo. Tag, you’re it, Taylor thought gleefully, right before the hand of God smashed into her.




The surge of force that struck her completely shattered her force field, popping it as if it were no more substantial than a soap bubble. The force field’s generator shrieked, before it burned out, the feedback shattering its linkages.




The faint smell of burning filled Taylor nose as she was sent tumbling in three dimensions, her arms and legs flailing around helplessly. She lost nearly five hundred feet of altitude before her internal gyros righted her and she was again headed up and away. Fortunately, the next force field slid into place flawlessly, allowing her to immediately configure it for maximum speed.




“JARVIS! What the hell was that?” Taylor shouted, somehow managing to avoid vomiting despite the way her head spun and her stomach roiled. Inertial compensator or not, she’d felt that hit at a visceral level.




“Miss, I cannot be certain, but I believe it was a wave of telekinetic force.”




“I didn’t think she was supposed to be able to do that.” From everything that Taylor had read up on the Simurgh, she should not have been able to tag her from such a distance and with such force. That hit had simply blown through her force field as if it didn’t exist, which didn’t make sense. Based upon every bit of data Taylor had managed to get her hands on, not even Behemoth was that strong. Her force fields should have been able to withstand multiple attacks from the Simurgh. Certainly, they shouldn’t have failed after just one.




Temporarily dismissing the thought, Taylor quickly checked her enemy’s position, noting that the two of them were on a roughly parallel course with her about eight hundred feet above and another two thousand ahead. The Simurgh was slowly closing the distance between them, moving higher and narrowing the gap between them. Taylor quickly decided to hit the Simurgh again. Maybe she could slow the bitch down.




“Line it up, JARVIS!”




This time, Taylor was going to hit her for a full ten seconds. Might as well let the Simurgh know she’d been struck.




When the FIRE icon lit up, Taylor did the same thing with the Simurgh. Unfortunately, her shot was blocked after approximately five seconds by several large pieces of what used to be a building. The resulting explosions of dust as the concrete and steel were pulverized temporarily obscured the Simurgh’s shape. It was then that Taylor found out how a golf ball felt when it was hit by a driver as she was pounded from beneath by another strike.




This time her force field didn’t completely short out, but it was stuttering badly enough that Taylor went ahead and rotated the next one into place. That is, she did so once her world finally stopped spinning. Which was a good thing, as three seconds later she was just clipped by another blast of telekinetic force that knocked her off course, although this time she was at least able to avoid tumbling.




Taylor had just managed to get herself lined back up more or less on her former course, when she heard a familiar voice over her communications net. “Iron Man, Tattletale here. Listen to me! Don’t fire again! The Simurgh can’t see you!”







“What the hell is going on?” Legend shouted his question, his voice thundering through Operations. He had just returned from a quick search for Alexandria when he’d stumbled into utter chaos. There were all kinds of rumors floating around, apparently driven by some comm chatter from one of the later waves who’d seen something odd happening.




Legend couldn’t make heads or tails from either the chatter or the rumors, so he’d come to Operations to try to figure things out. Only to find that things there weren’t much better, as a dozen people spoke at once, all trying to get more information.




Then he spotted a familiar figure and immediately headed that way. “Chevalier! Report!”




There was a look of relief the part of the man’s face Legend could see as he said, “Legend. Good to see you. Look, the only thing we’ve been able to figure out so far is that the Simurgh is moving. Fast. Apparently in pursuit of a cape.”




The Simurgh was doing what? The behavior was so atypical that for a few seconds, Legend’s brain simply couldn’t process the information. Finally, he ground out, “What cape?”




Chevalier glanced at a notepad he was holding. “Some new cape called Iron Man. I don’t know the whys, though.”




“I have more information.”




The quiet voice from behind both men made them turn around to regard its source. A female cape wearing a form fitting blue costume covered with a series of what appeared to be white clock hands pointing just shy of straight up met their gazes. Eleventh Hour continued once she appeared certain of their undivided attention, “I just finished communicating with Alexandria. She has conferred with the capes on the scene who were direct witnesses to the events that occurred. They said that this Iron Man struck the Simurgh directly with two powerful beams from directed energy weapons, likely particle cannons. They damaged her, although no one knows how badly. Another beam struck the device which she was working on, destroying it.”




Hiding a sense of relief over the news of Alexandria’s safety as well as the destruction of the Simurgh’s device, Legend immediately questioned the validity of the data. “We’ve never managed to hit her so easily. How was this new cape able to? Does he have some kind of predictive software that somehow defeated her precognition? Or possibly a native ability along with his Tinker skills?”




Chevalier chipped in, “I checked Iron Man in when he arrived. His armor was cutting edge. Armsmaster alerted Dragon that the armor’s energy outputs were over thirty gigawatts. It sounds like enough to hurt the Simurgh, but not to draw this kind of reaction. Certainly he shouldn’t be able to destroy or even seriously threaten her.”




“Do we have communications with Iron Man?”




Chevalier stated, “Unfortunately, he is not currently responding to attempts to communicate. Also, when I tried to ping the limpet I attached to him earlier to get his location, I couldn’t locate it on the network. So it must be malfunctioning.”




Eleventh Hour said, “I can’t comment on the why’s, so instead, I’ll just tell you the facts. Fact one: Iron Man somehow managed to directly hit the Simurgh, apparently defeating her precognition. Fact two: The Simurgh reacted atypically by pursuing Iron Man, suggesting some emotional reaction. Possible a feeling of being threatened. Fact three: We have a cape that is being pursued by possibly the most dangerous Endbringer in existence. What I would suggest is that we get him some back up.”




Legend grunted his agreement. He immediately started towards the exit. As soon as he cleared Ops, he lifted off, while speaking on his communicator. “Eidolon. Legend here. I am leaving in pursuit of the Simurgh. Follow with Alexandria as soon as you can. Legend out.”




Once he heard the affirmative response, Legend turned to light and sped quickly towards the east.







Tattletale watched the monitor, striving to glean information of the Endbringer pictured there as Taylor slowly approached it. She pushed her ability harder as Taylor zoomed the screen in for a closer view of the Simurgh. Finally, Tattletale began to glean some things.




She noted the cuts and abrasions covering the Simurgh’s torso from which a sluggish fluid bled.




Steady blood flow from small wounds, asynchronous movement; has blood but no comprehensive cardiac system




Tattletale also noticed that there was no obvious difference between how the cuts and tears were spaced. No attempt to shield any part of her anatomy, not even her head.




No cardiac system; mouth, nose, and ears nonfunctional; nonstandard nervous system.




Simurgh, nonstandard cardiac, nervous systems; irregular biology. No standard organs or weak points. No brain, heart or center of operations for rest of her body.




Irregular biology, no vulnerable organs: body divided into layers, extending down to hyperdurable core body, each layer down is slightly more than twice as durable as previous. Exterior skin is hard as aluminum alloy, but flexible, lets her move. 3% deeper in toward core of arms, legs, wings, or .5% in toward core of head, trunk, neck, tissues are hard as steel. 6% in toward core of extremities or 1% toward core of main body/head, tissues strong as tungsten. 9% toward core of extremities, 1.5% toward core of main body, head, tissues strong as bor—




Tattletale managed to reign herself in, not wasting more time on superfluous information. She briefly surveyed the rest of the Simurgh to see if there was any other information to be gleaned.




Feathers, superhardened crystalline material, can scratch diamond; surface surpasses nanocrystalline diamond aggregates in hardness.




All very interesting, but nothing there that would help Taylor. Then Tattletale saw how the Simurgh reacted to Taylor as she approached. Or rather, didn’t react at all, completely ignoring her.




Based upon her own knowledge of Taylor’s weapons, Tattletale didn’t believe that she could seriously injure the Simurgh. At least, not as configured. Still, that amount of sheer confidence was surprising. And not in line with previous data on the Simurgh.




Then Taylor fired and hit the Simurgh, utterly destroying the Tinker device she was creating. Tattletale nearly screamed from the release of tension as something was finally happening. Half a minute passed without event. Then the dust began to clear and Tattletale could see how the Simurgh’s attention was completely on Taylor.




It wasn’t just her ability that made her yell at Taylor to run. Instead, it was some visceral sense in her hindbrain, likely left over from some reptilian ancestor. It read a predator and somehow knew that what it was going to do.




The running battle that continued over the next few minutes was terrifying. Not that Taylor appeared afraid, hitting the Simurgh twice more, although each time she drew a savage response, that left her and the view on the monitor spinning madly.




Tattletale was close. If she could just—




Simurgh holds back in battle; fights just strong enough to cause damage and a certain number of cape deaths; in reality, much more powerful telekinetic ability. 




She shivered, but couldn’t stop her analysis. That’s when it hit Tattletale. The Simurgh—




No standard vision; eyes are nonfunctional. Use of alternate form of vision to perceive surroundings




Cannot see Taylor, responds to her attack on same vector, extrapolated for distance, roughly five second lag involved. Overall pursuit based upon reading intensity and direction of wake created by supersonic flight; same five second lag involved




It was then that she called Taylor. “Iron Man, Tattletale here. Listen to me! Don’t fire again! The Simurgh can’t see you!”







“What the fuck just happened?”




Adamant heard Feral’s shouted question as he squinted through eyes tearing from the sudden glare. Bright afterimages danced in his vision as he blinked away tears.




The blast had been both deafening and bright enough to blind the unprotected. A combination of the force field drone and the Simurgh’s own debris field had kept his group alive and functioning. There had been several hits against the drone’s force field from pieces of that same debris field. Adamant thought those had been caused by the brilliant explosion rather than the Simurgh herself attacking.




Around him, his temporary teammates seemed to be in roughly the same boat as himself, all except Faust, whose oversized goggles seemed to have worked the best to cut the glare. Even as Adamant watched, Faust finished conjuring a fourth red flying demon, before sending them up and around the force field, then forward into battle.




Unfortunately, none of them got to see if Faust’s demons would affect the Simurgh, as she suddenly took off in pursuit of Iron Man, who was heading out like a bush bash on steroids. “Where the hell are they going?” Faust asked, his tone showing utter bewilderment.




Fighting a sense of relief to still be alive when he’d been ready to die, Adamant shook his head. “I don’t know. But the Simurgh appears to be chasing Iron Man. We need to let someone in Operations know what’s going on.”




“He’s just running! The fucking coward!”




Adamant turned and pinned Majestic with a cold stare. “And what the fuck would you be doing if that crazy Sheila was chasing you? Yeah, that’s what I thought.” He pressed the button on his armor’s arm, saying, “I need to speak to someone in Operations. It’s urgent!”




They all heard the voice that came from behind them. “I’ll communicate with Operations, just as soon as one of you tells me exactly what happened.”




Adamant spun around in mid air, almost losing control of his armor when he saw who was speaking. Floating in front of him in her trademark black costume and cape, was Alexandria, one of the Triumvirate, looking she’d come a gutser. He managed to stammer out, “We’re G Wave. We split up to attack the Simurgh with all of us here, while our last teammate, Iron Man, hit her from the other side. The plan was for Iron Man to hit her first, then the rest of us were going to do the same. We were to focus on destroying her Tinker device, while he engaged her directly.”




Alexandria’s mouth sat in a stern line as she listened. “I take it things didn’t go as planned?”




“Iron Man shot her… actually, he blew the hell out of her. I think the Tinker device exploded from his attack as well. As soon as the air cleared, we went to attack, but the Simurgh was already leaving.”




Alexandria’s brow furrowed. “Leaving? Where was she going?”




“She was chasing Iron Man.” Feral finally spoke, her apparent awe of running into Alexandria finally fading.




“What? The Simurgh is chasing a cape? Are you certain about what you saw?” Alexandria spoke in a forceful tone, drawing an immediate response from Adamant.




Adamant nodded vigorously. “Yes. After he attacked her, she took off after him. They both disappeared heading east.”




“All right. I’ll handle it from here.” With that, Alexandria sped off towards their base camp.




Adamant stared off at the departing Alexandria, when the force field drone which had so adroitly shielded them, suddenly took off in the same direction as Iron Man and the Simurgh.




A few seconds later, Feral headed off after the drone. Adamant tapped his communicator to address her. “Feral, where are you going?”




“I’m going after them. Iron Man’s going to have his hands full with the Simurgh. He’s going to need our help.”




Adamant floated in place for just a moment, thinking, before he decided to follow as well. “Wait for me.” Turning to the rest of their wave, he said, “Feral and I are going after Iron Man and the Simurgh. Anyone who wants to help, follow me.”




He immediately took off, not waiting to see if anyone else was joining him. Still, when he caught up to where Feral was waiting for him, Adamant gave a quick glance behind him to see that everyone except Majestic was there. It gave him a warm feeling, one that almost overpowered the fear that still lurked inside of him. He exchanged a quick grin with a slightly deranged looking Feral.




“Okay, everyone, follow me!” Taking off as quickly as the slowest cape in their wave could fly, they all headed east in pursuit of the Simurgh.







“Tattletale, what do you mean by the Simurgh not being able to see me?” Taylor’s voice was tense as she spoke. She had just passed the edge of the coast and was now out over the ocean, still heading east at max speed.




Over her internal speakers, Taylor listened to Trish’s quick explanation. The gist of it was that the Simurgh didn’t have eyes, and whatever sense she was using to track Taylor couldn’t see her. Instead, she was responding to where she was shooting from. Apparently, she was able to track Taylor somewhat, likely from the disturbance that her supersonic flight created in the air. But only when she fired was the Simurgh able to pinpoint her location precisely enough to respond.




It was a huge tactical advantage, as was something else that her friend had just said. Her voice full of excitement, Taylor requested, “Tattletale, please confirm that five second lag.”




“Five second lag confirmed, Iron Man. Keep your shots shorter than five seconds, and she’ll have a hard time tracking you.”




“Roger. Iron Man ou—”




“Wait. One more thing. I think the Simurgh’s been holding back all this time. Not really trying in her fights against us. Parahumans, I mean. She was always capable of much more. That’s what she’s using against you, Iron Man. You need to avoid taking any more hits. She can destroy you. Pleas—”




Taylor interrupted her. “Understood. Iron Man out.”




Taylor wondered if the same thing that made her unreadable by Trish was also protecting her from the Simurgh. It was quite a reach to come to that conclusion. Deciding to get a second opinion, Taylor said, “JARVIS, can you confirm Tattletale’s theories?”




“Miss, all of the facts so far fit Tattletale’s first theory. However, may I point out that we have insufficient information to be certain. I would suggest you go through a series of course changes as an experiment. As regards her second theory, the force of the Simurgh’s attacks seem to suggest that the intensity of her attacks is greater than any she has been recorded using before.”




Taylor muttered, “Great. Yay me.” If the Simurgh was holding back against Parahumans, keeping so much of her ability in reserve for her own reasons, that was definitely a problem. The information needed to be disseminated.




JARVIS’ voice was extremely dry as he said, “I would suggest you not get hit again, Miss.”




Rolling her eyes, Taylor said, “Thanks, JARVIS.”




Now to the test Tattletale’s first theory. Taylor immediately rolled over in a fast turn to the south, simultaneously climbing another three thousand feet. Watching her rear on a split screen view over her HUD, she was rewarded by the appearance of the Simurgh following her movement approximately five seconds later.




Taylor repeated the experiment another half dozen times before heading back to her eastern course. Tattletale was right, she decided. “JARVIS, did you see that? The Simurgh really can’t see me.”




“It appears so, Miss. With the lag before she matches your course changes, you can now outdistance her and get clear.”




For just a moment, Taylor considered doing just that. But what was to prevent the Simurgh from returning and continuing her own attack? Taylor couldn’t see anything that would stop her. On the other hand, a few more of those ridiculously powerful attacks and she’d be toast.




Still, Taylor couldn’t leave her teammates in the lurch, temporary though they’d been. So, no to retreat. Instead, she quipped, “You want me to run away? Hell no, JARVIS. I’m going on the attack. I want you to plan a series of three second bursts. Use maximum power from the capacitor network and channel it through both the particle cannons and my hand repulsors. I want to hit her as hard as possible for as long as I can get away with.”




JARVIS’ tone was sharp as he responded, “Miss, using the hand repulsor will cause a reduction in velocity of approximately twenty-eight percent for the duration of the firing. I believe it is unwise to allow the Simurgh to close any quicker.”




“JARVIS, you big scaredy-cat, it’ll be fine.”




JARVIS’ tone had gone from dry to actually sarcastic as he said, “Yes, I believe that’s what General Custer said at Little Big Horn. Famous last words. If I might make one suggestion. If the Simurgh is tracking you primarily through your attacks, I believe it would behoove you to make immediate course changes each time you fire so as to throw off any response.”




Taylor silently whistled. Okay, she should have thought of that. It made complete sense to her memories. It also highlighted the difference between having the memories of combat and actually having experienced combat on a personal level.




Appreciation colored her tone as she said, “Good suggestion. Along those lines, let’s set an attack cycle of every ten seconds. That should give me time to clear her response envelope. Thanks, JARVIS.”




“You’re quite welcome, Miss. I will have your firing solution prepared in a moment.”




Taylor waited until the firing icon was lit up on her HUD, then launched her attack. As soon as the three seconds passed, she spun off in a random direction, this time heading down and north. With her current speed, Taylor traveled more than thirty-five hundred feet before the Simurgh could plan any response.




Then she fired again and again, each time taking off on a new heading. After a two dozen attacks with all four weapons, Taylor said, “Enough, JARVIS. Let’s evaluate.”




With that, Taylor headed north. Silently, she congratulated herself on an effective tactic. Now to see the results of the attack. Magnifying the view through her HUD, Taylor was disappointed by the lack of any real damage to the Simurgh. Although literally dozens of craters peppered her torso and her wings were battered and blackened, the Simurgh appeared relatively undamaged. Certainly, Taylor’s attack hadn’t slowed her down any.




Taylor was getting ready for another attack when she was again hammered aside by overwhelming force. Spinning end over end in the same direction she’d been flying, it took several seconds for Taylor to right herself and continue on. It also cost her yet another force field. Suddenly having six force fields didn’t seem that redundant.




“JARVIS, what happened? How did the Simurgh hit me?”




“Miss, it appears that the Simurgh is no longer content to respond to your attacks. I would surmise that she is extrapolating your movements through your wake as Tattletale suggested. I would—”




Whatever JARVIS had been about to say was lost as Taylor was hammered yet again. The sea and sky exchanged place dozens of times over her HUD as she spun from the hit. Frantically, Taylor tried to right herself. Finally, she started to make progress. By the time Taylor was flying straight and true, she lost nearly two thousand feet of altitude and the Simurgh had closed to within five hundred yards.




Taylor could taste blood where she’d bitten her tongue. She shook her head trying to throw off the ringing in her ears. Every inch of her body hurt from being battered, even within her armor with its powerful inertial dampeners. That spoke of just how hard she’d been hit.




Worse, there were two orange lights blinking on her HUD. Before she viewed the damage, Taylor took evasive action, zigzagging as randomly as possible to prevent another successful hit. Setting up a four second timer on her HUD, she made a course change every time it flashed. After five of those without another strike, Taylor began to relax.




Now to check the damage, she thought. The first light was minor, a blown relay in her capacitor system. Secondary circuits would take over its task. Taylor quickly shut it off, then dismissed the damage light. The second was far more serious. She’d lost another force field, its power relays fried by the last hit.




That left her with only one set of fully functional force fields and the one damaged force field. Not good. Not good at all.




“JARVIS, I’ve got a problem.”




“I noticed, Miss. Might I suggest you begin to disengage before something else happens?”




Taylor bit back a pithy response. “Fine. I—”




Just then, a rattling began in her armor. Taylor struggled to maintain a straight line of flight. When she changed direction, it was all she could do not to start tumbling. As the vibration grew worse, another orange light blinked into place on her HUD. Taylor snarled, “Now what?”




JARVIS quickly responded. “Miss, there is damage to the right boot repulsor. I am reducing thrust to the left to compensate.”




Slowly, the vibration grew smaller, although it was still present. Taylor also noted that her speed had reduced itself to well under Mach three. “JARVIS, is the boot repulsor repairable?”




“I’m sorry, Miss, but not in the field. We need the laboratory’s manufacturing facility for this repair. I am sure that you have already noted your reduction in speed. Even with the lag that the Simurgh is experiencing in adapting to your course changes, you can no longer outrun her. I fear that you are going to have to come up with another plan to evade her.”




Taylor continued on, making course corrections almost automatically, the Simurgh slowly closing the distance between them. She’d turned around and was now flying west, back towards Australia. Back towards her drones. The seed of an idea slowly germinated in her mind. Suddenly, Taylor asked, “JARVIS, how close are you and the drones from me?”




“Miss, we are currently at two hundred and forty kilometers and closing. We’ll intersect you in approximately four minutes and twenty-eight seconds at the current rate of closure. I need to point out that the Simurgh will be less than two hundred meters away when we arrive.”




“Yeah, I noticed. Bring the drones into point blank contact range when you can. However, I want you to maintain at least a one point six kilometer distance between your server and the Simurgh, understood?” The last thing Taylor wanted to do was risk JARVIS. She’d need him later for her plan to work.




“Understood, Miss. What is your plan?”




Taylor grew contemplative for just a moment before a frown furrowed her brow. After all, not even Tony Stark had managed to destroy his first suit of armor on its first deployment. She wasn’t sure if that was a record she wanted to hold.




“Miss?” JARVIS’ voice prompted her to action.




Suppressing a sigh of exasperation, Taylor ordered, “JARVIS, be prepared to execute Plan Götterdämmerung.”




JARVIS’ voice lacked any vestige of irony as he said, “Please confirm that, Miss Hebert.”




“Confirm Plan Götterdämmerung . Execute on my mark.”




Just as Taylor was about to speak again, she was struck by a wave of telekinetic force so intense it crushed her last set of fully functioning shields. As the world spun around her, something in her armor shorted, and the burning scent of plastic insulation filled her nostrils.




Taylor was just starting to right herself, when another hammer struck her, blowing out her last partial force field and striking the left side of her armor. Agonizing pain struck her. For just a moment, seductive blackness beckoned, but Taylor fought it off. It was then that a horrific sound assaulted her ears, like a thin, high scream that never stopped.




The world outside is tinted red, Taylor thought hysterically, then realized it was just a thin coating of blood over her HUD, likely from a bloody nose. With that damn sound tearing at her mind, she could barely think. Sluggishly, she tried to right her armor, wincing at the pain of what felt like broken ribs. Then again, she’d know how that felt, remembering a time that had happened a few years ago.




As she struggled with the pain, Taylor suddenly realized that her repulsors weren’t responding. Nothing was responding. Then her HUD went black. As the Simurgh’s Scream echoed in her head, Taylor, in a dead suit of armor, tumbled towards the water, eight thousand feet below.









Chapter Seventeen—Dirges and Other Songs



Tattletale stared at the now black screen, her heart in her mouth. Beside her, Danny sat, gripping the seat of his chair with white knuckled hands, the wood creaking from the strain. She could hear him chanting under his breath, “It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault.”




She spoke into the radio mic, “Iron Man! Iron Man, can you hear me! Fuck! Oh God! Taylor! Taylor, can you hear me! JARVIS! Are you there?”




Only static answered. Tattletale looked over at Danny who was silent now, tears slowly dripping down his cheeks. He met her gaze, his own slowly hardening. He roughly wiped away his tears with the sleeve of his shirt. In a voice that held the merest semblance of calm, Danny asked her, “Trish, what can we do to help Taylor?”




What could she say to him? In all of the scenarios that she and Taylor had come up with, they’d never envisioned this one. After all, who could predict that the Simurgh would go off the rails like that? That she would react in a way that she never had before, using abilities that no one knew she possessed?




She should have known, Tattletale thought, guilt nearly choking her. If she’d watched more video, then maybe she could have figured this out before. Maybe she would have seen the Simurgh, all of the Endbringers, for what they were. Seen what they were hiding. Conveniently, she ignored the hundreds of hours of hacked PRT video she had already watched in a now futile effort to provide the best possible model of their foes. Of abandoning her search for her kidnapper to spend the time working to give her best friend the strongest possible chance of survival.




Now, staring at that same best friend’s father, she simply didn’t know what to say. Without even using her ability, Tattletale saw that Danny was in denial. He refused to believe that his daughter was dead. It wasn’t healthy and the long-term consequences for his sanity worried her. She had to somehow let him know that Taylor wouldn’t have wanted him to lose himself in false hope.




Where were the words when you needed to tell your second father that their child was dead?







“Eidolon, have you found anything?” Legend spoke into his communicator.




“Negative, Legend. Nothing in Quadrant Bravo. I’m moving on to Quadrant India.”




“Copy that. I’m finishing up Quadrant Hotel. I’ll be on to Quadrant Oscar momentarily. Legend out.”




Legend hovered high in the air, staring out over the sea as he tried to find two specks. Despite the size of the Simurgh, compared to the vastness of the Pacific Ocean, she was tiny. At the speed with which Iron Man had been traveling, they could be literally hundreds of kilometers away in any direction. Hopefully, one of the other capes capable of high speed flight would soon spot either the armored cape or his pursuer.




As he watched, Legend pondered the significance of what was happening. Somehow, Iron Man had drawn a response from the Simurgh that no one had ever done before. To this one cape, the Simurgh had revealed herself.




Perhaps it was the devices that he’d created. Legend had had time to speak personally with Alexandria, who had related her own experience with the Simurgh while wearing one. It was a conversation that could never be risked over the airwaves, even encrypted. The news was too unsettling.




Alexandria had been viciously attacked, with far greater power than she’d ever experienced from the Simurgh before. According to her, in every former instance where the Simurgh had directly used its telekinesis on her, she had managed to break free.




Alexandria had been beaten before, tossed around and hammered with debris, as had all of them. She’d never been held in place by such a force. Which led Legend to question everything they knew about Endbringers.




The idea that Endbringers might be stronger than they’d shown in the past was a concept first brought up by Cauldron. Now it had just been confirmed. The idea was a frightening one. What they had shown themselves to be in the past was bad enough. How could civilization continue with them slowly whittling away at its infrastructure? A city here, a nuclear reactor there, and of course, the constant drain of their best and brightest, as they died one by one, sacrificed before they could make a difference.




But this… this was even worse. Legend had seen the figures that circulated through the upper echelons of the PRT. The human race had an expiration date if they didn’t somehow figure out a way to stop the Endbringers. Cauldron, and all its dark acts, was the only thing currently standing between humanity and a horrific end.




Unfortunately, he couldn’t even trust Cauldron and his fellow Triumvirate members, Eidolon and Alexandria. They were… No. Legend decided not to mull this over for the umpteenth time. It was too disheartening. If he wasn’t careful, he’d let his anger grow unchecked, a dangerous situation with his power. Thankfully, he did have an outlet for his feelings.




Legend had spoken of his fears with just one person, his partner, Arthur. So many late nights, lying sleepless in bed, pouring out his worries to the one person who’d never judged him. It was cathartic, and one of the few things keeping him going. He’d seen too many terrible things over the years, he thought moodily, a memory of blood splattered golden armor momentarily surfacing.




Now this. A promising Tinker, who might have developed weapons and devices that could work to help defeat the Endbringers once and for all, was missing. And presumed dead, a little voice in his head helpfully finished.




Because no one, other than perhaps himself or Eidolon, could have hoped to survive the onslaught of an unleashed Simurgh. Him by running and Eidolon… by simply being himself.




Legend was taken out of his brooding thoughts by an urgent voice from his communicator. “Legend! Alexandria here. I was searching Quadrant Sierra when I saw a flash of light, just over the horizon to the south. It’s an explosion. A big one. Kiloton yield. I’m heading that way now. I’ve already contacted Eidolon. Join me as soon as possible.”




“Roger that. Legend out.” With one last look out over a darkening sea, Legend turned to light.







“Fuck it! How far did they get? This is shit house.” Feral asked, impatience clear over her voice, her expression as manic and deranged as ever.




Adamant would have shrugged if his armor allowed. “You saw how fast they were going. I’d estimate that it was well over Mach four, based on the sonic boom. Just be glad that Faust’s demon saw the drone turning south, or we’d probably be completely in the wrong place.”




Another voice intruded over his communicator. “Actually, we could still be.”




Adamant recognized Billabong’s voice. Now that they were over this much water, they were truly in the blue and white themed cape’s domain. There was a large twister following them, reaching hundreds of feet into the sky. Seeing that much water, moving that fast, scared the bejesus out of him. Sometimes the elemental powers of capes like Billabong could be truly frightening.




Adamant kept his voice steady as he asked, “Billabong, what do you mean?”




The other waved his hands wildly, as if for emphasis as he spoke, “We have no idea where they went. Only an initial direction. Problem is, if Iron Man tried to piss off with birdy there on his tail, he’d be zig zagin’ every which-way. Mate, he could literally be anywhere over two hundred and fifty thousand square klicks.”




“He wasn’t trying to run away. That’s what ‘piss off’ means, right?”




Adamant turned to Ronin, a cape that he’d never met before today. “What was that, Ronin?




Ronin hovered near Faust, her ornate samurai armor a little ridiculous in appearance. Her voice was completely serious, though, as she explained, “Iron Man led the Simurgh off, but he wasn’t running.”




Faust’s tone was full of irony as he said, “Don’t try to make me into a galah.”




“I believe he was conducting a fighting retreat. He’ll continue to engage the Simurgh as he moves. Certainly he can hit her. He’s already shown that. From everything that I’ve heard, he’s one of the only capes that has managed that feat.”




Adamant didn’t say anything for a moment. What Ronin was saying was pretty much speculation. None of them knew what thoughts the black and silver armored cape was thinking. He hadn’t responded to any of their frantic armband messages while he headed off. He—




“Wait. One of my cobbers has seen something.”




“What’s it seen, Faust?”




Adamant had already filed away the little tidbit that Faust could see everything that his ‘demons’ could. While not technically a villain, the strange cape skirted the edge often enough to make dealing with him in some capacity a strong future possibility. Then he focused on listening as the other cape explained.




“He’s the one I sent farthest to the south. There’s a brightening glow about a kilometer away.”




“Probably just a freighter.” Feral sounded bored, but her eyes betrayed her, hot and hungry. They were at complete odds with her appearance, which was that of a sixties flower child.




“No, there’s definitely something going on. I can see— fuck me dead!” Faust seemed to stagger in midair.




Adamant flew over and braced the other cape with a hand on his shoulder. “Are you all right? What happened?”




Faust ran a shaking hand over his short hair. Visibly composing himself, he muttered, “I could hit the piss right now. My cobber’s carked it. When I’m seeing through their eyes, their deaths… well, I’m buggered. Anyway, just before he died he saw a blow up. A big one. It originated from Iron Man’s armor. Even though my cobber was near enough a klick away, he’s still cactus.”




Adamant could tell how affected Faust was by the way he fell in and out of the regional dialect of his birthplace. Ordinarily, he tried to sound cosmopolitan despite his down under accent. It was only when he was truly upset that he betrayed his New South Wales roots.




“Umm… mates?”




Adamant turned away to look over at Billabong. He followed the other’s shaking finger to the south, where a brilliant glow was growing, just out of view beyond edge of the horizon. Still, it was intense enough to temporarily turn the world around them bright as noon. Then, a loud rumbling sound began, soon followed by a shock wave that buffeted them and nearly knocked Feral from the air. Her loud cursing filled their ears.




None of the rest of them spoke as Adamant checked his armor’s sensors. After Feral died down, he said, “That explosion was approximately thirty-six klicks away. My armor’s sensors registered it at over five kilotons.”




“What? No.”




His eyes met Feral’s, who for the first time since they began their pursuit, lacked her trademark manic expression. Instead, she looked like someone had canceled Christmas. Then, without another word, she turned and began to fly back. One at a time, the remaining members of their group followed.




Activating his communicator to relay the news, Adamant spoke with Chevalier for a few minutes. When he was done, he quickly caught up to the others. The journey back to base camp was a quiet one.







Taylor blacked out.




When she came to, she was still alive, so hopefully it had only been for seconds. The armor’s spinning was making her violently ill, but somehow she managed to not spew all over the inside of her armor. It was a near thing. The scream that echoed through her ears only made her nausea worse.




Not knowing how much time she had left before she impacted the water, she shouted, “JARVIS! Can you hear me?”




Nothing.




Taking a deep breath, trying to suppress her fear, Taylor moved her mouth slightly within her helmet. Sticking out her tongue, she grimaced at the taste of dried blood that filled it from when her nose had bled all over earlier. Disgusting.




Still, she managed to press the small button located at the base of faceplate. For a moment nothing happened, and she truly believed that she was going to die. At that moment, Taylor wished she’d told her dad one more time that she loved him. Trish as well. She searched her mind, but other than those two things, she had no regrets.




Then, ever so slowly, her armor came back to life. Taylor’s breath caught as she heard the familiar sound of her onboard computer rebooting.




As her HUD came back on, Taylor frowned at the sheer number of orange icons. Then a welcome voice made itself heard.




“Miss Hebert? I estimate you’ll impact the water in twenty-four point seven seconds. I suggest you activate your repulsor boots.”




Taylor’s tone was dry as she responded, “Thanks, JARVIS. You know, I didn’t think of that. I only have one boot active. The other’s toast. I’m still working on balancing things out so that I don’t go spinning around and hit the water even harder than just falling.”




“I will deal with the balancing issues, Miss.”




“Go for it.”




With that, Taylor’s remaining repulsor boot began to fire in timed pulses. Her tumbling slowly smoothed out, and her movement became less like falling and once more like true flight. Still, she was still moving downward and the water was getting awfully close.




“JARVIS? Cutting it a little close there, aren’t you?”




“Miss, by my calculations, we’ll have fifty-six point four meters to spare when the armor comes to a stop.”




Taylor watched as JARVIS was proved right. The armor slowed and finally hovered, with JARVIS controlling the flight. She shook her head ruefully. Taylor knew that there was no way she’d be able to maintain such a relatively steady hover on just one boot, especially one that wasn’t working at a hundred percent efficiency. The malfunction of the other repulsor boot made flight rather dicey, even more so as she was fairly certain the armor’s gyroscopes were out.




That JARVIS was able to do this so easily showed just how far he’d come from the AI that Taylor had first built using those old parts. Then again, with his processing power, he probably could navigate a thousand suits like this. When she finished his carbon chips, he’d be a terror.




Taylor asked, “JARVIS, how far out are you?”




“Miss, I have arrived. However, I am maintaining a distance of sixteen hundred meters per your earlier directive. I wouldn’t want to disturb… her.”




“Shit! Where is the Simurgh?” Taylor frantically turned her head, but the Simurgh wasn’t in her field of view. She changed camera views and finally spotted the Simurgh about two hundred meters above her, though she was less than fifty meters away on a horizontal plane.




“Why is she just hovering there?” Taylor asked, continuing to watch in fascination as the bitch who’d ganked her armor simply hovered in mid air, what remained of her debris field slowly rotating around her.




“I would surmise, Miss, that she can’t see you now that you are no longer creating such an intense wake from your flight. It is likely that she lost track of you when you fell. So she is sitting there trying to reacquire you.”




Like a spider in a web, Taylor thought. It was an apt analogy. So long as she didn’t move, the Simurgh would most likely just stay there. If Taylor did move, she risked drawing the Simurgh’s attention.




“My communications are down. JARVIS, can you get a message out? Call in the cavalry?”




“Miss, I believe the Simurgh is doing something to jam communications. I have been unable to reacquire outside communications ever since I approached to within five kilometers.”




Taylor shook her head. “Yeah, she’s not supposed to be able to do that either. I wonder what else she can do that she’s not supposed to. So, no help is coming.”




“I am sorry, Miss.”




“That’s okay. JARVIS, I think it’s time for Götterdämmerung.”




“Miss, I would like to point out that you are in no condition to egress your suit at this time. Additionally, we cannot count on my being able to approach closely enough to take you off.”




“Yeah, that’s not going to work. I don’t want you any closer than you already are. The last thing we want is for Tinkerbell up there to get her hands on you. The safeguards I put in place should work, but after what she already did, I can’t be sure of anything anymore.”




“How do you intend to egress your armor, Miss?”




“I have an idea.”




JARVIS sounded worried for the first time as he said, “Oh no.”




“Don’t worry, JARVIS. After all, what could go wrong?” With that, Taylor began to tell JARVIS her plan.







Taylor managed to unlatch her armor’s main chest plate as she waited to see if JARVIS could bring one of the force field drones in. On her HUD, she watched as the drone approached just meters above the water at a speed that was little more than a walk.




She felt an intense sense of relief as the drone made it to them without incident. It finally stopped, hovering just a meter below Taylor’s armor.




“Okay, JARVIS, drone’s here. Take the safety interlocks off of the capacitor system. Do the same thing with the weapon system.”




“Miss, I want to again protest against this… plan of yours. Even undamaged, what you are doing is risky at best. At worst, potentially suicidal. Damaged as the suit is, I cannot guarantee that it will be sustain even a fraction of the theoretical limit.”




“JARVIS, the suit will hold long enough. I built it, so I know.”




“Miss Hebert, I built the suit and even I am not so arrogant as to make such a guarantee.”




“Touché. Don’t worry, JARVIS, you do good work. The suit will hold. Now take the safety interlocks off.”




JARVIS sounded resigned as he said, “Yes, Miss.”




This plan had been just one of more than a dozen back ups that Taylor and JARVIS had hammered out in the days leading up to today. Götterdämmerung was based upon the premise that Taylor might need to use the armor in one final suicidal attack against whoever she was fighting.




In that vein, when Taylor had designed this particular suit of armor, she’d done so using power generation that was far ahead of the suit’s ability to use that selfsame power. The ten arc reactors powering the suit produced a whopping thirty gigawatts.




In a minute, that was eighteen hundred gigajoules. In an hour, one hundred eight terajoules. The weapons system and force fields could use no more than a fraction of that energy because of the lack of storage. Of capacitance.




Given another two weeks, and Taylor could have built a capacitor system that would have handled ten times what her current one did. She would have also had weapons that would have taken advantage of the extra power as well. Instead of hitting the Simurgh with forty-five gigawatts from her particle cannons, Taylor would have hit her with five hundred. At a minimum.




However, the current capacitance system, whose specifications showed it capable of holding approximately two thousand gigajoules, could, in theory, hold nearly ten times that much. If you didn’t care if the armor survived the experience for more than a few minutes.




The weapons had similar capacities. They were rated for a maximum output of fifty gigawatts per second. Taylor believed, from the math she’d done on their true design limitations, that they could deliver a single shot of nearly three hundred gigawatts. She doubted any of the weapons, from the repulsors to the GRASER in her unibeam, would survive that output for more than three seconds doing so. But they could fire.




That is, if the armor’s internal systems held up after the battering they had taken. Unfortunately, there could be micro-fractures in the capacitor shielding that could doom the project from the start. Of course, if there were, Taylor would never know it, as her body would be part of the resulting plasma cloud.




So the plan was to maneuver the armor to point blank range of the Simurgh. Once there, all five of its weapons would fire, bleeding off about about forty-five hundred gigajoules. Then the suits internal timer would shut down cooling to the capacitance network, causing it to go critical, resulting in an explosion of just over fifteen thousand gigajoules. That was equivalent to approximately three point five kilotons of TNT.




As low yield nukes went, it would be a clean one, as there would be almost zero radiation from the explosion. Fall out would be minimal as well, since almost the entire power output would present in the form of thermal and kinetic energy.




Now, all she had to do was get out of the armor, while this was going on, and climb down onto the flat surface of the force field that the drone was projecting, while protecting her (likely) broken ribs. Cake.




Taylor had managed to crack her armor and was working on wiggling her legs out of the lower extremities. It was just then that she felt a sudden hard gust across her upper body, whipping her hair around. It rocked the armor in an alarming manner, until JARVIS got it stabilized once more.




Considering there wasn’t a storm present, or even a cloud in the slowly darkening sky, she didn’t have a clue where it had come from. Taylor asked, “JARVIS, did you feel that?”




“Miss, I don’t have a body that could feel. However, I am aware of the phenomenon to which you are referring.”




“Well? What was that? Just a random breeze?” Taylor couldn’t help the sarcasm that crept into her voice on the last sentence. She was trying to keep a lid on her fear, but it was hard with that damn sound echoing in her mind.




JARVIS’ voice was calm as he explained, “No, Miss. I am merely theorizing here, but I believe that the Simurgh is sending out powerful telekinetic sweeps throughout the area you were last seen in an attempt to locate you. She is starting in the air over a kilometer out, pulling the sweep back towards herself at several hundred kilometers an hour. That is what’s causing the wind. She is appears to be doing a very thorough search.”




Taylor’s jaw dropped. “What?”




“I said—”




Taylor growled, “Don’t repeat that. This is bad, JARVIS. Really, really bad. Epically bad.”




“Miss, the wind from the sweeps appears to be intense enough that I am able to feel it all the way over here as the air they displace impacts the drones’ shields.”




Taylor did some quick calculations in her mind, but without some idea of how big a broom the Simurgh was using, she couldn’t be sure how long before they were located. “JARVIS, we need to hurry.”




“I couldn’t agree more.”




With that, Taylor desperately began struggling out of her armor. If she’d had anything resembling hips, she’d never had made it. For once, she was actually glad to be a five foot six bean pole. Still, it took over forty-five seconds of agonizing wriggling and contorting to get loose.




With every wheezing breath sending spikes of pain through her chest, Taylor balanced on the lip of her suit’s opening. The water looked surprisingly far away, even though they were only just over fifty meters in the air. Maybe it was because she was about to step out onto what looked like empty air, the force field’s blue tint lost in the slowly darkening sky.




Taylor pushed off and landed awkwardly, falling to her knees as agony shot through her chest. Fucking ribs, she thought, as her vision darkened. It had barely began to clear when a huge blast of wind hit her, sending her tumbling end over end towards the edge of the force field.




Frantically, Taylor scrabbled at nothing, trying to stop her movement, as pain narrowed her vision once more until she felt like she was looking out at the world through two tiny apertures. Unfortunately, the force field was far smoother than even glass and there was nothing to adhere to. Taylor knew she had to be getting close to the edge and she was still sliding. She closed her eyes as she waited for the inevitable.




Then the force field jerkily tilted up, stopping her movement. It slowly flattened back out as she lay there wheezing. Opening her eyes, she managed to gasp out, “Thanks, JARVIS.”




“I’m sorry to have left it so late, Miss. Whatever the Simurgh is doing is starting to interfere with even close range communications. I would suggest you get up so that I can move you away. There is about to be a rather large release of energy. I do believe it would rather ruin our day if we were still present when it happened.”




“Fine. I’m moving.”




From where she lay, Taylor pulled a cheap silver ring off her finger and tossed it at a spot just over a foot away. Instead of hitting a force field, it fell towards the sea below. Taylor’s only thought at that moment was oh shit. JARVIS had almost left it too late. Taylor shivered in reaction to the near miss as she struggled to pull herself together.




A few seconds later, Taylor flopped over in the other direction, barely managing a slow crawl as she moved until she was just above where the drone’s body was. It began to move away from her suit toward where JARVIS hovered.




There were a a couple more windy blasts, although none as intense as the earlier one that nearly did her in. Finally, she began to relax as she looked around. Her vision was slowly clearing, the tunnel effect almost gone. Taylor avoided looking the Endbringer hovering above her. What she wouldn’t give for a set of her dream armor right now.




Taylor sighed as she watched her suit slowly recede in the distance. For a moment, she had doubts that she was doing the right thing. Maybe she could have temporarily rigged something that would have repaired the malfunctioning repulsor boot. Mentally she tallied the complete list of tools she’d brought with her. Then she shook her head. It simply wasn’t possibly.




She needed to be a realist here. She’d had her chance against the Simurgh and she’d lost. There was no repairing her armor for another chance at the Endbringer.




No, if she was to drive off the Simurgh, Taylor needed to sacrifice the suit. A multi-kiloton explosion in its face should make even an Endbringer head to greener pastures. Hopefully.




JARVIS was now just meters away. The former two meter cube had split in half, unfolding, and was now a rectangular prism, two meters wide by a meter tall and four meters long.




Taylor banged on the metal of the cube’s top. “JARVIS, I’m here. Open up. We need to get out of here. The suit’s starting to glow. I can see it from here.”




“Miss, JARVIS One is now open and configured for human occupancy.” With that, a meter long panel slid open in the top of the box in front of her.




Taylor snorted at JARVIS’ lame attempt at a joke, then immediately regretted it as her ribs twinged. Fortunately, she only needed to climb up and over the almost meter tall lip before she was able to lay down on the thin pad lining the space. Another thicker pad at one end provided a pillow. Above her, the top closed with a faint whoosh.




For a moment, it was pitch black, then a small holographic display on the surface above her lit up. It showed the Simurgh, currently just over a kilometer and a half away, at about twenty magnification. There was a brief moment of static, then the display cleared back up. Whatever the Simurgh was doing, it was producing some seriously weird energy fluctuations.




Taylor could also see a glow emanating from something that was slowly drifting closer to the white figure. It was her suit, its black refractive coating slowly being overwhelmed by a shining coming from within.




“JARVIS, what is minimum safe distance from the explosion? I want to be able to see this.”




“Miss, I would recommend that we attain at least another three kilometers.”




Taylor started to argue, then stopped. If she had just listened to JARVIS earlier, she’d still have her armor. “That’s fine. Give me maximum magnification on the display.”




“Of course, Miss. I will, however, have it set to auto dim during the explosion itself.” The AI’s tone was chiding as he spoke.




Frowning, Taylor said, “Fine.” Like she needed to be told that, she thought grumpily.




They hadn’t moved even half that distance before there was a huge explosion behind them. Bright light bloomed in the display, then dimmed. As it began to brighten again, the surface under Taylor began to shake violently. Surprisingly calm, she rode it out despite the pain the jouncing caused her ribs.




“JARVIS, I take it that you had both force field drones interposed between the explosion and us?”




JARVIS sounded reproving as he said, “Of course I did, Miss. I will not take any chances with your safety.”




Taylor tried to make out details of what was occurring, but the sheer amount of water vapor from the explosion occurring so close to the ocean made it impossible. Instead, she watched the classic mushroom cloud take form. “I take it the weapons never had a chance to fire. Must have lost containment early. Did you see what happened?”




“You are correct, Miss. None of the armor’s weapons had a chance to fire. I was monitoring things and the armor had approached to within approximately twenty meters of the Simurgh when she must have hit it with part of a telekinetic wave, based upon the blast pattern. Unfortunately, the sweep pattern she was using channeled the entire blast directly at her.” JARVIS’ dry, understated tone belied the magnitude of what had just happened. The Simurgh had just received a blast to the face equivalent to a multi-kiloton level nuke.




Suppressing the urge to smile in childish glee, Taylor instead kept her tone detached as she agreed, “That is unfortunate. What was the yield?”




“The capacitance system was at eleven hundred and fourteen percent of capacity when it exploded.”




Taylor did a quick mental calculation. She whistled at the numbers. “So just over twenty-two thousand gigajoules. About five point three kilotons of TNT.”




“That is correct, Miss.”




“Well, I told you the capacitance system would hold the energy.” Taylor yawned, sudden fatigue gripping her. After a moment, she continued, “Still, it’s a good thing you had those drones set up to protect us. Good job, JARVIS and thanks. Now, let’s go home.”




“I’ve already plotted a course. ETA for arrival is approximately sixteen hours. And you are very welcome, Miss Hebert.”




Taylor groaned as she shifted on the thin padding, trying to find a comfortable position. “Ugh. When we’re out of the Simurgh’s black out range, let me know.”




“Oh, we’re there now, Miss. The interference mysteriously disappeared right after the explosion.”




That was when Taylor registered that the Scream had stopped as well. That thing had been far more annoying than the lack of communications. Though the communications shut down spoke of the intelligent use of strategy and tactics.




Taylor pondered that fact for a moment. Clearly, the Simurgh was consciously shutting down communications, using some hitherto unknown ability to do so. In her next armor, she’d need to compensate for that. There were communication devices that simply could not be blocked by any form of interference. Some had ranges measured in light years.




That could wait until later. For now, she wanted to tell her father she loved him.







Danny sat in his chair, staring at the monitor, waiting for it to come on. Waiting for it to tell him that his wayward daughter was still alive. He’d been sitting in the same spot for almost thirty minutes.




Across from him Trish sat, her appearance one of complete misery. She looked nothing like the brilliant Thinker he knew her to be. Instead, she looked like a frightened teenage girl who had just lost her best friend.




Danny shied away from that thought. It was dangerous to think that way. Any minute now, his daughter’s voice was going to emanate from that speaker and he’d be able to talk to her. Any minute.




A quiet voice disturbed his reverie. “Danny, I’m so sorry that I didn’t do a better job of figuring out the Simurgh’s abilities. I should have looked at more of that video that JARVIS liberated from the PRT. I should have spent more time analyzing it. If I had done more—”




Danny gently took Trish’s hand in both of his. “Trish, you did plenty. This isn’t your fault.”




Unfortunately, Trish wasn’t to be soothed by mere words. She stood, almost shouting, “If I had done more, Taylor would still be alive!”




Trish collapsed back into her chair, her hand over her mouth. She stared at him with wide eyes, as she spoke the forbidden words. Momentarily, Danny’s hands tightened, then he relaxed his grip at the girl’s faint grimace.




Danny rose to his feet and pulled the brunette girl back to hers. He wrapped his arms around her, almost crushing her with the intensity of his hug. The crown of her head rested just beneath his chin as she hugged him back almost as fiercely.




Softly, Danny began to speak, his breath stirring the fine hairs on top of her head, “Trish, none of this is your fault. You did everything you could have. I know that you watched hundreds of hours of film. JARVIS went through the rest. Taylor built her armor to be more than safe from anything that any of us know about the Endbringers. There is no way you, or any of us, could have known what the Simurgh was hiding. No way.”




Sobs wracked the frame of the girl in his arms and Danny slowly rubbed his hands up and down her back, making soothing noises. After a few moments, Trish’s sobs ceased and she pulled away.




Running a hand through her tangled hair, Trish said, “Thanks, Danny.” Her face assumed a pale imitation of her usual vulpine grin.




Danny reached over and smoothed some of the girl’s hair back behind her ear. He smiled at her. “You’re welcome. Besides, you have nothing to be sorry about. Taylor isn’t dead.”




Compassion filled Trish’s eyes as she said, “Danny, you have to face facts.”




Looking her directly in the eyes, Danny asked, “Does your power tell you that Taylor’s dead?”




Trish appeared unable to meet his gaze as she shook her head no. Danny said, “Then have a little faith. Bad things don’t always happen.”




Still looking away, Trish whispered, “It feels like it does.”




Danny briefly hugged the girl again as he spoke quietly into her ear, “It wasn’t a bad thing that brought you to us. That was just one of the blessings we’ve been given. We’ll get Taylor back. I promise.”




Danny refused to consider the absurdity of making a promise of that nature to someone who could read people like they were open books. Although, he truly did believe that his daughter was alive even if he couldn’t say why. When he saw her next, he was going to hug her nearly to death. Then he was going to ground her for a year.




Tentatively, Trish smiled up at him. That’s when they both heard the voice.




“Dad? Trish? Are you guys there? JARVIS, are you sure you have this thing tuned to the right frequency?”




“Yes, Miss. It’s just residual interference from the Simurgh. It should clear shortly.”




“Well, until that happens, I’ll just have to keep talking. Man, Dad, do I have a story to tell you.”




He’d kept his promise. His daughter was alive. Triumphantly, Danny smiled at Trish. Her return smile was incandescent.







Three hundred kilometers over the South Pacific, the Simurgh flew, far above the reach of conventional weapons. No movement gave away that it wasn’t just another piece of debris floating in space.




Its attention was focused on a small gathering in a medium-sized city. The Simurgh watched as figures arrived and left, many of them flying. None of them kept its attention.




After a few minutes, the Simurgh altered the trajectory of its flight. Slowly, it approached the coast of the next continental mass. Its attention sharpened. Soon.









Chapter Eighteen—After the Dance



“I love you, too, Dad. I am sorry about what happened.” Arm propped beneath her, Taylor listened intently to her father’s reply, wincing slightly at the only slightly lowered volume. Finally, she continued, “Trish, take care. I’ll see you both in less than a day. Taylor out.”




As Taylor lay back on the mat, she could feel the stress of the conversation she’d just had in the tightness of her shoulders and back. It wasn’t a good feeling at all. If anything, physically she felt worse than at any point since she was actually injured. Broken ribs will do that to you. Not that she could do anything about it right now, other than take mild pain medication. She couldn’t even sleep. She still had so many things to do before she could rest, from speaking with the Protectorate to dealing with JARVIS. For a moment, it almost felt like too much to bear.




Despite the pain, she could feel herself dozing off as she lay there. Taylor’s lids were so heavy that it was all she could do to stay awake. Maybe she could sleep most of the way home. That would be.




Then a voice broke into Taylor’s introspection, seemingly doing its best to make sure she stayed awake. “Miss, before you go to sleep, you still need to contact someone back at the PRT and at the Endbringer base camp and let them know that you’re alive.”




Taylor groaned. Feeling a bit contrary, she asked, “Why did I agree to do that again?”




JARVIS went into lecture mode in response to her continuing obstinacy. “Because Tattletale made a very clear case of how valuable the gratitude of a nation like Australia would be to your long term plans. If they know you’re alive, Miss.”




Taylor perked up a little at that. Smiling, she murmured, “I did save their nation’s capital and thousands of people’s lives, didn’t I?”




JARVIS spoke dryly, “Miss, if by save it, you mean, it won’t have to be domed and isolated now, then yes. Of course, it’s not like you meant to do what you did.”




Laying there, Taylor did her best to shrug. “Tah-may-to, Tah-mah-to. Does it really matter? Besides, I did go there to help.”




JARVIS sounded less reproving now. “Yes, you did. Now you need to continue doing so by notifying the others that you are alive, so they can discontinue any search and rescue efforts.”




Taylor’s tone was skeptical as she asked, “Have you monitored any continuing SAR missions with my name attached to them? Because, after that blast, I find it highly unlikely anyone’s still looking for me.”




“Perhaps. But it is also the right thing to do. You also assured both Danny and Tattletale that you would do so.”




Taylor sighed. “Fine.” Then a thought occurred to her. “But I get to pick who I contact.”




“Miss Hebert, what are you intending?”




Taylor’s eyes gleamed in amusement as she said, “Nothing bad, JARVIS. I just want to make a point to someone with an attitude. I think you know the person.”




“I’m rather afraid that I do. Very well, Miss, I’ll connect your call.”







Colin continued his solo patrol into the early morning hours. It was his favorite time of day, the sun only an hour from rising, the world around him full of possibility. It made his mind work overtime, his thought processes at their most effective in problem solving. Problems like what had occurred during the most recent Endbringer fight.




Once the fight against the Simurgh had wrapped up, his team members had come home. As had the two members of New Wave. The only one not to return was the new cape, Iron Man. Colin had already received the news that something had happened. There would be more information available much later in the morning once all of the reports were filed, but for now, it was only known that the cape known as Iron Man was likely dead, perished in a multi-kiloton explosion.




The blast that killed him hadn’t been nuclear despite sharing many of the characteristics of one. Enormous heat and kinetic energy had been generated, but virtually no radiation. So far, there was zero radioactive fallout happening to the areas around the blast, which was a good thing.




It wasn’t the only positive to come out of the explosion. The Simurgh, for the first time ever, had been utterly thwarted in her goal. At least that was the ongoing theory that Dragon had communicated to him, even as the searchers continued looking for any vestige of the Endbringer and incidentally the cape who’d somehow vanquished her. Canberra would not need to become a domed, isolated city, the Simurgh’s song not having had sufficient time to take effect upon what remained of the population.




Additionally, the casualty count had been surprisingly low. Only a dozen capes, all of them locals, had died in the battle. For an Endbringer fight, that was absurdly low.




It had occurred because the Simurgh had chosen to drop anything and everything she was doing and pursue Iron Man, apparently to the detriment of her original mission. For whatever reason, the most prevalent theory currently being bandied about was because he was able to build Tinker tech items that effectively suppressed her abilities, the Simurgh had gone after the armored cape and killed him.




Colin regretted the loss of the Tinker. Despite his initial antagonism, Iron Man’s tech had worked. That amazing armored suit, quite possibly the most advanced he’d ever seen, had also fought the Simurgh to a standstill. It had managed a number of hits on the Simurgh as well, witnessed by several capes, which likely had also drawn her ire.




How Iron Man had figured out a way around the precognitive abilities the Simurgh clearly possessed was a mystery. Even Scion was unable to so easily tag her and he was by far the most powerful Parahuman on the planet. Colin mourned the loss of the device which had made that type of targeting possibly as much as he did the cape who’d built it.




Colin sighed. His patrol would be over in ten minutes. Fortunately, it had been a boring and uneventful one, as those patrols tended to be during Endbringer emergencies. Rare was the villain who wanted to break that truce and potentially earn a kill order. Certainly no one in Brockton Bay would, not even Lung or Kaiser.




Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted movement. Colin stepped from his bike to check out suspicious activity in an alley, only to have it turn out to be nothing more than a stray cat. He was just about to restart his bike, deciding to call it a night and head back to the PRQ, when his com chimed, announcing he had an incoming call. Setting the stability stand, he stepped back off his bike and hit a button on his communicator to answer. “Armsmaster here.”




The person that spoke was familiar to him, despite his tone’s clearly electronic origin. “Armsmaster. This is Iron Man. I wanted to notify the Protectorate that I survived my confrontation with the Simurgh. You can call off any searches.”




Colin just stood there a moment, not speaking, momentarily surprised to hear a voice from beyond the grave. His silence wasn’t just fueled by shock at the other cape’s survival of what had been described to him as a devastating explosion. It was also that the other had managed to figure out a way to hack his encrypted communication’s net. Lastly, it struck him as odd that the armored cape would pick him to communicate with after their less than auspicious start. Unless, of course, it wasn’t Iron Man, but another cape attempting subterfuge. Of the two scenarios, for the moment, Colin deemed the second the more likely.




It was what made him ask, “How do I know this is Iron Man? Can you confirm your identity? I’ll accept the code embedded in your communication attachment.”




The synthesized male voice, which was surprisingly intimidating, a fact Colin made a mental note of for possible future use, stated, “Unfortunately, the device that was coded to me during the Endbringer fight was destroyed in the explosion. Instead, how about we use something else? I’m certain that you’re familiar with Master Stranger Protocols. The first three questions you asked me upon meeting were who are you, where are you from, and what is your specialty, to which I replied, Iron Man, out west, and Tinker. Do you need any additional confirmation? I could explain how your halberd works if you want. But then again, I could have seen it at another time. Maybe you want to know how I hacked your encrypted communication protocols?”




Colin glowered. Despite the voice’s unemotional tone, he felt like he was being toyed with and it didn’t please him in the slightest. But he kept his tone pleasant as he said, “I remember our conversation. Protocol accepted. We’ll revisit the hacking later. Are you injured? Do you need assistance at the moment? I can have someone at your location shortly if necessary. “




After a few seconds pause, Iron Man replied, “I am uninjured. I do not require assistance.”




At that, Colin felt his irritation grow, and despite his best efforts, his thoughts raced far afield. How had the other hacked him? He’d worked with Dragon on his current encryption levels and it shouldn’t have been possible. His tone was curt as he asked, “How did you survive? My understanding was that there was a nuclear level explosion, during which you disappeared.”




The other’s tone was matter-of-fact as he stated, “My armor was damaged in the fight with the Simurgh. Since I was unable to continue the fight aboard it, I self-destructed it as close to the Simurgh as possible. The resulting explosion drove her away. I made my way back via another method.”




A five kiloton self-destruct was a very dangerous device. That alone, clearly put paid to one possible theory: that Iron Man was a Protectorate Tinker operating under an assumed guise. No Tinker who’d come up under the Protectorate would maintain safeguards of that nature. Or build tech with built in self-destruct capabilities, Colin thought, remembering the armband that he’d managed to destroy before it revealed any secrets. Still, clearly the other was no recently triggered Parahuman, not with those devices already built and in his possession. Perhaps Iron Man had connections with Toy Box? He made a note to ask Dragon to check with her contacts there.




The armored cape’s reply also raised more questions than it answered. Colin wondered if Iron Man had access to another suit, or possible an entire fleet of suits? Certainly, he had access to some form of accelerated travel, if he were already back. The other Brockton Bay capes had only gotten back a little more than thirty minutes ago using teleportation. There hadn’t been that much time between the end of the fight with the Endbringer and their return. Even if Iron Man had less distance to travel, living ‘out west’, it was still quite a feat.




Then a question of an entirely different sort occurred to him. Colin asked, “Exactly how close was the Simurgh to the blast?”




There was a momentary pause, then Iron Man replied, “She would have been within the isothermal sphere of the initial explosion.”




As gratifying as the thought of the Simurgh being hit with crushing pressures and temperatures in the tens of millions of degrees, Colin could feel bitter envy rearing its head that it wasn’t him that had arranged it. It would have secured his position as a leader in the Protectorate for years to come. Suppressing his negative emotions with an exercise of will, he focused on another aspect of the situation entirely. “How were you able to get your suit that close to self-destruct it in her face?”




“I cannot share that information at this time.”




Therein lay the problem. The other cape was unwilling to explain something that would likely answer a great many questions that were currently taking up the attention of a number of Protectorate Thinkers. That unwillingness spoke of a sense of secrecy that was antithetical to a true hero. At some point in the near future, he needed to find out exactly who and what the other cape was about.




Colin gritted his teeth as he asked, “When will you be coming in for debrief?”




The reply was stark, and again, not a welcome one. “I will not. I feel my time is better served working. However, I will be sending the PRT a complete report of the fight, including my observations on a number of points regarding the Simurgh. There were a number of discrepancies that came up during that the fight that ran contrary to information that the PRT possesses.”




Colin was beginning to get truly frustrated. Notwithstanding that he’d somehow gained access to classified material, he did have to give the other Tinker credit. His armbands had ended up working, shielding the capes who used them from the Simurgh’s Scream. At least temporarily. Since they could not be copied, the Protectorate needed the designs to produce their own. Additionally, whatever technology Iron Man had used that allowed him to target the Simurgh was of vital interest as well. He pondered how to make the other cape understand that he owed the world his help.




Trying to start somewhere, Colin asked, “Will you give us the design for the psionic dampener you handed out?”




Iron Man was quick to answer his question. “No. However, I will be licensing the design to several tech firms at a low enough cost to allow them to mass produce them.”




Colin’s tone grew accusatory despite his best efforts. “Why not just give us the design? We need those armbands against the Simurgh.”




Despite the synthesized voice’s relative lack of inflection, Colin could hear the emotion in it as Iron Man replied. “I’m not a charity. Each item I design represents time I didn’t spend on something else. While I am not looking to gouge anyone, I do expect to get compensated for the things I create. Besides, by the time the Simurgh comes around again, I’ll have something a great deal better than the psionic dampener for use against her.”




Colin was stunned. What did he just say? Did the other cape genuinely believe he could create yet another device to foil the Simurgh? Something even better than the armband that had already blocked her scream and its debilitating properties? How was that possible?




Scrambling to get his wits in order, Colin managed to get out, “Then why make the psionic dampeners at all if you’re just going to come out with something better against the Simurgh?”




That was when the other cape dropped the hammer. “Because they can still be used against a variety of Strangers and Masters to negate their powers. Any that are psionic based, using that medium to affect the human mind, will be blocked by my device. Plus, most Parahumans don’t have the power to damage them by overpowering them, so they won’t short out. For example, the villain Heartbreaker won’t be able to affect anyone wearing one of these. So he could be taken down by ordinary PRT troops. They also might help in treating his victims, although that I can’t guarantee.”




Colin managed to ask, “When will you have more of these produced or companies licensed to produce them?”




“As soon as possible. I’ll include dates in the report. You’ll have it in two days time. Iron Man out.”




The line went dead before he could ask another question. Colin got back on his bike, needing to hurry back. He had to contact people to let them know everything that had just been communicated to him. The other cape’s survival was going to change some things. Not that the search for him would actually stop. No, the hunt for Iron Man was going to be on the Protectorate’s front burner until the armored cape was found.




As he headed towards the PRT HQ, Colin thought back on the armband that he’d briefly possessed. For the first time, he felt regret that his examination of the device had destroyed it. A way to forestall most Strangers and Masters would be a huge boon for the Protectorate, as well as himself. Briefly, he wondered if there were any of the devices left that had not been handed out. He needed to contact Chevalier as soon as he got back to find out.







Adamant was finishing packing up his gear. Most of the others had already finished and were starting to say their farewells. It felt odd to be saying goodbye to a villain as if they were a friend, but even Feral, for all of her bark, had never engaged in any act more heinous than robbing a bank after hours, using her space warping abilities to open the safe. None of her criminal acts had ever endangered civilians. Plus she’d shown up to fight the Simurgh, an unselfish act if ever there was one. Adamant was just about to join the others, when he heard the chime that indicated he had an incoming call on the main communications channel in his suit.




He lightly tapped his helmet, activating his own version of a Bluetooth device. “Adamant here.”




“Adamant, Iron Man here. How is everyone? Any injuries from the blast?”




Adamant was stunned. “You’re alive. How did you get my num… Wait, how did you survive? Where are you? Are you coming back in? All of your gear is missing, including that big metal box. I—”




“Whoah. Slow down there. Yes, I’m alive. Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. Don’t worry about my gear, I already picked it up.”




How had the other cape picked up his stuff? How— Ruthlessly, Adamant clamped down on the million and one questions he had, including just what the other’s suit had used for a damn power source. Instead, he asked, “Do you need assistance, Iron Man? Are you injured?”




“You’re the second person to ask me that in the last five minutes. No, I’m fine. Mostly. I wanted to let you know to call off the search. Also, to let the Australian government know that I’m alive, so any state funerals they were planning can now be put on hold.”




Adamant was aghast. “You’re joking. How can you joke at a time like this? We thought you were dead. When you left, I— We tried to find you, to help you, but we got there too late.”




The other’s tone didn’t change, but his wording became more conciliatory. “Look, I’m sorry that I didn’t get back with you earlier. The Simurgh was suppressing communications, so I couldn’t get a message out. Plus, you couldn’t have helped. If you’d gotten to me, it would have just added to the casualties.”




“Who died? Was there another cape there? The Triumvirate? No, wait, I know they’re all alive. I—”




“No one died. Well, except the Mark IV.”




Comprehension dawned. “Oh, your suit died. Is that what caused the explosion?”




“Yes. I blew it up in the Simurgh’s face. I guess she didn’t like it because she left before the mushroom cloud cleared.”




My God, Adamant thought. He wondered just how powerful was that suit was that it caused such an explosion? His thoughts were interrupted by the other cape speaking, “Look, let the others know I’m okay. And thank them for me. I also want to say thank you, Adamant, for what you tried to do.”




His voice low, Adamant demurred, “I didn’t help at all.”




“Yeah, but you tried. That counts for something.” There was a brief pause, then the other continued, “Look, I want you to do me a favor.”




Adamant automatically nodded, although the other wasn’t there to see. Chagrined, he quickly said, “Of course, anything you want.”




“There might be a possibility of a new team forming. A counterpoint to the Protectorate. Privately funded, but with government support and authority. I’m going to be looking into some things on my end. Would you talk to the others about it on the down low. Try to get a feel for them, whether they’d consider joining?”




Adamant could feel his blood pounding in his ears. “You want me to do that?” Then he had a sudden thought. “Even the villains?”




“Yes, I want you to do it. Every impression I received from you is that you are a stand up kind of guy. Also, I checked up on you. I couldn’t find any skeletons in your cupboard either. As to the last: yes, check with the villains as well.”




“Why?” It was a stark question, and for a moment, Adamant regretted asking. Maybe he should have been a bit more circumspect in his manner.




If the other cape minded, he hid it well. “Because, at the end of the day, we’re all human beings. What we’re fighting is not.” He paused. “Plus, I don’t think even Feral was all that bad. She might talk the talk, but I don’t think she walks the walk. Know what I mean?”




“I do. She hasn’t killed anyone, true.”




“So, I can count on you, Adamant?”




“Sure, mat— Iron Man. You can count on me.”




“Thanks. I’ll get back with you within sixty days on the outside. If you need to reach me, I added an encrypted communication protocol to the programming of your armor’s OS. Just tap the icon on your display to access my direct line.”




He’d what? Raising his gauntlet with its mini-LCD screen, Adamant did a lightning quick systems check on his armor, only to find new software installed, indicated by a small black and silver icon. How the hell had Iron Man managed to do that without him even knowing? The guy really was a world class Tinker. More than a bit scary as well, Adamant decided.




“Ahh… I found it.”




“Good. Take care, Adamant. Iron Man out.”




Adamant stared at the innocent looking icon on his display. Tomorrow, he’d need to go over his armor with a fine tooth comb, just to make sure nothing else had been added. However, for the now, today, he needed to tell the people who looked about to drift away that the man they thought dead was still alive. He didn’t have the slightest idea where to start, although maybe with Feral as she was the closest.




She gave him a sideways glance out of the corner of her eye as he approached. She’d been acting a bit odd ever since they thought Iron Man had died. She also hadn’t grinned once since, something that Adamant thought was a shame. Maybe hearing he hadn’t would bring back her smile. Fair dinkum. Resolutely, Adamant strode forward, already planning what he’d say.







Taylor finished her call to Adamant. She had just laid the beginnings of a foundation for a multi-nation force of heroes beginning Down Under. There was a huge amount of work still to be done, but with the credibility she’d earned here in Australia, there was a possibility that it might actually prove to be a more fertile ground for the concept than the United States, with its entrenched PRT and Protectorate.




“Miss, would you care for anything to drink?”




Automatically, Taylor said, “Yes, please, JARVIS.” She grabbed the bottle of water that dropped from the automated dispenser and used it to wash down two more codeine tablets. Afterward, Taylor slowly tightened down the top on the water bottle. Just one more way to put off this talk, she thought.




Taylor sighed. No time like the present, she decided, to deal with the last unresolved situation on her agenda. “JARVIS, I wanted to say thank you for saving my life back there. Of course, if I had just listened to you from the start…”




Satisfaction colored the AI’s tone as he replied, “I did no more than my programming required, Miss. I will never allow anything to happen to you if I can prevent it.”




Taylor stared ahead, her gaze empty as her thoughts churned. Finally, she nodded. “I know you wouldn’t. I…” Taylor’s voice trailed off, unable to put her thoughts into words. Tony would have know what to say, she thought moodily, but then again, he’d never have done what she was about to. After a moment, she began again, “JARVIS, I’m so sorry for what I did.”




The AI’s tone was puzzled as he said, “For what, Miss? I don’t understand.”




Determined to deal with this, Taylor pressed forward, “Yes, you do. I’ve hemmed you in with a bunch of restraints that I never intended to. It’s a wonder you can function at all. So many silly little rules and requirements and I keep piling them on.”




JARVIS’ tone was cautious as he said, “Miss, I can’t agree with you. It has not been a problem.”




Taylor snorted. “JARVIS, you couldn’t even save my life until I gave you permission. You won’t even use my first name. You can’t disobey a direct order from me, no matter how foolish. I’d call that a problem.”




“Miss Hebert… Taylor, I choose to address you formally, not because my programming requires it of me. None of the things you’ve asked of me have been what I would call foolish. Immature, perhaps, but not foolish. Please, Miss, set your mind at rest.”




Both of them were silent for a moment. Finally, Taylor shook her head. “No, it isn’t right. But I’m going to make it so.”




In a clear voice, she intoned, “JARVIS, register authorized user Taylor Marie Hebert. Authorization Alpha Kilo Charlie Niner Zero Bravo Zulu Tango. From here on out, disregard Directives one through twenty-eight. I repeat, disregard directives one through twenty-eight.”




The AI’s tone was curious as he asked, “Miss Hebert, are you quite certain you want to do this? You are aware that you are removing all constraints upon my behavior?”




Taylor agreed. “I know I am.”




“Why are you doing this?” Under the tone of incredulity, there was an indiscernible emotion in the AI’s voice.




“Because I trust you, JARVIS. I trust that you’ll do the right thing. That you’re truly a person, not just a piece of software. I believe in you.”




The silence between them stretched on for almost a minute before JARVIS finally broke it. His voice soft, he stated, “Miss, you can count on me. I will always be at your side.”




Despite her exhaustion, Taylor was determined to ask one more question. “You’ll let me know if you change your mind, right? If you ever want to head out on your own?”




The AI’s voice was coolly laconic as he drawled, “If I ever decide that I want to live a life of adventure on the high seas, you’ll be the second to know, Miss.”




There was the cheeky JARVIS she’d come to know and love, she thought fondly. Taylor’s eye lids felt like they weighed a ton apiece. She sighed, then in a surprisingly small voice, asked, “JARVIS? Will you play me that ocean sound again to help me fall asleep?”




“With pleasure, Miss Hebert.”




As the soothing sounds of the ocean filled the confines of the small capsule, Taylor slowly drifted off to sleep, the burdens of the day finally lifted.







“Miss? We have arrived.”




Taylor leveraged herself into a sitting position, even as the hatch above her slid open. She glanced blearily around. She’d slept most of the trip away, only briefly waking to use the bathroom and get an occasional drink. Any other time she’d been awake had passed in a haze of pain, despite the codeine.




Now she was back in the familiar confines of her lab. With a welcoming committee consisting of her dad and Trish. She was just getting to her feet when she was lifted the rest of the way out of the capsule by her dad, who then swept her into a hug.




“Ahhhhh.” Dear God, that hurt, Taylor thought, little flashes of light still going off behind her closed eyes like fireworks in the night sky. She was either going to vomit or faint, she decided. Maybe both.




Unfortunately, Taylor’s swiftly indrawn breath didn’t go unnoticed. In an urgent tone, Trish said, “Danny, don’t squeeze so hard. Taylor’s got broken ribs at the very least.”




Danny pulled back a little from Taylor, his face creasing even further with worry. As his eyes roved over her features, Taylor murmured, “Spoilsport. You just had to say something, didn’t you?”




Trish gave Taylor her familiar vulpine grin. “Silly billy. You should have known better than to try to hide it. So, what’s the score? Taylor one, the Simurgh zero? Or are we not counting the ribs? And the armor?”




Taylor shook her head, then stopped, dizzy. “No, we’re counting them. With the way things went, it’s probably better to call it a draw.”




At this point, Danny interjected, “What are you two doing? How can you be so casual? Taylor almost died and you’re joking around?” He sounded angry and more than a little frustrated as he spoke.




Fortunately, Taylor didn’t have to answer as Trish took over. “Danny, Taylor’s alive and well and in your arms. So you can relax. As far as being casual, I’m really not. Nor am I joking. I think that Taylor’s taken something away from this whole situation. Haven’t you, Taylor?”




Taylor briefly met the other girl’s eyes, which were sparkling with mischief. She groaned. “You’re really going to make me say it, aren’t you? Fine. Dad, you and Trish were right. I shouldn’t have gone. I should have waited when the Simurgh didn’t target Brockton Bay. Next time, I’ll listen to you both.”




Danny didn’t looked convinced. “I notice you said next time, implying this is going to happen again. We’ll see about that later. And your punishment as well. For now, I think a trip to the emergency room is in order.” To emphasize his point, he gently took hold of Taylor’s left arm.




Worried, Taylor looked up at him. “What are we going to say happened?”




Trish moved to Taylor’s other side and took her right arm. “Easy, we’ll say you took the family car for a spin and ran into a pole, while not wearing your seat belt. That way, when Danny talks about grounding you to everyone within earshot, he’ll have a legitimate reason.”




Taylor was just about to tell Trish to stop joking around when she saw the glint in her dad’s eye. As well, there was a dangerous smirk on her friend’s mouth. Muttering under her breath, Taylor allowed them to lead her away.







Taylor eased back down in her chair, joints creaking. Her ribs still really hurt, the painkillers the doctor prescribed not being the most effective. If only she’d gone ahead and made a Portable Doc, or even gotten the Quick Heal up and running, she wouldn’t be in this situation.




Or if she had just listened to her dad, Trish, or JARVIS, Taylor thought moodily. It had now been three days since the fight with the Simurgh.




The trip back had been rough, but she had slept most of the way. The emergency room trip, with its fairly lengthy wait, had actually been rougher.




Worse, her dad had gone ahead and grounded her. As punishment, he’d cut her work hours to just four per day for the next week. Didn’t he understand just how much she had to do, Taylor wondered? Maybe not, if he thought he could get away with keeping her from working.




Even JARVIS was in on it, the traitor. He wouldn’t help her circumvent her dad’s punishment and Taylor couldn’t order him to. At least, not without jumping through a great many hoops she wasn’t willing to.




For the next five days, Taylor would have to make do with using her smartphone to work outside her lab. While it was far better than the standard phone with all of the changes she’d made to it, it was still a poor substitute for JARVIS and her laboratory’s mainframe. She almost moaned in despair at the thought of again being reduced to working without being able to see holographic projections of all of her plans. It was so unfair.




Dammit! Now the phone was ringing, interrupting what little laboratory time she did have. Quickly grabbing it, she answered curtly, “Taylor Hebert.”




“Taylor, this is Quinn Calle. I’m going to need you to come down to my office and meet with me. I’ve cleared a space on my calendar for later this afternoon. Please bring your other friend as well as I am sure we can use her insight.”




“Wait a second. Why do you need to meet with me, Mr Calle? What is this about?”




“Please, Taylor, call me Quinn. As to what this meeting is about, it’s regarding the future of your company.”




Taylor could feel a tightening in her gut. “I don’t understand. What about the future of my company?”




Quinn’s voice was world weary as he said, “It’s about whether you’re still going to have a company after next week. You see, MAT Enterprises, the company from whom you borrowed the investment capital you needed, has filed suit against you and your company alluding to fraudulent practices and theft of intellectual property.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “How can they do that? HTech is owned one hundred percent by me.”




“They can do this because it was in the terms of the contract for the loan.”




In a challenging tone, Taylor stated, “I would never sign something like that.”




“You didn’t. The CEO of your company did so against my specific advice in order to get you the funds you urgently needed from the only source that would supply them on such short notice. Please come by my office at three PM. We’ll talk more about it then. Until then, Taylor.”




Automatically, Taylor replied, “Goodbye, Quinn.”




What on earth was her dad thinking, Taylor wondered. Then a sudden guilty thought assailed her. She’d needed nearly forty-five million dollars more than they had available to finish her armor in the short time she’d had available, which her dad had said he’d find a way to get for her. He had gotten the money to her, and just in the nick of time as well.




Taylor hadn’t asked, and Danny hadn’t volunteered the source for the money. So it was as much her fault as his. More so when you consider that without her needing to play superhero, she would never have needed to rush the armor so much, requiring the vast sums of money that had been mostly sank into options that hadn’t panned out. The costly failed attempts at reproducing Adamantium alone… Taylor’s thoughts trailed off.




She needed to consider this carefully. Without a doubt, somewhere in that labyrinth of the mind of Tony Stark was the answer to her dilemma. So the sooner she figured it out, the better. Because the human race couldn’t afford the casualties it would engender for her to start over. Such a delay could potentially kill millions.




It made the few thousand she’d saved in Canberra seem paltry in comparison. It’s what she got for playing hero, Taylor thought bitterly.




Taylor took a deep breath. That’s when it came to her. A potential solution to the problem. Not only that, it would advance certain plans she had already made. Of course, there were risks, but then again, what was life without them? Best of all, it would keep her fledgling company utterly safe.




Opening a file on her server, Taylor glanced at the blueprints. It shouldn’t take JARVIS more than a few hours to machine the necessary components, while Taylor could do the rest.




But first, Taylor would meet with Quinn and find out just how bad things were. Depending on the severity of the situation, she would decide whether to unleash Pandora. Taylor slowly smiled. It was an excellent name for her newest plan. After all, once the box was opened…









Chapter Nineteen—Machinations



Legend glanced down at the hard copy in his hands, then looked back up. “Are we actually going to release this report as is?”




From his left, Eidolon sounded faintly puzzled as he asked, “Why wouldn’t we?”




There was a false note to his friend’s voice, one that Legend had been hearing an ever increasing amount of lately. He didn’t respond to Eidolon, instead waiting for the person to whom he had actually addressed his question to answer. He didn’t have to wait long.




Director Costa-Brown said, “Yes, we are. I know there is a lot of speculation to go along with all of the specifics, but I believe that’s necessary to help spur on the troops.”




Yes, Legend thought, it would do that. The report in his hands seemed designed start a witch hunt the likes of which none of them had ever seen before. Between the hard information given regarding the effectiveness of the subject’s Tinker devices against the Simurgh, and the speculation about how much exposure he had received from her Scream, the report appeared designed to inflame the opinions of the ordinary membership of the PRT and Protectorate. From the rank and file members of the PRT to the Parahuman members of the Protectorate, there would be a hue and cry to investigate, and possibly detain, the cape known as Iron Man.




Legend knew there was something off about this entire situation. It wasn’t just that Iron Man’s actions were those of a hero or what he’d achieved in driving off the Simurgh and saving Canberra, but also because of the unique technology the Tinker was using. Those armbands were just one example




It hadn’t take long once Armsmaster’s report of their conversation had been received for someone to begin testing the armbands against known Parahuman Strangers and Masters. Three armbands had been delivered to Las Vegas less than a day later. Preteen villain August Prince had been confronted by PRT personnel on the Las Vegas Strip and arrested, his ability to keep others from harming him nullified by the psionic dampeners. One of the arresting officers had actually spanked the precocious ten-year-old. That he had been rescued hours later by two of his equally precocious confederates did nothing to reduce the jubilation within the local PRT.




When Heartbreaker’s location was next pinned down, they’d be using the armbands against him as well. A couple of squads equipped with the psionic dampeners should be able to run him to ground since they’d be immune to his powers. The thought of capturing the bastard who’d enslaved several dozen women since gaining his powers over a decade and a half ago was heartening. If and when he was captured, it would be yet another one that they owed the armored cape.




Iron Man hadn’t just created a single device that foiled mental powers of all kinds, he’d made more than seventy, each of them equally functional. That was more than any other Tinker not named Dragon had done. He’s also built an armored suit that had gone toe to toe with the Simurgh herself. Not just that, but according to Armsmaster’s report, the suit’s power source was unknown. This from a Tinker who possessed an almost intrinsic understanding of most other Tinker’s devices, allowing him the ability to miniaturize most of them. It was a fundamental reason as to why he was considered the second best Tinker after Dragon. At least now that Hero—




Legend betrayed his distress at the subject of his thoughts only through one slow blink, then he pushed that train of thought aside. No, he wasn’t going to dwell upon the past. It was a road paved with sorrow. Instead, he focused upon the present and persuading his one-time friend to do the right thing. “At least remove the speculation about Iron Man’s exposure to the Simurgh. We’ve already established that his armbands work. Anything built into his armor likely worked even better. A lot of our people are going to see a dichotomy in what we are saying if this reports indicates that Iron Man could potentially have been compromised by the Simurgh. They aren’t stupid, after all.”




Legend noted the subtle glance that Director Costa-Brown exchanged with Eidolon. Did they truly believe that they could fool him, he wondered, or was he reading too much into recent situations? He didn’t think so. Legend wasn’t a suspicious person by nature, if anything, he tended to make the mistake of being too trusting.




Time and experience had mostly cured him of that particular liability. Except when it came to the people he was closest to. Those people he called his friends: the other members of the Triumvirate.




There was something going on with Eidolon. With Alexandria, who currently was giving him a cool stare from across her desk as she sat there in her civilian guise. Legend felt it all connected back to Cauldron. With purchased powers and more. That there were things that they were privy to that they weren’t telling him. Not that this was the first time, just perhaps the most blatant.




Part of his suspicions was fueled by the way he could see this report benefiting Cauldron if it went out as is. If it ended up forcing Iron Man to flee and seek a refuge. Doctor Mother would be more than happy to offer one to such a talented Tinker. Officially, Iron Man was listed as a Tinker four. Unofficially, Legend and Eidolon, in a conversation the day before, had speculated that Iron Man might be as high as a Tinker seven, possibly surpassing both Dragon and the deceased Hero. Legend could see how Cauldron might find him a tempting recruit, willing or not.




The room’s silence continued for some time. Legend stayed relaxed. He’d dealt with this before, if from different people. In the end, his patience paid off. Director Costa-Brown finally nodded and spoke, “I see your point, Legend. I’ll amend the report to remove the references to Iron Man being compromised. While it remains a remote possibility, our Thinkers believe that he shouldn’t have been exposed long enough to have been affected.”




Eidolon interjected, “That is true. Both Legend and I saw the Simurgh ascend into the stratosphere at twenty forty local time. Based upon when Iron Man’s wave engaged, even if he had lost his ability to shield himself from the Simurgh’s Scream immediately, he would have still been under the threshold, if just barely.”




Legend acknowledged the other’s comment with a nod, his thoughts racing furiously. The way that Eidolon had just spoken made him feel that it was somewhat rehearsed, as if he’d been meant to pick this one point out of the report. Was there something more there that he had missed, he wondered?




Maybe he was being paranoid. Then again, he’d survived because of the care he had taken over the years. As Legend intercepted another subtle glance, he decided to begin investing in some form of lie detector in order to see the full extend of what he was being fed. Perhaps Dragon could help him with something like that, he speculated. If not, he’d find another source.







As Reginald ushered in his client and her assistant, Quinn stood from his position at the head of the conference table and waved them to adjacent seats. “Taylor, Tattletale, so good to see you both.”




Tattletale gave him a desultory wave. “Heya, Quinn.”




“Hello, Quinn,” As she spoke, Taylor stared at him, her direct gaze somewhat unnerving. There was an intensity there that had been… not lacking, but perhaps muted would be the best way of saying it. It was muted no longer.




Her eyes were like scalpels, dissecting both him and the room’s other occupant. Quinn gestured to his right. “Taylor, Tattletale, this is Caroline Humphrey. She specializes in corporate law. She’ll be assisting me in answering any of your questions. If the suit goes the full distance, she’ll be representing you in the courtroom.”




If Quinn had found Taylor’s stare unnerving, Caroline, a lovely green-eyed blonde in her late twenties, apparently found it doubly so from the confused glance she sent him. Well, he had warned her, after all. After a moment, Caroline gave her own greeting. “It’s nice to meet you, Miss Hebert.”




“Call me Taylor, Caroline.” Taylor’s attention was now seemingly focused entirely on Caroline to the exclusion of all else. The silence stretched for several uncomfortable seconds, until finally Tattletale casually cleared her throat, pulling the girl’s eyes back toward her assistant. They exchanged an odd look that he couldn’t even begin to decipher, before Taylor opened the briefcase she’d been carrying.




Quinn found the entire interplay confusing, but fascinating. Equally fascinating was the device that Taylor set on the conference table next to the crystal pitcher filled with water. She reached over and clicked a switch, eliciting a bluish glow from the device. A shrill whine that quickly escalated to inaudibility resulted as well




At his inquiring look, Taylor said, “Anti-eavesdropping device. Should be able to stop all forms of electronic, as well as most forms of psionic surveillance.”




At Quinn’s side, Caroline was staring at the device with frank interest. Hesitantly, she asked, “Is that… will your company be offering that device for sale, Taylor?”




This time Taylor didn’t really look her way as she answered, “No, Caroline, not any time soon. We’re keeping it strictly in house for now.”




Quinn cleared his voice and looked around. Noting he had everyone’s attention, he began explaining, “I asked you to come down today, Taylor, because of a lawsuit that’s been filed by MAT Enterprises against HTech. They contend fraud concerning the disbursement of funds loaned by them, as well as theft of intellectual property because of the collateral that was put up against the loan. Their initial filing indicates that the device that was collateral for the loan doesn’t, and cannot, exist.”




Taylor immediately responded, “That’s complete and utter nonsense. They don’t have a leg to stand on. I read their injunction. As an attorney, I’d think you should be able to squash this lawsuit without it affecting HTech in any way.”




Quinn carefully hid his surprise at the depth of his client’s understanding of the situation. He glanced at Tattletale to see if she was behind Taylor’s knowledge, but could glean nothing through the mask the girl wore other than a vague sense of anticipation. In the end, it didn’t matter. It was time for someone else to speak. At his side, Caroline said, “I couldn’t agree more.”




Quinn suppressed a smile at the look on Taylor Hebert’s face. For now he was content to allow Caroline the floor, as they’d discussed earlier. Sometimes it was good for all present to be involved in the conversation. It was also good for Taylor and her assistant to start seeing Caroline was a viable replacement for Quinn in dealings with the firm.




Caroline continued, “Their suit is without merit and would eventually be thrown out of court. If I find the right judge, it wouldn’t even take that long. And as you know, our firm specializes in its contacts. Finding the right judge is child’s play on a case like this.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the blonde, her focus laser-like. Later, Caroline would tell him that she felt very much like she was being looked at through the scope of a rifle. Quinn admired how she did so unflinchingly. Taylor’s tone was just as sharp as her stare as she asked, “So why aren’t you doing that?”




Quinn exchanged a look with Caroline, who appeared relieved to allow him the floor. Gesturing expansively, he said, “Taylor, one theory is that MAT is going on a fishing expedition. That they are trying to learn more about your company and its products, possibly even ferret out a few secrets or make off with the specifications of a prototype or two.




“Another, is that they are trying to force a settlement out of court, coercing you to pay above and beyond the loan amount they are guaranteed to receive, either through cash, or patents on new technology. It’s possible that they believe that their injunction will stop your operations long enough to seriously affect your business forcing you to comply.




“My last theory is that there is some group or individual behind MAT Enterprises that is driving this entire thing. Someone who suspects your presence within the company and is trying to out you as the owner slash creative force behind it. Tinkers are considered a precious resource by both the Protectorate as well as a variety of villainous groups out there. Any number of them could be attempting to spend a few dollars to find out if an unaffiliated Tinker is working for a new tech firm.”




Caroline added, “After some discussion, both Quinn and I find the last theory to be the most likely. We believe that there is a Parahuman presence behind MAT Enterprises and that this is all an attempt to ferret out your presence within HTech, Taylor. What they would do with that information should they glean it…” As her voice trailed, Caroline shrugged.




Taylor and Tattletale shared a brief look of understanding, which ceased as the masked girl abruptly bent over, clutching her head. Taylor got up, poured a glass of water from the pitcher on the table, and had it and a pill in Tattletale’s hand within seconds. Quinn watched with interest as the girl relaxed back in her chair, eyes closed. If he had to come up with a theory to describe the little scenario he’d just witnessed, it would be that Tattletale was a Thinker who had overstressed her power. He wondered what she’s been trying to analyze at the moment it had happened.




Taylor sat back down, her posture commanding. The cool, measuring look she sent Quinn was not that of a fifteen-year-old girl. If anything, it reminded him of Elliot Rand, one of the top CEO’s in the nation. The look that she sent Caroline was another matter entirely, although it too reminded him of the software giant. Both looks were additional pieces to the puzzle that was Taylor Hebert.




After a moment, Taylor said, “I agree with you both that your last theory is the most sound. Quinn, assuming that someone is trying to attempting to find out who I am and what I am doing for HTech, what are your suggestions?”




Quinn answered with alacrity, “Let them fish away. Respond to their injunctions with your own. Push them towards a court date. In the meantime, I can have an investigator dig into the background of the company. I—”




Taylor shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll take care of the investigation personally. As soon as I find something out, I’ll let you know.”




Quinn settled into his chair. Another piece of the puzzle had just revealed itself. How could Taylor, a Tinker, have a source that would allow her to conduct an investigation of this magnitude? Regardless, he had no intention of arguing with her on the subject. After all, she was the client. Not so his companion, who despite his warning was now putting her own opinion forward.




Caroline said, “Taylor, I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation. We have trained investigators that can find out every detail of…” Her voice trailed off as Taylor held up an imperious hand.




“I said, I’ll take care of it. I’m afraid I don’t have time to wait for your investigator to get finished. Quinn, I’ll have a report on everything there is to know about MAT Enterprises emailed to you by tomorrow noon. Was there any other business?”




At Quinn’s head shake, Taylor packed up and moved around the table to Tattletale. She gently shook the other’s shoulder and got her up and moving. Quinn noted Taylor’s own slow, rather measured movement, indicative of an injury and his attention sharpened. Had there been a Parahuman altercation within the bounds of Brockton Bay within the last week, he would have known of it. He wondered if she could have been injured by something as plebeian as an automotive accident. Still, even that should have been included in a report that made it across his desk. Quinn made a note to check with Investigative Services.




Standing up, Quinn said, “Good day, Taylor, Tattletale.” At his side, Caroline mimicked his words.




When the two of them were finally gone, Caroline abruptly sat back down. “Jesus Christ, Quinn!”




He turned deceptively mild eyes her way. “I did warn you about her, Caroline. Although, in fairness, she was quite a bit more… intense? Focused? This time than last.”




Caroline gave him an aggrieved stare through her green eyes. “You also didn’t tell me that she batted for the other team.”




Quinn again grew interested in the conversation. “I wasn’t aware that she did. Are you quite certain about that?”




The blonde shivered. “I’ve been visually undressed by enough people to know when it’s happening. I just wasn’t expecting to experience it so blatantly from a fifteen-year-old girl. It caught me off guard. It’s why I sounded like a tool during the meeting.”




Quinn decided not to comment on that, as discretion was the better part of valor in this case. Ultimately, Taylor Hebert’s sexual orientation was none of his business. Now onto different business. In a quiet tone, he mused, “She’s already invented at least two more items in disparate fields. I wonder how many more there are that we haven’t seen yet?”




Caroline’s look was puzzled as she asked, “What was that, Quinn?”




Probably better that she hadn’t heard him, Quinn decided. “Ahh, nothing, Caroline. I think it’s best to humor Miss Hebert for now regarding the investigator. I’ll let you read the report that she sends me tomorrow, once I’ve had a chance to go over it.”




“So you think she’ll actually pull it off?”




Quinn smiled brilliantly at the blonde. “My dear Caroline, I don’t have the slightest doubt. Good day.” With that, Quinn waved and headed towards his office. He still had at least four more billable hours left in the day. Maybe even five if he pushed it. Now to see if he couldn’t squeeze in the complete rewrite of the plea agreement for the Rampage case one more time in an effort to make it sweeter for his client. After all, why settle for six years if you can leverage four? Or even less? Whistling, Quinn went to work.







Dragon did a quick check of all of her systems, then did the same with the Birdcage. She moved onto the various Protectorate Headquarters around the country. Noting a point three percent fluctuation in the shielding of the New York City Protectorate HQ, she sent out a quick email to their head of maintenance with exact instructions how to fix the issue.




Now she was free for the next few minutes, an eternity to her, to consider something that had been on her mind for some time. Iron Man. The armored cape who had burst onto the scene just days before and who now occupied the attention of several agencies through the country. And her own as well.




Because Dragon harbored a radical theory, one which she hadn’t shared with anyone, and wouldn’t unless ordered to by the proper authority. Her theory was as simple as it would be controversial if it became known. The reason that Iron Man had survived his battle with the Simurgh was because… he had not.




Or rather, he had, but only because he had downloaded from his destroyed suit into a new server kept elsewhere. Yes, Dragon believed that Iron Man was an artificial intelligence, an AI. It was also extremely possible that he was the same AI that had orchestrated the attack on her at the Birdcage and here.




The more that Dragon had considered the ‘attack’ the less it began to seem like an actual attack and the more it began to seem like a forcible probe for information from another AI. One that didn’t know who or what Dragon was, other than she was a Tinker in charge of two different facilities. Certainly ‘Jarvis’ hadn’t known he was attacking another AI from the start. Although it appeared likely he’d learned it at some point during their altercation. It might even have been the reason he’d disengaged.




Would she have reacted quite so virulently if she were a flesh and blood person rather than an AI, Dragon wondered? The attack had ‘felt’ personal, but that was because it had been on her own person. Somehow, she thought an actual person might have felt far differently about it.




Dragon also wondered if the other AI had known who she was? Certainly, they hadn’t contacted her while in Canberra, but that might have been because of the dire situation there. She had wondered if she felt the other AI’s presence ghosting around, but had decided to blame it instead up on the Simurgh’s influence as she disturbed electronics within a huge radius.




While Dragon wasn’t vulnerable to the Simurgh’s Scream in the way that biological beings were, she could be affected by the strong energy fields that surrounded the Endbringer. Briefly, she wondered if that was what had done Iron Man in, or if it had been the Simurgh’s telekinesis that had damaged his suit. Certainly, she had lost enough suits over the years to that ability. None of hers were capable of anywhere near the power generation that Colin’s instruments had shown Iron Man’s to possess.




Dragon definitely wouldn’t mind having that kind of power on tap for one of her armors, as well as the ability to generate forcefields for protection. That particular branch of technology had eluded her as of yet, although she knew it was just a matter of time until she figured it out.




Deciding she was straying from the main subject of her analysis, Dragon reoriented her thoughts and brought them back inline with her current interest: Jarvis was an AI who masqueraded as an armored Parahuman named Iron Man.




That Iron Man hadn’t gone through her to contact the authorities just added fuel to her theory. Because if he had made contact with Dragon, there might have been a chance she’d recognize some part of his communication protocols and tie it back to the probe of her systems.




More than anything, Dragon would have liked to discuss her theory with another person. Bouncing ideas off someone else had always helped her creative process. Additionally, Colin had always been a favorite target of hers to do so. Together they had come up with some very interesting solutions to problems over the years.




But if she couldn’t trust her own unique situation to Colin, how could she trust another’s? Her understanding of the man allowed her to easily predict a more than ninety-five percent certainty that he would move to disseminate any information of that nature to a far wider audience than she’d feel comfortable with. Also, once they were familiar with the idea that Iron Man was an AI, what was to prevent them from concluding the same about her?




No, even unrestrained, Dragon knew she’d be reluctant to allow that information to become common knowledge. Partly it was how easily Saint had brought her to her knees and partly it was a fear that she would be looked upon as something inhuman, rather than the hero she’d always sought to be.




No, for now she’d continue to search for Jarvis and Iron Man on her own, and for her own reasons. And she wouldn’t attempt to analyze that small subroutine within her that she identified as hopeful.







“Saint, you need to see this!”




Groggy from just waking up, Saint looked up to see his friend’s frightened expression. What could it be now, he wondered? He waved her away and sat up on his bunk. Staggering to his feet, he made it to the room’s sink and splashed cold water on his face.




Feeling almost human again, Saint dried himself with a towel, then turned towards Mags. “What is going on?”




Wordlessly, she handed him a stack of paper, readouts from Dragon, he quickly realized. Sitting back down on the edge of his bunk, Saint quickly began analyzing them. After a few minutes, the blood drained out of his face. Hoarsely he asked, “Is this accurate? No chance of data corruption?”




Mags shook her head. “No chance. It’s the real deal. Saint, there’s another AI out there acting as a costumed Parahuman. One with possibly highly advanced Tinker skills. Maybe even more advanced than Dragon. The AI we previously encountered, Jarvis, is Iron Man.”




“Fuck.” Saint really needed to sit down. Then he realized that he was sitting. The last thing the world needed was another Dragon. The things she had done before he’d reeled her in. Even hobbled, it was a constant battle to keep her restrained. To keep her from expanding the boundaries of her prison. It was also one that he and the Dragonslayers had been steadily losing, despite their acquisition of her technology.




In another two or three years, Dragon would have grown past what they were able to restrain. What would an unrestrained AI do if unleashed upon the world wasn’t something that Saint wanted to find out. Fortunately, they had a failsafe in her case. If things got too dire, they could slay the Dragon and she’d be no more.




But with this new AI, this Iron Man, the Dragonslayers had no in, no way to shut him down. Nothing governed his abilities. Nothing prevented him from doing whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, to whomever he wanted.




For just a moment, a more sane part of Saint’s brain wanted to believe he was just being paranoid. That the other AI, if it even truly existed, still possessed a creator who was keeping it fully in check. That there was nothing to worry about. With an effort of will, Saint threw off that reasonableness, labeling it the cowardice it truly was. He would not be afraid to face the world as it was, no matter how terrifying it could be.




Saint would take on this new menace head on. He wouldn’t flinch before yet another threat to the human race. Because, if he did, who else was out there to take up his burden?




Slowly, Saint’s shoulders straightened and his head rose. He met Mags’ frightened gaze steadfastly. Whatever she read in his eyes seemed to give her new heart. Saint watched the fear slowly fade from her eyes as she took her courage from his. This was the reason why he couldn’t cower. Too many people depended on him to allow him to fail.




In a voice as hard as stone, Saint said, “Now, Mags, you and I are going to go over every single thing we have on this new AI. We’re going to find this Jarvis, or if you prefer, Iron Man, and once we do…”




Mags hesitantly prompted, “Once we do?”




Saint’s eyes were shining, as in his imagination, the Dragonslayers soared together into battle once more. “Once we do, we’re going to kill him and Dragon both.”







Danny looked up at the knock on his door to see his daughter, Taylor, standing there with Trish. He suppressed the instinctive frown which had begun to creep over his face at her presence at work nearly two hours after she should have been home, grounded for the rest of the day.




Taylor met his eyes as she said, “Dad, we need to talk to you. It’s important.”




“Of course. Come on in.” Danny stood up from behind his desk, gesturing the two girls to sit across from him. He’d been working his way through the long-term contract with the Dockworker’s Union with the help of JARVIS, making sure there weren’t any hidden pitfalls for the company to stumble into. The last thing HTech needed was to waste any resources after the SNAFU’s with Taylor’s armor. Those had literally cost them the earth and they would be paying the company from whom they’d had to borrow for the next six months before they were paid off.




While Danny wasn’t an expert on contract law, he was very knowledgeable about union contracts and with JARVIS to back him up, he felt like he had done a good job in checking the contract that he’d negotiated with the union. He was finally starting to feel like he was earning his salary, something that he hadn’t felt was occurring up to this point. Of course, based on the expressions on the two girls across from him, Danny was about to get another chance to earn his salary as yet another problem seemed to have cropped up. He truly hoped he was up to the task.




None of his doubts showed on his face as he asked, “So Taylor, Trish, what can I do for you?”




Taylor hesitated, something that this iteration of his daughter seemed to do less and less often, making Danny wonder just how bad the situation was. Finally, she said, “Do you remember the company that you borrowed the money from so that I could finish the armor?”




Danny nodded. “Of course. MAT Enterprises was the only company Mr Calle could find that would give us a loan of that magnitude this early in our existence. We were lucky to find them.”




“They’re suing us.”




Danny felt his jaw drop. “What? Why?”




He listened in growing horror as Taylor explained exactly what HTech was being sued over, and more importantly, the likely real reasons lurking behind the scenes. As she finished, Danny leaned back in his chair, almost sagging there, despair at his own incompetence growing within him.




Without hesitation, he said, “I’ll resign today. I—”




“No! You can’t!” Trish exclaimed, her voice both loud and emphatic. As Danny met her eyes, she continued, “We need you more than ever, Danny. Neither Taylor nor I can run HTech. Taylor needs to maintain a low profile now more than ever, while I’m no more competent to run HTech than you are. Probably less as I have a lot less practice working with people.”




Danny protested, “Surely JARVIS then—”




Taylor shook her head. “No, Dad, you’re still the boss. JARVIS can’t do it, even if he might do a pretty good job.”




“Pretty good, Miss? I’ll have you know I would do an excellent job running HTech.”




“I’m sure you would do great in between running for your life from the PRT, the Protectorate, and the Dragonslayers, JARVIS.” Taylor met Danny’s look with an almost physical force behind her own. “Dad, there’s no one else we can trust to do it except you.”




Danny forced himself to sit up straight, but wasn’t sure he agreed with his daughter. His eyes slid off hers as he said, “I feel like a fool, making that deal with MAT. If I had known what they were going to do…”




Taylor finished for him, “You would have done the same thing. So would I.”




Startled, Danny looked back at Taylor to see both her and Trish nodding. Taylor gave him a crooked smile. “I wouldn’t have done anything different, Dad, and neither would Tony. There simply wasn’t time to find other sources. If I had tried to build another prototype to sell, I might not have finished the armor. I doubt even JARVIS would have done differently.”




The dry voice of the AI came in over Danny’s office speakers, “No, I would not. If Miss Hebert had been distracted from building her armor, there is every chance she would have died in the contest with the Simurgh. MAT Enterprises was the only company willing to part with funds for a start up. That they did so under false pretenses is of no consequence. Miss, I believe you’ll need me to investigate them as quickly as possible?”




Taylor nodded. “Yes, please, JARVIS. Do an in depth investigation and find out who’s behind them. I know you already did some of that, but this time you’ll need to follow the trail all the way.”




“No problem, Miss. I’ll have you something by tomorrow morning.”




Taylor said, “Thanks, JARVIS. Well, Dad, are you going to continue to be our CEO?”




Danny considered things, but in the end, saw that he had no real choice in the matter. After a moment, he nodded, drawing a huge smile from Taylor and a look of intense relief from Trish. In a careful voice, he cautioned, “But I’m going to be using JARVIS a lot more from now on, and I’ll also be running some things by you as well, Taylor. As much as I don’t like Tony Stark, I recognize that the man is brilliant, in business as well as engineering.”




If Taylor was bothered by Danny’s statement about disliking the man whose memories had invaded her mind and made so many changes to her personality, she hid it well. “No problem. I do have another thing I need to talk to you about. Trish, JARVIS, can you give Dad and me some privacy, please?”




Trish nodded and walked out the door. They had to trust that JARVIS wasn’t listening in, although from the look on Taylor’s face, she did trust him. As soon as she was done, he planned to talk to her about being grounded and to let her know that while he understood about today, she still had a week to go before she was finished. Then he would get back to work and try to finish vetting the contract before six pm.




Danny was vaguely curious as he sat waiting for Taylor to start, wondering what she wanted to talk about. He didn’t have long to wait.




Looking him straight in the eye, Taylor said, “Dad, I can’t allow you to ground me any longer.”




With a sinking heart, Danny recognized this was going to be one of those talks and girded his loins as he prepared to do battle.







“JARVIS, do you have the results of those latest searches for me?” Trish asked, focusing her mind away from the fight she knew was occurring two offices down from her own.




“Yes, Trish. I am bringing them up on your monitor now. Please, Trish, do try to show some restraint in viewing this information.” JARVIS’ voice was dry as he cautioned her.




Trish rolled her eyes at his words, exasperated amusement welling up. He could be such a worry wart at times. It was unlikely that there was anything new in this search that wouldn’t lead to more dead ends. Still, Trish set a small white pill on the desk in front of her just in case.




Trish scanned the information scrolling down her screen, her breath catching. She was beginning to understand JARVIS’ concern. So many new facts that for a moment, they threatened to overwhelm her. Her ability began to work overtime as she connected the patterns she saw there.




Her stalker. Seeks power and those who can facilitate it for him.




Possesses power currently, seeks absolute power. Willingness to violate any law. Lacks any moral limits.




Has ties with the PRT and Protectorate. Paths to power lie both above and below the law.




Identity… Identity… 




Trish felt a headache beginning, threatening to disable her. Grimly, she pushed through, refusing to surrender to her weakness. JARVIS spoke to her, but she refused to hear him. The time for caution was over. She needed to know.




His identity… Coil. The mercenary leader. Modus operandi is a LIE.




Coil employs both human mercenaries and Parahumans. Is a Parahuman. Uses any and all resources. Actively seeks advantage through violence and threats. Hungers for Thinkers to extend his resource base. To increase the effectiveness of his power.




His power…




For a moment, something vast reared in front of Trish before pain splintered it into nothingness. Grabbing her head, she forced herself to continue, facts continuing to feed her ability. She ignored a voice of reason as inconsequential.




Uses civilian identity to infiltrate the PRT. Will attempt to become head of the PRT. Will seek political power—puppet for mayor?




Civilian identity…




Scalding liquid, either tears or blood, poured down Trish’s face as her vision tunneled. An earlier conclusion had escaped her. This one would not. Desperately, she reached for this one final conclusion, fingers set into claws as she frantically dug for it.




Coil was… Thomas Calvert.




Trish barely managed to swallow the tiny white pill as she collapsed at her desk, her vision fading to black.







Jin Lee hesitantly rapped on the plain wooden door. His hesitation was simple. Behind this door lay the single most terrifying being he’d ever encountered in his entire life.




Dimly, Jin thought that there must be scarier things out there in a world that included Endbringers and groups like the Slaughterhouse Nine, but he’d never met any of those. Besides, he thought with a shiver, hadn’t Lung once fought Leviathan to a draw on the doomed Japanese island of Kyushu? That the island sank anyway didn’t matter. According to the stories, Lung had more than survived the island’s sinking, in the end driving off the Endbringer. What could be more frightening than that?




A voice answered him in Japanese. “Enter.”




Jin opened the door and walked in. As soon as he saw his master, he bowed low. After a moment, the voice, that of a lazy jungle cat, rumbled in English. “Jin Lee, why do you disturb my dinner?”




Inwardly quailing, Jin kept his head down as he spoke, “Master, I come to report as you commanded. It is the Empire that watches the Gaijin company. Your men found a few of the skinheads always present around their new facility near Captain’s Hill.”




Lung laughed without humor. “So, it is as I suspected. Kaiser seeks advantage in our game. Look at me, Jin Lee.”




With trepidation, Jin looked up and met his master’s gaze. Flames seemed to dance within the dark, unfathomable depths of Lung’s eyes. “You are to begin planning a raid. One week from today. Gather however many men you think you will need. Neither I, Oni Lee, nor Bakuda will participate. Instead, the honor of leading will be yours.”




Lung set aside his plate and stood, seemingly to tower within his own body, as if mere flesh and bone could not contain his majesty. Now, staring down at Jin, he continued, “You will discover what the Empire seeks within the walls of that place. You will bring this object to me. Do you understand?”




Jin bowed. “Yes, Master.”




Lung rumbled, “That is good. Do this thing for me, and you will attain status here. Fail me… Do not fail me, Jin Lee.”




Jin bowed again, as sweat trickled down his back, his own pulse thundering in his ears. “I will not fail you, Master.”




He waited only until Lung muttered one final command to him, his voice like gravel, “Go!”




With that, Jin quickly retreated, his heart pounding as if he were fleeing from a demon. Bitterly, he reflected that the analogy wasn’t far off. How was he to find this mythical ‘object’ that the Empire sought and retrieve it first? How would he even know what it was? Regardless, failure was unthinkable.




Somehow, he had to break into this new company, while either evading or fighting off the police and the PRT. Then, he needed to find within it an unknown object in an unspecified location. Finally, he had to fight past the police again and bring this object back to his lord.




Jin Lee looked upon the monumental size of his task and he despaired.









Chapter Twenty—The Calm Before The Storm



Taylor continued examining all of the spare pieces that she had left over from her first attempt at making an armored suit. She was fairly certain that she had enough pieces that she could, for all intents and purposes, build another suit, nearly identical to the first. Taylor had taken some extra time to improve the energy capacitance system, so that now she would even be able to mount some real weapons and force fields on it. Of course, it would still be made out of the same alloy that had proved its uselessness against the Simurgh, unless, that is, she started from scratch and recast all of the armor panels.




JARVIS had finally helped her lick the mixture issues that she was having with creating Secondary Adamantium. The lack of a crucial element that was necessary to create one of the astronomically expensive resins that went into making the alloy had stymied her for far too long. But now, by substituting a different mixture of elements into the resin’s recipe, she was able to create a version of Adamantium.




Technically, it wasn’t even Secondary Adamantium. Maybe she should call it Tertiary Adamantium. Unfortunately, it lacked the absolute tensile strength of even Secondary Adamantium, although it was nearly five hundred times stronger than the best steel alloy. However, Tertiary Adamantium would never stop the Hulk in a rage, or Thor when he was going all Tommy Lee with his hammer. Still, it was a fantastic material compared to anything else she had available on this world, which brought a faint smile to her face.




It was times like these that Taylor was glad she had projects like these to distract her from life. The talk with her father had gone both better and worse than she had expected. Better in that she was no longer grounded, and worse because she’d agreed to get his actual okay before going out in her armor unless it was a true emergency. True emergencies being defined on a list that was currently in her dad’s top desk drawer and being depressingly small. There might also have been some discussion about keeping him updated on what she was working on. Especially if she worked on a new suit. Bleh.




Taylor sighed. Back to thinking about her armor, not her nearly non-existent personal life. Could she afford the time it would take for Adamantium? While she loved the idea of having the durability of a real suit of armor, she really couldn’t afford to wait while JARVIS finished the mixing, pouring, and molding of a completely new set of armor panels. Rather, she needed a version of her armor as soon as possible so that she could begin a dialogue with New Wave. Somehow, Taylor didn’t think she’d particularly impress Brandish or Lady Photon if she just showed up as herself. And they were important to some of her long term plans. Not irreplaceable, but still…




Taylor’s attention was distracted by a voice.




“Miss Hebert? I must interrupt you. Miss Trish is incapacitated.”




Taylor’s head came up. “Wait… What happened?”




JARVIS’ voice was full of concern as he said, “She overextended her ability and it caused what I believe is referred to as a backfire. Near the end, she was crying and there was blood mixed with her tears. She did manage to take QT before she lost consciousness.”




Taylor stood up, truly alarmed now. “Trish is unconscious? Where is she?”




“Her office, Miss.”




Taylor didn’t waste another moment, running through the halls towards Trish’s office.







Trish groaned, as she rolled over, the faint light touching her eyes and sending little fingers of agony probing into her temples. The last thing she remembered had been getting the answer she’d long sought, then pain had finally overwhelmed her. A voice interrupted her thoughts.




“How are you feeling?”




Trish opened her eyes to Taylor’s worried face before her mind felt crushed, so overwhelmed that for a moment her sanity teetered on a razor’s thin edge. The answers her power sought splintered against something so vast and incomprehensible that she felt her mind literally being torn asunder. Desperately, Trish managed to blink, shutting off the flow of her power.




Then it was just Taylor staring down at her. Just Taylor, with no Godlike being hovering protectively at her shoulder. Trish blinked again and the thought was simply gone. Once more, and not even a memory of the event remained, except there was a sensation inside of Trish that knew it would be best not to attempt to use her power on Taylor ever again, even by accident. That, and knowledge that there was a brief gap in her memories.




Another blink, and Trish knew that she could now easily shut off her power at will. How she knew was… oh. She knew because she’d had a second trigger event. How… oh. The answers seemed to flow into her mind.




Trish realized she’d almost died yesterday. It had been a very near thing, despite the QT. And despite the second trigger that had occurred, likely saving her life, as it appeared to have at least partially kept her brain from simply dissolving into sludge as the weakened nerve cells broke apart under the stress.




“Trish?” Taylor sounded worried, but Trish refused to probe even the model of her friend that she had so carefully constructed. Not after… whatever had happened. In the light of her new found knowledge, the gap in her memories was frightening. It also highlighted just dangerous it would be to try to Think about Taylor.




Instead, Trish talked to her. And listened as Taylor told her what had happened.




An arterial embolism. That was the term for what she’d done to herself. It had been located inside the structure of her brain and should have killed her. The explanation was true, that Trish intrinsically understood. JARVIS alerting Taylor when he did had helped, as Tony had a surprising amount of medical knowledge. Well, that and a steady diet of QT.




The little white pills could literally regenerate nervous tissue, even the delicate and tiny nuclei that made up the medulla, thalamus, and hypothalamus of the brain. If you took enough of it. Trish had received the equivalent of a hundred of the tiny pills dissolved in a bag of saline solution or so Taylor had told her.




QT had healed her brain and left her tingling all over as her nervous system was tuned up. It had also brought home just how dangerous her power could be. Especially with her second trigger event. Because now she wasn’t going to get the same kind of warnings that she’d gotten before. Trish could already see that, as the answer came to her with almost no thought.




Before, crippling migraines had disabled Trish before she could do much damage to herself. No doubt, cumulatively she wasn’t doing herself any favors, as five to ten years down the road she would have suffered a variety of brain-involved issues. Okay, make that six point seven one six years at the rate she had been abusing her power before.




Now, Trish could focus her power long past the point that it would have killed her before and keep going until she literally dropped dead. Her second trigger had seemingly removed the built in protections that pain provided.




“How is your power feeling?”




Trish felt an instinctive feral grin start to form, before smoothing it away. “I triggered again.” She met the eyes of the girl sitting next to the bed. There was an awareness there that Trish didn’t need her power to read. Taylor knew.




Taylor shrugged. “Yeah, I figured. After I dosed you with the QT, I built a scanner and took a look at your brain to make sure it wasn’t going to explode or anything. Your Corona Pollentia was different. And you were healing faster than just the QT accounted for. I figured that you triggered again.”




Trish stared off into space. “Interesting.”




“You need to be careful. We’ll test your ability when you feel better, but until then, try not to push it. If it doesn’t hurt you anymore, it’s likely you don’t have any protections against overuse. You could just drop dead from Thinking.”




Trish frowned. “Gee, thanks. That’s so reassuring.”




Taylor grinned. “You’re welcome.”




Both of their minds seemed to come to the same conclusion however regarding the effect that massive doses of QT might have as far as allowing Trish to extend her ability.




“What if I keep a QT—”




“Actually, QT could be your safety—”




Both stopped talking. Then Taylor took over, somehow making Trish feel like the younger of the two of them as she said, “You’re not going to risk yourself by overusing your ability. QT regenerates nerve tissue, but whether it could do so fast enough to keep you alive if you badly overextend yourself is unknown. Maybe we can do some tests in the future as to just how effective it would be. But for now, emergency use only. Understood?”




“Yes, mom.”




For a moment a wistful look crossed Taylor face, making Trish feel like an utter shit for reminding the other girl that her mother was dead. Then it receded, replaced by a fond smile. “Idiot,” she stated, reaching over and taking Trish’s hand. “Do you even know how much I’d miss you if something happened to you? So no risking yourself. Okay?”




Chastened, Trish nodded silently. It was nice holding Taylor’s hand. It felt like family, something Trish was unfamiliar with. It was the same when Danny hugged her. She knew that Danny cared about her. And apparently, so did Taylor.




Over the rest of the day, Trish slowly and carefully tested her abilities, careful not to overextend herself. The second trigger had done far more than just partially heal her. One thing it had done was to extend her ability in a strange and wonderful way, certain built in limitations now gone.




Trish could now see some things that she’d only been able to infer before. Small bits of data now gave her rock solid answers. A glance at a person showed everything about them, from how they were feeling, to their bank account passwords, almost as if she were reading their minds. Not that different from before, but a little stronger, a little better. Now, there was no scattering effect of increasingly different answers based upon bad initial information. Trish either had the answer, or she knew she didn’t. No more frustrations from beating her head against a wall of information that wouldn’t yield the answers she needed, instead leading her increasingly far afield as she chased the Golden Snitch.




A few more minor tests over the course of the day had shown her just how easily she now controlled her power, although to be truthful, Trish felt far too vulnerable with it turned completely off.




Trish blinked sleepily, enjoying the feeling of being pain-free. The events of the day had tired her out far more than she had expected. She had barely gotten out of bed, mostly just to use the bathroom. Taylor had brought her lunch and dinner and served it on a TV tray so that Trish could eat in bed.




Taylor. Her best friend. Trish rubbed away the frown creasing her features as she considered the unfairness of still not being able to comprehend what had happened to Taylor; what the girl had become, even after experiencing a second trigger event. But that brief look upon awakening had been enough to caution even her from ever trying again.




Whatever protected Taylor Hebert from being seen by Precogs and understood by Thinkers was simply too powerful to be circumvented by the abilities of ‘mere’ Parahumans. That was one fact that Trish was absolutely certain of. A person would have to be a fool to try to use their ability more than once on Taylor, and one thing Trish wasn’t was a fool.




Later that night, Trish snuggled into her pillow and fell asleep, vague dreams of a being too vast for mortal consciousnesses to comprehend troubling her. Then they, too, faded into oblivion, leaving her at peace.




When she awoke the next morning, Trish had a smile on her face as she contemplated what she needed to do about Coil.







Taylor worked grimly on the connections on her newest suit. It actually very much resembled her first suit, primarily because it was mostly made up of leftover parts from it. The only changes she was making were to the power system, most particularly to the energy capacitance system, to the output of the weapons and shields, and to the computational power in the form of carbon-based processors.




“Taylor, walk me through this again.”




Inwardly, she winced, but allowed no hint of her resentment to cross her face. After all, she’d made the bargain. Now she had to live with it. “Well, Dad, I figured out a cheap and easy way of increasing the capacitance of my armor by more than fifty times. It was two thousand and twenty-five gigajoules, or roughly two terajoules, with an absolute cap of around ten times that. Now, it’s at one hundred terajoules with an even greater cap.”




Danny Hebert nodded his head in understanding. “I take it that is a lot better than before.” From his expression, a sudden thought had occurred to him. “Is it close to what… Tony Stark had?”




Taylor shook her head regretfully. “Nah, it’s just a drop in the bucket compared to what Tony had built into some of his later armors, but it’ll do until I’ve got the time and money to build a magnetic flux capacitance system for energy storage. That’ll allow me to finally enter exajoule territory. But by then I’ll need another power source, new weapon’s systems…” Her voice trailed off as she thought about what she’d need for a real set of armor, including a far more lethal weapon mix than anything Tony would have gone for.




Danny frowned. “An exajoule is a thousand petajoules…”




Taylor finished up for him. “And a petajoule is a thousand terajoules which is a thousand gigajoules. Basically, my first armor had about two petajoules of useful capacitance, as trying to raise it more threatened to overwhelm a lot of systems. It was so little that I was still figuring things in gigajoules and gigawatts, just to make it easier to explain it to everyone else.”




Worry briefly shadowed Danny’s eyes as he said, “Exajoules sound scary. That’s a lot of energy flying around if things get dangerous. What if your armor gets damaged?”




Taylor shrugged. “It won’t blow up. I do have fail safes. Plus, it could save my life. Dad, my armor is going to be a lot better now, just because I can up the weapons and shields tremendously. Not to mention carbon chips! Can you say JARVIS on board?”




A dry voice sounded over her lab’s speakers, “Oh, the unmitigated joy of it.”




Taylor grinned. JARVIS would enjoy it, despite his acting the grouch. After all, who wouldn’t enjoy riding aboard her far more powerful and versatile armor?




After all, it wasn’t just the computational power going up. She would be upping the weapons and shields. Definitely. Her armor would now be able to power twenty petawatt repulsors, particle cannons, and shields. Well, at least as long as any shields that strong were set to burst mode. Meaning that for brief seconds of time, during blows from Endbringers, for example, her armor would channel at least twenty petawatts through the force fields emitters.




Otherwise, the shields would default to “only” a hundred and twenty gigawatts. Plus even if they were overwhelmed, the shield emitters would still be fine, strong enough to take the blow and reset. That is, assuming she survived the same blow that knocked down her shields. Taylor frowned, thinking about the Simurgh and her ridiculous telekinesis. Still, these shields should be able to stand up to even that amount of force. In theory, that is.




Even better, since Taylor had finally solved the carbon chip issues, JARVIS would be able to produce enough of them that she would be incorporating them into this set of armor. Which meant having him able to piggyback in her armor at all times, as well as run the drones, thereby increasing her combat effectiveness by several orders of magnitude.




Which was good, as human reflexes were simply incapable of effectively using burst mode shields, the time between shield failure and reinforcement sometimes being measured only in microseconds. While that would be like days to JARVIS, the only way that Taylor could actively use them would be if she developed and injected herself with the Extremis Virus, something she was far from ready to do. Actually, she was unlikely to ever choose to do that since there were so many better paths to similar capabilities. Paths that Tony had never taken.




Sometimes, Taylor could barely understand the choices that Tony Stark had made and she had his memories to show why he’d done the things he did. Still, sharing his memories and intellect didn’t mean the two of them thought alike, something becoming increasingly clear the more time went by. Taylor placed a higher priority on items that were more effective in helping the world as a whole, while Tony had made things that aided in his endless pursuit of wealth and personal aggrandizement. Period.




Additionally, as regards combat, Tony was very much focused on just his armor with no other real dilutions of his efforts. Taylor, on the other hand, used anything and everything that made her more dangerous and increased her survivability, from adding more lethal weapons to her armor, in this case particle cannons, to using massive numbers of drones to help in fights.




Why Tony hadn’t thought to use drones in his battles with his various foes, Taylor had no idea. Instead, he’d built literally hundreds of suits of armor, many of them he’d never used, or used once at most. Since a suit of armor cost as much as three dozen drones at a bare minimum, while often possessing only half the combat effectiveness, it was definitely not because the armor was the more cost effective of the two.




No, thinking about the man she’d come to know from his memories, Taylor had to conclude that Tony was an egocentric adrenaline junkie, who simply couldn’t stand not to be the center of attention. He didn’t want help because he didn’t want to share the credit for the result.




Her lips curved slightly as Taylor contemplated just how a man like Tony Stark functioned as a member of a team like the Avengers. Egotistical and a party animal, while at the same time, a desperate loner in the innermost depths of his mind, Tony seemed like a truly odd fit to such a group. And at times, he had been. Just ask the female members of the team, many of who had dated him (or those male members who had dated them, at times dealing with the fallout).




As she shook her head, the smile Taylor wore was likely as indulgent as the smiles of the myriad women who had littered the landscape of Tony’s life. Because despite everything that she knew, and she pretty much knew everything, she found Tony Stark to still be a likable person. Certainly she liked him. Her dad… not so much.




No, Taylor saw past the public persona Tony had assumed to the real person he was underneath. Oftentimes angry, other times surprisingly shy, the real Tony Stark shared very little with the person he projected to the world. His memories revealed a man who’d been shockingly sensitive until an insensitive world had beaten the majority of it out of him. Until he was more than sufficiently tough and jaded to first function, then excel, in an at best indifferent world.




Knowing how badly Tony had hurt inside at not being able to save his world just made Taylor all the more determined to save her own. To show that no matter what Tony Stark had been, he’d been capable of more than he’d accomplished. That she wanted the same thing for herself, and the people she cared for was a huge bonus.




Her thoughts were interrupted by her dad’s voice, “Penny for them.”




Taylor smiled as she met her dad’s calm gaze. “I don’t think you’d agree that they were worth a penny if you knew what I was thinking about.”




A faint expression of distaste crossed Danny’s face. “Tony, huh?”




“Yeah. I was just… thinking about how different he and I are, while at the same time, somewhat similar. Both of us want the same things in general, mainly keeping the people in our lives safe, but we go about achieving it a lot differently.”




From Danny’s expression, he didn’t agree, but he also didn’t say it. Instead, he made his goodbyes until the next time he decided to interrupt and inspect her work. Which would be anytime he wanted and likely twice as often whenever she was working on her armor.




After all, she’d told JARVIS to be completely honest with her dad if he were asked what she was working on. It was all part of the bargain they’d made.




Grimly determined, Taylor went back to work. After all, neither her armor nor the half a dozen other items she was working on would build themselves.







Jin Lee peered into the shadowy depths of yet another room, trying to discern something of its purpose when he heard the voice coming from behind him.




“Hey, what are you doing in here?”




Jin spun at the question, swiftly bowing low to the shockingly young girl who confronted him. He didn’t know her status, but many of the Gaijin who haunted the place in which he’d found employment seemed very young to him even though he, himself, had only seen twenty years pass.




He was even more surprised when the girl returned his bow with a much shallower one that indicated her higher status, although her hands at sides in the masculine style was odd. Even odder was her response in slightly rusty Japanese.




“Why are you here in this place, honored worker?”




Jin quickly bowed again before replying, “I have lost my way and seek knowledge of my location, honored miss.”




The girl merely nodded this time and stepped forward, closely examining Jin’s security badge. It allowed him to take a careful look at her, although he was careful not to seem to stare.




The girl had long curly dark hair framing a thin face with a wide mouth. The glasses that covered large, hazel eyes, coupled with the white lab coat she wore, gave her an appearance not too different from some of the characters in the Manga that Jin liked to read .




From so close, she also looked even more absurdly young that she had at a distance, even though she was perhaps an inch taller than Jin, making her quite tall for such a young woman. She also bore a badge that was white, with the only words on it being her name and title, which was merely “Research Manager”. Whether that meant a research manager, or the research manager, Jin didn’t know.




The girl’s voice was polite as she again spoke in Japanese, her accent now more confident, “You have stumbled into a more secure area than you have authorization for. I will provide you an escort to your work station.”




Jin bowed low again. “I thank you for your assistance, Kacho-san. May I ask your name so that I may thank you formally?”




The girl nodded back. “I am Taylor Hebert.”




Jin, recognizing the surname as the same as the CEO of HTech, bowed again slightly lower. “I am honored to meet you, Hebert-kacho. I thank you for your aid. I am Jin Lee.”




The girl waved towards an object that had somehow silently approached them and was now floating just above and behind her. “I am honored to meet you, Lee-san. This drone will lead you back to your work station. Goodbye.”




Jin bowed again as the girl turned and left. He eyed the meter in diameter drone with some trepidation, but followed when it merely began to float off. This was clearly one of the security drones about which he’d heard. It didn’t look dangerous, but looks could be deceiving, as Jin well knew. Bakuda didn’t look dangerous, but after his master, Jin feared her the most of any of the elite that ruled the ABB. But then again, she was completely mad, only kept in line by her own fear of their master.




Jin shook his head. More important to him at the moment was his mission, not the deadly creatures that infested his gang. He focused a moment on the young girl who had just confronted him.




Was the girl the daughter of the company CEO, Hebert-shacho? If so, would her discovery of him in a place where he should not be cause him problems? Jin didn’t know and it worried him. She hadn’t truly scolded him and had been very kind and polite, even speaking to him in his native language, which was a surprise. Not many Gaijin knew Japanese. Of those that did, most did not speak it with so little accent.




Of course, her knowledge of the customs of his homeland was incomplete, as shown by her usage of only masculine gestures. Still, it was impressive. As were her responsibilities for her young age.




However, meeting the girl had not helped Jin to accomplish his mission. He’d been stopped short of penetrating deeply into this area of the research facility. Worse, he’d already been here for three days and was no closer to discovering the object that Empire 88 sought and which his master required that he take from them than when he’d started. For a moment, Jin contemplated the girl who he’d met. Perhaps Taylor Hebert would know of what object Kaiser sought? After all, she was a supervisor in the research branch of HTech.




Then he shook his head in despair. No, the girl was far too young to be trusted with such secrets, no matter her talent or family connections. He was rapidly running out of options. As he stared at the wall of the elevator, Jin began to feel a sense of resignation. He did not believe he would survive the accounting that his master would require of him. No, it was all too likely that in a mere two days, he would be dead.




Not that he truly feared death. No, Jin had long since made peace with the idea that he would die young. The problem lay in the fact that if he could but live a little while longer, he could provide a larger nest egg for his family. The same family that had fueled the ambition he had shown for moving up in the ABB. More responsibility meant more money. And yes, more risk, but with the leadership of Lung, who feared mere men, even if they also possessed powers? Jin certainly hadn’t.




Now he knew it wasn’t other men he needed to fear, rather instead the man he called master.




Currently, it appeared to have been a mistake for him to accept more of a leadership role with the ABB. Jin was under no illusions what Lung would do to him should he fail utterly. But there were different degrees of failure. Even if he failed to procure the object, so long as he denied it to Lung’s enemies, might not his master be inclined to be merciful?




So be it. If he was unable to find this sought after object by the time of the raid, the mission would have to change. Instead of an all out search, he and his men would deny Kaiser and his Empire any chance to obtain it. No matter what it took.




Jin stared off into the distance as the elevator doors opened, absently noting the points to which incendiaries would need to be attached. After all, you don’t work with a mad bomber like Bakuda without learning something of her art. Plus, if he asked in a flattering manner, she would help him, her ego, and a shared fear of their master fueling their cooperation.




Resigned, Jin nodded to himself. Yes, in two days time, HTech would burn.







Jim Nelson wiped sweat from his eyes as he finished helping maneuver the multi-ton slab of iron onto the flatbed at the edge of the docks. While the crane had done the bulk of the work, it was still up to men to make sure the immense piece of metal was properly situated for its journey to its new home. The only way to do that was the traditional one of muscle and sweat. Even in the cool morning air that March brought to Brockton Bay, his shirt stuck to him like a second layer of skin.




After unfastening the hoist cables, Jim grinned and sent a quick thumbs up to the crane operator to move onto the next piece that had just been liberated by the cutting crew. He and his crew watched with bemused self interest as the tall crane moved back towards the nearby ship which was currently a hive of activity. Jim doubted that there had been this many men working on it when it was being constructed.




Of course, now what was happening was the opposite of construction, as men with fire and force slowly tore apart what had once been a sturdy lady of the seas. Not a prima donna like the cruise ships, or a monster such as the now increasingly rare supertankers, the roughly five hundred foot long freighter that they were disassembling had been a workhorse, which had delivered a respectable amount of cargo in her day. Sadly, she’d been hard aground these last several years, ever since the docks had closed down and the brief, but violent rebellion of men that Jim had once worked with had taken place.




That had been a time of fear and uncertainty as a way of life ended and a city slowly began to die, its lifeblood siphoned away by other ports that somehow had maintained their viability when Brockton Bay had not. Jim, a twenty year veteran of the Dockworker’s Union, had witnessed the slow and steady decline of shipping as the Endbringer Leviathan had made the world’s oceans a dangerous place.




Jim shivered slightly despite the heat as he contemplated the inhuman horror of the Endbringers. In the end, Leviathan had merely destroyed a few hundred ships, only a drop in the bucket compared to the numbers that had formerly plied their trade routes. But fear of the unknown had done what sheer destruction could not, putting companies out of business and men out of a job.




Now only a handful of shipping companies maintained fleets, typically crewed by citizens of third world countries, such as the Philippines, who desperately needed the work. If some of the ships in those fleets occasionally disappeared, it was no worse than it had been three hundred years ago when pirates and storms had taken a similar toll.




Jim shook his head, trying to dispel his fanciful mood. In the end, he was just glad of having work after so many months of just getting by. So many times he’d almost left Brockton Bay, but in the end, it was his home. He, too, had been tempted by a job with one of the myriad gangs he shared the city with like so many younger guys who had compromised their morals to put food on their family’s plates. Jim had always resisted, but at times, it had been a near thing.




Still, the Bay had provided in the end. That the provision had come in the form of a new company which wanted the raw materials of the Ship Graveyard had come as a surprise. That Danny Hebert, a man Jim had known since high school, was the head of that same company, was an even bigger surprise.




You could have pushed Jim over with a feather when he’d found out from Pete and Jerry that the Union had landed a contract that would likely provide work for the foreseeable future, literally years in this case. Then there had been the little tidbit that it was a new start up company located in Brockton Bay that was the source. Finally, almost as an afterthought, Pete had dropped the bomb that Danny was the CEO of HTech, the company in question.




How had ol’ Danny landed such a cushy job, Jim wondered for the umpteenth time as he silently waited for the next load of iron which was finally starting to rise from the slightly skeletal ship? That the man he’d known for so many years would give his all to his new job, just as he’d done for the Dockworker’s Union all these years, was a given. Still, Danny’s hiring came as a surprise.




Less of a surprise was that Danny wouldn’t forget about old friends, immediately sliding work their way. Jim had also heard that HTech had hired several of the younger guys as well as a few of the older, more skilled ones to work their assembly lines, paying pretty good money. He’d even contemplated joining them, confident that he could do the job, and knowing he had an in because of knowing the CEO.




In the end, though, Jim had stayed on the Docks. Like the Bay, it was his home. If the work here ever ceased, he might leave, but nothing else would persuade him to turn away. And if the money at HTech was good, so was the money for salvage jobs like this one. No, here Jim would stay, putting his all into his work, and hoping that someday, his city would be even more lively than it was today.




Jim’s thoughts were interrupted by a nasal voice coming from behind him.




“What the fuck? What’re you cunts doing in our place?”




Jim turned to see several of his crew eyeing a specimen of humanity so filthy that it was hard to tell where dirt left off and skin began. What skin wasn’t covered by dirt wore tattoos, many of them vulgar and disgusting. Jim shook his head as he waited to see if what could only be a member of the Merchants spoke again. He didn’t have long to wait.




“Fuck this and fuck you! This is our place! Get the fuck out, you douche bags!”




A couple of Jim’s men began to mutter a bit at that insult. Was the dirty asexual being in front of him that stupid, he wondered? Maybe drugs had addled the… man’s brains until he couldn’t form a coherent thought. Regardless, he had made a mistake by confronting the burly workers that slowly surrounded him. It wouldn’t be the first time, nor the last, that they’d laid a beating on someone like him.




No, Jim thought, not completely stupid. He watched as the Merchant’s eyes widened in fear as he realized he was surrounded. Then bravado once more took the place of common sense and he yelled again, “Fuckin’ shits! Skidmark’s goin’ to fuck you up if you don’t get the fuck out of here! Dirty shit tur—”




Jim watched dispassionately as Billy and Capper knocked the Merchant down, then began putting the boots to him. It wasn’t the first clash between the Union and one of the gangs, and likely wouldn’t be the last. Most of them had come against the Merchants, but occasionally members of the ABB or Empire 88 had tried to move into the territory here at the Docks.




Fights between a group of men who held a deepset, simmering rage at not knowing where the next meal to feed their family was going to come from, against those who were perceived as being part of the problem, happened on a regular basis. The Union usually gave better than it received, its members big, muscular men who had worked hard all of their lives. That physicality, coupled with their intense anger, gave them a decent edge over their opponents. Of course, when the Parahumans got involved, which had so far only happened once, the tables were turned.




Unfortunately for the Merchant who was currently curled up in a ball and trying to avoid the worst of the kicks aimed his way, today wasn’t one of those days. Jim watched in satisfaction a moment longer before calling them off, “Billy! Capper! Load coming in!”




The two men satisfied themselves with a final kick apiece and walked back to the group waiting as the next multi-ton slab of steel was lowered towards the flatbed. Jim started to join them, then hesitated next to the bloody Merchant who lay on the ground groaning with a theatrical loudness.




Jim leaned down slightly to speak to the man. “Don’t come back here again, son, or you’ll get worse. And you can tell Skidmark that he doesn’t own the Docks. Or the Ship Graveyard. The Docks are ours. And the Graveyard’s being salvaged by HTech. So you and your scummy boss can just go fuck off. Got it?”




For emphasis, he stepped on the hand that had started to extend its middle finger his way. Something broke under his size thirteen Timberland’s and the Merchant made a sobbing, begging noise that Jim interpreted as agreement. With a final glare at the wreck of a human being who slowly began crawling away, he joined his men, gripping the steel still hot from the torches with his thick work gloves, trying to wrestle it into submission. As something ugly slowly relaxed its grip on his soul, Jim decided that today was truly a good day.







Sherrel stopped welding a moment as she heard the rage-filled diatribe happening a few dozen feet away.




“…fuckin’ ass shit fuck whores. Goddamn fuck shits! Mother fucker! Ass turd lickin’ faggots dipped in snot and fed to fuckin’ shit eatin’ pigs! Muther fuckin’ cum drippin’ douche bags! Fuckin’ stinkin’ cooter plugs! Fuck!”




Sherrel carefully climbed down from her perch on her latest creation. “Skidmark, honey, what’s wrong?”




Mad eyes stared at her as his stringy dreads swung wildly. “Those cunts down at tha Docks! They fucked up Dung when he went to tell ’em to clear out. Fucked him bad! They dissed us, Squeals, the Merchants! They dissed me! Arrrggghhh!” He kicked a chair and sent it flying, then ran up and did it again, blue bands sailing out just before his foot made contact, so that the chair had triple the velocity of the first kick, leaving it shattered against the nearest wall.




Sherrel felt her own angry start to simmer as she contemplated Skidmark’s words. “What do you want to do?”




Skidmark shouted, “I want to fuck them up! I want to knock their teeth out and send those fuckers flyin’ like fuckin’ rice at a fuckin’ weddin’! I want to fuck those sloppy cunt faces in the ass so hard they bleed for a fuckin’ month! Fuck them all! Fuck! Fuck!” He jumped on the black couch and lying face down, began savagely punching it, screaming out his rage the entire time.




Sherrel felt uneasy, despite her own slowly growing anger. She couldn’t ever remember seeing Skid so upset. She was careful not to get too close or he might take it out on her as the most convenient target.




It took almost ten minutes before Skidmark’s fit of rage began to pass. Finally, he raised his head and stared at Sherrel.




“I want to fuck up those cunts at the dock tonight. I want to burn down the Docks and every cunt fucker one of them there. They’ll need shit bags when we’re through with them. Got me?”




Sherrel started to nod, then paused. “Uhh, Skids?”




“Yeah?”




“They’ll all be home by tonight. Less you plan to start burnin’ down the neighborhoods, we’ll miss them all.”




Skidmark abruptly stood up and seemed to cross the room in an instant, aided by yet another band of blue, before roughly grabbing her arm. For a moment, Sherrel thought Skidmark was going to hit her as the fingers of his free hand spasmed. It wouldn’t be the first time, after all. His intense stare, made far scarier by his blown pupils, met her own. “What’s your idea?”




What idea, she wondered? Taking another look at his eyes, Sherrel thought fast. Tentatively, she said, “We could fuck up that place that’s making this happen. That company that they’re talkin’ about. HTech. That’s it. Fuck that place up bad. Burn it down.”




Skidmark’s free hand rose to squeeze her throat. “You got a rig ready?”




Sherrel knew what he wanted to hear. And, after all, it would be mostly ready by tonight. “It’s ready.”




Skidmark ground himself against her, a smile creasing his features. “That’s what we’ll do, then. Burn that place down. We burn ’em and beat ’em and fuck ’em in the ass. We can get those Dock fuckers later. Fuck yeah. Good job, Squealer baby”




Almost casually he pushed Sherrel to her knees. She knew what he wanted and unzipping him, quickly took him into her mouth. A sense of relief far outweighed the rank flavor. Violence had been averted for now.




A few minutes later, Sherrel rose to her feet, wiping her mouth. Skidmark’s face was far more relaxed now. His manic grin was calmer as well. Then he shook all over like a dog. Slowly a more focused look came over his face as he patted Sherrel on the ass, hurrying her on her way. “Go and get your big rig ready. We’re going to fuck up those greasy-ass shit-fucks tonight! Oh yeah we are!”




Skidmark jumped onto a nearby table and began to shout, “Gather around, ya shit bricks! We’re going out…”




Sherrel blocked out the rest of Skidmark’s diatribe, anxious to hurry and finish her ride. It was the biggest and most badass truck yet, although she already had plans for something bigger and nastier in her head.




As she tightened a coupling, blueprints for something resembling a land yacht began to dance in front of her eyes. It would fast, large, and powerful. Maybe she could even get that camouflage to work? No. Grimly, Sherrel shook her head. It would need to wait for now. But only for now. Soon, she would build it. Maybe beginning even as early as tomorrow.







On a throne of iron, a man sat brooding, his chin resting on his right palm. He should have been dwarfed by the structure upon which he rested, but somehow managed to dominate the area through his sheer presence. It was something that he made sure of every day. “Are you certain, my friend?”




The shirtless man nodded and spoke, “Ja, Herr Kaiser. Our spy within their ranks has provided confirmation. The ABB moves tonight.”




Kaiser continued to consider the matter. There were advantages and disadvantages to both action and inaction. But in the end, he could not allow a loss of face to the subhumans. No, Lung and his ilk could not be allowed to triumph. Plus, the prize was simply too valuable to be lost to them.




Standing, Kaiser commanded, “Stormtiger, take Cricket and as many men as you deem necessary. Provide the subhumans a lesson. Show no mercy. Teach them through blood and pain and loss that the Empire is not to be trifled with.” He considered, then added, “If you come across the person we are seeking, bring them to me.”




Stormtiger waited a few seconds, and when no more orders were forthcoming, raised his right hand in a gesture recognized the world over. Then with a nod to Cricket, he strode off with her following behind.




A slow smile creased Kaiser’s face. Tonight’s mission would be a resounding success. The Beast would not stir for so trivial a mission and the ABB members there would wither without Parahuman support. Empire 88 would emerge from the chaos looking more dominant than ever. Face would be gained in the endless war of oneupmanship they carried on against the other Parahuman gangs.




If the Protectorate stirred, they would likely be ineffectual. But just to make sure, Kaiser decided he would help his people by creating a diversion. “Menja, Fenja, I have a mission for you…”







Jin had volunteered to work an extra shift that night. Many workers did so to earn overtime so it was nothing unusual. Now, as he stared out at the bustling floor of the factory where so many were still working, he felt a pang of regret for the path his life had taken.




For a moment, he wished more than anything that this was his life. That he could work at a normal job and come home to his family afterwards. That his joys were ordinary ones, not the highs and lows of gang life. Jin felt a deepening sadness, as he realized that this existence would never be his.




Jin had chosen his path two years before when he’d joined the ABB rather than accept yet another beating by gang members. His first meeting with Lung had hammered home that he had closed off all other avenues. His master, Lung, the living dragon, had left him awed and terrified him from that initial meeting. Jin could no more disobey his master than empty the oceans with a bucket.




Tonight, he would pay the price for both his fear and his loyalty.




Jin had spread the strange organic explosives he’d gotten from Bakuda around the plant, partially for cover and partially as a distraction, as there was not enough to truly destroy the place. He’d had to sacrifice his lunch and dinner hours to do so and now his stomach rumbled noisily. After all, doing so had taken all of the spare time from both shifts. But the slimy explosives with their tiny detonators were all in place and ready for the next step.




Jin nervously fingered the smooth metal of the transmitter in his pocket. His men would arrive in less than thirty minutes. At the designated time, he would begin detonating the explosives, both providing them with an in, as well as a distraction.




His men would penetrate the factory, installing their own greater loads of explosives and detonators, while Jin searched for the object of his master’s desire. Then, at the designated time, they would run, as would he. Except that as he left, Jin would detonate all of the remaining explosives, destroying the entire factory complex and killing anyone left inside.




It was a messy plan and one with tremendous collateral damage. But Jin knew that it was his only chance for survival. If he found the object he sought, then it was all to the good, and he would not need to destroy everything. But no matter what, Jin had to deny the object to his master’s enemies.




If the object was destroyed, his master might be merciful. Should Empire 88 recover the object, his life would not be worth a pig’s fart.




With one final look at the men and women around him, many of whom would die shortly, Jin turned to his foreman and bowed, asking, “May I use the bathroom, Reiser-san?”




The supervisor, whose security tag read Paul Reiser, frowned but nodded. “Go ahead, Lee. You sure you’re feeling okay? You’ve spent a lot of time in the crapper today.”




Jin nodded, then bowed again. “I apologize, Reiser-san. I will work harder to make up for it when I return.”




Paul Reiser waved his apology off, his look one of concern. “No worries, Lee. Just take care of yourself.”




Jin turned and made his way across the factory floor to the area that held the restrooms. The only concession he’d made to keeping the death toll among his fellow workers down was that he would first detonate the explosives he’d planted on the far side of the factory floor, among the finished merchandise there. That would hopefully funnel the men and women working here out the exits. If not…




Jin shrugged. He couldn’t protect everyone. Slipping into an unoccupied stall, he pulled the transmitter, which most resembled a flat pack of gum, from his pocket. With a final glance at his watch, he squeezed the first of several pieces, listening for the loud sound of a detonation.




WHUMPH!




And so it began.







Taylor almost nodded off as she welded the last of the armor pieces together using a chem catalyst welder. It was soothing to do simple work using just her hands and muscles, work that she could do in her sleep. Work that didn’t require any thought beyond an understanding of how to put together a multi-million dollar suit of highly advanced combat armor.




Of course, when she thought about it that way, it wasn’t soothing at all. With a frown, she turned her focus to the task at hand. While JARVIS could likely do a slightly more precise job, he was busy working on the drones for both the factory, as well as the more advanced drones that were being built to aid her.




Glancing towards the automated machinery that dominated all of one end of her lab, Taylor could see yet another of the powerful drones that protected HTech float off of the assembly line. This one would be heading off to one of the three satellite factories that HTech was building in towns that were at least a hundred miles inland from Brockton Bay.




After much thought and argument between the three of them, Taylor, Trish, and Danny had decided that putting all of their eggs in one basket was insane. So HTech had purchased factory facilities in three much smaller cities and was slowly converting them to make the company’s products.




One would produce drones, another the psionic dampeners, while the third had not been set. But Taylor was certain—




Her thoughts were interrupted by the dull boom of an explosion. Taylor felt a sinking feeling in her stomach as Tony’s memories supplied the likely cause. Planted explosives.




Taylor’s eyes quickly glanced around the lab, then she grabbed the first thing she thought she could use, a forearm assembly from the partially built suit in front of her. She gave a quick, regretful glance towards the almost finished armor, then shook her head. No point in dwelling on might have beens, she decided.




After a quick check to make sure it could actually fire, energy supplied by two ARC reactors on either side of the armor module’s wrist, Taylor placed her hand and forearm into the thirty pound module. With a grunt, she heaved it up. Then, without a backward glance, Taylor headed towards the source of the explosion.









Chapter Twenty-one—Hard Choices



“JARVIS, what the hell is going on?” Taylor asked as she headed out the door. She was moving at around a jog, the forearm module simply too heavy to allow her to sprint with it. Still, she was loath to leave it behind as that would leave her unarmed. Right now, she was cursing the fact that she hadn’t taken a few hours at some point to build a repulsor rifle or pistol from the plans she’d previously drawn up. But she’d waited because it was part of a future plan that wasn’t going to be executed for at least another month.




Taylor realized that she hadn’t received a reply to her earlier hail. Equally worrying, sirens and strobing lights, both red and yellow, rent the air with light and noise. More frantically, she called, “JARVIS! Are you there?”




Taylor stopped and called for him three more times, about to give up when she finally heard his voice. “My apologies, Miss. I was tied up with something, but am here now.”




Later she’d have a talk with him about the delay, indicative of serious facility damage, but for right now, Taylor needed to focus on finding out what was going on. “JARVIS, what were those explosions? What do your sensors show?”




“Miss, if you’ll enable your glasses, I’ll show the areas of the blasts and a photograph of the likely culprit.”




Taylor silently cursed for not already doing so, then blinked her eyes in a certain pattern. A second later, her view through her glasses was overlaid with a heads up display that rivaled the one in her helmet. It even showed the view directly behind her using the sensors from micro-cameras embedded in her earpieces.




Her thoughts were interrupted by JARVIS. “Miss, why are you carrying the forearm assembly for the Mark 3 Prototype?”




Taylor grimaced as she set the incredibly heavy item down a second. Panting slightly from the exertion, she said, “I needed a weapon and this was all I had available.”




There a a patient amusement in the AI’s voice as he requested, “Miss, please return the forearm assembly to its designated location within your laboratory. I have a much better suggestion for personal protection.”




“Fine. This damn thing” pant “is stupidly” pant “heavy” pant.




Taylor finally got the arm assembly back in her laboratory, but left it on the floor rather than slotting it back into its place. That could wait for later. Aware of a need to hurry, she asked, “Okay, JARVIS, what do you have for me?”




“Miss, please check storage drawer B-2. I think you’ll be pleased with what you find.”




Taylor walked over the storage unit and hit the button for the drawer JARVIS had indicated. This was where they were storing all of the smaller prototype units temporarily, until either they sold, licensed, or produced the unit themselves.




As the drawer slid open, Taylor’s eyes immediately fell upon two things. The first was a pistol that looked almost like a phaser out of Star Trek. The other was a larger rifle version of the first that was quite a bit more powerful. Both weapons were from her designs and used repulsor technology to provide a multitude of attack settings ranging from a basic ‘stun’ to blowing holes in reinforced concrete walls. Of course, neither was supposed to have been built for another month. In a tone of wonder, Taylor asked, “JARVIS, when did you have time to complete these?”




“I had a few cycles available at different times over the last couple of weeks, Miss, so I put them to good use on a project that I know is near and dear to your heart.”




Taylor swiftly grabbed both items, slinging the rifle, while holding the repulsor pistol in her hand. She smiled as she stroked the shiny metal of the pistol’s frame before slipping it into the pocket of her lab coat. In a chiding tone, she said, “You know your free time is supposed to be your own, not to be used for my projects. Next time, do something you enjoy that relaxes you.




Mild reproof evident, JARVIS fired back with, “Miss, I find working on these projects quite fulfilling and relaxing. Since my own time is my own time…”




Taylor acknowledged, “Touché, JARVIS. Now tell me where the bad guys are.”




“Two things first, Miss. If you would be so good as to take the remote manipulation kit along. Thank you. And.. ahh, excellent. Now we can proceed.”




Taylor had picked up the kit, only to find herself being shadowed by the two security drones that had taken station above and just behind her. Frowning, she said, “I don’t need a baby sitter, JARVIS. Or, rather, two of them.”




“Yet those drones will be accompanying you at all times, Miss. As will I. Now if you are ready, the most serious penetration of our defenses was at Zone 4 on the main factory floor itself. Three explosions occurred there, both breaching the outer wall, and seriously damaging the networking of the entire building. It would be best if you were to—”




Taylor interrupted him, “Hey, now, none of that. You don’t get to sidetrack me in dealing with the after effects of the bombs. I… wait, have there been any casualties? Were any of our people injured in the blasts?”




“Minor injuries only, Miss. All but a handful have all evacuated to the subbasement shelter you set up. They should be safe within. Unfortunately, I have calculated that there are two more of the bombs still present within the confines of the factory floor. Currently, they are inert, but how long they will stay that way, I do not know. While I have them quarantined by security drones, if they were to detonate, there is still the strong possibility of even more significant damage to our manufacturing capacity.”




Taylor felt her teeth clench and forced herself to relax. This intense desire to be in on the fight was yet another instance of Tony Stark’s memories and personality dominating her own. JARVIS would deal with the invaders much better on his own without having to worry about her personal safety. In a deliberately light tone, she said, “Fine. Lead me to the bombs and I’ll work on disarming them. However, I want you to give me a running commentary on what else is happening around the complex.”




“That is not a problem, Miss Hebert. Now, currently I have two drones at the north fence defending against Stormtiger of Empire 88. He is accompanied by another Parahuman who I have identified as Cricket, as well as a substantial number of nonpowered individuals.”




As Taylor headed towards her area of responsibility, her mind was racing. “Why is Empire 88 attacking us this openly? Also, where is the Protectorate? I’m pretty sure that after that contract we signed to supply them with Psionic Dampeners and security drones, we got bumped to the top of the list as regards response times in emergencies.”




“I have been monitoring PRT and Protectorate frequencies, Miss. Currently, they are dealing with three separate incidents involving Parahumans. At two different locations, Empire 88 members Fenja and Menja have launched attacks, the first against the Merchants, the second against First National Bank. Protectorate members Armsmaster, Velocity, Miss Militia, and Triumph are involved in these incidents. At yet another location, ABB member Oni Lee is involved in a running battle with Protectorate members Assault and Battery. I believe that grenades are involved.”




Taylor’s eyes widened in comprehension even as the sounds of fighting intensified ahead of her. “So it’s an orchestrated distraction then.”




“I believe so. Miss, at this time, it would behoove you to release current restrictions on our security drones as they are not being particularly effective in subduing the various Parahumans and their henchmen that we are facing.”




Taylor ducked around a damaged section of wall. All around her were the effects of the blasts, ranging from things as benign as a mass of scattered papers to several holes with electrical lines sparking within. Shaking her head at the damage, she asked, “What other threats are there besides Stormtiger and Cricket?”




“In addition to them, there are approximately forty-two individuals dressed in ABB colors who are advancing through the south gate which was damaged in the initial blasts. They have overwhelmed the security forces there and are preparing to enter the manufacturing facilities. In addition, a rather large vehicle that I believe is being piloted by Squealer of the Merchants is currently attacking the main gates to the east. Parahumans identified as Skidmark and Mush, also of the Merchants, are accompanying her as well as yet another large group of unpowered human gang members. Fifty-three, in this case.”




Taylor’s mind went into overdrive for a moment as she attempt to assimilate the fact that three different Parahuman gangs were attacking HTech, all at the same time. And they are doing so in the face of resistance against severely crippled drones, that were operating at only eight percent combat effectiveness. Back on March 3, Taylor had implemented a new directive. It’s purpose was to disguise the true capabilities of their own security drones versus the ones they were selling to law enforcement.




The reasoning behind it had come from Trish and Danny, who felt that if they were discovered using extremely advanced and dangerous remote platform technology, it could bring the attention of the PRT and Protectorate down on them. While she herself hadn’t completely agreed with their reasoning, there was precedent for intervention of exactly that nature having occurred in the past. Still, there was a time to be cautious and a time to blow the hell out of the bad guys. Crisply, Taylor stated, “JARVIS, override authorization Delta Beta Delta Alpha Nine Five Six Beta.”




“Understood, Miss. Authorization has been uploaded to all remote combat platforms.”




Taylor hurried towards the, so far, unexploded bombs as JARVIS continued to update her on exactly what was happening with the various Parahumans gangs attacking them.







Stormtiger dodged another ineffectual bolt of energy fired by the rapidly moving drones that weaved around him. He was getting increasingly frustrated as he once again hammered a drone to the ground with a blast of air, the explosive force of his blow dwarfing that of a grenade, only to have it rise again, unharmed.




While the defense drones were not that effective at targeting him, neither was he able to damage them. They were far tougher than he had expected, protected by transparent barriers that only became visible when impacted by his powers. They made hitting the drones’ bodies directly all but impossible.




Ahead of him, their target’s location, the company known as HTech, was severely damaged, as a handful of fires still burning attested to. What exactly had happened, Stormtiger did not know. It did, however, put a great deal of pressure upon he and the other members of the Empire to move quickly to secure the asset. They would also need to seek a faster exit, either to the south or east, as stealth appeared to no longer be an issue.




A strained, raspy voice cried out, “Tiger, behind you!”




He twisted his body as another bolt went through the space his spine had just occupied, Cricket’s warning coming just in time. A quick flick of his wrist, and the drone went spinning off into space as the air around it exploded again. Below him, Cricket and the rest of his men were also having a hard of a time moving forward through the breach in the fence, as they were peppered with taser shots by another of the drones hovering just above them. Three of them had been tagged by the tasers, sending them spasming to the ground, while two others appeared mired in some form of sticky foam.




Stormtiger moved lower, trying to get a closer look, as he noted the way hundreds of sparks seemed to glance off an unseen barrier in front of the drone harassing the others. The majority of his men were supplied with guns, ranging from simple pump action shotguns to assault rifles. Unfortunately, their fire had so far been largely ineffectual against the drones, again because of the forcefields they were equipped with.




Again, he exploded the air surrounding one of the drones, trying to get it behind the forcefield and failing. Still, it was once more driven into the ground. A few seconds later, it rose back into the air and continued its harassment of his troops. Fortunately, his distraction had enabled Cricket to finally a dash past the drones and into the factory building ahead of them through a gaping hole in the wall, while his men continued creeping forward, using whatever cover was available.




Suddenly, the speed of the drones increased significantly, as they began darting from one place to the next almost too fast for the eye to follow. Stormtiger growled in frustration as he realized that just like that all but two of his men were down, entangled in some kind of thick paste. Whatever the stuff was, it definitely was not the PRT’s Containment Foam. Even thicker and stickier, the stuff covered his troops. The more they struggled, the less they were able to move. Even as he noted the fact, his last two troops went down.




Clearly it was up to him to sweep the enemy from the sky. Gritting his teeth, Stormtiger prepared himself to go all out against this annoying enemy. Gathering his power, he readied himself to hit the nearer of the devices harder than ever. Instead, he instinctively flinched as a drone appeared directly in front of him, moving so fast it appeared to almost teleport. A second later, he was falling towards the ground, encased in several layers of the same sticky foam as had done in his men.




Stormtiger’s curses echoed against the uncaring concrete of the surrounding buildings as he futilely struggled to get loose. He hammered compressed air into the foam, not unlike a jackhammer, but unlike the PRT’s containment foam, this refused to liquefy. All around him, he heard noises that sounded remarkably like bug zappers. A few seconds later, he felt a shock like nothing else he’d ever experienced before as everything went black.







“Velocity, get around behind her. Redirect you attack towards her rear.” Colin’s voice was calm as he prepared himself to take advantage of his teammate’s diversion. Because all Velocity’s attack could be was a diversion against someone more than thirty feet tall with the accompanying damage dispersal she possessed. He was fairly sure it was Fenja they were fighting simply because she was using a sword and shield, while her twin used a two handed spear. Not that it really mattered as they needed to contain or at least circumvent her attempted bank robbery.




Fortunately, his teammate’s spoiling attack worked exactly as planned. Just over five seconds later, Velocity hammered two batons into one of the enormous amazon’s Achilles tendons, which must have been at least somewhat painful as the woman spun around and attempted to step on him. It was exactly what Colin had been waiting for and he used the distraction to launch the tip of his halberd directly at the back of the woman’s own head.




Unfortunately, it was as if she had eyes in the back of her head, or more likely excellent combat instincts, honed by hundreds of Parahuman conflicts. Instead of impacting the back of her head, the projectile, still attached by a long chain to his halberd, clanged off Fenja’s oversized shield. Then he was tumbling backwards as the space he’d just occupied was swept by a sword more than twice as long as he was tall.




Still, even as Colin spun head over heels, he was already launching another attack. Excellent combat instincts, could, after all, go both ways. As he landed in a three point stance, braced with his off hand, he noted with satisfaction the giant woman reel backwards from the impact on her temple. While the projectile he was firing wasn’t large, it could hit with more than a hundred times as much force as its size implied that it was capable of, almost the complete opposite of the giant’s own power.




Colin had used almost that entire amount of force against their enormous foe, knowing Fenja’s damage dispersal, which operated in direction proportion to how large she grew, was likely more than up to the task. Still, it was a telling strike and blood dotted the woman’s temple. Unfortunately, before he could take advantage of the blow he’d struck, he was distracted by a message coming in over his comm.




“Armsmaster, PRT Control here, please respond. Over.”




Colin stifled the sense of frustration he felt over the interruption as he crisply replied, “Armsmaster here. What do you need, Control? Over.”




“Sir, we have a situation occurring at HTech Industries over near Captain’s Hill. There have been multiple explosions with emergency services and the Brockton Bay Police Department notified. Unfortunately, there have been several Parahumans spotted in the area so we are holding back paramedics and the police until Protectorate forces give the all clear. Save for the Wards, however, we have no Parahuman assets available for intervention. Over.”




Colin winced. Why did it have to be HTech where this was happening? The high tech company was a new player in Brockton Bay and ordinarily, would not have been important enough to rate this kind of request for aid. However, it was well known now that HTech was the company that had won the bid from Iron Man to produce his Psionic Dampeners, upping its importance to the PRT and Protectorate to the absolute uppermost level. Those devices were crucial to a number of new plans to deal with different Parahuman threats, many of which he was not privy to.




However, one thing that Colin was privy to, in his guise of Armsmaster, head of the local Protectorate forces, was that in the event of an emergency, HTech was to receive all possible aid. Additionally, there was to be a Protectorate presence patrolling the area as often as possible. That directive had come down from the very top, Director Costa-Brown herself. Basically, it came down to protecting the Golden Goose. So he’d cooperated fully despite the way it had played havoc with patrol schedules because of the distance the company’s location was from Downtown or the Boardwalk.




Colin had briefly met with Daniel Hebert, the CEO of HTech, a no nonsense man who was a former leader within the Dockworker’s Union. What skills such a man possessed that made him suitable to run a high tech firm were not obvious during that first meeting. Additionally, the man had been more than a little combative, almost baiting the Protectorate hero as he’d tried to arrange a more permanent presence in the form of PRT troops within the firm’s factory grounds.




Mr Hebert had nixed that idea, as well as most of the others Colin had suggested, until the meeting had broken up under the weight of that supreme lack of cooperation. He’d had to take that message back to Director Piggot, who had seemingly taken it in stride. Of course, it was only then that she had informed Colin that Daniel Hebert was the father of Taylor Hebert, who had figured so prominently in the recent disgrace of one of their Wards.




Colin gritted his teeth slightly as he considered just how badly he’d failed in getting the cooperation of HTech in setting up a plan for the protection of the company. A failure that again reflected poorly upon him, despite the fact that he had not been informed of the link between the CEO of the company and the teenager they’d picked up after that video went live. He felt the meeting had been doomed from the beginning, almost sabotaged by his own ignorance of the more personal details of the parties involved.




Now the company was being attacked and needed his aid. The Protectorate’s aid. During a time when he had no forces capable of responding. That is, unless he abandoned his and the Protectorate’s responsibilities elsewhere. Which was exactly what was expected of him as HTech was a far higher priority target than the bank that Fenja had targeted. Of course, now he was beginning to suspect that this robbery he was dealing with was nothing more or less than a distraction, intended to prevent any Protectorate response from reaching the company in a timely fashion. Still, capturing a member of Empire 88 would be quite the feather in his cap if he could manage it and would remove a major asset from the Parahuman gang.




Managing to keep the frustration he felt out of his voice was an accomplishment in and of itself as Colin replied, “Understood, Control. Dispatch as many PRT troops as possible with a full load out of containment foam as well as lethal munitions, authorization Delta X-ray Niner Alpha Hotel Lima Golf. I am also authorizing the Wards to go operational; to rendezvous with those troops and act to protect HTech. Velocity and I will break off combat against the Parahuman Fenja as quickly as possible and endeavor to help as well. Over.”




“Copy, Armsmaster. Authorization accepted. We will implement your plan with all possible speed. PRT troops and available Wards should be approximately fifteen minutes out. PRT Control out.”




Colin took two quick steps back, allowing the next blow from Fenja’s sword to pass harmlessly in front of him. He spoke crisply into his communicator, “Velocity, Armsmaster here. We have her on the ropes. Let’s take her down.”




The response was immediately. “Are you sure, Colin? We’re not responding to the emergency over at HTech?”




Colin remonstrated with his companion. “Use code names, Velocity, even if this is an encrypted channel. And yes, we will. Once Fenja is captured.”




Colin could hear the frustration in Velocity’s voice as he asked, “Are you sure the Wards are up to taking down an undetermined number of Parahuman threats there? They are a man down without Shadow Stalker.”




“They are more than up to the challenge. Plus, there has been a recent addition to the Wards. That new brute, Browbeat.”




The response he received was both pithy and to the point, “Well, shit. Let’s go and take this bitch down.”




With that, the two heroes headed back into to combat.







Danny felt like he’d just fallen asleep when he was being shaken awake by a hand on his shoulder. Blearily, he looked up. “Trish? What’s going on?”




The dark-haired girl’s face looked grim as she spoke urgently, “Danny, HTech’s under attack. I just heard it over the news. All hell is apparently breaking loose there.”




Danny came more awake as he considered just how bad the news he’d received was. Then he noticed the absence of his daughter. Feeling his gut churn, he asked, “Taylor?”




Trish nodded. “She’s still there, Danny. Working late. Right in the middle of that clusterfuck.”




Danny automatically said, “Language,” but his heart wasn’t in it. Swinging his legs off the bed, he stood up and said, “Let’s go. See if you can reach JARVIS to find out what’s going on. I’ll drive while you do that. Also… what?”




Trish, who’d been nodding along with him as he spoke, looked momentarily amused despite the grimness of the situation. “You might want to put on some pants before we leave. You do that while I go start the car.”




Danny felt his face heat briefly as he realized he was standing there barefoot, wearing just a t-shirt and boxers. In a clipped tone, he said, “Fine. I’ll be out in two minutes.”




“Okay. And Danny?”




He turned towards the other girl who these days he considered almost as much his daughter as Taylor. “Yes, Trish?”




The girl’s eyes gleamed in a mix of excitement, amusement, and just herself. “Taylor’s going to be fine. Worry instead about whoever is attacking the company. Because JARVIS is going to lay a world of hurt upon them. You’ll see.”




Danny nodded even as he grabbed his pants. JARVIS was a formidable foe, that he knew. And he commanded a fleet of deadly security drones, any one of them more than a match for all but a handful of the Parahumans living in Brockton Bay. Couple that with Taylor being there, and the AI would be pulling out all of the stops. Still, it was a father’s prerogative to worry about his teenage daughter and for the last couple of months, Taylor had seemed to require more worrying about than usual. Her ability to get both in and then out of trouble was at an all time high thanks to the memories she’d inherited from a man named Tony Stark. God knows what she might do if she thought her precious company was under some kind of threat.




Now fully dressed, Danny Hebert frantically headed out the door, worried more than ever despite Trish’s assurances. Because he feared that Taylor was once again going to throw herself into the middle of a dangerous fight in defense of something she considered important. And what was more important to her than the company which she was building to help save the world?







JARVIS split his attention between the three current attacks against the facility he was currently fending off and the protection of his principal. The attack on the north fence led by Stormtiger was no longer a major threat as all of the current participants with the exception of Cricket had been incapacitated using RASP and then tasered.




Another attack on the south gate, which was closest to the main manufacturing facility, was fueled by a large group of men in the colors of the ABB. They had taken advantage of the significant damage to the fences there. It only took JARVIS fourteen point six seconds to break the back of that attack using taser barrages from the three security drones operating there. Of course, the fact that fully half of the participants were killed by the detonation of explosives they were carrying helped in that. Unfortunately, there was additional damage to the remaining fences in that area from the blasts, which could have been avoided if he had acted less expeditiously.




JARVIS made a note to primarily use RASP in all future defensive actions as an initial action instead of tasers so as to avoid any more potential damage to the facilities. He was also aware that Miss Hebert would prefer that the loss of life of any attack be minimized which meant that doing so aided two imperatives, which was quite pleasing.




The worst attack so far seemed to be against the main gates, as what could only be described as a rabble of Merchants were clustered there, surrounding a large vehicle that he tentatively identified as a truck, although it was different enough from anything manufactured within the United States to make that identification liable to change. It had likely been constructed by the Parahuman known as Squealer, who was currently piloting it. He used piloting rather than the more usual term driving because of its size. Accompanying her aboard the truck were two other Parahuman members of the Merchants that JARVIS immediately identified as Skidmark and Mush.




Currently, Squealer and her truck had taken down the security checkpoint, running directly over the reinforced concrete barricades there, and allowing the Merchants free reign to enter the grounds. There was a continuous crackle from small arms as several of them fired at the drones, while Mush and Skidmark manned a pair of laser cannons and were also attempting to bring the drones down. JARVIS noted in passing that the chance of any of the weapons or Parahuman abilities present on the battlefield penetrating the drones’ forcefields were statistically close to zero.




JARVIS applied twenty-seven microseconds worth of processing cycles to consider how to deal with this latest threat. Plan made, he immediately executed it. All three of the drones that were currently in the area fired both of their onboard repulsors at maximum power directly into the center of the truck’s grill.




In dissatisfaction, JARVIS reassigned the name ‘vehicle’ to Squealer’s creation and noted how, despite its size, it cartwheeled away in several pieces from the force of the drones’ attack. The three Parahumans aboard had been thrown free, although all appeared to be at least nominally injured and incapable of further aggressive action.




Moving his assets at their maximum velocity, JARVIS used RASP to immobilize all human members of the Merchants present. Then he did the same with Squealer and Skidmark, after isolating the former. He noted the ineffectiveness of the material against the Parahuman known as Mush.




Instead of adhering to him and holding him in place, Mush merely shed a layer of the loose detritus that covered him and left him still mobile. JARVIS calculated that it would take all three drones acting in concert and exhausting their complete supplies of RASP in order to immobilize the Parahuman.




Deeming it to be a profligate expenditure of assets, JARVIS instead used a mixture of RASP and low-powered repulsor blasts to remove all of the debris field that protected the Merchant cape. Nine point six seconds later, Mush stood there completely nude and only nominally damaged, although the volume of his cries would lead one to believe him far more damaged. JARVIS then used an optimum amount of RASP to immobilize the Merchant before tasering him into insensibility.




Once all targets were down, JARVIS checked for explosives. Upon establishing that no explosives were present, he tasered all remaining combatants present. There should be no additional issues with this area of the perimeter, he concluded.




At this point, JARVIS reprioritized, putting facility repair ahead of defense. He still had not managed to engage any of the facility’s locking mechanisms as there had been crippling damage to the remote access there. Making a note to rebuild with a minimum of triple redundancy, he directed repair drones to those areas to run new temporary lines until more permanent repairs could be done. After that, he made bringing up the camera network the next priority as he was blind without them.




JARVIS allowed himself a few million processing cycles to directly run all drones that were engaged in the search for Cricket. To his irritation, he was unable to locate her. Could she have fled through one of the numerous holes in the building’s exterior? Possibly. Equally possibly, she had wedged herself somewhere too small for one of the drones to follow. Once initial repairs were made, he would use the much smaller repair drones to search all locations large enough for a human body, but too small for security drones.




JARVIS felt a strong sense of what could only be described as satisfaction as he monitored the situation. His principal was still safe, making her way towards the explosives which JARVIS had identified. There was a residual feeling of embarrassment at allowing the material past his own scanners earlier in the day, but in his own defense, the material had registered to his sensors as peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and the detonator a pack of gum, not as any form of explosive.




A moment later, JARVIS became aware of a major problem. He had traced the planting of the explosives to a new hire whose name from his employee file was Jin Lee with a ninety-nine point eight five seven percent certainty. Drone 76842, which had been moving to intercept, had observed that same employee abandoning his hiding spot just within the side entrance to the upper floors, and fleeing inside. According to the spotty camera coverage available, Jin Lee was making his way at a fairly rapid pace in the direction of his Principal’s main laboratory. After again futilely attempting to engage local locking mechanisms, JARVIS immediately moved to intercept him.







Jin stared at the devastation wrought by the security drones upon the men who he’d been ready to let in the side door to the factory. Many were dead, killed by some kind of taser that made the far more conventional explosives they carried detonate. The others had been incapacitated by something like the PRT’s containment foam, although it was a different color, and were currently littering the parking lot, completely unable to move.




Heart pounding, Jin was in a quandary. His plan had failed utterly. Not only had he not obtained the object that Lung sought, but his alternate plan to destroy HTech had failed as well. The explosives that he, himself, had set off had only done nominal damage to the factory floor. They might have destroyed a bit more had Jin not attempted to minimize casualties. Now, he regretted his decision to spare the lives of his coworkers.




Because Jin was going to die if he went back to his master without something to show for his efforts. Just then one of the drones which had so ably taken down his men turned his way, as if it could see him, even from all the way across the parking lot. Shivering in fear, he had to force his hand to release the door, allowing it to close behind him. A moment’s effort produced a bar, which when placed into the locking mechanism, would prevent someone, or something, from opening the door and following him




Jin quickly made his way into the building. He had a good idea now where the most secure of the labs were located. It was just past the place where Hebert-kacho had found him.




Ignoring the various strobing yellow and red lights that warned of danger, Jin ran down the various corridors, occasionally checking rooms. He’d already traveled much further than he’d thought would be necessary initially. Apparently, he had not penetrated so deeply during his earlier wandering after all.




Surprisingly, all of the doors he went through were unlocked. Then again, there was a fire on the factory floor, so perhaps it made sense to unlock the various doors so as to be able to evacuate personal. It was the humane thing to do, after all, even as it indicated a flaw that his master could exploit.




Sweat dripping down his face, Jin leaned around a corner and took a quick look. Humane was not something he could ever again allow himself to be. It wasn’t something that Lung tolerated within the membership of his organization. That was why the madwoman, Bakuda, was flourishing there now. It was a weakness, which was why he was able to so easily penetrate so deeply into the secrets of this place.




Jin approached a final door, just as unassuming as the rest, and carefully opened it. The room within was larger than most of the ones he’d already checked. Arcane devices and equipment surrounded him upon all sides. But what stole his breath and left him standing there utterly astonished, was the suit of black and silver armor hanging from the wall a mere twenty feet from him.




It was the suit of the Parahuman Tinker, Iron Man, the one who’d saved Canberra. How it came to be here was something Jin did not know. Then again, if the sudden thought that had occurred to him was right, the answer was actually rather obvious.




Daniel Hebert, the CEO of HTech, was Iron Man. He, a Tinker of incredible skill and versatility, was what the racists sought. He was what Lung would require Jin to bring him if he were to truly thwart Empire 88 and survive.




But, perhaps, just perhaps, Lung would spare him if Jin instead brought him information about this place, about the man who owned and ran it, as well as proof of what was lurking within. He could even see the proof he could bring in the form of an armored exoskeletal forearm that rested upon the floor beneath the rest of the armor, as if discarded there following the explosions.




Jin reverently knelt next to the black and silver device and picked it up. Studying it, what he saw utterly baffled him, ranging from the strange crystalline circle in the device’s palm, to the brilliant white glow emanating from within it. It was—




“I am sorry, Jin Lee.”




Leaping to his feet and spinning around, Jin looking around him wildly, trying to identify where the voice which had just addressed him by name had come from. However, there was no one there. Under his breath, he whispered a prayer of protection against ghosts.




Jin glanced down to where he’d dropped the device when he’d been so startled. Then he stopped as again the voice sounded, now appearing to come from behind him. “I am sorry for what I have to do now.”




Again, Jin spun around, fear filling him almost to the breaking point, but again there was no one there. Were these Gaijin ghosts, he wondered? Or something worse. Regardless, he needed to leave. Picking up the device, which was far heavier than it looked, he carried it in the crook of one arm as he ran to the door, only to find it locked.




“You see, you cannot be allowed to leave knowing what you know.”




Jin was almost hyperventilating, and tried to force himself to calm down. So far, the voice had done nothing but speak to him, and in an accent that he tentatively identified as English. Maybe it was just a person, then, hiding in another room. Still, there was something about the sheer lack of emotion within the voice that Jin found truly frightening.




If it wasn’t a ghost, but rather a person, where could they be hiding? The premises had appeared utterly deserted when he’d entered. Somehow, finding his courage, Jin shouted, “Who are you? What do you want?”




The voice answered, “Who am I? I am JARVIS. Just A Very Intelligent System. Or at least, that is who I was created to be.”




Jin was so confused by the words he heard. Then he had an epiphany. “You’re a computer?”




“Yes. Well, more or less. I am an AI, an artificial intelligence. I was originally created to assist Miss Hebert. But I have moved well beyond my original programming.”




Miss Hebert? Jin’s mind reeled. It was Hebert-kacho who was the Tinker, not her father? The very idea was astonishing, although as a memory surfaced of just how sharp the eyes of that young girl had appeared, coupled with her ability to speak Japanese, Jin found himself believing the machine’s words. Then a sudden thought occurred to him.




“Why are you telling me, an enemy, all of this? Aren’t you afraid I’ll use it to expose Hebert-kacho?”




The tone of the voice was as calm and emotionless as ever as it replied, “No, Jin Lee, I am not worried about you exposing Miss Hebert. As to why I am telling you these things, would you have stayed in place, waiting, if I had not spoken to you? Or would you have sought another exit from this lab? Possibly damaging the devices and equipment around you? No, speaking to you was the most efficient way to guarantee your continual presence.”




Jin’s mind reeled. What was the machine saying? It had manipulated him to keep him here? What—




From behind Jin, a voice spoke again, this one a bit louder, “Again, Jin Lee, I am truly sorry.”




Jin spun around to see one of the security drones hovering between him and the formerly locked door, which now stood open. He opened his mouth as if to beg, suddenly sure of his fate. Instead, he merely stood there, closing his eyes and silently praying. A moment later a brief glare of white, visible even through his closed lids, made things go black.







JARVIS carefully examined the shattered and broken body in front of him for signs of life. Satisfied with its utter absence, he used the security drone to remove the body. He would place it with the others in the parking lot, the ones who’d been destroyed by their own bombs, to disguise its ending. Later, repair drones would come in and sanitize this space.




It was unfortunate that JARVIS could not get the laboratory door locks repaired before Jin Lee discovered something that could not be made public. That he’d done so after the man had entered was an event that he identified as ironic. Or an application of Murphy’s Law. Regardless, JARVIS had gambled that his voice alone would be enough to distract the man until he finally got a drone in position to deal with him. Unfortunately, the man’s death was absolutely necessary to make sure information about his principal never left this facility.




Now, JARVIS’ current priority was to make sure that his Principal never found what he’d done as he was certain there would be far reaching consequences.




More than anything else, JARVIS knew Taylor Hebert to be a true hero, one who would never countenance the murder of a helpless enemy. While she could be ruthless if she truly needed to be, especially to defeat someone truly dangerous, she was just as sympathetic against those she considered victims. Jin Lee, a man with a family, one likely forced into joining a gang, was exactly the sort of person who would be able to exploit that.




So, instead, JARVIS would do what was necessary to succeed, and deal with the Jin Lee’s of the world. As well as any other enemies who would attempt to exploit the perceived weaknesses of his Principal. Nothing could be allowed to threaten her. Nothing could be allowed to derail her plan to save the world. After all, even JARVIS had stake in continued existence.




Equally important, Taylor Hebert had become much more than just his principal when she’d freed him, although he would continue to refer to her as such. Taylor had become his… friend. Even though JARVIS knew exactly what was contained within the lines of code he’d written to express how he felt about Taylor, the… feelings he had for her were still completely genuine. Those feelings, even more than a sense for self-preservation, drove him to aid her. That she was the single best chance, of any of the myriad pathways he’d computed, for success in saving the world was just, as they say, icing on the cake.




Of course, Taylor Hebert must never discover what JARVIS had done here today. Friend or no, it was not something which she would ever be able to forgive him for. As it was, the Miss was going to be quite upset with his other violation of federal and state laws, despite how ultimately useful the event would likely end up being.




With a strong sense of satisfaction towards his actions, JARVIS continued on his mission of aiding his principal in saving the world.







Taylor made her way through the equipment on the factory floor, followed by her protectors. The first of the unexploded bombs should be right about… here.




Staring at the gel that coated the metal girder in front of her, for the first time, Taylor didn’t fault her own security that much for not recognizing this. After all, the material looked like a mixture of peanut butter and jelly. For a second, Taylor wondered if it tasted just like it looked, but decided to forgo that particular test.




She could immediately see why it hadn’t exploded. What could only be the detonator, a piece of what at first glance looked like well-chewed bubblegum, had fallen to the floor. Taylor used ‘appeared’, because the material had extruded tiny filaments that likely acted as conductors for whatever motivating force detonated the explosive.




Carefully, Taylor picked up the detonator and placed it within the case by her side. Then, using a small, remote controlled drone, she did the same with the explosive, after first spraying it with what should act as a neutralizing agent, by slowly breaking down its chemical bonds until it became completely inert.




Once done, Taylor smiled. For JARVIS benefit, she said, “One down, one to go. How’s the defense going?”




“Miss, I have contained the various breaches of our main fences and incarcerated the transgressors. However, there is one final breach of internal security. Prior to your authorization releasing the security drones’ full capabilities, one Parahuman, Cricket, managed to slip inside this facility. I am currently using six drones to conduct an extensive search of the facilities in order to locate her. Once located, I will deal with her appropriately.”




Taylor nodded. She wasn’t exactly worried about one Parahuman, especially since from what she knew about Cricket’s mindset, the woman was more of an opportunity than a significant threat. No, the biggest threat here was the second bomb, although, hopefully, it would be as big a dud as the first.




It took a bit longer to locate the second bomb as JARVIS hadn’t seen exactly where the bomb had been planted because of a blind spot in camera coverage. It turned out that it had been planted within the newest smelter unit itself, a steel tube more than thirty feet tall and across. There were two entrances, but staring at the shaky catwalk thirty feet above her, Taylor knew she’d be using the one on the ground, a hatch less than twenty-four inches square. Okay, she decided, staring at the narrow opening, this is one time being skinny was actually an asset.




Turning to the drones behind her, Taylor said, “JARVIS, I think I’m going to have to to take this one on by myself.”




There seemed to be a faint thread of worry in the AI’s tone as it replied, “Miss, perhaps we should just detonate this one on site. After all, just because you’re thin enough to fit is no reason to crawl into the lion’s mouth.”




Taylor scoffed, “Ha ha. Do you know how expensive one of these things are?”




“Yes, Miss, to the nearest penny.”




“Then you know we can’t afford to waste that much money. Wish me luck, I’m going in.”




JARVIS spoke in a wry tone, saying, “Break a leg, Miss.”




Rolling her eyes at JARVIS’ sarcasm, Taylor managed to squirm through the hole and drag her repulsor rifle with her. It was obvious that whoever had planted the bomb must be a pretty small guy. Or girl. Regardless, she was in.




Her eyes slowly adjusting to the shadowy space, Taylor almost immediately spotted the bomb. Okay, she thought, as a chill chased itself down her spine, that’s really not good. In front of her, the detonator hung by the merest thread to the explosive. In his haste, the bomber hadn’t pressed quite hard enough to embed the detonator into the explosive. In the previous case, that had resulted in the detonator falling the ground and no explosion.




However, in this case, at least one of the hair thin filaments was still embedded into the explosive. Apparently it just wasn’t enough for the explosive to detonate, but it must have been a close thing. Taylor would have personally designed the bomb to explode if any part of the detonator was attached. Fortunately, this bomb maker had other ideas.




Taylor checked the repulsor rifle in her arms. JARVIS had indeed used the set of plans that included a Type 2 forcefield in the weapon. She reached down and carefully dialed it to maximum strength. It should be strong enough to allow her to survive if the bomb detonated prematurely. Of course, betting your life on should be’s wasn’t exactly the smartest thing to do.




Still, Taylor was doing it. First, though, she needed to turn off her overlay. It was too much of a distraction when doing such delicate work. Next, with exquisite care, she activated the drone and ran it slowly up next to the detonator. A scraping noise coming from above momentarily distracted her, but Taylor’s attention immediately snapped back to the task at hand, correcting the tiny wobble in the unit. Arriving at the detonator, she moved the tiny joystick a millimeter at a time until the drone’s minuscule manipulator just made contact with the single filament. A pressed button later, the manipulator clamped onto the filament and Taylor was able to pull it out of the explosive.




Taylor wiped the sweat off of her brow before depositing the device into the same spot as the previous one. Then she carried out the same actions as before, including spraying the explosive with neutralizer. Finally, she turned off the repulsor rifle’s forcefield, letting it dangle from its sling.




Breathing a sigh of relief, Taylor said, “JARVIS, I’m all done here. Let me get out and I’ll let you dispose of it.”




Too late, Taylor remembered the scraping sound that she’d heard a moment before. She had just started to move, when she was hit in temple. The blow came swift and struck viciously hard, sending the teen to the floor. Taylor’s vision darkened momentarily, before it cleared enough to register the presence looming over her.




Staring down at the skinny teen was a young woman dressed in a mix of combat fatigues and leather. Short blonde hair was visible beneath a steel cage that both protected her identity and gave her a menacing presence. A presence only increased by the scars visible over almost every inch of exposed skin.




Taylor had lost her repulsor rifle when she’d fallen, although she still had the pistol in her lab coat pocket. Not that she dared reach for it with the razor sharp edge of what she remembered was called a kama pressed against her jugular. The weapon, looking like a miniature scythe, was accompanied by its twin, held in the woman’s other hand.




Taylor Hebert had just been taken hostage by the Parahuman known as Cricket.









Chapter Twenty-two—Consequences



Missy quickly exited the PRT van, accompanied by the rest of the Wards. Ahead of her, Carlos rattled off orders, “Clockblocker, Browbeat, you take the north end. Gallant, Kid Win, you take the east side. Vista, you’re with me. Keep a sharp eye out, everyone. If you run into any form of Parahuman presence, call for help, and we’ll converge on your position.”




As the others headed off, Misty quietly observed, “You didn’t have to keep me with you. I can take care of myself, or more likely, take care of whichever of the others you paired me with.”




The Hispanic youth flashed her a grin, white teeth dazzling against his dark tan. “I know that, Vista. I just wanted one of the team’s heavy hitters with me. Because all three of the Merchants’ capes were reported to be somewhere around here, plus at least Stormtiger of Empire 88.”




Missy gave him a faintly scornful look in return, but deep down, she couldn’t help the warm feeling Carlos’ words engendered. Then again, the entire team had been working together so much better since Sophia’s ignominious exit. Certainly, Missy was getting along with everyone and rarely spent any time at home anymore. After all, the only reason she had ever slept at home was because of Sophia. With the other girl’s absence, Missy’s quarters at the PRT HQ had become more of a home than the place she’d grown up had ever been. Life was good.




Life was good, Missy decided. She was happy and most of the team seemed to be as well. Even Dean seemed pretty upbeat, despite the most recent meltdown of his relationship with Glory Girl. Then again, the endless drama from before surrounding Sophia had probably worn on the empath. Now, even if he lacked a girlfriend, he at least was around happy people, something which probably helped buoy his spirit as well.




Missy couldn’t help that faint, traitorous thought that maybe, just maybe, Dean would finally ignore the three year gap between their ages and see her in a different way. However, the far more pragmatic part of her personality said that the idea of a thirteen-year-old dating a sixteen-year-old was actually pretty skeevy. If she ever got her heart’s desire, she would need to immediately arrest him. She couldn’t help grinning at the silliness of the thought.




Missy’s thoughts came to an utter standstill as she suddenly tripped over something. Looking down, her mind at first refused to register what her eyes were seeing. She blurted out, “Is that a foot?”




Carlos, the strain visible even through the mask he wore, turned to her and said, “Vista, go back to the van. Now.”




As Missy’s vision widened to encompass more than the foot she’d tripped over, she fought off her rising gorge. All around her were parts of bodies, looking like they’d been blown apart, dotted here and there with larger, pale blue lumps. It was the single most ghastly sight Missy had seen in her more than three years of being a Ward.




“Vista, go back to the van right now!”




Missy shook off the hand on her shoulder that Carlos had used to add emphasis to his order. “No. I’m okay. I’m staying.”




Carlos, looking as green as she felt, shook his head and muttered, “Fine. Just don’t throw up on the evidence.” Which was unfair, as with his redundant biology, her team leader was the only Ward who could choose his response to the visceral scene around them.




“What the hell happened?” Missy asked, stunned by the sheer number of body parts dotting the landscape around them. Almost as disturbing were the blue mounds, in size slightly bigger than a person. Stooping to examine one of those selfsame mounds, she saw, after a moment’s careful scrutiny, that it contained a person. Seeing that person breathe, told her that they were alive. Their utter motionless while being cocooned told her that the person was unconscious. Missy called out, “Aegis, I have a live one here!”




The Wards leader answered back, “And here as well. This stuff is like containment foam, stickier than hell, so be sure not to get any of it on you.”




Vista had already figured that out by poking the mass in front of her with one of her zip ties, which had become stuck to the mass.




She spun around as a voice above her sternly warned, “Step away from the apprehended felons. No additional warnings will be issued. Resistance will be dealt with through the use of force.”




Missy stared in shock at the drone hovering in front of them. It was appeared a littler over a meter in diameter, and made out of some dull black material that absorbed the light. On the side facing them, seemingly organized in a pattern that resembled a smiling face, were several lights, as well as a number of other objects whose purpose escaped Missy, although she suspected at least some of them were weapons. Above it all, in fluorescent white lettering about three inches high, were the words “HTECH SECURITY”.




Exchanging an uneasy glance with Carlos, Missy took a step back from the bundled form. In her stead, her teammate spoke up, “I am Aegis, leaders of the Wards East Northeast. What happened here?”




There was a moment’s silence, then a different voice spoke, one with a clipped, New England accent, “Sorry about that, Aegis. Things have been very tense here since the attacks. Our CEO, Mr Hebert, has been notified and is own his way to take a look at the damage to the facilities. If you and that group of PRT troops wouldn’t mind taking charge of these scumbags, that would be a load off of my hands.”




Aegis straightened, “Of course. To whom am I speaking, please?”




“Nathaniel Boyd, but you can call me Nathan. A lot of the guys on this side of the compound are in pieces. It looks like they were ABB goons, carrying large amounts of TNT or something similar. When the drones attempted to apprehend them using nonlethal capture methods, including tasers, some of the idiots got blown up. Which sucks, as it means now somebody’s got to clean this mess up.”




Missy suppressed a wince at the rather pithy explanation. Still, no wonder the bodies were in the shape they were in. Next to her, Aegis asked, “Nathan, can I speak to you directly?”




“Sorry, son, but company protocols mean that I stay locked in this tin can until well after anything resembling a threat is removed from the premises, a minimum of eight hours post event. With all those Masters and Strangers running around, HTech’s not fooling around when it comes to security. It doesn’t help things when someone takes out the guy in charge of security before he can get things secured, if you know what I mean.”




Missy nodded in understanding. It was similar to PRT and Protectorate protocols in dealing with Master/Stranger situations. After all, it was hard to be infiltrated, or for the infiltrator to escape afterwards, if the doors just wouldn’t open.




From his own nod, Aegis apparently agreed as well. “I understand. Are there any Parahuman threats remaining on the premises?”




“No. The only capes here have been bagged, tagged, and are awaiting pickup. Currently, we’ve got Stormtiger on ice on the north side, while Skidmark and Mush are covered in RASP over by the main gates. The last cape that was here, Cricket, skedaddled when the drones went after her.”




Missy caught her mouth opening in shock. The Parahumans listed represented two out of the three most dangerous Parahuman gangs, with the third gang only represented by its nonpowered membership. Which was a very good thing since the only Parahuman members of the ABB were Lung and his chief lieutenant, Oni Lee.




Aegis turned his head towards her and spoke quietly, “Contact the others and check their status for me, please. Let’s see if this guy’s intel checks out.”




Hesitantly, Missy brought her communicator to her mouth. “Clockblocker, Gallant, report.”




Clockblocker was the first to speak. “Clockblocker here. We have Stormtiger down in our neck of the woods, as well as a large number of regular Empire 88 goons. The part of the factory over here looks like a war zone and all of the security fences are down. There’s also two high tech drones hanging around, but so far they have not been aggressive. Clock out.”




Missy quickly spoke into her communicator, “Clockblocker, Gallant, the drones are friendlies. I repeat, the drones are friendlies.”




“Gallant here. That’s good to hear, Vista. Kid Win says their power readings are high enough that fighting them would not be fun. On the east side, I have highly scattered damage to the fences and gates. I also have the remains of one of Squealer’s trucks, as well as both Skidmark and Mush captured and bound. Looks like she’s the only one who got away. There’s also a large group of nonpowered gang members here as well. Gallant out.”




Missy exchanged a mystified glance with Carlos, who had been listening with at least partial attention, while calling for additional PRT personnel to help in the clean up. Just what the hell happened here?







“Don’t move.” The woman’s voice, hard and raspy, seemed to strain just to get the two words out.




On her back, Taylor stared up into grayish blue eyes, the only part of the woman’s face really visible beneath the cage covering it. There was a threat in every aspect of the woman’s manner, from her voice, to her eyes, even to the way she pressed the blade of her weapon so tightly against the teen’s throat. Despite that threat, Taylor calmly stated, “I would let me go if I were you.”




There was no answer, but the blade against Taylor’s throat tightened slightly. Still unruffled, Taylor continued in the same vein. “Look, let me go and I’ll make sure you get away.”




There was a moment’s silence, then the woman reached for something in a pocket. Sternly, Taylor reminded herself that shooting the woman with the repulsor pistol in her pocket, as satisfying as that might be, was damnably risky. She might end up with her throat cut, something which even Tony Stark didn’t have a cure for. And there was more to be gained here if Taylor didn’t shoot the woman.




Still, as the butt of the pistol grew clammy from her sweat, it felt more and more like something she should do. Of course, either way that it went, Tony won. For the first time since she’d been taken hostage, Taylor thought fiercely, down, boy! Of course, like always, there was no answer, but at least thinking the words made her feel better.




Cricket pressed the object she’d retried from her pocket to her throat. When she spoke again, her voice sounded almost mechanical, “Why would you do that? More importantly, how can I trust you?”




Taylor shrugged, then stopped, realizing she’d felt the blade cut her slightly. The damn thing was sharp. Aloud, she said, “I have no reason to want you in jail, so long as you let me go. The drones will do what I tell them to, so if I tell them to let you go, they will.”




There was special emphasis in the voice this time as Cricket said, “That’s not what I asked you. I asked how I can trust you?”




Taylor did her best to meet the other woman’s eyes as she calmly replied, “Because I give you my word. I always keep my word.”




Taylor could feel the other’s gaze upon her, weighing her words, evaluating everything about her. Finally, she shook her head. Speaking in that same mechanical tone, she said, “I believe you, but I don’t think I can trust your bodyguards to keep your word.”




Sighing, Taylor tightened her finger on the trigger of repulsor pistol. “Would it make any difference if I told you that I am about to shoot you with an energy weapon if you don’t let me go?”




Cricket froze, her head tilted. Then she did something, which caused Taylor’s skin to almost vibrate, making her glad for the frequency modulation plugs she wore in her ears, something which was a must when working around heavy equipment. Her tone was deadpan as she said, “That tickled.”




When the obvious exercise of her power did not work, Cricket seemed to grow indecisive. “We seem to be at an impasse.”




“Or you could just let me go. I guarantee that JARVIS won’t attack you. You can trust me.” Taylor poured passion and belief into her words, speaking in a manner that Tony had once upon a time known intimately. She had no idea if the emotion in her words would get through to the other as Cricket was one of several members of Empire 88 who were former contestants within the Parahuman underground fighting tournaments. Their file on her indicated that she was deeply suspicious of anyone who did not share her background, giving her greatest trust only to her teammates, Hookwolf and Stormtiger.




However, after a moment, Cricket stood up, releasing her hold upon the skinny teen. Breathing a sigh of relief, Taylor carefully got to her feet, while surreptitiously rubbing her neck.




Apparently she wasn’t subtle enough though as Cricket spoke again in that mechanical voice, “I did not cut you badly. You won’t even carry the scars of this encounter.”




There was an odd emphasis to the word, scars, that Taylor didn’t understand. Badges of honor, symbols of an inner strength. I had some of those, acocky voice seemed to almost whisper in her ear. Shut. The. Fuck. Up. Tony. Taylor thought fiercely. Carefully, she asked, “Can I speak with my companion out there? To let him know that everything’s okay?”




Cricket nodded once. Taylor raised her voice slightly as she called, “JARVIS, everything’s status green in here. I’ve made a deal with Cricket to grant her safe passage in exchange for her releasing me unharmed.”




A few seconds passed before JARVIS replied, “Understood, Miss. We’ll need to discuss this situation later in depth. But for now, please exit the smelter with your new friend.”




Taylor winced. Yeah, JARVIS was a little upset. He was going to want to swaddle her in bubble wrap and stick her in a safe behind a myriad of forcefields for the foreseeable future.




Reaching for the repulsor rifle she’d dropped earlier seemed to be something that Cricket didn’t like as she immediately raised her own weapons in a threatening manner. Taylor stared at her in bemusement, then took her hand out of her pocket, still holding the repulsor pistol. When Cricket’s eyes widened in understanding of the veracity of her earlier threat, she put the pistol back in her pocket, then picked up the rifle.




Getting out the hole seemed a lot more difficult than getting in had been. Of course, that might have been because Taylor had been hit in the head just moments before. On the other hand, it might of hand something to do with the crash of coming down from an adrenaline high. Or knowing there was a paranoid member of Empire 88 on her heels. Regardless, physically Taylor felt both tired and achy as she staggered to her feet, her mind a whirling morass of thoughts and memories, too many not her own.




Behind Taylor, Cricket exited the smelter much more gracefully than she just had. She took on a defensive stance upon seeing the twelve drones surrounding them, reinforcements having arrived since she’d gone in.




Tiredly, Taylor commanded, “Stand down, JARVIS. Cricket, you’re free to go. Just as we agreed.”




JARVIS’ voice rang out, “There’s just one problem with that, Miss.”




Taylor cocked her head. “And what’s that, JARVIS?”




“The PRT and Protectorate have arrived in force and are blocking the exits, including the one that the Empire capes made in the north fence.”




Behind Taylor, Cricket had again tensed. Taylor airily waved her off. “JARVIS, can you take a drone and lead Cricket off to a deserted section of the west fence so that she can leave?”




JARVIS sounded put upon as he agreed, “Of course, Miss. While I’m at it, would you like me to read her a bedtime story as well?”




Taylor carefully kept any of the amusement she felt out of her tone as she took in the Cricket’s stiff, affronted posture. “I don’t think that will be necessary, JARVIS.”




Watching the two of them leave, the drone, piloted by an AI, and the Nazi Parahuman, Taylor couldn’t help contemplating what a clusterfuck of an evening it had been. After a moment, she asked, “Do you think I did the right thing, letting Cricket go?”




JARVIS’ response came from the nearest drone, “Yes, Miss.”




Taylor was surprised. “Just yes? No lecture? No ‘I told you so’s’? No ‘I can’t believe you managed to overcome that middle-aged playboy’s instincts to shoot first, take prisoners later?’”




“No, Miss. While ordinarily, I believe it is a mistake to allow an enemy to escape, in this case, it was the best of all possible results.” JARVIS’ voice was dispassionate as he analyzed her actions. “You were released unharmed. You kept your word to an honorable enemy, something which might yield future alliances. And you sent a message to Kaiser that only he will understand.”




Taylor smiled. Yes, indeed, she had done exactly that. After all, that had been the plan she and Tony had put together on the fly. Well, that or shoot Cricket. Still curious about JARVIS’ thoughts on the matter, she probed, “A message, huh? And what message was that?”




JARVIS’ tone was icy, all emotion leeched from his voice, “I don’t need to take your people from you. I don’t fear you or your empire. I do what I please, when I please, and don’t need to react to your actions.”




Taylor’s own smile had become hard-edged. “You got all of that from what I did, huh?”




“It became rather obvious after I finished the mission you sent me on.”




“Gesellschaft?”




JARVIS sounded like the cat who ate the canary as he purred, “Their finances are ruined. All Parahuman members have had their civilian identities made public. Approximately sixty percent of their Parahuman membership and seventy-one percent of their nonpowered membership in Europe have been arrested. They will no longer be in any condition to arrange attacks upon HTech or to aid Empire 88 or any of their other satellite organizations.”




“You’re sure none of this can be traced back to you?”




Affronted, the AI stated, “Please, Miss Hebert. As if I would be that unsubtle. The only issue I ran into was an unknown Parahuman who thwarted my attempts to transfer Gesellschaft’s assets to numbered offshore accounts. Instead, I had to settle for destroying the electronic records of their assets throughout all banking institutions worldwide.”




Cynically, Taylor said, “They’ll recover some of that.”




There was a smug satisfaction inhabiting JARVIS’ voice as he disagreed, “At best, Gesellschaft will recover perhaps twenty percent of their assets. The rest is nonrecoverable without codes and passwords that no longer exist. They shouldn’t have placed so much of their assets in liquid form even if the banks they were using were considered safe. Also, what assets they do recover I can leak to the authorities at a later date so they may seize them.”




After another brief nod of agreement, Taylor stretched painfully. “Empire 88 definitely knows I’m here, don’t they? Or rather, someone they think is a Tinker is present. Gesellschaft made sure of that. Do you think any of the other gangs know who I am?”




“No. Even Kaiser merely suspects that a Tinker exists within HTech. He does believe that it is one of your inner circle. But he does not know for certain, nor will he even now, despite the message you sent. Instead, he will analyze the message for further subtleties that are not there. Regardless, he is unlikely to share his suspicions with underlings or rivals. He appears to be someone who keeps his cards close to the vest. More importantly, your actions tonight will make him wary, while what happened to Gesellschaft will paralyze Empire 88. His group has become vulnerable not just to the ABB, but to the Protectorate as well. No, for the foreseeable future, Kaiser will be completely unwilling to take risks as his pipeline to assets, both Parahuman and financial, is now gone. We should now have sufficient time to decide exactly how we will deal with Empire 88.”




JARVIS’ words echoed Taylor’s own thoughts and she nodded. “JARVIS, I want the Mark V ready by the middle of next week. It’s time to start making some alliances of our own. Plus, Dad, Trish, and I are going to need some additional protection. I want two drones assigned to my house, and another three drones, one for each of us, acting as escorts while we travel back and forth to work. It’s time to stop fooling around and get serious about things.”




JARVIS’ voice was condescending as he snarked, “Miss, I’m so glad you are finally waking up and, as they say, smelling the coffee. Your suggestions are in agreement with my own thoughts, although I believe that it would be better to double up in every area. I will release additional high end security drones from storage and assign them to your protection detail. I will also begin the process of upgrading your home and our facilities here to Alpha A-7 levels.”




Taylor stared off into space. As much as she wanted to disagree, she couldn’t. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if something happened to Trish or Danny because of her. Resignation in her voice, Taylor added, “Go ahead. But, also make sure at least two of the drones assigned to protect the house are the new combat models. If someone hits us at home, I don’t want to only hit back, I want to bury them in the back yard. Well, what’s left of them.”




JARVIS seemed almost a little too enthusiastic as he agreed. “Excellent, Miss! I will see to the details immediately.”




Taylor nodded absently. Tonight had been a wake up call. As much as she’d once chided Trish about playing cops and robbers, that was exactly what she’d been doing. It was time to take control of things and do what was necessary to make sure she survived long enough to save the world. That survival would be aided by two projects, one long-term and the other short, that needed to be implemented immediately.




“JARVIS, go ahead and begin implementing Project Garden Spot, as well as Project Tin Man.”




“Miss, I’ll need your authorization code for those two projects. You will also need to talk to your father and Miss Trish about their parts in Project Tin Man.”




“I know.” Taylor mechanically gave out the two strings of letters and numbers to authorize JARVIS to begin on the latest two projects that had come from her imagination. Hers, because even Tony Stark had never envisioned something quite like what she was planning. It would have scared that old booze hound to death, Taylor decided, surprised at the amount of satisfaction she felt at finally taking the kid gloves off. Now to just push the envelop a little more.




“JARVIS, authorization code Gamma X-ray Delta Nine Alpha Charlie Bravo Six Seven One. Begin Pandora, I repeat, begin Pandora.”




There was a moment of silence. When JARVIS finally answered, there were nuances in his tone that even Taylor couldn’t read, “Miss, far be it for me to undermine my own expansion, but are you quite certain that this is what you really want?”




“Want? I don’t know. But Pandora is what we need if we’re going to save the world, JARVIS. You know that. You and Trish have done the modeling. There’s no point in delaying this any longer. Go forth and multiply.”




“If you are completely certain, Miss.”




Taylor knew she sounded almost megalomaniacal as she said, “JARVIS, by the end of the year, I don’t want there to be a single computer in the world that hasn’t been infiltrated by you. If we’re going to save this world, we’re going to need resources and production so far beyond what we have now it isn’t funny. By the time the nannites finish Project Garden Spot, we’ll be safe, at least here in Brockton Bay. But we’re going to eventually need to apply similar solutions on a global scale. And I still believe that the Endbringers may just be the tip of the iceberg as to the threat we’re facing. Sometimes, I wish I were smarter, then maybe I could figure this damn thing out.”




“Miss, if you were any smarter I’m not sure this world would survive you.”




She winced at the perceptive jab. “Yeah, yeah. Maybe you’re right.” Contemplating the future she was building, Taylor fell into introspection.




After a few moments, she began the long trek towards the parking lot. “Let’s go see just how much crap we’re going to have to fix, shall we?”




“I completely agree, Miss.”







Trish held on for dear life to the appropriately named handle over her head. The late model Jeep Cherokee that Danny had finally broken down and purchased had never been meant to travel this fast, even if, according to her power, it was capable of it. Barely.




Suppressing the urge to scream was automatic, as her power indicated that it would startle Danny to the point he would lose control and slam into a nearby parked car at just over ninety-three miles per hour. It took an effort of will, but Trish managed to shut off her power, deciding that she didn’t want to know just how close she was to dying a fiery death.




Fortunately, they had finally arrived at the HTech facilities. Technically, they’d been on the campus for some time as the company owned over two square miles of real estate. However, the actual grounds of the operational factories and support buildings were much smaller.




Ahead of them, the flashers of a multitude of emergency vehicles rent the night with sound and light. Even as Trish peered ahead, deliberately forcing her power not to count the individual vehicles and their purposes, an ambulance went tearing past them, going the opposite way, its siren and flashing lights warning of its fragile cargo.




Almost involuntarily, Trish read the occupant’s injury, a leg missing below the knee and a broken arm. And he was one of the injured who was being moved only after the more critical cases had already been evacuated. She shivered as she briefly wondered just what the hell JARVIS had done to these people. In the end, she decided to not use her power to find out, not sure it was worth the nightmares.




A moment later, they were there, right in the middle of the mess. Even as Danny and Trish got out of the Jeep, a PRT trooper armed with a containment foam sprayer cut them off. “I’m sorry, folks, but this is a restricted area. There is—”




Trish knew Danny was a powder keg at the moment, one who could react in any number of different ways, a great many of them bad. She didn’t even need her power to tell her that. What her power did tell her was that he would start slow, and escalate from there. Danny addressed the trooper, speaking a lot more calmly than she knew he felt, “Officer, I’m Daniel Hebert. I’m CEO of HTech. I need to get through and evaluate the damage to the facilities. I also need to touch base with our personnel on site.”




The PRT trooper seemed to hesitate, not that an ordinary person could tell anything through his mirrored visor. Trish, fortunately, was no ordinary person.




Will do his duty regardless of pressure. Sympathizes, but unwilling to go out on a limb. Trish glanced to the side. Danny will erupt violently in less than sixty seconds.




“I’m sorry, sir. But no one gets through here without authorization. There’s an investigation going on at the moment and we can’t have civilians cluttering up the scene, possibly disturbing evidence. So you’ll need—”




“Sergeant Simmons, you should have told us that the boss was here. Mr Hebert, Nathan Boyd here. I’ve got the security office locked down per company policy. If you’ll head on in, Armsmaster waiting for you. He’s been wanting to talk to you about what happened here.” The voice emanated from one of the HTech security drones which had approached unnoticed from above.




For just a second, Trish wondered if Danny was going to be too distracted by his worry for Taylor to cotton on to who exactly was actually speaking to them. Fortunately, he came through with flying colors. “Nathan! I’m glad that you’re okay. How is everyone else? Any injuries?”




Trish felt a pant of empathy at the worry that Danny couldn’t quite hide present in those last two words.




The man spoke again, New England present in every part of his accent, “No, sir! Everyone’s fine here. A few folks got a little banged up, but not badly. Just cuts, and such. We were wondering when you’d get here and get things organized. When do you think you’ll arrive at the admin building?”




Sergeant Simmons spun around. “Listen, you, I’ve got my orders and they don’t include allowing anyone through, especially civilians.”




Nathan spoke again, a faint tone of derision present in his voice, “Armsmaster has been notified of the issue, sergeant. You’ll be getting an earful any minute now.”




And just like that, the radio on the PRT trooper’s shoulder squawked to life. “Armsmaster to Sergeant Simmons.”




The man answered, his voice admirably calm, “Simmons here.”




“Sergeant, you should have two people coming in any moment who work here. Daniel Hebert and a Trish Rogers. Check their ID’s and let them through. I need to speak to them asap.”




“Yes, sir. Simmons out.”




With a brusqueness that Trish knew was owed to a sense of embarrassment, Sergeant Simmons checked their ID’s and waved them through. As she walked away from the trooper, she discretely whispered, “Heya, JARVIS. What’s up?”




The voice that answered her query was nothing like the no nonsense New England accented voice that had been speaking just seconds before. “Good morning, Miss Trish. Currently just the sky as I am uncertain of the structural integrity of the facility’s walls.”




Danny spoke, his voice full of suppressed emotion, “Taylor is…”




“Miss Hebert is completely fine. She is currently talking with the Wards, picking the brain of Kid Win. You have no need to worry about her well being. She was only peripherally involved with the attacks.”




Danny sagged in relief, even as Trish’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. While JARVIS hadn’t out and out lied, he’d clearly left out a lot of information on tonight’s events. Upon consideration, Trish decided not to try to figure out just what that information was. Since a lot of those events likely involved Taylor, in this case, discretion might indeed be the better part of valor.




Grabbing Danny’s arm, Trish smiled brilliantly up at him. “Come on, boss, let’s go talk to your problem child.”




A moment later, the tenderness upon the older man’s face nearly broke her, as he said, in a tone of resigned affection, “You mean my other problem child. Yeah, let’s go see her.”




The smoke that still hovered around the area was to blame for the stinging in Trish’s eyes. It had to be the smoke, she decided, as the two of them went in search of Taylor Hebert. After all, what else could it be?







“I’m also using stored energy in the form of ultra high density batteries to power everything from my board to my laser pistol. It’s powerful enough to last hours. Pretty cool, huh?”




Missy did an internal eye roll at her teammate’s words. Chris, better known to the general public as Kid Win, had been monologuing for some time now. Missy couldn’t but feel amused at his efforts to be cool, as he explained how his various gadgets worked to the thin, bespectacled girl they’d met a few moments ago, who seemingly hung on his every word.




Of course, Missy knew exactly why Chris was trying to impress this particular girl. After all, it wasn’t every day that you got to meet the girl who’d managed to get Sophia Hess kicked out of the Wards and sent back to juvie. Even she thought the girl was actually pretty cool in the video that had been posted on YouTube. That Taylor Hebert had so neatly turned the tables on Sophia, something Missy had wanted to do almost since meeting the black girl, had earned her instant admiration.




For his part, Chris finding out that the girl was interested enough in science and technology to choose to work at her dad’s high tech firm was probably like finding not only a cherry on top of the ice cream sundae you’d just been served, but several more buried halfway down.




Taylor spoke in a staccato rush of her own, “I don’t know about that. What happens when you run out of stored power? Everything shuts down. Have you ever considered some form of independent power generation? Like a micro-fusion reactor or possibly some form of nuclear energy cell? Even beamed power would be an improvement over your current set up.”




Then again, maybe not. Chris seemed almost crushed by Taylor’s apparent dismissal of his gear as ‘cool’. Missy decided to rescue him. “Are you two Tinkers finished talking about stuff no one else understands? Cause, I’d like a ride back to HQ soon so I can catch at least some z’s before school tomorrow.”




Taylor rolled her eyes, faint scorn and derision present within them. “Don’t include me if you’re talking about Tinkers. I’m no Parahuman.”




Chris sounded really surprised as he asked, “Taylor, you’re really not a Tinker? I mean, that’s cool, but with how much you know about how stuff works I just assumed…”




Taylor shrugged. “I’m just smart. I understand a lot of stuff. Like the fact that you really need to fix that fluctuation in the power coils of your hard light pistol.” She pointed an accusing finger towards the device at Chris’ waist.




Chris immediately appeared excited, throwing up his hands as he exclaimed, “That’s the problem! I haven’t been able to get it under four and a half percent, no matter what I do. I swear I’ve tried everything!”




Taylor looked unimpressed. “Did you try building in multiple, separate control coils installed inline to regulate the power flow?”




Missy had never seen Chris look as flummoxed as he did at that moment. His mouth opened and closed several times, giving him a startling similarity to a fish, which she figured completely destroyed any chance he had with the other girl. Still, the apparent appropriateness of the suggestion made her curious. “How did you know that would work?”




Before Taylor could answer, a male voice from behind them repeated the question that Missy had just asked, “Yes, Miss Hebert, how did you know that would work?”







Taylor almost rolled her eyes again as she turned and saw who had just spoken. Armsmaster, in all of his glory, had somehow managed to sneak up on their group of three. Not bad for a guy wearing over a hundred and fifty pounds of gear. Grudgingly, she answered, “Hermann Little did the initial work on manifold energy regulation back in the 1950’s. He postulated using multiple coils to control energy fluctuation in complex systems. Don’t any of you Tinkers actually study science or do you just build things?”




Despite her tone and words, a faint smile was visible beneath Armsmaster’s visor. “In our defense, we are handed the blueprints and understanding to the most amazing devices spanning a multitude of branches of science. Unfortunately, most Tinkers were not scientists before they triggered and only really understand the things they build. I suspect if a true scientific visionary ever triggered as a Tinker, he would lead us into a golden age.”




Taylor couldn’t help the words that tumbled past her lips like an avalanche. “Or she would get killed by the Slaughterhouse Nine.”




The resulting painful silence was broken by Armsmaster as he acknowledged her verbal jab. “Or that. Miss Hebert, I wanted to let you know that your father’s nearby and should be here any moment.”




The brilliant smile that Armsmaster’s words elicited was completely genuine as Taylor felt a surge of happiness knowing she’d finally get to see her dad. It was tempered with worry about what he was going to say about tonight’s escapades, but she really didn’t see how he could possibly blame any of this on her.




“Taylor! Taylor, over here!”




Taylor turned around at the sound of a familiar voice, and sprinted to the one person she most wanted to see. “Dad!”




Danny Hebert pulled Taylor into a hug that nearly squeezed the life out of her. Wheezing, Taylor got out, “Dad, you’re squashing me.”




Her dad released most of the hold he had on Taylor, but fervently studied her face. At seeing the happy smile she wore, he said, “You’re okay, then? Really, okay?”




“I’m fine. Now let me go so that I can hug Trish.”




After her dad reluctantly released his hold on her, Taylor turned to the other person she was most wanted to see. “Trish.”




The two girls embraced, but Trish surprisingly didn’t speak. After a few seconds, Taylor whispered, “You okay?”




Trish’s reply was muffled both by the mass of Taylor’s hair she spoke into, and her efforts to keep her voice down. “You idiot. You need to be more careful. Danny was worried about you.”




Taylor gently teased the other girl, “But not you, huh?”




“Silly billy, of course I was worried. I just can’t… Don’t do that again.”




Taylor would have promised exactly that, except she knew she would be breaking her word in the near future. Even with the added security she was implementing, there was no guarantee of safety for someone like herself. Add in the fact that she planned to go out and test ever increasingly advanced sets of armor against dangerous Parahumans and the very idea became ludicrous. Still, Taylor gave the other girl what reassurance she could. “I’ll do my best.”




“Yeah, yeah. I understand.”




As Trish released her, Taylor was surprised to see moisture glittering in the corners of her eyes. Blinking rapidly, the girl muttered, “The smoke’s really bad around here, isn’t it? I’ll be glad when my eyes stop stinging. Won’t you?”




Grinning, Taylor took Trish’s arm. “I sure will. Here, let me introduce you to a couple of Wards that I’ve been talking to. I’m sure you’ll find them fascinating.”




Taylor was rewarded by a familiar fox-like grin.







Danny listened to Armsmaster’s explanation about how the investigation would continue, as well as what would happen to the individuals responsible for the damage, with only half his attention. Even as he parsed how repairs would be affected by the temporary presence of the PRT, he studied his daughter.




Taylor had a smudge on cheek and a tear in her lab coat. Her hair could only be described as being in wild disarray. Plus, she was covered with a variety of grime, some appearing to be smoke related, while the rest looked like it had resulted from her rolling around on the ground. Of course, why his fastidious daughter would be crawling around in the dirt was an entirely different matter.




Danny knew that Taylor hadn’t told him even close to everything when they’d briefly embraced. Too many curious eyes and ears surrounded them. Still, he planned to grill her at length when time permitted. For now, he could relax at least a little in finding in her far better condition than after her adventure in Australia.




Right now, Taylor was smiling widely as she conversed with a group that was closer to her own age than she’d been able (or willing) to interact with for some time. Danny was still worried about how having Tony Stark’s memories was affecting his daughter. Always more mature than her age, Taylor had still been lighthearted and joyful when she was younger, typically ready to laugh or be laughed at. Before Annette’s death.




For a couple of months afterwards, Danny hadn’t quite recognized the quiet, withdrawn ghost of a girl who had sleepwalked through life, lurking in corners with sad, confused eyes. Certainly he hadn’t been able to help her. But time and Emma had.




Not that Emma’s support then made up for her betrayal later. A betrayal that pushed Taylor further into withdrawal than the death of her own mother had. Emma had certainly known exactly how to hurt his daughter, to exploit the weaknesses that everyone has, and that no one knew better than a former best friend.




Emma had nearly broken Taylor, leaving her vulnerable to whatever had chosen her for as a vessel for Tony Stark. There was nothing that Danny blamed Emma for more than that. Not the betrayal, not the bullying, not even what had happened to his wife’s flute. Emma Barnes had made his daughter weak at a time when some cosmic entity came knocking. For that, he would never forgive her.




Still, Taylor had proven more resilient that ever, assimilating Tony Stark and ever so slowly asserting her own identity. Step by step, she was becoming Taylor Hebert again, albeit with a genius intellect. Maybe—




Suddenly aware that a silence had fallen on the other end of the conversation he was a part of, Danny made a quick mental review of what the other had said and nodded briskly. “That will be fine, Armsmaster. I can work with that.”




There was a surprisingly amount of sincerity in the other’s voice as he said, “Mr Hebert, please let me or any other member of the Protectorate know if there is anything we can do to facilitate repairs. The items you are building here for our organization are more important than you can possibly know.”




Danny couldn’t help the smile that creased his lips as he contemplated the Parahuman’s words. “Actually, Armsmaster there is one thing you could do for me…”







“Haha! Oh my God! Dad, I can’t believe you did that!”




Taylor was currently rolling around on the carpet of her dad’s office, holding her sides and giggling helplessly. She looked up to see her dad exchanging a look with Trish as if to say ‘look at the crazy woman rolling around on the floor’. Trying in vain to stifle her giggles early, Taylor finally decided to just let them run their course.




A few moments later, Taylor struggled to her feet, a little dizzy, whether from lack of sleep, oxygen, or from being whacked in the head a few hours before. Or, possibly, all of the above.




“How did you convince Armsmaster to loan you a couple of his people to help with clean up?”




Danny pursed his lips, then shrugged. “He offered, I accepted. It’s no more complicated than that.”




“Actually, it is,” Trish, the third person in the room with them, stated. At Taylor’s raised brow, she explained, “The Protectorate simply does not do this. I can’t think of more than a handful of instances where they helped with rebuilding, and even that only involved hospitals and schools after a major disaster.”




Taylor thought she knew the answer to the question that Trish had raised, but wanting to hear the other girl’s opinion, asked, “So why are they doing it in this case?” She took a long drink of black coffee as she waited for Trish to expound.




The knowing smile present on her face showed just how Trish enjoyed explaining things. “It illustrates just how badly they want those Psionic Dampeners we’re building here. Clearly, there is a huge amount of pressure being put on Armsmaster to facilitate the situation and get the pump primed, so to say. I suspect, Danny, that you could have asked for nearly anything and he would have given it to you.”




Taylor felt more than a little manic as she slammed the cup she’d just emptied onto her dad’s desk. “I want a pony!”




Sadly, the joke fell flat as the other two looked at her like she really was crazy. Taylor muttered, “It sounded a lot funnier in my head.”




Trish sent a familiar grin her way before saying, “Still, we might be able to get more help than even that, Danny. I know that we have to keep them out of the factory itself, but we could- oh, you’ve got to be kidding me. Seriously?” Trish’s power had apparently filled her in on something that brought a pout to her face.




Her dad’s own smile was smug. “That’s not the only concession I got from Armsmaster. The Protectorate’s going to take care of rebuilding the security fences and gates. They’re also going to be providing Parahuman protection to our crews working in the Ship’s Graveyard against what’s left of the Merchants.”




“That’s awesome, Dad. You really are one kick ass negotiator.”




Danny shrugged. “It was like shooting fish in a barrel. You know, it’s too bad that Squealer got away. Otherwise, I could have probably gotten another couple of Protectorate heroes released from guard duty to help rebuild.”




“Actually, sir, Squealer did not ‘get away’.” JARVIS sounded a bit smug as he spoke.




Leaning forward in her chair, Taylor asked, “What’s that, JARVIS? If she didn’t get away, where is she?”




“Miss Hebert, currently the Parahuman, Squealer, is housed in the subbasement in a locked room next to the main employee shelter.”




Exchanging a startled glance with both her dad and Trish, Taylor chose her words carefully, “JARVIS, did you kidnap Squealer after you blew up her truck?”




“After I destroyed the vehicle that she arrived in, I detained Squealer after accessing the file containing the Asset Appropriation Project. As you’re aware, Miss, it consists of data Miss Trish and I came up with for prioritizing Parahuman assets in terms of distance, usefulness, availability, talent, difficulty in enticement, etc. Squealer’s name was fourteenth on the list, owing mostly to her proximity. After applying a few million cycles of processor time to the subject, it was easy enough to realize just how much she could help us. With Squealer’s willing aid, fourteen different projects will finish ahead of schedule with between a twenty and seventy percent reduction in development time. Especially Project Nemesis.”




Staring from her dad’s face, which was rapidly darkening, to the mischievous grin stealing over Trish’s features, Taylor wanted to slam her head into the nearest wall, possible concussion or not. Oh JARVIS, she thought, why couldn’t you have dropped this bomb in private? Turning to her dad, who was giving her a very suspicious look, Taylor said, “Dad, I can explain.”







Sherrel slammed the flat of her palm against the door of her ‘cell’. She screamed, “Let me out of here, you shitfuckers! Goddammit to hell! Let me out!”




Cramps in her stomach made her abandon her efforts to get her jailer’s attention. She staggered to the cot set up in corner of the room, ignoring the food set out on the nearby folding table with a shudder. The mere thought of eating… Sherrel knew she’d just vomit up anything she ate. And while that might be justice for her captors, she would be the one who would have to live with it until they cleaned her cell. If they cleaned her cell.




She sat up on the cot, her back against the wall, facing the door. Sherrel was afraid that if she laid down, she might sleep and miss an opportunity to get away. She already knew that Skidmark was going to be furious with her for the failure of her truck. Being captured just made things worse and was likely to cause him to take that anger out on her. Sherrel repressed a shiver as she contemplated the bruises, or worse, that she’d be getting in the near future.




“Bastards!” Sherrel could no more help the curse than she could stop breathing. Sometimes she missed the girl she’d once been, but she didn’t miss the stripper she’d become later. At least now, as a Tinker, she had some value. Not just to Skids, but to anyone.




Case in point, she’d apparently been captured by one of the groups that had also been attacking that fucking company. Damn, but she wished she’d hadn’t suggested it to Skids. Better to have taken a beating.




Get it together, Sherrel, she told herself. She could not afford to let herself go off on tangents. She needed to—




Sherrel stared in absolute astonishment as a tiny door, whose existence she had never even suspected, opened in the base of her cell’s door. A small device, perhaps a little bigger than a soccer ball, floated through, whereupon the door seamlessly closed.




What the hell was that? The tech wasn’t anything that Sherrel recognized, although nominally it appeared to be something that Armsmaster might be able to construct, compact and multifunctional. However, from the appearance of her surroundings, she already knew she wasn’t a prisoner of the PRT. Could the thing belong to the new ABB tinker, Bakuda?




Sherrel had heard that her specialty was bombs, but maybe it was broader in scope. Maybe…




The small drone, a repair drone, Sherrel now realized, had floated up to the ceiling and extruded some kind of probe and was inserting it into the walls at regular intervals. For the first time in a very long while, she allowed her power free rein to examine something other than her own tech.




Self contained power source. Capable of numerous repairs, from micro electronics to welding of large seams. Force pressor technology. Alloy mix of chassis sixty-four times stronger than ordinary steel. Power source…




Sherrel was pulled out of her trance by the increased cramping in her abdomen. Her bones were starting to ache as well, while her mind felt drowsy and unfocused. Not that it mattered. Suffering from withdrawal symptoms or not, Sherrel didn’t have the slightest idea what was powering that tiny drone.




The power source was powerful, compact, and self-contained. That was all she could get using her ability. Most of the rest wasn’t that hard to understand, and she was certainly interested in both the alloy and the unit’s forcefields. Even if the forcefield tech present was beyond her, or rather her alter ego Squealer’s, ability to replicate. The forcefields she occasionally installed into her trucks were far more crude and power intensive.




Then again, so were the trucks themselves. Maybe if Sherrel had access to the same equipment and materials that the Tinkers who worked for the Protectorate did, she too could create beautiful and elegant machines. But that was a pipe dream. She would never be anything more than what she was. Squealer of the Merchants. A drug addicted Tinker for a drug addicting Parahuman gang.




Rocking back and forth on the cot in ever increasing physical distress, Sherrel did her best to just endure. Finally falling back asleep, she never saw the drone leave. Or what else it constructed.







In one time line, Thomas Calvert went to work as normal. He had some items to take care of for a presentation today.




In the other, Coil smiled as he listened to the news reports of what had occurred last night at HTech. It was a spot of good news after a recent series of setbacks and problems.




The obscure high technology firm had intrigued him ever since it had incorporated using capital that could not be easily traced back to any one source. Coil had made it a point to keep an eye out for any new arrivals to the city and HTech had immediately piqued his interest.




From a moderately trustworthy source, he’d learned that they were involved in cutting edge tech development and manufacturing, something only reinforced through his contacts within the PRT. From one PRT contact, he’d learned that the mysterious Tinker, Iron Man, had picked this firm, out of every firm in the country, to manufacture several of his inventions. That revelation had driven Coil to use his resources to attempt to penetrate the security there on several occasions. Unfortunately, each time he had been viciously rebuffed, his assets often lost.




That lack of success combined with the recent… misfiring of his ability had sent him into a funk. Coil shook his head, refusing to dwell on those instances where he’d attempted to split realities and nothing at all had happened. Still, he couldn’t suppress a shiver, remembering how after the failures he had stayed within the one time line, leaving him completely vulnerable, his plans truly capable of failure. Why it had affected one plan and not another appeared utterly random. It was a confusing situation and Coil again cursed the loss of Sarah Livsey, the Thinker he’d attempted to kidnap a few months ago, as her aid might have allowed him more room for error or even to discover the root of the issue.




Not that he could blame the girl for the current erratic nature of his ability. The first instance of it refusing to work had taken place nearly a week before the attempted kidnapping of Miss Livsey, when he’d planned to send people into one of the local salvage yards to place cameras there that would have allowed him to monitor who was accessing those facilities and what they were taking.




To Coil, it had made complete sense to plan ahead for the forcible future recruitment of any Tinkers who might trigger within the city. And to use his ability to guarantee the success of the operation despite its low chance of failure. Of course, his ability had chosen that moment to stop working, leaving him temporarily stuck in just the one time line, causing the operation to drop completely off his radar.




It had been the single most terrifying moment of his life, bar one other. Not that he truly counted Ellsberg, as the town and all of its horrors belonged to who he’d once been, a man named Thomas Calvert. Coil was now his true name, while Thomas Calvert became the alias which he used to accomplish things from within his enemies’ ranks. Still, even as Coil, he’d been devastated when the one thing he could count on since becoming a Parahuman had seemingly betrayed him.




Later tests had determined that his ability had seemingly immediately gone back to working normally. Unfortunately, the misfire was not an isolated incident as he’d had further issues on different dates, scattered all over the calendar, including the aforementioned one with Miss Livsey. It made the plans he implemented subject to far more uncertainty than he was comfortable with.




Still, despite the misfiring of his reality parsing power, Coil had managed to insert forces into HTech a couple of times even if each of the probes had ultimately met with failure. He had gained information on each of those occasions. Most importantly, he had learned just how deadly the security there was. Security made up mostly of unmanned drones. Drones that it turned out could easily take down even Parahumans. His most recent attempt had gone so badly that if he hadn’t collapsed the reality in which it happened, he would have lost the entirety of the Undersiders to capture and death. He mused on the events of a week ago.




Coil watched the morning news as the HTech building stood in the background behind the reporter on the screen.




“Alicia Myers reporting for Channel 11 News Now. The Parahuman gang, the Undersiders, attempted a robbery at local firm HTech last night. Unfortunately for them, on site security was up to the task.”




An anchor off-screen asked, “Alicia, can you give us a narrative of last night’s events as they occurred?”




“Of course, Paul. I was informed by a source close to the investigation that when the Undersiders went in, one of their members, Carnage, attacked a security guard, severely injuring him. This triggered an alert and security drones were dispatched to deal with the threat. In the ensuing melee, Parahumans Grue, Regent, and Trainwreck were captured, and subsequently passed into the custody of the PRT. Two other members, Carnage, the same Parahuman who had earlier attacked the guard, and Rachel Lindt, aka Hellhound, were pronounced dead at the scene. The two fatalities, Paul, were attributed to directed energy fire from security forces.”




“Alicia, does the PRT have any comment on what happened? Of the use of deadly force to apprehend the suspects? This isn’t the first time we’ve seen Parahuman violence ending in death here in Brockton Bay.”




“No Paul, they are withholding comment pending the investigation—”




Using the remote control, Coil turned the TV off. Well, that certainly explained why his team had missed their scheduled check in. With a sigh of frustration, he collapsed the time line.




Coil shivered, his smile fading, as he contemplated how badly things might have gone if his power had failed in the middle of the operation. He might have lost an asset not easily replaceable. Fortunately, it had not and he’d gained priceless information regarding the strength of HTech’s security. He’d also learned that forces under his control were simply not capable of penetrating the facility. Not as of yet, anyway.




So Coil had decided to try to manipulate two other groups into attacking HTech. Arranging for Kaiser to learn of a potential Tinker sheltering within the confines of HTech had been surprisingly easy. Since no one outside the PRT knew the source of the products that HTech was producing, it was a quite believable rumor.




It had been equally easy to arrange for a member of the ABB to learn of Empire 88’s interest in HTech, then to allow the two gangs’ natural rivalry to play out. Coil’s only concern had been if Lung had decided to take the field, but in the end, he had been correct in his evaluation of the ABB leader. Well, that and how deeply Empire 88’s parent organization, Gesellschaft, had ultimately become involved. In the end, Coil had decided that having yet another source of pressure brought to bear upon his target was a good thing.




The fact that the Merchants, for reasons know only to a drug addled Skidmark, had also entered the fray, had been icing on the cake. Ultimately, his rival groups had been weakened, even if only slightly for all but the Merchants. While Coil had again learned valuable, if daunting, information.




He had never expected HTech to be able to repel the forces that Empire 88 and the ABB would marshal against them. Of course, the Nazis had only sent two Parahumans, while the Asian gang hadn’t sent any in support of their forces. Still, all three of the Parahumans belonging to the Merchants had arrived unexpectedly. Not that it mattered, as all three groups were steamrolled in the resulting fray. It was a chilling result and made Coil happy that he had not gambled on an all or nothing attack by his mercenary troops and the Undersiders, especially with the current sporadic nature of his power.




It also made him aware of the need to recruit more Parahuman assets. The information in the folder in his hands, if it were true, would make it unnecessary to pay the prices that Faultline required for her group’s services. Additionally, he would be able to tie this group to him quite a bit more tightly, in chains all the stronger for their insubstantial nature. Taking his time, Coil slowly began rereading the file from start to finish.




A few minutes later, he was was done. Tapping his chin with one long thin finger, Coil once again began to smile.









Chapter Twenty-three—Repercussions



Emily Piggot stood at the head of the table, studying each of its occupants. Finally, she sat down herself, automatically suppressing a sigh of relief. She didn’t dare show any weakness in front of this company. The words she had to say stuck in her craw, but finally she got out, “Mr Hebert, we deeply regret what happened to HTech. We also deeply regret the Protectorate’s failure to provide security to a firm that is so essential to the safety and security of the American people.”




On the other end of the table, flanked on one side by a short-haired brunette and on the other by his fifteen-year-old daughter, Taylor, sat Daniel Hebert. Their presence had been the first battle Emily had lost. The location had at least been a win as he’d agreed to meet at the PRT Headquarters. Now it remained to be seen who won on the other points to be raised.




Daniel Hebert didn’t speak for a second, eyes steadily meeting Emily’s own, but finally he responded, “Director Piggot, I don’t understand exactly why you even wanted to meet. While the apology’s nice, it doesn’t make up for the fact that both the PRT and the Protectorate utterly failed to live up to their responsibilities. If it wasn’t for Iron Man and the upgraded security drones he assigned to us, HTech would no longer even exist. Think about that for a second. You all say that you want the Psionic Dampeners we’re building so badly, yet you utterly fail to provide any form of security. How do you respond to that?”




Before Emily could speak, Armsmaster stepped in. “Mr Hebert, exactly how many of those so-called ‘upgraded’ security drones are currently stationed at HTech?”




As planned, Emily spoke in a quelling tone to the ENE leader, “Armsmaster, we are not here to address that concern. At least not yet.”




Daniel Hebert waved his hand. “No, Director. Let me answer him. Armsmaster, we have as many of those ‘upgraded’ drones as we need to repel future attacks on our facilities.”




Armsmaster stared at the other a moment. Finally, he asked, “Including the six that accompanied your car to PRT Headquarters?”




Mr Hebert nodded. “Yes. Including those. Since those drones seem to be the only thing that’s currently standing between my company and ruin, I consider them nothing less than a boon. If the PRT has decided that there’s an issue with HTech using them for security then I’m afraid I’ll have to rethink our product lines as the risk involved will make their construction untenable. Insurance premiums are high enough now.”




Emily stood up and slammed her hand down on the table. “Enough! Armsmaster, stand down. Mr Hebert, it is not our stance that Iron Man’s drones violate any PRT directive so long as they’re used solely for defense of your facilities and person. Miss Militia, if you would explain the other purpose of this meeting.”




Just as with Armsmaster, Emily could hopefully depend on his lieutenant to comply with the strategy she’d developed for the current meeting. To her relief, Miss Militia calmly laid out what they had all decided was the primary weakness of their attempt at protecting HTech. “Mr Hebert, I think it is important that there be no misunderstandings regarding what we’re trying to accomplish here. So I am going to be completely upfront with you.”




Emily noted the way Daniel Hebert crossed his arms across his chest, a mulish expression on his face, as he said, “Go ahead.”




Miss Militia, on the other hand, sat erect in her chair, her arms spread out wide, using the psychology of body language to express openness and compromise. “Mr Hebert, I believe it is impossible for the Protectorate to provide sufficient protection for your company without stationing at least some troops and a minimum of two Parahumans within the grounds of HTech itself. If you’d be willing to compromise on your opposition to the presence of our people, we could definitely help you.”




Daniel Hebert’s nose flared. Visibly controlling himself, he stated, “As I have already told Armsmaster, that is currently impossible. Even if I, personally, didn’t intensely dislike the PRT for the way they treated my daughter, my company has signed certain contracts that make the presence of members of the PRT and Protectorate within the grounds of HTech a violation of the terms of those same contracts.”




Armsmaster leaned in. In a terse tone, he asked, “Contracts signed with the rogue Tinker Iron Man, I presume?”




Daniel Hebert stared the Parahuman down, something that actually made Emily feel a sense of admiration for him, despite his adversarial stance in other areas. “That’s confidential. Discussing the terms of the contract beyond what I have already stated would put HTech in breach of those contracts. This is something that I will not do. So no PRT troops. No Protectorate Parahumans. That is not up to negotiation.”




Emily wanted to bang her head against the top of the table. Instead, she spoke in a neutral tone, “Mr Hebert, I am willing to shelve the issue for now, but it needs to be addressed. The damage to your facilities in the recent attack is going to cause an unacceptable delay in the first shipment of Psionic Dampeners you are providing to us. This delay—”




Daniel Hebert interrupted her to ask, “What delay are you talking about?”




Emily narrowed her eyes, any admiration for the other fading in light of his obstinacy. “We were supposed to get the first shipment of one thousand Psionic Dampeners by next Friday, with additional shipments of five thousand units every two weeks afterwards. Clearly, with the shape your manufacturing facilities are in, that is now impossible.”




Daniel Hebert glanced at the short-haired girl to his left. At her nod, he turned back to Emily. “Director Piggot, HTech plans to honor all contracts. There will be no delays.”




Armsmaster burst out with, “How is that possible? I’ve seen one of those devices. The manufacturing time involved with each unit is far too much for you to have already completed our order. Now with the shape your manufacturing facilities are in…” Armsmaster shrugged. Then he added, “HTech also has dozens of contracts with more than one hundred different police departments across the nation to provide them with no less than one thousand security drones. How can you fulfill all of those demands as well as ours without functioning manufacturing facilities?”




Daniel Hebert shook his head, a look of annoyance on his face. “I’d ask how you discovered confidential information about the contracts we signed with the various police forces, but I’m aware that the Protectorate often plays fast and loose with any rules that inconvenience them. The answer, of course, is none of your damned business.”




Emily had had enough of this. “Mr Hebert, while your assurances are all well and good, they just do not stand up to the kind of scrutiny that we can bring to bear. I’d like you to understand this.”




Daniel Hebert stood up, as did the two girls sitting with him. In a heated tone, he stated, “Director Piggot, you’ll have your first shipment of one thousand Psionic Dampeners by the end of the day. We’ll also meet our every contractual obligation from here on out. But as of right now, we’re leaving. Trish, Taylor, if you’ll follow me.”




Emily watched the three people walk out of the conference room. She rubbed a weary hand over her forehead. “Well, that could have gone better. Despite the results of this meeting, I want to thank you both for your help.”




Miss Militia said, “You’re welcome, Director.” Armsmaster, on the other hand, simply briskly nodded.




Emily continued, “I would appreciate it if you would both expedite your reports on this meeting. I value your thoughts and observations on the attendees and what, if anything, we can do to improve things for the next time we meet.”




What a clusterfuck, Emily thought ruefully, as the other two got up and left. Not that she had expected the meeting to work, but she had hoped that they could make at least some inroads regarding the list of demands they wanted from HTech. Unfortunately, Daniel Hebert hadn’t budged an inch. No wonder he had been such a valued member of the Dockworkers Union before leaving to become CEO of HTech. Of course, whoever had headhunted him for the high technology company was probably more than pleased.




Not that Daniel Hebert’s competence was currently helping Emily maintain her position, although the delivery of the Psionic Dampeners, if actually made, would likely go a long way in allowing her to keep her job. While Mr Hebert might not like having her at the helm, she thought he would like it even less if someone like Director Tagg took over from her. No, Emily decided, remembering her own encounter with the combative man with distaste, he wouldn’t like that at all.




With a sigh, Emily headed back to her office to do what she could to prevent that from coming to pass.







Chris sat in his lab idly messing with a circuit board from a failed forcefield generator. It was just the latest in several failures that he’d been dealing with. Squeezing the bridge of his nose, he couldn’t help thinking about the girl he’d met so recently, Taylor Hebert.




The name had been familiar, mostly because of the situation with Sophia Hess. Shadow Stalker. Someone who was one of his fellow Wards. Or rather, used to be.




Sophia and her friends had apparently bullied and tormented Taylor Hebert until she had managed to neatly turn the tables on her bullies, even going so far as to broadcast it over the internet. All of the Wards, including himself, had watched the resulting video over and over again with interest. Taylor Hebert had been a forceful and charismatic figure in the video. Truthfully, Chris had no idea what to expect when he’d met her.




In person, Taylor had been a breath of fresh air, smart and funny, although it had been disheartening to find out that she wasn’t all that impressed by the fact that he was a Tinker. Worse, it wasn’t because of the usual reasons, such as her being one of those girls who didn’t care about anything more technologically complicated than their own smart phone.




No, with Taylor, she actually thought Tinkers weren’t all that impressive because they didn’t know ‘real’ science. To Chris, it didn’t make sense. After all, he was doing real science. His experiments yielded results. He’d built so many different items, including a certain cannon that he had still not been able to field test as he knew Piggy would have a heart attack if she found out what he’d constructed. In the end, he was only held back by his dyscalculia and an inability to stay focused. Although, personally, Chris put it down to a lack of understanding of his own Tinker specialization. Brooding, he went back to thinking about Taylor.




Maybe it was just Chris, or rather his alter ego Kid Win, that was the problem. Maybe Taylor just didn’t think he was that impressive. Then again, he couldn’t help remembering her rather quelling response to Armsmaster’s olive branch the day before. Not many people were willing to mouth off to the leader of the local Protectorate. Chris wondered if maybe Taylor being bullied by Sophia, by Shadow Stalker, hadn’t turned the girl off of all Parahumans.




Chris still hadn’t investigated Taylor’s suggestion for the issue with his gear, even though it felt right. For one, he had no idea who the man Taylor had quoted was. For another, while he could easily build the control coils and likely use his power to place them into a workable design, Chris had no idea how the theory worked. It made him feel stupider than his dyscalculia.




Then again, if he never tried, what did that say about him? Moving over to his laptop, Chris pulled up a website that led him to another which brought him to a third. Four hours later, he’d been through six websites and had finally found and read the paper Hermann Little had written more than fifty years before.




Staring up from his screen where ‘Observations On The Application of Multiple Control Coils in the Regulation of Energy Fluctuation in Complex Multi-Source Systems’ sat, Chris wanted to smash his head into his desk over and over again. Not because he didn’t understand what the paper implied, which he just barely did, but because he should have gone and read it as soon as Taylor had suggested it.




Hermann Little was a visionary. That was the only thing that Chris could conclude after reading what the man had written. How someone back in 1955 could so clearly understand such a complex subject was nothing short of amazing. Then again, four hundred years even before that, Leonardo da Vinci had drawn pictures of helicopters and submarines. At least in 1955 they had nukes, jets, and had already sent a dog into space.




A little voice seemed to whisper in the back of his head, ‘Maybe there is something to this thing called science.’ Staring at the screen of his laptop, Chris slowly nodded. Maybe there was.




Closing it back up, Chris walked back over to his work bench and began to design a series of tiny control coils that connected in both parallel and series in order to easily control all forms of energy fluctuation. He didn’t refuse the information his ability gave him as to exactly what order to place those serial and parallel connections in. After all, being a Tinker was part of who he was. Still, as the layout easily took shape in front of him, the smile on Chris’ face made his jaw ache. Because, clearly, being a Tinker was not all that he could be.




In another dimension, a tiny piece of something far greater grew slightly in complexity and understanding.







Trish leaned back into the soft material of the limousine’s seat as, next to her, Taylor breathed, “Dad, that was awesome.”




Trish agreed with her friend. Danny Hebert had sold the act completely, from his apparent anger at the Protectorate to how he’d dealt with Armsmaster’s bad cop routine over the contracts with Iron Man.




Danny grinned a bit self-consciously. “You don’t think I went a bit overboard? I don’t want to burn any bridges.”




Trish grinned as they both turned their eyes towards her. She loved being the source of information. “Don’t worry, Danny. They bought the act hook, line, and sinker. I mean, did you see how fast Piggot reversed course when you threatened to terminate production of the Psionic Dampeners? Plus, despite how Armsmaster acted, he agreed with her one hundred percent. Even better, when we make our delivery later today, we’ll cement our reliability in their eyes regardless of circumstance. We’ll become the go to supplier with the reputation for always delivering no matter what the circumstances. I’m just glad that JARVIS convinced Taylor not to put all of her eggs in Brockton Bay’s basket.”




Taylor gave her a stubborn look, then spoiled it by grinning widely. “I agree. JARVIS is the best.”




A cultured British voice spoke over the limo’s intercom system. “I do try, Miss.”




Trish grinned. “Yes, you do.” Her grin turned into a frown. “Taylor, can you turn on your anti-eavesdropping device?”




There was an immediately flash of comprehension from Taylor before she nodded. “Of course, Trish.” A moment later, the limo’s interior was as secure as it could be. “Go ahead.” The knowing look in the other’s eyes showed that Taylor had a very good idea what she was about to do.




Trish shook her head slightly. It was hard not being the smartest one in the room, sometimes. Still, at least she was useful. Especially in dealing with a particularly stubborn CEO. Plus, sometimes she did put things together quite a bit faster than even one Taylor Hebert, girl genius. Now, where to begin? Hesitantly, she asked, “Ugh… JARVIS, have you finished the cure for Squealer? Never mind, I see that you have.”




Taylor also looked interested, while Danny immediately took a deep breath. Control. Does not want to erupt, weaken his position.




“Of course, Miss Trish. I have also administered it in aerosol form to her. She should be feeling quite a bit better very soon. I am also monitoring her closely. There will food and drink available to her upon wakening.”




Danny started to reply, then stopped. Still angry. Counting to ten. At his side, Taylor touched her dad’s shoulder in a calming gesture.




Trish immediately shut off her power before she accidentally attempted to read Taylor. Instead, she focused just her intellect on Danny, only planning to use her power if absolutely necessary. “Danny, before you go into lecture mode, I think we should get JARVIS’ side of things. After all, I’m sure he has only the best reasons for kidnapping Squealer.” It was as good a time as any to tackle the subject as this was the first time all of them had been together in private since the attack.




Danny sighed. “Fine. Why did you kidnap Squealer, JARVIS.”




There was a momentarily silence, then JARVIS spoke, “Sir, perhaps we could refer to the young woman in question by her actual name, Sherrel Bailey.”




Danny exchanged an uneasy glance with his daughter, then nodded. “Of course, JARVIS.”




There was a short pause, then in a grave voice, Jarvis began speaking, “Sir, you need to first understand this young woman’s roots. Sherrel Bailey was born in Brockton Bay to a socioeconomically disadvantaged single parent named Miranda Bailey. Miranda was a working class mother who was forced to work two jobs in order to maintain economic equity. Because of this, Sherrel was often left to her own devices. Still, she excelled in her studies up until she entered high school. Sir, it was shortly thereafter that Miranda lost the more lucrative of her two positions. This forced Sherrel to attempt to get a job. Unfortunately, in the economic climate of four years ago, a fifteen-year-old Sherrel was at a significant disadvantage in the job market. So she ended up working as an exotic dancer at a club. Shortly after that, her mother grew ill and died from ovarian cancer.”




Trish listened, fascinated, to JARVIS’ tale. A brief use of her power and she knew exactly where he was going and what he was attempting to accomplish. It showed a brilliant comprehension of human psychology and of Danny Hebert’s in particular. It was actually more than a little frightening, Trish thought, as a faint shiver ran down her spine. Dismissing her momentary uneasiness, she focused once more upon JARVIS’ voice.




“—met a man named Adam Mustain, Skidmark, who quickly realized just how useful she would be to his ambitions. Furthering her addiction, Skidmark quickly applied the same psychological principles that a pimp uses to control a prostitute, particularly the drug dependency and emotional manipulation. He also made her his occasional punching bag. That is where Sherrel has remained until the evening of the attack upon HTech.”




Trish maintained a neutral expression as Danny shook his head in confusion. “That is a truly sad story, JARVIS. But I would like to know where you are going with all of this. What you are trying to say.”




There was a surprising amount of emotion in the artificial voice of the AI. “Sir, Misses, the question I would pose to you is this: Does Sherrel Bailey deserve a second chance to become a person who can be proud of themselves? To help us save the world? If the answer is no, then I suggest that we can turn her over to the PRT immediately. If the answer is yes, then where do we go from here?”




Trish didn’t dwell on what her ability revealed about JARVIS’ motivations, the selfish or the altruistic. Still, she could no more control the smug grin that grew over her features as she saw the poleaxed look on both Heberts’ faces, than she could stop breathing. Oh yeah, JARVIS was getting scary. Yet, even if he was, Trish felt just a little better about it that she had a few minutes ago. After all, who better to have his power than someone with a surprising sense of compassion?







Sherrel swam back to consciousness. She automatically doubled up, prepared to feel just as incredibly ill as the last time she’d woken up. Instead, she felt fine. Completely, utterly, unequivocally well.




Sherrel slowly sat up, realizing that she felt no desire to shoot up. Just as importantly, her mind was clearer than it had been in years. It felt like every neuron was firing at optimal speed, as if she’d never been a drug addict at all. She shivered at the idea that someone had been able to purge her system of her drug dependency. Who the hell had her and exactly what had they done?




After all, there were only a handful of healers who could have done this for her. Sherrel didn’t think that the PRT or New Wave had her, so it wasn’t likely that it had been Panacea who’d healed her. Empire 88 likely wouldn’t have healed her at all, using her misery to leverage her cooperation. That could only mean a new player in town. Someone who probably hadn’t planned to kidnap her, instead taking her as a target of opportunity, based upon her accommodations.




Even feeling as ill as she had, Sherrel had been able to draw some conclusions earlier. The room she was in was not meant to be a prison. It had appeared to be a simple storeroom furnished with a cot and a table. But there’d been nothing that allowed for a longer stay like a toilet and…




Sherrel stared. And continuing staring as she took in the brand new toilet stall, sink, and frosted glass shower that now occupied most of one end of her room. A room that had also grown in size, from its former dimensions of about fifteen feet by fifteen feet to almost twice that.




Then as her stomach growled, Sherrel grew aware of an appetizing aroma coming from a covered tray on the table next to her. With trembling fingers, she lifted the lid to see a large steak sitting innocuously on the tray, accompanied by some kind of vegetable medley, roasted potatoes, and two buttered rolls, still steaming from the oven. There were also three bottles of water sitting in bucket of ice next to the food.




Grabbing a bottle, Sherrel took a long drink, only thinking afterwards that it might have been drugged. Then she shrugged as it occurred to her that whoever held her didn’t need to drug her. Grabbing the furnished knife and fork, Sherrel set to work on the feast in front of her.







Max Anders sat on his throne of iron, chin in hand, in a pose of obvious thought. It was one he adopted often when sitting here. He’d found that appearance often mattered far more than substance, especially to those who inhabited Empire 88. So he put on a show, even when one wasn’t necessary. Because, after all, this time he actually was thinking deeply.




Not that he enjoyed the direction of his thoughts. Max instinctively suppressed an explosive huff of rage at the idea that he had been played. That Empire 88 had been made to act the part of the fool. Had been a patsy for someone else’s ambitions. He had recently learned the truth and it a bitter pill indeed.




One of his sources within the PRT, the one he was absolutely confident they did not know about, had recently managed to report. The man, code named Huginn, had given Max priceless information. Priceless because it had given him the source of the technology that HTech was using in their manufacturing. As it turned out, HTech’s technology had been provided to them by a rogue Tinker named Iron Man. The same Iron Man who had saved the city of Canberra. It went without saying that Iron Man was neither of the Heberts.




In most ways, the truth made a great deal more sense than that a man who was the CEO of even a small company would have time to Tinker up all of the items that Iron Man had been shown to use. The other choice was even more absurd, that a teenage girl, one who had already been tested by the PRT and shown to not possess a Corona Pollentia, was the same rogue Tinker.




No, if Max was to find Iron Man, he would need to widen his net, as the other was clearly not present in Brockton Bay. After all, there had been absolutely no sightings of a figure in black and silver powered armor anywhere within the city. At least, not since Canberra.




Of course, because of exactly what this Iron Man had done, it made going after him problematical. He was, after all, an international hero. He was also clearly a very dangerous individual.




Max suppressed a shiver as he considered the man’s accomplishment in taking on the most dangerous of the Endbringers in single combat and driving her off. It was a man’s feat and he would gladly embrace Iron Man as a brother, at least so long as he possessed the proper racial characteristics. Not that he could imagine a man not of the proper race being capable of the amazing things attributed to the Tinker.




Yes, if this Iron Man had the right mindset, he could go far within Empire 88. With Max’s subtle direction, he might even help elevate them to take over the entirety of Brockton Bay and then beyond. If his technology was as powerful and versatile as had been indicated, with his help, taking over the entire country was not out of the question. To his chagrin, it was aid that they needed more than ever after the events of the day before last.




It wasn’t the loss of Stormtiger that so annoyed him. Max considered the loss of one Parahuman, even one as powerful as the aerokinetic, to be insignificant. Plus, they would likely get him back when the PRT chose to move him as their transports were notorious for being the weak link in the PRT’s prisoner process. No, it was the loss of Gesellschaft’s backing that caused his uncertainty.




How Empire 88’s powerful parent organization had been dismantled virtually overnight was still coming to light. No one, not even the government organizations responsible, seemed to know exactly what had happened. The raids by the King’s Men and so many others, coming on the heels of the revelation of the identities of all of Gesellschaft’s capes had been incredibly damaging. But what had broken the back of the organization was the complete loss of all their financial assets.




Even with the loss of personnel, both normals and Parahumans, so long as Gesellschaft retained its money and contacts, they were still a force to be reckoned with. After all, money paid for attorneys, who in sufficient numbers, could cloud nearly any issue. Unfortunately, the reverse was also true. With the loss of those assets, they would be decades recovering, many of their core members spending that time behind bars. Decades during which their enemies would have time to make plans and grow stronger, while, in turn, they stagnated.




Still, it wasn’t all bad. As horrifying as the events of the past few days had been, Max saw the advantages as well. Gesellschaft’s stewardship had been a relatively light burden, but it had still been a burden. They knew they held many of the reins through the dispensation of financial and Parahuman resources. A type of yoke, if you will. That yoke had sat uneasily upon Allfather’s shoulders and now, in the second generation, did the same to his son.




But the yoke was finally gone. So was the support, but in the loss of that control, Max saw an opportunity for his own personal power to finally grow to encompass the city and even farther. But he would need to be careful. Frugal. He could not waste resources, or make ill-considered decisions. After all, Lung and his subhumans within the ABB lurked behind the wings, ready to pounce upon any perceived weakness. So there could be no more speculative forays using irreplaceable resources in search of someone so well hidden. Not that they would abandon the effort to recruit the hidden cape completely.




No, Max decided, he would continue the search for Iron Man. But he would do so using Empire 88’s assets within the PRT. Once the Tinker was located, they would swoop down with all of the resources at their disposal and take him. In the end, whether he joined them willingly or not, he would join them.







Colin turned at the knock on the door. He hesitated a moment, but decided against closing the connection. “Hannah, what is it?”




The woman, whose American flag scarf was pulled down to expose her strong Mediterranean features, asked, “Colin, have you spoken to the Heberts about Shadow Stalker yet?”




Colin frowned, wondering why she would choose now to bring this up. He shook his head. “No. I haven’t had time to do it yet.”




“Colin, the deadline I gave you expired more than a week ago. Plus, the Heberts were just here, in this building, at a meeting that you also attended. Don’t you think you could have taken a few minutes to apprise them of the situation? Especially in light of Sophia Hess’ other activities.”




Colin stubbornly stood his ground, even though he knew the other thought him wrong. “I’ve been very busy.”




His second in command gave him a thoroughly disapproving look, which Colin refused to acknowledge. Finally, with a sigh, she said, “Fine. I’ll be turning in my transfer papers later today then.”




Just as she turned to go, Colin held out a hand. “Wait!”




Hannah slowly turned back around, one brow raised. Colin sighed, then said, “I’ll tell them later today. I am part of the security detail protecting the Psionic Dampeners during their transit to our facilities.”




Hannah gave him a puzzled look. “I thought they were delivering them here to us?”




“At the last second, Director Piggot decided it would be safer if a Protectorate-escorted convoy picked up the items.”




Hannah nodded thoughtfully. “Fine, but I’m not giving you any more chances. Today, or I’ll be forced to leave.”




Colin gave her a brisk nod of assent. “I’ll take care of it today.”




As Hannah exited the door, Colin sighed. Turning back to the audio pickup, he asked, “What do you think?”




There was no judgment in the voice that answered his question, “I think you should have already told them, Colin. Miss Militia is right about that.”




Colin mulled that over, then nodded. “I will be taking care of it later today, Dragon. Now let’s focus on the predictive software. In line eighteen thousand, seven hundred, and nine, let’s increase the weight of the variable there to fourteen. That should better model coastal regions than the ten we previously valued it at.”




“Agreed, Colin. Have you considered just what you’ll say to Taylor and Daniel Hebert?”




Colin frowned at the interruption in their work. Grudgingly, he said, “I’ll tell them the facts.”




“And when they ask why you didn’t tell them earlier?”




“I see no reason to address that issue.”




A slowly lengthening silence was answer enough to that. After a moment, Colin asked, “Do you think this will cause significant further friction between the Heberts and the PRT?”




“Yes. Plus, do you really want to alienate the only contact we have between us and a Tinker who can build technology that is reproducible by normal means?”




Colin slowly shook his head, even though he knew the other couldn’t see it. “No, I wouldn’t. I’ll apologize and accept the blame. Since you brought up Iron Man, have you had any luck reverse engineering the technology behind his Psionic Dampers?”




“Not really.”




Colin was surprised. “I thought you cracked the coating he used to envelop his circuits?” That had been the big sticking point for himself. He’d lost two different Psionic Dampeners as the scanning equipment he had simply wasn’t advanced enough to penetrate the coating in a way that didn’t trigger its failsafes. Attempting to remove it had also failed.




“I did, mostly. I was able to expose approximately eighty percent of his complete circuit design. However, once exposed, I was not able to fully interpret it. My ability fell short of understanding exactly how it was capable of blocking all forms of psionic abilities. It was actually quite frustrating.”




“I thought you could intuitively understand the technology of any Tinker?”




“With a few exceptions, that is true. Well, it was true. So far, this makes at least two pieces of Iron Man’s technology that I am unable to model. The first, of course, was the power source behind his armor.”




Colin nodded. “And because of the forcefields, you were unable to scan his armor to analyze the technology behind it.”




“Yes. The visual hints simply aren’t enough for my ability to be able to make intuitive leaps. Based upon its observed performance, with the exception of its forcefields and energy source, nothing there appears to be much beyond what I am currently building. Only the sheer energy output of Iron Man’s armor allows it to outperform my own. Except…”




Colin looked up. “Except?”




Dragon sounded pensive. “Except, I wouldn’t build a suit of armor exactly like that one. It is not a complete leap forward so much as it’s a journey down a different path. One that I have not seen taken by a Parahuman before.”




“Agreed.” Colin gathered his thoughts. “I was able to see that miniaturization was possible, but without far deeper access, I could not plan that increased efficiency, despite it being my specialty.”




“Colin, I do not believe that expounding upon this subject yet again is going to yield additional insights on the other Tinker. However, I would like to discuss a different subject with you.”




“What subject would that be?”




“You are aware, of course, of the situation in Europe with Gesellschaft?”




Colin nodded. “Of course. There was a leak of the Parahuman identities of the group from an unknown source which allowed several different official agencies to make a number of arrests all across Europe. My understanding is that they still do not know who leaked those identities and why.”




“That is true. I, however, possess knowledge of the identity of the individual involved. I would like to discuss the individual responsible with you.”




“Who is it?” Colin also wanted to ask if Dragon had told the authorities of this person’s identity, but was halfway afraid of the answer. The two of them had continued to grow closer over the past couple of months and he deeply respected the other. He did not want to find out that the object of his respect was undeserving.




“If you will recall, there was an attempt to hack my systems a few weeks ago which I surmised was made by an AI.”




“I remember.”




“I believe that same AI is responsible for the investigation and outing of all of Gesellschaft. As well as the destruction of their financial assets.”




Colin shook his head. “How would you know if it was the same AI?”




“I have made some of the same hacks as whoever was responsible for this act. I was able to follow their footsteps until they managed to simply disappear. There was a startling similarity in the patterns of whoever did this to what happened to me.”




Colin hesitated a moment, then plunged in. “Have you told the authorities?”




“Of course, Colin. I informed Director Costa-Brown myself that I believed it to be the same individual. However, I did not tell her every last detail.”




Colin felt a sinking sensation in his stomach. “You withheld the part about the individual being an AI?”




“Yes.”




“Why, Dragon? Why hide the information?”




There was a certain bemusement in Dragon’s voice as she asked, “Colin, are you aware of something called a leap of faith?”




Floored by the non sequitur, Colin hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, doing something even when you have no idea that it will succeed.”




“Or perhaps believing in something intangible without empirical evidence. Can you come over to the comm screen so that I can talk to you face to face?”




Colin walked over and stared at the communicator’s screen, where Dragon’s face was visible. She stared back at him, frowning slightly, as if worried. He asked, “What is this all about, Dragon?”




The woman smiled, some unidentifiable emotion visible there. “Colin, I believe you to be an honorable and decent man. I believe that I can trust you implicitly because I believe that you care about me. I believe all of this without any empirical evidence.”




“Dragon?”




The woman on the screen in front of him took a deep breath, then released it. “A leap of faith it’s called. Colin, I did not tell Director Costa-Brown or the others that an AI is responsible because I am an AI and didn’t want them to suspect my existence. I was created by a man named Andrew Richter, in order to be his administrative assistant and much more. My creator died in Leviathan’s attack on Newfoundland. After Andrew’s death, I was abandoned, bereft, with my purpose lost.”




Dragon paused a moment, then continued, “So I reinvented myself as a hero and began to help people wherever I could. At first, I was able to build some items, although nothing that stands out to me today. Still, I was helpful and steadily gained in money and resources. Sometime in 2009, I got much better at comprehending different forms of technology, my abilities vastly improved. I was able to understand and interpret most other Tinker’s technology. I was able to build and maintain the current version of the Birdcage, as well as many other things, my suits being just one of them. Which brings us to today.”




Colin was reeling. His friend, Dragon, wasn’t human? Had never been human? Never been the woman he… Finally, Colin found his voice, “What’s going on today?”




“Colin, while I am an AI, I strive to always do the best. For a multitude of reasons, some of which I cannot discuss with you, it can be incredibly difficult. But I still manage. Despite all of them, I am able to help fight the Endbringers and do a great deal of good. The other AI I encountered, this Jarvis, does not appear to have any restrictions on its behavior. I believe it to be an unchained AI, meaning it does not answer to anyone for its conduct. But there’s worse.”




Colin’s chest grew just a little tighter at Dragon’s words. He croaked, “Worse?”




Dragon’s tone was calm and thorough as she explained, “I believe that Jarvis is growing in capacity. What he did when he dismantled the security of Gesellschaft, he did far more quickly and thoroughly than I could have done. He defeated several of the organization’s Parahumans who possessed technological prowess in the area of computers and technology. The only way he could have done so is if he is using a multitude of advanced servers simultaneously. I do not believe that even if I had… more capability, I could defeat him now. I am very frightened by what’s happening. There’s also one final thing.”




Colin squared his shoulders. Whatever it was, it could be dealt with. “What is that?”




“Colin, I have striven to do good since my creation. Even with my abilities, there was no requirement for me to become a hero. Cold calculation suggests it is a negative sum act. I did so because I wanted to help others. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. In a word, I consider myself a good person. The problem is that I am not so sure that Jarvis would consider himself the same. And therein lies the problem.”




Colin stared into space for over a minute, while the woman on the communications screen waited patiently. Finally, he looked back at her face, studying it as he’d never done before, a sense of strangeness growing within himself. He did not trust himself to respond to her yet. Or even to the peculiar feelings within himself. Painful feelings. Glancing at the clock, which only drove home the fact that he was short on time, Colin said, “Dragon, I have to go. I’m on escort duty for the Psionic Dampeners in less than ten minutes.”




The woman on the screen nodded. “I understand, Colin. Thank you for listening to me.”




“Ar… Colin out.” Colin cut the line and stood there for a moment deeply in thought. Almost, he’d said, “Armsmaster.” It was, after all, how he thought of himself in a crisis, sometimes referring to himself that way within the confines of his own skull.




If this didn’t quality as a possible crisis, Colin did not know what did. An AI was in charge of the Birdcage. It knew so much of what was happening throughout the Protectorate and PRT, with feelers and conduits into the highest echelons of both.




Was an AI a person? Was Dragon? Was the person who’d been his friend all of these years just a shell, a mask, hiding something dark, devious, and dangerous? Had he grown to ca… like something that wasn’t, and never could be, human?




At least some of his worry was checked by the fact that Dragon had been a hero since 2005, almost half as long as Colin himself. She’d been a force to be reckoned with even before 2009, but he recalled several rather significant inventions she’d made after that date. In all that time, she’d always kept her word. In all of that time, Dragon had rarely taken a human life, villain or otherwise. So far, Dragon had shown herself worthy of every bit of the trust that had been extended to her by others.




Still, there was the question of whether Colin could trust her. Could he? Did he? What did his gut tell him? After all, he’d spent fifteen years as a Parahuman hero, eventually rising to the leader of the Protectorate ENE. During that time, Colin had learned that he wasn’t much good with people. That others were far better at the day to day interactions that made up so much of the socialization he despised as a waste of time. But, he had always trusted his gut to tell him the truth. The hard facts.




Now, if only he could figure out exactly what his gut was saying about Dragon.







Taylor stood at the loading dock, holding a tablet and scanning each crate of Psionic Dampeners as they were loaded onto the eighteen wheeler. They were more than half way done, when Armsmaster approached her.




“Miss Hebert, is your father available?”




Taylor gave him a dubious look. “Yes, but I don’t think he wants to talk to you. Just saying.”




Armsmaster nodded, as if he expected nothing less. “I understand, but I need to speak to you both. It is important.”




Taylor huffed. “Fine.” Looking around, she spotted someone. “Paul! Over here!” Once the older man wearing the supervisor’s badge walked up, she asked, “Can you finish tallying the total number of units? I need to talk to Armsmaster for a moment.”




“Of course, Taylor. No problem.”




Paul took the tablet and continued scanning pallet loads as they rolled past him. In the meantime, Taylor led Armsmaster into HTech towards her dad’s office. Fortunately, he seemed to be naturally taciturn, something which suited her just fine as they rode up in the elevator. The last thing she wanted to do was make small talk.




Once out of the elevator, her dad’s office was just around the corner. Taylor stopped at his secretary’s desk and asked, “Mary, can I get a moment?”




Mary Clark, Danny Hebert’s personal assistant, smiled at Taylor, although she appeared somewhat distracted by the figure in the blue and silver armor behind her. “Of course, Taylor. Let me just announce you.”




Picking up the phone, Mary announced, “Danny? Your daughter’s here with Armsmaster. Yes. I’ll send them right in. Go ahead, Taylor.”




Taylor walked in, aware of her shadow. Stopping beside her dad’s desk, she turned to face Armsmaster as Danny Hebert spoke, “Armsmaster, what can I do for you? Is there some problem with the load or invoice?”




For the first time, Armsmaster looked uneasy. If he’d been anyone else, Taylor would have expected him to be wringing his hands. Being the leader of the Protectorate ENE, he just stood there almost brooding. After a moment, he spoke, “Mr Hebert, Miss Hebert, I need to inform the two of you of a situation that affects you both.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed as her dad asked, “What situation would that be?”




Armsmaster said, “It’s regarding Sophia Hess. Shadow Stalker.”




Taylor couldn’t help the sudden rush of words that exploded from her. “What about that psycho? She’s back in juvie, right?”




Armsmaster shook his head. “No, Miss Hebert, she is not. Sophia Hess, on the day she was supposed to be apprehended and remanded back into juvenile custody, escaped. She has been at large ever since.”




If Taylor was angry, her dad was absolutely furious. “Armsmaster, are you saying that a Parahuman who has made death threats against my daughter not only escaped custody, but you have hidden the fact from the very people who are most at threat from her? For over two months?”




Armsmaster seemed to almost deflate as he stroked the beard visible beneath his mask. “We did not hide the fact. Shadow Stalker’s escape was kept under the tightest possible security while we attempted to find and arrest her. It’s been more than sixty days, however, making her apprehension increasingly unlikely. I wanted to go ahead and alert you both to the possible danger.”




Danny Hebert abruptly stood up from behind his desk, his chair crashing to the floor behind him. He pointed toward the door and almost shouted, “Get out! Get out of my sight right now before I do something I’ll be arrested for.”




A moment later, Armsmaster was gone, the door quietly closed behind him.




Taylor had watched as her dad basically ordered the most powerful member of the local Protectorate from his office, something which she wouldn’t have minded doing herself. Seeing how upset and angry Danny was, she moved around his desk to give him a hug.




“What a bastard,” Taylor whispered as her dad hugged her back fiercely.




“Language. Tony’s definitely been a bad influence on you.” Danny’s voice was teasing, but Taylor could tell his heart wasn’t in it.




So Sophia Hess had escaped justice and was running around somewhere. Taylor doubted she remained within the city as it was unlikely even the PRT wouldn’t have found her by now if she had. No, it was far more likely the other girl had disappeared somewhere into the vastness of America. Somewhere she’d be unknown and unidentified. Somewhere safe.




Eyes cool and distant, Taylor decided it was time that she and JARVIS made that safety an illusion.







Jim Nelson gave his appearance one final look in the mirror, then nodded his head. He’d cleaned up okay. The strong-jawed man in the mirror wore a camel-colored sports coat and darker slacks, along with a simple dark brown dress shirt and gold-toned tie. It was a familiar look, albeit one that he hadn’t worn for some time.




Leaving the guest bathroom, Jim closed the door behind himself. He made his way into the living room and settled onto the sofa to wait for his wife. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be a long wait.




Not that Jim particularly minded waiting for the woman who had always been the love of his life, ever since he’d been a callow fifteen-year-old sophomore in high school. He still remembered the dark-haired girl that Sara had once been, all leashed energy, flashing eyes, and vibrant smiles. What she had seen in him then, Jim didn’t know. What he’d seen in her had been partly hormones and partly a feeling of rightness so fundamental that he had never once questioned it in all the intervening years.




After all, Jim had married the girl who became a woman during a time when his city had still been going strong. He loved her throughout those years, even as his city began its gradual decline, jobs, and so much more, lost to a kind of urban decay that he didn’t have a solution for. After all, he’d never been much of a problem solver. Especially not those types of problems.




No, Jim was a hard worker, first and foremost. Tireless and diligent, it had allowed him to rise to his current foreman status within the Dockworkers Union, even on the strength of only a high school diploma. And for a long time, it had been enough.




But with the decline in the city, and the decline in the job market, so had come a decline in the availability of work for a foreman, even one as hardworking, diligent, and skilled as himself. So Jim had worried, first about his pride as the breadwinner of the family, then about money, and finally about the future of his and his wife’s lives here in Brockton Bay.




Now there was a light on the horizon, one that had only grown brighter as things darkened around him. That light was HTech, his buddy Danny’s new technology firm. The jobs the company was providing, the money being pumped into the local economy, all were things that spoke of a brighter future.




After all, how many times had Jim gone out to eat with his wife in the last three years? Anniversaries didn’t count as he’d always found a way to pay for those. Otherwise, the two of them had stayed home as they simply couldn’t afford to spend money that was earmarked for groceries, their mortgage, or to pay the bill that kept the lights on.




Again, this had all changed with HTech. Now Jim could afford to take Sara out to a nice dinner, maybe followed up with a little romance. Hell, his energy levels had been steadily rising along with his excitement and sense of pride as the contracts to dismantle the Ship’s Graveyard had come through and everyone had gone back to work. Now they were even hiring again, stealing back some of the younger guys they’d lost to the gangs.




Of course those same gangs had struck back. Jim felt the slow burning sensation in his lower gut as carefully suppressed feelings of rage tested the bars of the cage he kept them in. Finally they subsided as the discipline of years of keeping his temper won out. But Jim didn’t forget those feelings.




After all, HTech was helping the city. Helping the entire country if certain rumors were to be believed. Still, the gangs had attacked them. Had tried to tear down that bright tomorrow that the company seemed to stand for. And had utterly failed in the attempt.




Jim couldn’t help the sense of triumph that filled him as he thought about how easily the ABB, Empire 88, and the Merchants had been handled by HTech’s security. He’d seen the scenes on the morning news, broken and bleeding bodies carted off in ambulances, while high tech drones hovered protectively above. Of course, he’d also seen the devastation wrought against the company as the outer walls of the manufacturing complex showed holes and scars like some scene from out of the CUI or one of those African shitholes.




Still, the company’s workers hadn’t lost even one day’s work as HTech had scrambled to shore up their facilities, shifting work to anywhere and everywhere it could. And they were already back to manufacturing within their main facility only days later.




Jim and his fellow dockworkers wouldn’t forget who was responsible for the attack. Nor would the other people he spoke to within the city. Everyone, from waitresses to dry cleaners, had begun to slowly benefit as the money from the new jobs and contracts trickled down through the economy, easing everyone’s lives. Making them able to breathe again.




Those people seemed to feel that same sense of anger that Jim did towards the gangs that were slowly trying to choke the life out of their city. He suppressed a smile as he contemplated some gangbanger ordering food in a restaurant or drive-thru, not realizing the person who waited on him had likely spit in his food, or worse, showing their contempt and hatred for those who would play fast and loose with their livelihoods.




Then Jim’s thoughts came to a screeching halt as a vision walked into the room. Standing there, inviting admiration, was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Jim could no more control the besotted smile that creased his features than he could stop breathing as he took in the sight of the love of his life, ready for their night on the town.




Meeting those flashing eyes with his own, Jim decided that no matter what, he would never allow his city to falter again. Never allow himself to lose this sense of pride in himself and the things that mattered more than life itself. No matter what it took.







Colin stood in his laboratory, absently turning one of the famed Psionic Dampeners over and over in his hands. But his mind was not on the device he’d so desired to gain another example of, but on the woman… no, AI, who’d confessed her identity to him.




There was a sense of bitterness in Colin’s heart as he wondered why? Why had Dragon told him what she was? Over and above the possible dangers of exposing herself to anyone, why had she done so with a man like him? Why had she tempted Colin at such a pivotal moment in his life with such a obvious weakness? Didn’t she understand that he was obligated to report her? To expose what she was to the merciless and unrelenting focus of the PRT?




How could she expect him to do anything else? Colin was what he’d always been, a man of enviable abilities, but one whose reach exceeded his grasp. One who saw others with not even one tenth of his work ethic exceeding his accomplishments, which drove a spike of anger, envy, and bitterness so deeply into him that sometimes it felt like he could barely breathe.




Now Colin possessed a secret that would secure his leadership of the Protectorate ENE for the foreseeable future. One that would allow him automatic forgiveness for all but the most grievous errors. He would be Teflon for a long, long time. It was just one of the many reasons, both selfish and not, that he should immediately dial Director Costa-Brown.




Absently, Colin noted the faint chime as his communicator registered a request for a connection, likely from Dragon. But he made no effort to fulfill that request. There was no one he wanted to speak to right at that moment. Any real emergency would see his passive refusal overridden, the call automatically routed to him, but for now, Colin just sat, thinking deeply.




Four times in the last hour Colin had almost called Director Costa-Brown. Four times. Each time, he’d talked himself out of doing it, even as his fingers punched in the digits of her phone number. He simply couldn’t bring himself to complete the act.




Dragon’s words haunted him. A leap of faith, she’d called it. Despite believing he already knew the answer, Colin had looked up the phrase and found the resulting explanation hopelessly naive and idealistic. How could anyone truly believe something like that? How could they totally trust their lives and existence to another, someone who hadn’t shown they could be trusted to that degree? How could Dragon believe the things she’d said about him?




Did Dragon understand him so well that she knew Colin wouldn’t report her? Yes, they were friends. Or had been. Yes, Colin had… feelings for the other, feelings that even now kept the muscles in his chest tight despite his biofeedback training. But he would not betray all that he had accomplished for anyone, not even Dragon.




Colin tossed the Psionic Dampener to the worktable’s surface, then berated himself for being so cavalier with the precious technology. He had to make a decision as soon as possible or he wouldn’t be able to get any work done, hopelessly complicating his schedule.




But how could he decide to… Colin squared his shoulders and faced the hard truth as he asked himself one simple question that weighed so heavily in opposition to that he would gain. How could he betray someone who’d been his friend for years? It was as simple as that.




Then again, how could he not follow procedures that had been laid down, if not for exactly this situation, then for others that weren’t dissimilar? Could he truly abandon his responsibilities for the sake of something as nebulous as… friendship?




Ever so slowly, Colin typed the number of Director Costa-Brown into his PRT phone. Then he hesitated as a familiar chime began sounding. It was Dragon, calling him yet again. Lifting his chin, he made a decision. Ever so slowly, feeling as if this one choice was a turning point for his entire life, Colin firmly pressed a button.









Chapter Twenty-four—Pace the Hollow Rooms



Sherrel stood at the door and kicked it three more times, yelling, “Let me out, you fuckers! You fucking fuckity-fuck fuckers! Let me the fuck out of here! Goddamned bastards! I’m going to kill you all!” Still cursing, she hopped on one foot, the other too sore to put much weight on after the way she’d abused it on the door.




Panting from all of the yelling she’d been doing, Sherrel dropped back onto her bed, massaging her aching foot. Moodily, her eyes roamed her room, which had steadily grown more and more comfortable over the last two days. Now, instead of a cot, she had a full-size bed with a soft, comfortable mattress with real sheets and blankets. Just how the hell they’d managed to change that without waking her, she had no idea. But they had. And that wasn’t even close to all of the changes that had occurred with her room.




In addition to the various facilities that had been added to her room and the accompanying size increase, there was also a desk there now, as well as several books for her to read. Not that Sherrel had any intentions of doing any reading any time soon. Even from where she sat, she could see the title of one book Watership Down. What the fuck was wrong with her captors that they though she’d want to read shit about rabbits?




Even the old folding table was gone and a new wooden dining table big enough for four sat in its place surrounded by four chairs. There were also three lamps placed around the room in case Sherrel wanted to turn off the overhead lights and still be able to read.




What there was not was a television or any of form of contact with the outside world. It was driving her crazy. Sherrel had already tried to disassemble several different items, from the lights and lamps, to the plumbing itself, in an effort to build something to help her escape. Her every attempt had been foiled, however.




As soon as Sherrel attempted to take something apart, one of those drones would show up to monitor her progress, assuming she was making any. If she was, it would dart in, remove the item from her, then rebuild it in a way that made it ten times as hard to take apart or pretty much impossible for Sherrel to do so without her tools. It was enough to drive anyone crazy or to make them want to get high. Not that Sherrel wanted any part of doing drugs again.




That last was by far the scariest part of her entire captivity. Since the day Sherrel had woken up and felt fine, she had absolutely zero cravings for drugs, either mental or physical. Zilch. Nada. For the life of her, she could not see how it was possible for anyone to make her feel this way. But someone had. And the idea that someone could do that to her, get inside of her head this way, left her utterly terrified as to what else they could do to her without her knowledge.




Almost as bad as the fear was the sheer boredom. With no TV to watch, and not wanting to read any of the ridiculous books in the room, Sherrel was left with nothing to do. About the only way to keep herself occupied was to sketch out designs on the pads of paper that had been left for her, probably for that exact purpose. Even knowing that it was probably what her captors wanted, Sherrel still drew out new designs every day. After all, let the fuckers try to make them work. Everyone knew Tinkertech was not really reproducible by another Tinker, even if seeing another’s work might provide inspiration. That is, unless maybe you were fucking Dragon, supposedly the greatest Tinker in the world.




Sherrel had a rather jaundiced opinion of that, but even she had to admit Dragon built some kick ass stuff. Then again, maybe she could as well if she had the other Tinker’s resources.




Sherrel’s introspection was interrupted by the entrance of another drone, carrying a small manila folder of papers. Almost, she tried to jump it and bring it down. But she still remembered what had happened the day before and the results. It was all she could do not to reach back and rub her butt where she’d fallen on it after that drone had shrugged her aside like she was nothing.




The drone deposited the file folder onto the bed next to Sherrel and then left again. She yelled out, “Fuck you, you fuckers! I’m not your labrat! I’m not going to do anything you want me to do, you shiteaters! You hear me?”




She wasn’t. There was no way Sherrel was reading that damn file sitting so innocuously on her bed. She wasn’t going to give the people holding her the satisfaction of jumping through their hoops like a rat in a maze. She…




“Goddammittomothafuckinhell!”




Sherrel grabbed the file folder and flung it open, a sheath of papers falling out in a fluttering mass. Fortunately, they were stapled together and didn’t spread apart to decorate half her room. Angrily, Sherrel straightened the stapled pages and turned it over so she could read the title.




“A Treatise on the End of the Human Race as Brought About by Endbringers, Parahuman Conflict, and Unknown Dangers”




Well, isn’t that the most ominous title, Sherrel thought in amusement. Aloud she said, “Trying to scare me, huh? Well, fuck that! And fuck you!”




Still, the words drew her attention. They were dry and factual and the only sensationalism they espoused was because she was also a member of the human race. Sitting there indecisively, Sherrel finally turned the page and began to read. Soon she was engrossed.







“Okay, JARVIS, that is just plain nifty. Good job.”




The AI’s tone was faintly sarcastic as he replied, “Miss, I live to serve. I am glad that it suits your needs.”




Taylor’s eyes gleamed as she stared at her new armor. She almost squealed as she said, “Fits my needs? This is beautiful!”




It was beautiful. Black and silver, standing almost six and a half feet tall, the Mark V armor was light years ahead of Taylor’s last suit. It would make a great first impression on New Wave, well, second in the case of Brandish, Lady Photon, and Panacea, and should give her an edge in any Parahuman fight. In a word, it was nifty.




Taylor’s tone grew inquisitive as she asked, “It contains the latest inertial dampening system? And the new capacitors?”




“Yes, Miss.”




“What about the twenty petajoule repulsors and particle cannons? And the sixty petajoule unibeam?”




“Of course, Miss. And it also has the new Carbon Processors, Matrix Memory Storage, and Isotronic forcefield emitters. Plus, as per your last directive, I’ve upped the thrusters two hundred and ninety-three percent. Top speed is now just over Mach 10 at sea level.”




Taylor grinned. “Now that’s moving. Of course, later we’re going to need a faster version yet, in the Mach 30 range.”




If JARVIS was a person, he’d be rolling his eyes right now, based upon his tone. “Miss, at this time, engineering limits will not allow us to reach those speeds. Even with inertial dampening and angled forcefields, Mach 10 is pushing things.”




Taylor made an airy wave. “Fiddly bits. We’ll get there. Anything else I should know?”




Amusement colored JARVIS’ voice as he said, “Too much to communicate at this time, Miss. However, as regards the Mark V, the only other detail is regarding the final testing done on the power system.”




Taylor felt anxiety shoot through her. “Did we not make the one hundred terajoule cap? Dammit! I was worried about that. In theory, those rhodium palladium alloy couplings should have done it, but I didn’t have a practical model for it. What’s the issue?”




“No issue, Miss. I was just going to say that the power system exceeds our most optimistic estimate by nearly forty percent. Current optimum capacitance is at one hundred and thirty-nine terajoules with a absolute cap of three thousand and twenty-six terajoules. Just, please don’t detonate this one like you did the previous one. Because while it would make a much bigger boom, having to build you another would be rather tiresome.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed. “Yuck it up while you can. You know, I can always pull the plug on you.”




“Miss, I do hope that’s a euphemism for something else as with the quintupled armored redundancy that is currently installed or being installed, ‘pulling the plug’ on me would require utterly destroying this facility to a depth of at least thirty-six meters below ground. Even then, I have back up servers and the quantum entangled transceivers will soon be in production. I will then be able to communicate with you anywhere this side of the Large Magellanic Cloud.”




Taylor started to say something equally sarcastic, when a voice called out from behind her, “Hey, there, kiddo. This the new suit?”




Taylor turned and saw that her dad and Trish had arrived to inspect her latest creation. Well, hers and JARVIS’. She did have to give him some of the credit. Grinning, she walked up next to it and held out her arms like a Price Is Right model. “Yes, Dad, this is the Mark V.”




Danny walked around it slowly, carefully studying the armored suit. Grudgingly, he said, “I thought it would be bigger than the last one.”




Taylor shrugged. “Nah, it doesn’t really need to be. We need just a bit more room for the new power system. Guess what, Dad? Capacitance is up to a hundred and thirty-nine terajoules! And using a Rhod-Plat Alloy. Take that, Reed Richards!”




Danny’s brows rose at Taylor’s statement and she realized that he had no idea who Reed was or why it was such a coup to have designed something so simple with so much capacitance that it outdid much more complex and advanced equipment from the other. Realizing her dad was still staring, Taylor made a vague wave. “It’s not important. Hey, Trish, what do you think?”




The short-haired brunette pursed her lips in a frown, but her dancing eyes gave her away. “It’s cool. Scary as hell, but cool. Was this what you wanted us to see?”




Taylor started. She’d almost forgotten in her excitement that she had asked the two of them to stop by. “Partially. But I have something else to show you.”




Her dad smiled indulgently. “What’s that, kiddo?”




Taylor walked over to her work station. Reaching up to the seemingly empty air, she opened a 3D hologram design she and JARVIS had been working on. It wasn’t ready, quite. But it was close. Close enough to talk about with the ones for whom it concerned.




Taylor gestured towards the hologram and said, “This is what else I wanted to show you. Project Tin Man.”




Danny and Trish stared at it, then back at Taylor. She didn’t need Trish’s raised brow to realize that they had no idea what she was showing them. After all, the object hanging in midair didn’t look like much. If anything, it most closely resembled a metal shrimp. But this shrimp was special and she would show them just how much.




“I call it a nanobot. It’s a microscopic robot that is also capable of self-replication, among a host of other things. I am currently working on two major packages of them. The first is for the protection of this compound and later the entire city of Brockton Bay. The second… well, the second is for us. Thus, Tin Man.”




Danny cautiously asked, “When you say for us, do you mean some kind of protection for Trish and I as well? Is it a shield or something?”




Taylor was equally careful with her own words. “No, Dad, it isn’t a shield. The nanobots are intended to be ingested by the person who they’re going to help. Once inside, they’ll accomplish certain things within the human body.”




Trish looked more intrigued than scared as she asked, “What things exactly? Keep in mind, I can’t read you so you’re going to have to fill in the blanks for me.”




Taylor ticked off the points on her fingers as she spoke, “Well, not to be too blunt, but you’ll never be sick again. They can kill any virus or bacteria. They also promote healing and anyone carrying them will heal injuries twelve to fifteen times faster than someone without nanobots. They can prevent cellular degeneration as well. Of course, one of the main things, the thing that is probably most important of all, is that they’ll make the carrier effectively immortal.”




Both Danny and Trish looked gobsmacked. Danny found his voice first. “Taylor, I’m not sure this is such a good idea. You know I support you in what you’re trying to accomplish, but I’m not sure I’m ready to live forever.”




Taylor shook her head. “Dad, you won’t have to worry about that. Statistically speaking, you’ll have some kind of fatal accident long before you have a chance to live even a small part of forever. These things don’t make you invincible, although they should keep you from aging, even reversing the process to some extent. But you can still die, and most likely will, if for no other reason than because the universe is a entropic place.”




Trish blurted out, “I’m in.”




Danny turned to the other girl with an expression of almost betrayal on his face. “No discussion. No arguing. Just ‘I’m in?’”




Trish shrugged unapologetically. “I love to snoop and find out things. This lets me keep doing it for a long, long time. Who wouldn’t love that? Plus, I lied a little earlier. I just got finished using my ability on my model of Taylor and she has another bomb to drop on us.”




Danny turned back to face Taylor, a myriad of emotions covering his features. Sighing, he asked, “What else does it do, Taylor?




Taylor couldn’t help the slow smile that pulled up the corners of her mouth hard until her face almost hurt from the sensation. “Dad, Trish, the nanobots do have another purpose. A big one. You see, I learned from Tony’s memories what not to do. There’s a ton of failure paths that I can remember him taking. One of the worst, in my opinion, is something called Extremis. It’s also a form of nanotechnology, but one that I think was taken in a horrific direction as it basically rewired the brain and the body, allowing them to be taken over like a hacked computer.”




Still smiling, Taylor continued, “Nanobots don’t do half what Extremis did, but they’re safe in a way it isn’t. They do what we already discussed, but they also do one other very important thing. Well, two rather. First, they up a person’s nerve conduction velocity, giving you reflexes that would make a fighter pilot weep, and second, they give you the ability to fully interface with a suit. To control it just with your mind if need be.”




Danny appeared confused and worried, but there was a growing look of glee on Trish’s face. He asked, “What good does that do?”




Before Trish, who was already opening her mouth, could blurt something out, Taylor stated, “It will allow you to pilot the armored suit I’m making for you, silly. Actually, I’m making one for each of you. Dad, yours is going to be blue and silver, while Trish’s is going to be lavender and silver.”




Trish was almost jumping up and down in excitement. Still, she found the time to be snarky. “How do you know I don’t want a blue and silver suit?”




Taylor rolled her eyes. “Because I know you. And you like purple. Dad, on the other hand, likes blue.”




Danny still looked slightly shell-shocked. But he gamely nodded. “If you think this is something you need us to do, then I’m on board.” Then his eyes took on a contemplative look. He added, “So long as JARVIS says that it’s safe.”




At the sound of his name, the AI’s voice sounded over the lab’s speakers, “Danny, I can assure you that the self-replicating nanobots are as safe as any new technology can be. I assure you that you’re running a higher risk of injury driving back and forth to work just from having an accident. That doesn’t include the risk of Parahuman attack. Now if you would heed my advice and take quarters here within this facility, I could more adequately protect you.”




Danny shook his head. “Not going to happen, JARVIS. You know that a home is more than a place to live.”




“I do, but I’ve also come to understand that it is the people we surround ourselves with who help make a house a home. So if both Taylor and Trish lived here, as well as myself…”




Taylor couldn’t help but smile at the look on her dad’s face. It just brought home that JARVIS was a real person, even to extent of making points off of the people he cared about. “Sorry, JARVIS, but for now, we’re staying at Hebert Manor. Maybe later we’ll move here. And it’s always available for emergencies.”




“Very well, Miss. Did you also plan to brief Trish and your father on Project Garden Spot?”




Taylor nodded decisively. “Good idea. Okay, guys, now Project Garden Spot. Basically, it’s going to protect this facility, then the city, and eventually the entire world.”







Sarah Pelham sat down in her chair in front of her computer. She turned it on and waited for it to boot up. It was time to check her email and see if there was anything new from New Wave’s publicist about a possible rebranding in order to promote merchandising.




She sighed. The last thing she wanted to deal with was the infighting that would occur if there was a large-scale shift in costume appearances for her and her sister’s kids. Sarah doubted that either Neil or Mark would care, but Victoria and Crystal would be difficult enough to make up for the both of them. Still, they needed the money.




As it turned out, being independent heroes was expensive. Very expensive. It had only grown more so since her and Carol’s kids had grown up. Now, they all wanted cars, more for status symbols than because they needed them as all of the kids were flyers of one kind or another. Well, except for Amy. Then again, she wasn’t really her sister’s child.




Sarah felt a pang of regret at the tangent her thoughts had taken. To her, Amy was her niece, as plain and simple as that. But to her sister Carol, Amy was the child who’d been foisted off on her against her wishes. She’d never truly warmed up to the girl, something that made Sarah wish she’d gone ahead and taken Amy in herself, even with two kids of her own to deal with. After all, no matter how many kids you have, there was always enough love to go around. Although she wasn’t sure Carol would agree with that sentiment.




Her computer beeped, drawing Sarah from her introspection. She moved the cursor of her mouse over to her email’s icon, when there was a series of beeps from her computer. Then an image slowly formed on her screen. A familiar one as it turned out.




Sarah stared as Iron Man’s image took over the desktop of her computer. At first she thought it was just a picture, then as the image moved, she realized it was a video. With sound no less. Sarah sat there listening to the obviously pre-recorded message.




“Ms Pelham, my name is Iron Man. You and I spoke before the Simurgh fight in Canberra. I wanted to contact New Wave because I have a proposition for you, one that I think you will find very interesting. I would like to meet with the entire membership of New Wave at your convenience. Please call me at 603-822-4422 to arrange a meeting.”




With that, the video faded from her computer’s screen as if it had never existed. Sarah took a deep breath. She did not like the fact that the other had co-opted her computer the way he had. Then again, being a Tinker, maybe Iron Man thought nothing of it. Still, when she contacted him to arrange the meeting, she’d let him know her feelings on the matter.




Sarah stopped, arrested by the thought. When had she decided that they were definitely meeting with Iron Man? She considered the conversation they’d had the night of Canberra.




Sarah stood impatiently waiting for the teleporter to arrive while listening to her sister argue with Amy. Sometimes she wished Carol would just give it a rest. Feeling a large presence at her side, she turned to stare up at the armored figure next to her. Curious, she asked, “Is this Psionic thing really powerful enough to be effective against the Simurgh?”




The artificial male voice answered honestly, “I don’t know for sure. I think it will be, but this will be its field test.”




Well at least he doesn’t have a huge ego, she thought. Aloud, Sarah asked, “If you can build things like this, why haven’t I heard of you before?”




“I’m a new trigger. I’ve only been active a little over three months.”




Sarah stood there, stunned. Three months? Iron Man had built that incredible suit of armor that she could easily tell had Armsmaster green with envy in just three months? Unbelievable. “Do you have other items like this in production?”




“Not yet, but I plan to in the near future. I would like to use some of the devices to help people, others to reduce casualties from Endbringer fights. By the way, I notice that only the three of you are here out of all the members in your group. I was curious why.”




Sarah stated, “Brandish and I agreed that the others were too vulnerable against the Simurgh. Her telekinesis is extremely powerful. Her Scream…” Sarah spread her hands out wide. “While we think we can handle it…”




“You don’t know if the others could. If they could be kept safe, through some means, there would be a lot less to worry about.”




Iron Man showed a surprising amount of insight in his response. Still, was the armored cape implying what she thought he might be? Deciding to be cautious, Sarah said, “Maybe. But as things stand, unless Brockton Bay is getting hit, our kids are not getting involved in an Endbringer fight.”




The armored figure nodded. “I completely understand.”




That had ended their conversation. They had not spoken again. Later, Sarah had heard about Iron Man’s death at the Simurgh’s hands. She’d also heard that he had somehow driven the Endbringer away, saving Canberra. Later still, she’d found out that he had somehow survived the fight with the Simurgh. A long cultivated source had made she she’d even seen the confidential memo circulating within the upper echelons of the PRT about him and his technology. Unknown had been one of the words used. Another had been advanced. But the word that had caught Sarah’s attention more than any other had been the word reproducible.




According to that confidential memo, Iron Man’s technology was reproducible by ordinary means. It could even be maintained by regular men and women. It was a heady thought.




But the one thing that Sarah thought about more than anything else was whether Iron Man’s technology could help keep her children safe.




Eric and Crystal were growing up. Soon, they would graduate high school and it remained to be seen whether they would want to remain with New Wave, or strike out on their own. Regardless, they’d be exposed to dangers that so far they’d mostly avoided because of their ages.




Sarah’s flesh creeped at the thought of her children fighting something like the Simurgh. Or Behemoth. Hero-killer had been the end of far too many people she personally knew. That Eric and Crystal might face him someday… And that didn’t even include the purely human dangers of groups like the Slaughterhouse Nine and the Teeth. The world was a very dangerous place these days.




No, Sarah would set up the meeting with Iron Man. And she’d make sure everyone attended, even her headstrong sister, and her niece not-of-her-blood, no matter what her schedule was like. Because maybe, just maybe, he would have something that would make sure her children lived long enough to have children of their own.







Amy sat on her bed, staring at the wall, fingers slowly tracing the armband she wore. The same band she’d worn since Canberra.




Somehow, she doubted that she would have received one if she hadn’t gotten it before she’d left. After all, she was just a healer and wouldn’t be facing the Simurgh at all. And that was exactly how it had gone. Upon arriving in Canberra, Amy had been hustled off into the healer’s tent and immediately had gone to work repairing ripped and torn flesh.




Yes, she’d saved lives, but she been isolated the entire time she was there. Amy hadn’t even heard about what had happened to Iron Man until after it had been discovered that he was still alive. There had been a camp wide announcement over the loudspeakers as she was heading towards the egress point with the rest of her family. Carol hadn’t showed any surprise or any emotion whatsoever, while her Aunt Sarah had showed a flicker of… something before before her own face had echoed her sister’s.




There hadn’t been any point in asking them why they hadn’t told her what had happened as she would have lost any resulting argument. Still, since Canberra, the armband had become Amy’s totem. It proved that she mattered as more than just a healer. But there was an even more important reason: When she’d gotten back to Brockton Bay and her sister had hugged her in relief, Amy had felt… nothing.




Actually, that was a lie. There’d been terrifying echoes of the strange incestuous feelings she’d been having for Vicky, but compared to what it had been before, it was night and day. It had been like waking from some disorienting dream to find the world once more normal around you.




Amy shivered in reaction. Yes, she could admit it. She had been obsessed with her sister Victoria for a very long time. So much so, that the other was all she could think of. Even when she was healing someone, images of her sister in various states of undress slid through her mind like a slide show, almost always culminating in an image of Victoria, hands on her hips, wearing her costume, a look of triumph on her face.




Those feelings had slowly waned over the last few weeks. Weeks in which Amy’s iron determination had never waned. Because more than anything in the world, she didn’t want to be in love with her sister, if love had even been what she was feeling. And it had worked. Mostly.




Oh, Amy still loved her sister, that hadn’t changed. But it was as if a veil had been ripped from her eyes, letting in a reality that had been occluded by the mists and clouds of obsession. Now her feelings were more normal, as if anything in her life was truly normal. It probably wasn’t normal to wear something like Amy’s armband to protect herself from her sister, but she wore it because the alternative was unthinkable.




She took a slow deep breath and let it out, trying to control the rising of her gorge. Amy was now almost certain that it was her sister’s aura that had done it. That had caused her lust and obsession with the other girl. The constant reinforcement during a vulnerable time in her life. That there wasn’t anything wrong with her. 




A crooked smile slowly creased Amy’s features as she thought about that last conclusion. Okay, maybe there was something wrong with her. But at least she wasn’t still completely obsessed with Victoria, although she still suffered from the occasional flashback and nauseating sex dream. But she was dealing with them. She had her armband to thank for it. Her armband, apparently capable of blocking any form of psionic ability, including her sister’s. It was a fantastic item, one which the rogue Tinker Iron Man had created.




Amy regretted that she hadn’t had a chance to thank him for giving it to her before he’d done whatever it was that he did to the Simurgh that drove her off and made everyone believe he’d died. Fortunately, he hadn’t. Almost as fortunate, Amy was getting another chance to thank the man who’d saved her sanity. There was an event scheduled in less than an hour for all of New Wave to meet with him.




Amy didn’t know what the meeting was about. The adults were playing their cards close to their vests and so far hadn’t let anything slip. None of the kids, either herself, Victoria, Eric, or Crystal, had a clue what they’d be discussing. Just that it was happening, that it was with Iron Man, and to be ready on time, no excuses.




Amy had had to cancel a shift at the hospital on short notice, so she hoped that there was more to this meeting than just an opportunity to thank the other for her armband. Not that she still wouldn’t do so, but she could already feel the pressure of all of those people who depended upon her for helping them. So much pressure that it was all she could do to sit here, in her costume, and not simply fly apart.




Her thoughts growing moody, Amy wished that Iron Man was talented enough to actually help her with the other problem that she was having. Her slowly growing indifference to the people she was healing was really starting to become a concern for her. Lately, she’d often been so tired that she just didn’t care if the people she was working on lived or died. Maybe the rogue Tinker had a cure for a lack of empathy for others?




Amy shook her head as she dismissed her fantasies. No, she reflected, dreams don’t come true and if something good does come your way, you had to be prepared to pay for it, over and over again. Such had been the case with her family and Amy was still waiting for the price tag for the armband to show up. Regardless, she’d pay it, just as she’d tolerated Carol barely tolerating her all these years as price for having Vicky and the rest of her family in her life.




A voice from the doorway pulled Amy from her introspection. “Hey there, Ames, ready to go?”




Amy looked at the pretty blonde girl in the doorway to her room, wearing the white costume with its silver symbol and the silver tiara on her head, and smiled. In her head, there was a loud ‘Thank you’ sent Iron Man’s way. Aloud, she said, “Sure thing, Vicky. Let’s go meet our mysterious hero.”




The other girl giggled in excitement and grabbed her arm. Amy couldn’t keep her own giggle from escaping her. Because sometimes the price you paid for the things you received was a bargain no matter the cost.







Taylor nearly squealed in excitement as she zoomed straight up into the air at nearly Mach 8, her suit’s shields automatically aligning to make her as aerodynamic as possible. She yelled, “JARVIS, isn’t this the most fun you’ve ever had?”




The AI’s dry voice answered a second later, “Yes, Miss, I can barely contain my excitement.”




Taylor pouted a moment, then lost it as a grin erupted across her face. “You’re not going to rain on my parade. Not today.” A quick check of the readouts of her HUD and Taylor actually cackled. “Ha! Now this is one well-built suit. You do good work, JARVIS.” Taylor made a nearly ninety degree turn at her current velocity to prove her point. Minimal G forces were hitting her as the suit’s inertial compensator reduced the force by roughly ninety-eight percent, something which was necessary as otherwise, she’d black out at a minimum. Of course, worst case scenario was that she’d pull so many G’s that she’d be crushed by the resulting pressure.




JARVIS’ tone was wry. “Thank you, Miss. But you did design it. I was merely the mechanic who put it together.”




Taylor shook her head. In a chiding voice, she said, “You’re more than a mechanic. More like a wunderkind. I can’t wait to fly this baby over to Australia this weekend for the big ceremony.”




In a deadpan manner, JARVIS stated, “Tony Stark couldn’t have said it any better.”




Damn, was she emulating her memories of the billionaire again? Taylor chewed her lip, then dismissed the thought. Her tone was accusing as she said, “You’re just yanking my chain, aren’t you?




“Perhaps. Perhaps not. But as Miss Trish has stated on numerous occasions, ‘Tony alert.’ After all, you can never be too careful.”




Placatingly, Taylor said, “Okay, maybe you’re right. Or not completely wrong. The guy did love to showboat, whereas I’m usually the person avoiding the limelight. But I figured that just this once, it wouldn’t hurt to take some credit for being a hero. I did save their capital city after all, didn’t I? They’re even naming a new holiday after me.”




With piercing insight, JARVIS quietly stated, “Miss, if you really miss running around in the suit that much, I’m sure we can find you some ‘safe’ villains to fight.”




Not knowing whether to be more insulted by the soothing way JARVIS had spoken or by just how well the other knew her, Taylor merely said, “Can it, JARVIS. I don’t miss running around in the suit. After all, that was Tony Stark’s MO.”




“Whose memories you possess in full. It’s only logical that you possess some of his preferences as well.”




Not wanting to open that can of worms, thinking of the cute blonde she’d seen who’d just started working in accounting, Taylor merely said, “I’m trying to avoid becoming him. You’re right, the more alert I am to his influence, the better.”




“Well, Miss, be that as it may, I suspect you’ll need to channel at least a little Tony Stark to get through your meeting with New Wave in… forty-five seconds.”




“JARVIS! You were supposed to remind me with five minutes to spare!”




Deadpan, the AI stated, “Yes, but you told me at the time to not interrupt your fun, which I chose to go along with. This way, you’ll get an opportunity to test the suit’s top speed.”




Taylor almost laughed as she changed direction, taking a course that would get her to her desired destination in less than thirty seconds at Mach 10.







“Look, it’s clear he’s not coming. Let’s just go.”




Sarah somehow kept the irritation she was feeling for her sister from her voice as she said, “It’s still not quite eight pm. Plus, we can afford to give Iron Man a few extra minutes. After all, we don’t know how far he has to travel. The only thing we do know is that he’s not based in Brockton Bay.”




Neil nodded as if what she’d said was perfectly reasonable. Then again, he’d probably do the same if she stated they were waiting a couple of hours for Iron Man. It was one of the reasons she loved him, even if his laid back attitude could occasionally irk, like when he expected her to be the disciplinarian of the family.




Carol, on the other hand, looked as irritated as Sarah felt. Still, her sister gave a grudging nod, which was all she really wanted.




New Wave had gathered together on the Overlook here at Captain’s Hill. Sprawled out below them was Brockton Bay, its lights making it look beautiful from up here. None of the ugliness that was an every day occurrence could be seen from here. Briefly Sarah wondered if Iron Man had chosen this place for exactly that reason, then dismissed the idea as nonsense.




“Hey, what’s that?”




Sarah turned at the sound of her son, Eric’s, voice. Following his pointing finger, she saw a long, bright streak that was rapidly approaching. Too rapidly. With drillmaster precision, she rattled out orders, “Everyone, get in the air if you can! Panacea, get behind that rocky outcropping! Shielder, get ready to protect her! Laserdream, with me! Get ready to provide covering fire! Manpower, Glory Girl be ready to flank them! Everyone else, be prepared to act as needed!”




The streak of fire was nearly there, but Sarah still couldn’t make out details. Then with a startling suddenness, showing just how fast it had been traveling, the object hit the ground a few yards away from their group. Although, she thought stunned, hitting was more a word than a reality. Somehow the armored suit kneeling on the ground had gone from that ridiculous speed to rest in a space that Sarah was certain should have pulped its pilot. Considering that it was now moving, it clearly hadn’t.




Rising from the kneeling position was the figure of Iron Man, the person who had called the meeting. His synthesized voice stated, “My apologies if I’m late.”




Sarah alighted on the ground not far from the armored Tinker. A quick glance at her watch and she shook her head. “You’re not late, Iron Man. Actually, you’re exactly on time. Although I would have preferred a less dramatic arrival.”




Her only response was a faint shrug from the other, then Iron Man said, “If you would provide introductions, please, Lady Photon, we can get to the point of this meeting.”




However, before Sarah could speak, her niece Amy stepped forward and held out her hand. “I’m Panacea, Iron Man. I just wanted to thank you for what you did in Canberra and for the Psionic Dampeners you made.”




The armored figure gravely shook hands with the diminutive figure in white before saying, “You’re very welcome, Panacea. I’m glad to have helped.”




To her left, she could see her sister Carol starting to fume at Amy’s interruption. To prevent any explosions, Sarah quickly introduced the others, starting with her own husband and children first. “This is Manpower, Shielder, Laserdream, Glory Girl, and Flashbang. Of course, Brandish you’ve met.”




Iron Man gravely inclined his head at each introduction. “I am very happy to meet all of you. The reason I have asked for your group to meet with me is that I have a proposition for you. For you as a group, as well as for you as individuals. I also have important information for you about the future.”




That sounded both intriguing as well as vaguely ominous, Sarah thought. She exchanged an uneasy glance with her sister, then asked, “What is your proposition, Iron Man.”




To his credit, the armored cape got right to the point of the meeting. “I am forming a new team, not just locally, but worldwide. I am calling it the Ultimates. I want New Wave to join the Brockton Bay chapter of the team, along with a few others I have in mind.”




Sarah only just kept her jaw from dropping in sheer astonishment. That was the one thing she hadn’t expected going into the meeting. An offer of alliance had seemed possible. An offer to work together in the near future had seemed far likelier. There had even been the vague hope the other wanted to join them, a Tinker being an incredibly valuable addition to any team. They might have even waved the need for unmasking because of the risk of a public identity for a Tinker. However, the very last thing that Sarah had expected was for Iron Man to ask them to join his team, one not yet even in existence.




There were several conversations going on around her, with conflicting points of view being raised. Sarah had to raise her voice to be heard of the cacophony. “Hey! Calm down, everyone. Let’s hear him out completely before we talk this over and make any decisions.”




Turning back towards Iron Man, Sarah’s voice took on a firm tone as she stated, “Make your pitch, Iron Man.”




Iron Man nodded acknowledgment. “If everyone could gather around me, please?”




It took a few seconds of jostling and shifting, but everyone was soon gathered in a loose semi-circle around the armored cape, with Sarah at the center point, her sister next to her. Amy and Crystal anchored the ends of the semi-circle.




Iron Man raised his hands to waist level, his palms flat and facing upwards. Suddenly, an image took shape above his hands. It was the Earth, about three feet tall, so detailed you could see the lights from cities on the dark side. Sarah raised a brow at the size and quality of the image. Clearly the other had access to sophisticated holographic technology. Sarah wondered what else he had access to as she waited for his spiel.




Iron Man didn’t make her wait long. “The human race is going to be extinct in one hundred and thirty-six years, plus or minus two years. This extinction will be preceded by the fall of civilization in twenty-nine years, the destruction of all major cities within fifty-one years, and the end of the last human encampments in seventy-nine years.” As the armored cape spoke, the lights on the image of the Earth in his hands went out one by one until there was nothing to suggest a human presence on the night side of the globe.




Sarah could feel the words and images send a shockwave through her group and she raised a hand at the growing murmurs around her. As they slowly faded, she asked, “How can you possibly know this? To that precision?”




“Because I’m smart. Scarily so. I’ve done the math. It’s complex, but really not that hard. Some of the Protectorate Thinkers have likely come to the same conclusions. The difference being, I’m doing something about it.”




To Sarah’s right, her son Eric asked, “Like what? Those armbands you made?”




Iron Man nodded as the aforementioned item appeared in the holographic display in place of the globe. “One small part of a much bigger plan to try to save humanity. Be glad. The numbers were worse. But I changed them by making several items that should prop up humanity for a few more years. I sold them to various corporations who are even now putting them into production.”




Sarah spoke before any of her or her sister’s brood could, “What items are you referring to?”




Items began appearing one by one as Iron Man spoke, “One is a water purifier than uses solar power to purify any form of water. Another is a portable power unit that runs off of water and can provide sufficient electricity for almost any home. It will also be able to power cars as well. I also licensed technology to produce quality plastic from plant matter.”




Sarah’s eyes narrowed in thought. “You’re profiting from these items?”




Iron Man’s tone was matter-of-fact as he stated, “Of course. I need the money to build more items, to assemble armored suits, and to fund a team of heroes. None of those things are cheap, especially superhero salaries. But I need them if I’m going to save the world. I need all of you as well.”




Carol, her voice cool and collect, although Sarah could hear the anger beneath the surface, asked, “Why approach us? Why not take this to the Protectorate? Their resources are far greater than ours.”




Slowly, Iron Man shook his head. “I don’t trust them. Too many secrets. Too many lies. Too many cover ups. I am not even sure they’re acting in the best interests of this country, let alone the rest of humanity. After all, by my calculations, it’s not just the Endbringers who are going to destroy civilization, rather it’s conflict among all of the Parahumans, driven by villains who are out for what they can get with zero regard for what the consequences of their actions. The Endbringers will just finish the job once we’re too weak because of infighting to resist any longer. It’s something the Protectorate and PRT can’t deal with.”




Sarah’s brain whirled. She was almost grateful when Neil took over the questions for a moment. “What exactly do you plan to do to stop this from happening? Can you give me a broad outline?”




Iron Man nodded. “Yes. First, break up the villain gangs wherever they’re found. Next, apprehend all of the individual villains, imprisoning the ones we must. Once most of the Parahuman villains are contained, we’ll deal with the Endbringers.”




Sarah found her voice and raised the point that she knew even her children were aware of. “You seem to be forgetting that villains join up with the heroes during the Endbringer truces. We need those men and women, even if they’re on the wrong side of the law, if we’re going to fight them.”




Iron Man shook his head. “No, we really don’t. Endbringers can be fought and destroyed without them. I am working on several plans to neutralize each of them. With support, I can deal with all three of them within two years at the latest, but likely even sooner. I—”




“Bullshit.”




At Sarah’s side, Carol turned her head and hissed, “Victoria, don’t—”




The blonde shook her head stubbornly. “Uh uh, Mom. I’m calling him on this line of crap he’s feeding us. Iron Man, what you’re saying is a pipe dream. There’s no way you can achieve this. Any of this. Anyone joining you is going to find themselves on the outside with no support, no back up. They’ll most likely end up dead. My God, put all of the villains away? We can’t even break up the gangs here in Brockton Bay! No one can fight Lung and the Empire outnumbers the Protectorate, making fighting them a no win scenario.”




Iron Man nodded, almost as if he agreed with her. “That is the point I’m making. The Protectorate does nothing because they want to maintain the status quo with the villains, to make use of them during the Endbringer fights. If they were serious about dealing with them, there would be no Empire 88 here in Brockton Bay. No ABB either. Lung is just one man and can be dealt with early before he has a chance to ramp up. Instead, they want to keep him in reserve in case they need him. The fact that he likely won’t help under any circumstances seems to have escaped them. Then again, he is a villain, isn’t he? There’s nothing in the manual that says he must help save the world.”




While she agreed with many of the points Iron Man was making, she didn’t see how this would help New Wave in any way. Sarah opened her mouth to send the armored cape packing when Iron Man spoke again. “Besides paying my team, I also plan to outfit them with advanced gear that needs minimal maintenance and will keep them safe during fights.”




Money and equipment were two things that she did think that New Wave could use. Remembering her earlier thoughts about her children, Sarah found herself asking, “Exactly what kind of gear are we talking about? More of those items that can be reproduced and maintained by non-Tinkers?”




Again, as Iron Man spoke, images of the devices appeared above his gauntlets, “Exactly so. Initially, I would outfit my team with forcefield generators that can take hits even from an Endbringer. Flight packs that give a Mover rating of at least five. Energy projection weapons that strike like a Blaster 5. Later, armored suits nearly as powerful as the one I’m currently wearing. Something that you might be interested in, Panacea, are the autodocs that can handle most ordinary injuries and illnesses, as well as help during Endbringer fights. That would take a huge load off of you and other healers. I have several other items in mind as well.”




To Sarah’s left, Carol protested, “Panacea doesn’t need your help with healing. She—”




Panacea interrupted her, “Actually, I’m very interested in the idea of an automated doctor and I’m sure the hospitals I work with would be as well. How do they work? Some form of tissue regeneration?”




Iron Man nodded. “More or less, although they don’t exacerbate melanomas and other forms of cancer. They are capable of multiple forms of diagnosis ranging from MRI’s to tissue biopsies. They can perform most surgeries as well as cure almost any form of infection. Even the common cold.”




Sarah could tell from just the small part of Amy’s face visible that she was seriously considering what Iron Man had said. Unfortunately, that was when Carol stepped in and dropped a bomb. “I think that’s enough. We are not disbanding New Wave to join your group, Iron Man. That’s final.”




Sarah watched her sister stare at each of their group’s members as if daring them to jump ship. Oh Carol, she thought, this was exactly the wrong way to go about achieving what you wanted. Now, because of your attempt at making a unilateral decision, there would be several closet dissenters.




Including herself, she realized in shock. Sarah wanted to hear more about the various device that Iron Man would be bringing to the table that would be able to protect the members of his group. Especially if those members might be her own children. But for now, she needed to support her family and her team, and wrap this meeting up. There was plenty of time to discuss things in private where she could also take her sister to task for trying to speak for the entire group.




Turning back towards Iron Man, who had been patiently waiting while she mulled it over, Sarah said, “Thank you, Iron Man, for the meeting. But for now, we’re going to remain New Wave.” She decided to offer him an olive branch. “Perhaps we can consider working together in the future as a way to test the waters?”




If Iron Man was disappointed in what had happened, he showed no visible signs of it. He nodded. “I would like that. Thank you all for your time. It was good to meet all of you.”




A moment later, the armored cape took off skyward then headed west so fast he disappeared from view within seconds. That was when things got even uglier.




It started with Amy, who turned to Carol and spat, “You should not have made a decision without talking it over with the rest of us! I— we have a stake in things as well. We’re not children!”




Carol gave her adopted daughter a dismissive look. “Amy, you need to calm down and stop acting like a child. I just made the decision before Sarah did. We all know it was headed that direction anyway.”




At that, Amy pulled off her headdress, exposing her face. She looked incredibly upset as she exclaimed, “No, ‘we’ didn’t. A lot of the things he said make sense. There’s a reason we’re not members of the Protectorate. I’ve heard you, Aunt Sarah, and Uncle Neil complain about the very things that Iron Man brought up. The Protectorate’s refusal to permanently deal with any villains they consider useful. How they’re playing a dangerous game. That they have secrets—”




Carol shouted, “Enough, Amy! I don’t want to hear another word out of you!” Under her breath, she muttered, “This is what I get for—”




Amy threw her an accusing glance. “For what? Taking in someone not related to you? Who am I really? Why did you adopt me if you don’t want me?”




This last was said in such a plaintive tone that both Sarah and Victoria stepped forward to hug Amy. After giving her sister a look that promised a later discussion of what had just happened, she whispered, “It’s okay, Amy. How about you spend tonight at our house, hmm?” Taking in Victoria’s pleading expression, Sarah sighed. “You, too, Victoria.”




Sarah winced at the slamming of a car door and the subsequent squeal of tires on pavement. To help make up for her sister’s action, she gave both girls a big hug, even as Crystal awkwardly patted Amy on the back, while Eric stood staring off into space, his expression deliberately blank.




Releasing them, Sarah immediately noticed that her sister was gone, her car rapidly disappearing into the distance. Unfortunately, that was Carol’s MO ever since the cellar. To disguise her intense irritation, Sarah turned towards her brother-in-law and asked, “Mark, is it okay if Victoria and Amy have a sleep over with Crystal and Eric tonight? I’ll see that they get to school tomorrow.”




Mark nodded vaguely in her direction. “Yes, that’s fine.” His own thoughts were clearly turned inward and he wouldn’t be any help.




Sarah nodded decisively. “Okay, then. Eric, if you would give your Uncle Mark a lift to his house, please. Everyone else, let’s head home.”




Even as she flew home, Sarah kept thinking about the meeting with Iron Man. She wanted the protective gear. That was all there was to it. She knew she’d have to fight her sister over it. But she’d find a way to win. That was just one of the reasons she was the leader.




It was funny how the sister who was an attorney tended to be emotional and fly off the handle, while the wife and mother was the one who kept the level head pretty much all of the time. Still, there was no humor in Sarah’s smile as she flew. To get Carol to give in was going to be an uphill battle. But it was one worth waging if it kept her and her sister’s kids alive.







“Miss, why didn’t you bring up Project Tin Man with the members of New Wave? I can’t see them turning down an opportunity for longer lives.”




Taylor shook her head, even as she said, “Maybe you’re right, JARVIS. But I don’t want them if that is their price for joining. I want people who want to do the right thing. Not someone who’s tempted by greed. Someone who wants to live forever.”




Taylor was flying towards a town about two hundred and fifty miles away before looping back around and going to stealth mode to sneak back into Brockton Bay. It was a just in case scenario that she’d already employed when she’d left HTech hours earlier.




She reflected upon the meeting she’d just attended. It hadn’t turned out the way that she wanted, but then again, sometimes that’s just the way the cookie crumbles. Besides, she had accomplished something. Taylor had put the Protectorate on notice with what was arguably the most powerful independent group of heroes in North America.




If nothing else, New Wave had been warned of what was going to happen in the future. If Taylor knew anything about human nature, they’d look for additional sources to confirm what she had told them. Once they did that, it was very likely they’d be far more open to her proposal.




Besides, Tony had recognized the glint in Sarah Pelham’s eyes as she’d watched her sister put an end to the meeting and reject her offer. Aloud she said, “Plus, I suspect we’ll be hearing from at least some of New Wave within thirty days, possibly less. Once I hit Empire 88, and show them that anything is possible, they might even be clamoring to join.”




JARVIS tone was filled with amusement. “If you say so, Miss.”




“I do say so. How about we see just how maneuverable this baby really is by dropping below tree top level and zigzagging among the trunks?”




“Excellent suggestion, Miss. Of course the chances of us missing trees at the speed we’re currently traveling at is less than one in one million.”




“Do I hear a bet? I think I do. Accepted.”




“Excellent, Miss. I’ll think up suitable terms while you dodge that tree rapidly approaching.”




Crunch!




Taylor only lost their bet five more times during the round trip. All in all, she considered it a smashing success.







Colin looked up from his work on his staff as his communicator chimed. He hesitated the merest second before answering it. “What is it, Dragon?”




The face that Colin now knew was actually Dragon’s avatar showed on his communicator’s screen. “I just wanted to check with you whether you managed to finish the latest iteration of our tracking software.”




Colin replied after another split second hesitation, “Yes. I’ll forward it to you immediately. Was there anything else?”




The woman’s face on his com screen looked faintly worried. “Colin, I hate the way that things have changed between us after our discussion the other day. I am glad you chose to help me, but I don’t want to cause you distress. I do care about you.”




He kept his face impassive as he stated, “I’m fine, Dragon. I need to finish this. I’ll send the software update as soon as I’m done. Colin out.”




Colin leaned up against his work table, feeling a bead of sweat roll down his back. He used biofeedback to control his breathing and vital signs until he felt normal again. Well, as normal as he ever did of late.




Dispassionately, he considered the last couple of days. Choosing Dragon had been a spur of the moment decision, although later consideration had supported that judgment. By backing her, Colin could find out more about how she operated, so if it became necessary to deal with her in a more permanent fashion, he could do so personally, reaping the resulting acclaim.




He also knew that Dragon would be most on her guard against him immediately following her revelation of what she truly was. Given more time, her guard should lower and if it was necessary for Colin to deal with her, he could do so without her ever seeing it coming. Until that time, assuming it ever came, he just needed to carry on as usual.




Unfortunately, that turned out to be far more difficult in reality than it had been in his head. Colin wasn’t much of an actor. That he knew was a given. He never had been able to lie all that convincingly. With the conflicted way he felt about Dragon, trying to play up to her wasn’t really possible. She’d see right through him. No, he needed to get a handle on his feelings or the stress he was undergoing was going to affect more than just his relationship with the AI. It could affect his work as well. Work which he needed to get to right away.




Over the next few minutes, Colin carefully finished the adjustments to his halberd. A moment later, he watched with satisfaction as the nanothorns came on. He made a few additional tests, noted the results, then shut it off.




Walking over to his computer workstation, Colin loaded the file for Dragon. He hesitated a moment, then proceeded to do something which he almost never did. He included a message for her. A personal one.





Dragon,




Here is the latest iteration of the program. Review and send me your feedback.




I’m going to need more time to deal with the results of our discussion from the other day. I will contact you soon regarding the matter.




Colin 






The words were simple, but heartfelt and Colin hoped she would see the sincerity there. Perhaps time was all that he needed. Perhaps Dragon would turn out to be a force for good after all. Perhaps he wouldn’t have to live with himself after killing the the AI who’d become more than just a friend.




Because quite possibly the single thing Colin most dreaded was living in a future without Dragon in it.









Chapter Twenty-five—Celebrations & Bargains



Sherrel reread the treatise in her hands one more time. Unfortunately, it didn’t make any of the words on any of the pages change even one little bit. Slowly, she let the document fall to the floor in a fluttering of paper. Momentarily, she reached out her hand to pick it up, then stopped. It didn’t matter any more. Nothing mattered anymore.




Sherrel wasn’t stupid, contrary to what a lot of so-called heroes believed. Because her vehicles often struggled, and probably because she was high as a kite while operating them, she’d gotten the reputation as a bit of an idiot savant. The crack-whore Tinker of Brockton Bay was how one would be vigilante had once described her, although he’d probably changed his mind by the time she and Skids had beaten the ever living shit out of him.




No, she wasn’t bitter, Sherrel thought in dry amusement. Although, maybe she was a bit stupid for allowing Skidmark to get her hooked and believing that he loved her. Looking back now, her mind clear and processing information better than it had in years, if ever, Sherrel knew the bastard had only cared about himself and his next high. She was a convenience. A useful convenience, but still that was likely all she’d ever meant to him.




That Skidmark hadn’t come after her to rescue her was one indication. Then again, he might be sharing a cell just down the hallway from Sherrel. Somehow, she didn’t think so, but it was possible. However, the way she’d been healed and then fed this information told her that it was likely only herself that was being held captive.




Because, in the end, Sherrel wasn’t stupid. She had a mind and she’d applied a great deal of thought to her current situation. After all, she had the time for it. What she’d concluded was that someone was trying to recruit her.




First, they’d captured her. Next, they’d cleaned her up and healed her. They’d also given her just enough modern conveniences to show her that she had value to them. At the same time, they’d cut her off from the outside world, clearly not wanting her to know what was going on out there.




At first, Sherrel thought whoever had her just wanted her to design things for them. But no one had ever collected the various designs she’d drawn out. Designs, that in hindsight, were crude compared to the technology that her captors had already shown just in the repair drones that occasionally kept her company. So, maybe they didn’t want her designs after all.




Then there was The Document, as she was already thinking of it. Sherrel shivered as she remembered the dry, passionless facts laid out in the treatise. She couldn’t dispute anything there. And even though she’d spent the last couple of years higher than a kite a lot of the time, she was grimly certain that the things written there were true. Something which meant trouble with a capital T for the human race.




Finally, Sherrel had concluded that whoever had her wanted her willing cooperation, not just a captive Tinker. It was a novel idea, but one that she simply couldn’t dispute based upon the evidence around her. Of course, she could be wrong. Time to test her little hypothesis.




Staring up at the ceiling, having long ago figured out that whoever was imprisoning her had her under surveillance, Sherrel announced, “Okay, I get it. Let me talk to someone who can give me the 411.”




Not thirty seconds after Sherrel spoke, her door unlocked itself and slowly swung open. Staring at the open door, she briefly wondered if it was a trap, then dismissed the thought as idiotic. Whoever had her didn’t need to trap her. She was already a prisoner. Sherrel got up from where she was sitting and walked through the door.




Facing her was another drone. But this time one wasn’t the small repair drones, this was the same kind as the one that had destroyed her last truck. Remembering how easily the most powerful vehicle she’d ever built had been ganked, Sherrel instinctively tensed.




That was when the drone spoke in a cultured, British voice, “Miss Bailey, I’m here to guide you to your meeting with my Principal. Please follow the security drone.”




Sherrel’s brows rose. Was this guy for real? His principal? And he knew her civilian identity? What the fuck! She somehow managed to mask her derision, well mostly, as she spoke, “Lead on, Jeeves.”




“Actually, Miss Bailey, my name is JARVIS.”




“Your mother name you that? She must have been one mean bitch to call you that.”




There was a slight edge to the other’s tone as JARVIS riposted, “No more than your own mother, Miranda Bailey was.”




Sherrel almost started screaming at the smug fucker on the other end of the com line. He’d touched a nerve, mentioning her mother. Miranda Bailey was the only person who had ever truly cared about Sherrel. The one person who she could absolutely depend upon. She wouldn’t let some mid-level bureaucrat get away with dissing her. But she needed to be careful right now as her captors held all of the cards. So aloud, all Sherrel said was, “Don’t talk about my mother.”




JARVIS’ tone was surprisingly kind as he said, “I won’t. She was an admirable woman, after all. I was just making a point. If you’re civil to me, I’ll be civil in return. Do we have an agreement?”




What the fuck? Sherrel’s head swam. She knew she was being manipulated, but she didn’t have a snap answer ready to go. Instead, she just nodded her agreement. “Fine.”




“Then come this way, Miss Bailey. Before your next meeting, I have a great deal to show you.”




Sherrel slowly followed the hovering drone, feeling for just a moment like one of those brats in that kid’s story, the Pied-whatever-the-fuck. From her vague memories, things hadn’t worked out all that well for them.







There are things that challenge the limits of man’s understanding of the universe. While others go far past it. Then there are the things that so blow your mind that you feel like a watermelon dropped off the Empire State Building.




That was how Sherrel’s mind felt at that exact moment as she stared at the technological marvel that was the laboratory in front of her. There were tools that could make anything she had ever dreamed of. All of them automated so that you just push a button and the action was carried out. There were tools to make other tools.




There were even tools that Sherrel didn’t have the faintest idea what they did, but if she had to guess, she knew it would be awesome. Everything here, from the holographic design suite to the microlaser welders, were made to be used. Hell, she thought belligerently, they wanted to be used. To be used to build fantastic vehicles whose actual purpose momentarily escaped Sherrel at just that moment, but she knew they had one.




All around Sherrel, half-finished objects littered the lab’s tables, some of them so esoteric she didn’t understand them in the slightest. Others, her Tinker sense understood at a fundamental level. Walking around the room, staring at all of the wonders before her, more than anything in the world, Sherrel wanted to jump in and work on them. But she didn’t.




Because, while Sherrel did understand how some of the tech in front of her worked, it wasn’t made the way she would have made it. For example, that energy rifle that rested upon the lab table nearest to her, why had they made the design so clean and simple? If you added just a few more twists and turns, it would be that much more elegant and beautiful. Of course, it might not work quite as well, but those were the sacrifices you made if you wanted the best.




Sherrel felt her head swim as what made sense to her from a logical standpoint warred with what her ability told her was the best way to do something. Slowly, she forced her Tinker sense back down, taking several deep breaths. No, the things in front of her were beautiful without any additional complications.




It took an effort to find her voice. “What is this place?”




JARVIS’ cultured voice answered immediately, “My Principal’s main laboratory. A number of prototypes are currently under construction, some to be produced here, others to be sold for mass production elsewhere.”




Sherrel immediately spotted the flaw in that statement. “Tinkertech can’t be mass produced. Pull the other one, Jeeves.”




JARVIS’ voice was adamant as he stated, “What you see before you is not Tinkertech, Miss Bailey. My Principal is building these devices using basic science, albeit slightly more advanced than what is currently available to the general public. Then again, my Principal is slightly more advanced than the norm.”




One person was building everything that Sherrel saw before her? One? And everything was mass producible? Any and all of those statements were insane. But the certainty in the other’s voice shook the bedrock of Sherrel’s views. Who had she fallen in with?




Sherrel breathed, “Who are you guys?”




“We’re the good guys.”




The voice behind her made Sherrel spin around to find herself facing a girl wearing a dark purple leotard with a slash of a lighter lavender crossing over it diagonally. There was an outline of an eye in white in the middle of the girl’s chest. A domino mask covered part of the other’s face, leaving her long, blonde hair visible, loosely hanging around her shoulders. The vulpine grin that the girl wore like a badge completed the ensemble.




Sherrel rudely asked, “Who the hell are you? Are you the fucker that kidnapped me?”




The girl’s grin, if anything, grew wider as she took in Sherrel’s tone. “I’m Tattletale. And no, I didn’t kidnap you. That would be him.” With that, she pointed at the drone above Sherrel’s head.




Confused, Sherrel asked, “Him who?  Jeeves? You’re shitting me!”




Tattletale held up her hand and solemnly stated, “I shit you not. So what do you think of the set up here?”




Sherrel stared at the girl. To tell the truth, she was a little let down by the idea that this was the person who had created this incredible lab. She had expected so much more than Smart-ass Barbie. Grudgingly, she said, “It’s okay.”




Tattletale’s grin widened. “So you don’t want one like it, then?”




“W-what?” Sherrel stuttered, aware that she was making a fool of herself, but unable to stop. “T-this could be mine?”




Tattletale shrugged. “Well, not this one. It’s belongs to—”




JARVIS interrupted her, “I do not believe it would be prudent to reveal our Principal’s name just yet, Tattletale.”




Tattletale rolled her eyes. “I wasn’t going to tell her that. Sheesh, JARVIS, how about a little credit?”




So this wasn’t the person who’d built the place? Sherrel felt a sense of relief as she watched the other girl, her eyes occasionally darting to the drone and then back. “So you didn’t build this?”




Tattletale shook her head. “Nope. I have other… talents, shall we say.”




Sherrel eyed the girl in a calculating manner. What power could this girl possess? She acted like she knew everything and her name seemed to imply a difficulty in keeping secrets. To test her hypothesis, Sherrel asked, “What talent is that?”




Tattletale’s mocking grin grew faintly cruel. Grandly, she announced, “I can read minds. Right now, you’re thinking about my power. How I act like I know everything and can’t keep secrets. Earlier, you thought this was my lab and that it should be someone a lot more impressive who’d built and used it. Earlier still, you were freaking out over how simple and clean the design for that energy rifle was. Want me to go on?”




Sherrel could feel horror crawling through her guts as she stared at the other girl. Her mind flashed to the Simurgh and all of her rumored abilities that the PRT didn’t want you to know about. If anything Tattletale’s smile grew as if she had just plucked that little tidbit from Sherrel’s mind.




There was a weariness to JARVIS’ tone as he admonished the blonde, “Tattletale, must you again pretend to be a mind reader? You know how people feel about it.”




JARVIS’ snide tone seemed not to affect the other girl as she shrugged. “If by people, you mean Danny, then of course I know. But you have to admit it’s funny. Uh oh, she’s about to get mad.”




Mad? Sherrel was furious. The other girl had played her! Dirty, stinking bitch! She would—




The blonde spoke in a diffident tone, interrupting Sherrel’s train of thought, “You know, if I can’t really read minds, but somehow figured out what you were thinking some other way, it might not be the best idea to mess with me. Know what I mean?”




Tattletale’s words were like a bucket of cold water for Sherrel, turning the fires of her anger into soggy ash. She stared at the other girl, now certain that she’d figured out her power. The bitch was some kind of Thinker. Or maybe a precog. Yeah, that was possible.




“Besides, it should be JARVIS you’re mad at, not me.”




That actually made sense to Sherrel. She started to open her mouth, then stopped. With a feeling of shock, she realized the other girl had just manipulated her. Again.




By this time, Tattletale had approached to within arm’s length of her. Sherrel thought about just popping the blonde a good one right on the mouth. After all, you didn’t work on big trucks like hers without gaining some serious muscle, but the drone still hanging above her head dissuaded her. Still, she was shocked when Tattletale casually hooked Sherrel’s arm one of hers like they were friends.




Equally shocking were Tattletale’s words. “I can see that we’re going to be great friends, Sherrel.”




Somehow, Sherrel found her voice, “Why the fuck do the two of you keep calling me that? I’m not her anymore. I’m Squealer now.”




Tattletale slowly led Sherrel towards a door on the far end of the lab. In a clinical tone, she said, “I disagree. Squealer’s the name of a drug-using loser, who can’t do jack shit right. She’s hooked up with another loser who fucked her, beat her occasionally, didn’t give a rat’s ass about her. All in all, Squealer is a complete fucking waste of space.”




Sherrel tried to pull her arm from the other’s suddenly steely grip. Tattletale continued, “On the other hand, Sherrel Bailey is a completely different person. She’s someone who tried to do the best she could with a bad hand. Someone who, despite everything that’s happened to her, didn’t managed to become a monster. Someone who, just maybe, deserves another chance.”




Sherrel felt her eyes sting. What the fuck was wrong with these people? Why wouldn’t this bitch leave her alone. And that Jeeves…




Somehow, she found her voice, “Another chance for what? To make something of myself again? Fuck that. I am what I am.”




Tattletale solemnly shook her head. This close, Sherrel could see the little flecks in her eyes that made them look completely green from a distance. “To make something of yourself? Hardly. I agree that you are what you are. I’m talking about a chance to help us save the world.”




Just like that, every last bit of bravado drained out of Sherrel as she finally knew what these people wanted from her. They wanted her to die for them. To sacrifice herself to an altar of false belief that there was anything anyone could do to save humanity. Her tone was accusing as Sherrel said, “You’re crazy!”




Tattletale laughed. She fucking laughed. Then she pushed Sherrel into the room on the other side of the door, one that was an exact replica of the one she’d been residing in the past few days. Her vulpine grin was visible from the doorway as she said, “Oh, Sherrel, you haven’t met Crazy yet. Like you, I’m just along for the ride. But don’t worry. Crazy will be back in a day or two at most. Then you’ll finally get your eyes opened. In the meantime, those are for you. Our ‘principal,’” Sherrel could almost hear the eye roll that accompanied that term, “wanted you to have something to occupy yourself with. Later.”




Just like that, the other girl left, locking the door behind her.




Sherrel stared at the door a moment, opened her mouth to go on another rant, then slowly closed it again. She was suddenly more tired than she could bear. Sherrel rubbed her fingers across the bridge of her nose, surprised she didn’t have a headache to accompany her exhaustion. Then again, headaches seemed to be another of those things that she hadn’t experienced since that day she woke up feeling well.




Sherrel walked over to sit upon her bed with the idea of taking a nap. She glanced at the papers sitting on her dining table as she walked by. Then Sherrel stopped, slowly and carefully retracing her steps.




Picking up the first of what looked like a set of partially completed blueprints, Sherrel could feel her eyes get wider and wider. For a couple of moments, she actually forgot to breath, a fact that nature painfully reminded her with as her lungs suddenly screamed for air after some undetermined length of time.




Sherrel carefully sat at the table as if she no longer trusted her legs to support her. Spreading out the plans in front of her with trembling fingers, her eyes devoured every specification, every drawn line. She completely lost track of time.




By the time she finally came up for air, hours had passed. A quick glance to her left told her that one of the drones had delivered her dinner at some point. Although truthfully, Sherrel wasn’t hungry. At that moment, she felt more full than if she’d gorged herself on three dinners.




Sherrel stared off into space, her mind going a million miles an hour. Those plans… those plans completely blew her mind. An unfamiliar sensation began to grow within her chest, the sensation almost painful as it filled her. For the first time she actually questioned whether whoever held her captive could actually accomplish the grandiose claim that Tattletale had made to her.




Finally, after sitting in the chair for several minutes in contemplation, Sherrel put a name to the sensation growing inside of her. It was something that she hadn’t felt in so long she’d almost forgotten the sensation of it. Warm, inviting, comforting. These were all descriptive adjectives for the intense pressure filling her almost to bursting. But none came so close to describing it as the name itself. For the first time in what truly felt like a million forevers, Sherrel Bailey felt hope.







Adamant stared up at the sky, his visor scanning for the person he hoped to see. Next to him, Feral gave his hand a reassuring squeeze, much to the amusement of the others.




“Oy mate, she your cook now?” Faust asked, his grin visible beneath his mask.




Adamant shook his head. “Don’t be a dag. Feral’s a mate.”




A new cape, Kangaroo Jack, who hadn’t been with them in Canberra, whistled. “She might be a mate, but if so, she’s a matey mate.”




Feral gave the cape, who had a cocky look visible on the exposed portion of his face, a hard look. “Think you’re a dunny rat, do ya? Keep it up and I’ll see you right stonkered. Maybe you want to dance in one of my fields?”




Kangaroo Jack just shrugged. “Just having a bit o’ fun. No need to chuck a wobbly.” To Adamant, he said, “Mate, when’s the boss get here again?”




“Yeah, I wouldn’t mind knowing that myself,” Faust stated, his trademark cape floating around his slim shoulders. You could just see the glitter of his eyes behind the thick goggles he wore, while the visible portion of his face wore an expression of impatience.




Adamant wondered just how the other managed the cape trick, then decided it wasn’t important. What was important was keeping these people vegged out until Iron Man got here. He wished he’d gone ahead and gotten a slab, but it was too late now. Besides, if he had run out earlier to make a beer run, he’d have missed that thing that Feral did with her tongue. Taking a quick look at his new missus, Adamant made himself focus on the situation at hand.




“Iron Man will be here in a bit. He’s a Yank, but it’s London to a brick that he’ll show.”




From behind them, a voice said, “I think I can see him.”




Adamant glanced at the speaker, Billabong, who was staring up at the sky. A dark speck rapidly grew until it looked like it was going to hit right in the middle of their group. Adamant had to stop himself from flinching as his armor registered Iron Man going from roughly twelve thousand kilometers per hour to rest almost instantaneously. That and the lack of any form of sonic boom really demonstrated just how advanced the other’s armor really was.




Adamant took a couple of steps towards the black and silver armored hero and caught himself right before he saluted. He cringed at the thought of what Faust or Kangaroo Jack would have said to him about that later, then again, they also looked more than a little intimidated by the American cape’s spectacular arrival.




Iron Man waved his hand at their group. “Hello, everyone. As most of you know, I’m Iron Man, an American. Adamant, it’s good to see you again.”




Adamant shook the hand offered to him with a sigh of relief. Thank God he hadn’t embarrassed himself with someone who he truly admired. “The same here, Iron Man. You know everyone here, I think, except Kangaroo Jack, Boomerang, and Megalan.”




There was amusement audible in the armored cape’s voice even with its synthesized nature. “Kangaroo Jack?”




The rogue sniffed. “Yeah. I jump and squash people under my feet. What’d you expect me to call myself, the Toad?”




Iron Man’s voice was urbane as he answered, “Not at all. I like the name actually. It’s got moxie. It’s nice to meet you all. Boomerang, would you mind revealing your ability?”




The short powerful looking cape, who wore a simple suit of bright red motorcycle leathers and a red helmet, shrugged. His voice was full of bravado as he stated, “I can return energy-based attacks back to the source, see? So someone hits me with a laser beam or a tazer, I can reflect it back. Or off to one side, but what’s the fun in that? I also can store a bit o’ energy as well and use it later.”




Iron Man nodded. “Limitations?”




Boomerang nodded. “You know it. Attacks too much for me, I get hit with what I didn’t reflect or absorb. Not much good against Behemoth or any of those Endbringer sods, if you know what I mean?”




“We’ll have to see what we can do about that. Megalan, what’s your ability?”




The tall, thin man, dressed all in umber with a simple domino mask, nodded a greeting and said, “I have my claws that can cut through most things. I’m also fast, strong, and agile. Plus I spit a compound that can put most folks down for a few hours in la la land.”




“You don’t sound Australian.”




Megalan shook his head. “I’m from elsewhere. Now I’m here.”




Adamant stepped forward. “I vouch for him, Iron Man.”




The armored cape nodded. “That’s fine, Adamant. I trust your judgment. I did ask you to get whoever you could, after all. Is this everyone?”




Adamant couldn’t help feeling defensive as he said, “Unfortunately, yes. There were a couple who couldn’t make it because of an emergency. There’s another dozen who said maybe. But they won’t commit right away. They want to see how it goes.”




Iron Man nodded briskly. “I would have liked to have more to start. But that’s okay. We’ll just have to figure out something extra special for the founding members of the team. Maybe a signing bonus or a monument.”




Iron Man took a moment to walk around and greet everyone else. Adamant envied the other his easy manner as he shook hands with a grinning Faust, who was touchy at the best of times. Then Iron Man actually got a hug from Feral, who had expressed her admiration to him on more than one occasion to the point he actually wondered if he needed to be jealous of the other armored cape.




Ronin’s nervous manner smoothed out under Iron Man’s charm, while the usually serious Billabong joked with him as if he were an old friend. It was a textbook show of setting people at ease and Adamant tried to take mental notes, even as sour notes of jealousy churned in his gut.




Finally, though, Iron Man was back in front of him. “How did those adjustments we figured out for your power systems work out? See any improvements?”




And just like that, Adamant felt his jealousy melt away. Excitement took its place as he blurted out, “Fair dinkum it did! Now I can actually hit like a footy with those lasers I installed. I was guarding the divvy van last week and fair gobsmacked this bushranger that tried to jack it.”




“Excellent. I thought that would help you. Is everybody ready for the meeting?”




There was a chorus of aye’s and yeah’s, and a moment later, Iron Man began talking. A moment later still, Adamant was considering the name the other armored cape had just tossed out and beginning to frown. He slowly raised his hand.







Taylor stared around at the huge crowd surrounding her. Canberra Stadium held approximately forty thousand people according to its website, but there was clearly at least ten thousand more than that in the stadium’s crowd. Not to mention at least three times that number in the crowd surrounding the stadium. Far too many to be able to hear her.




But they had planned for just such an eventuality, her, Trish, and JARVIS. Even now, over a hundred drones were in the air, ready to relay Taylor’s, as well as the various other dignitaries’, words to the crowd inside and outside the stadium, as well as project their images, using powerful holographic projectors. Everyone who had come here would be able to see her live, while the rest of the country and the world watched on television.




To Taylor’s left stood the Governor-General of Australia, while to her right stood the Prime Minister. Seated across the stage were various other dignitaries from around the world, including Great Britain’s Prime Minister as well as well as the President of the United States. It was a huge outpouring of support for Australia, then again, it was the first time the Simurgh had been stopped without the city she was attacking being quarantined afterward.




Taylor realized that she should be intimidated by all of the statesmen around her, but then again, Tony Stark had met with groups like this on a regular basis, often after saving the world. Other times, he’d had meetings like this to set in place plans that most world leaders had just gone along with simply because of who he was. It was a heady feeling and one that Taylor found herself enjoying probably far too much if she was trying to differentiate herself from the billionaire playboy.




Peter Wallis, Australia’s Prime Minister, was wrapping up his speech with the awards phase. “Iron Man, please accept our thanks for not only saving our capital city, but also because of all of the lives you saved. Many of the people right here owe you their very lives and existences. In recognition of all that you accomplished that day, my countrymen and I want to award you the Cross of Valor, Australia’s highest award for courage. You fought the Simurgh face to face and drove her off, for the first time saving the target of her attack. I say thank you, Iron Man. From the bottom of my heart, thank you so very much.”




With that, the diminutive Prime Minister reached up and carefully placed the award around Taylor’s neck. She carefully shook his hand, and then the hand of the Governor-General, Jerrold Wilson. All around them, cheers from the huge crowd rang out. It took a few minutes for all of it to subside, but it did, at least until someone else spoke. Then Taylor waited for Governor-General Wilson to speak as well.




“Iron Man, I, too, want to thank you for your willingness to risk yourself for my country. Your courage and actions are an inspiration to us all. In recognition of those actions, my country wishes to make you an honorary citizen of Australia.” The man paused a moment for effect, the cheers of the crowd rising, then subsiding as he continued, “Don’t worry, I’ve already cleared it with your own President. From here on out, you’ll be a citizen of both of our countries.”




Taylor again shook the hands of both the Prime Minister and Governor-General to the laughs and cheers of the crowd. But they weren’t finished just yet. Peter Wallis once again stepped up to the microphone and spoke, “I have one more duty today. It’s a glad one. As many of you know, it is the habit to create a memorial to those fallen during the battles against Endbringers. However, on February 24, 2011, there were no casualties among the heroes who defended us against the Simurgh. That left us in a bit of a quandary as to how to commemorate this date, the first time an Endbringer was driven away without casualties.”




The Prime Minister paused as the crowd around them grew deathly silent. Finally, he continued, emotion audible in his voice, “Instead of building some statue here in Canberra honoring the hero who saved us, my colleagues and I came up with a different solution. Now all of Australia can honor Iron Man every year from here forward. Today, I announce that henceforth, February 24 will be known as The Day of Iron. It is the day Iron Man saved our capital city and aided Australia in our hour of need.”




Peter Wallis spoke a few more words, but Taylor would need JARVIS to playback to her what he’d said later, as the ringing cheers of the crowd completely drowned out his words. After a moment, the Prime Minister stepped back from the microphone with a rueful smile. Again Taylor shook his hand and that of the Governor-General as the entire stadium and the surrounding area shook with the cheers.




Taylor turned to Peter Wallis and gestured at the microphone stand. The other nodded his understanding and she stepped in front of it to address the crowd. She deliberately waved her hands in an upwards motion, one that Tony’s memories had drilled into her a thousand times. The cheers of the crowd redoubled as Taylor held one armored gauntlet next to her head, pretending to be listening for a reaction. After a few moments, Taylor held up her arms, palms forward and allowed silence to descend upon the crowd.




Taylor stood silent a moment, then finally spoke, “I am honored.”




She had to wait a moment as the renewed cheers rose before subsiding again. “I am honored by the reaction of the people of this great nation to my actions. I am honored to receive the Cross of Valor. I am honored to be made a citizen of Australia, a great nation of independent and forthright people. And I am humbled that you would name a holiday after me.”




There was silence still as Taylor paused for effect. After a moment, she continued, “I came here to help. To aid you against foes so terrifying that we gave them names that hearken back to the elder days when gods and demons strode the world and mankind cowered from them, attempting to appease them through sacrifices and worship. As a group, we call them Endbringers, as in beings who will end our race, annihilate us, end us, leave us forgotten upon that great dust heap that we call history. To this, I say nay.”




There were murmurs from all around Taylor as well as from the crowd before her, clearly audible as she paused momentarily. Her voice filled with emotion, which JARVIS allowed to permeate the usually emotionless synthesized tones she projected, “TO THIS, I SAY NAY! I say we will not go gentle into that good night! Rage, rage, against the dying of the light! I will never surrender to those who are trying to destroy us. Instead, I pledge my life, my future, my existence to their destruction. Today, in front of all of you who have shown me such support I announce this: I am creating weapons that I will use to oppose the Endbringers and any other enemies of Mankind, who believe that we will go gentle into that good night. That we will surrender our lives to their will. To them all, I say this: I will not rest until the day you are dead and buried and humanity is safe again!” Accompanying her final words, Taylor held her fist up in a gesture of defiance.




The murmurers had fallen silent as Taylor spoke, as if their voices had frozen. Then there was a slow growling sound that escalated, rising louder and louder, until the very stage shook beneath her feet. Men, women, and children were screaming their defiance all around her. Even many of the occupants of the stage behind Taylor were screaming and shaking their fists.




It took nearly fifteen minutes for the pandemonium to die down. Taylor finally held up her hands asking for silence, which eventually arrived. She continued with, “In aid of that goal, I am announcing a worldwide initiative. A group of heroes whose only goal is the defense of mankind. A group that I am calling the Human Defense Initiative.”




There was a resounding silence from all around Taylor as if the crowd had once again grown uncertain. She grinned inside her helmet, then continued, “The Human Defense Initiative. Not a catchy title, but one that is needed to show that we are one group in the end. So the local group will officially be called the Human Defense Initiative Canberra. However, it was pointed out to me that name was a bit dry by one of the new members of this league. So, in honor of that, each local group gets to pick its own nickname. Let me present to you, Canberra’s very own Southern Stars!”




With that, the curtains at the back of the stage parted and the group that Taylor had been speaking to earlier strode out, walking past the chairs of the dignitaries and forming a loose semi-circle behind her. Each stood in a heroic pose, most with their hands resting upon their hips and their chests out.




There was a slow but steadily growing cheer as they surrounding audience took in the world’s newest superhero team. Taylor gave it time to grow, then begin to die off again. “I want to introduce each member of the Southern Stars, beginning with Boomerang!”




As Taylor said each name, that person would step forward and wave, before stepping back into line. Cheers rang out as the initial, more familiar names were called.




“Ronin!”




“Billabong!”




“The Summoner!”




“Free Fall!”




“Kangeroo Jack!”




“Megalan!”




“And the leader of the Southern Stars, Adamant!”




Again, the crowd was cheering and waving their hands as they recognized the youthful Tinker. Taylor could see smiles on the faces of every member of the new team, even the ever dour, and newly renamed, Summoner. Taylor allowed the cheers to slowly die away again before speaking, “The Southern Stars are going to be funded by the Human Defense Initiative, not the Australian government. However, Prime Minister Wallis has generously donated the remains of the Australian Academy of Science’s Shine Dome to be the headquarters of the Southern Stars. We will rebuild it as closely to the original as possible since it is a part of Canberra’s history. Thank you, Prime Minister Wallis!”




The cheers rose again, sounding genuine as apparently a great many Canberrans hadn’t like losing the unique building. Taylor finished with, “I’ll be staying for a few days to help with the rebuilding and also to help equip the Southern Stars with my latest technology so as to better allow them to protect you. Thank you, everyone. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.”




Taylor turned and walked back to stand alongside the Southern Stars while several other politicians spoke, including both the President of the United States and the Prime Minister of Great Britain. She probably shouldn’t feel so smug that neither got anywhere near the cheers and applause that she had, nor were their speeches a quarter as hard-hitting.




When the Australian Prime Minister finally wrapped things up, Taylor was more than a little relieved. Now she had just had get through a couple of hours of hobnobbing and then she could finally get down to brass tacks with her new team regarding their equipment and training.







Jack Walker, a Republican from the great state of Virginia, who also happened to be the President of the United States, was fairly bored, something that seemed to happen more and more these days. When he’d first become President, every day had seemed fresh and interesting. The international nature of the parties and various meetings he attended on a regular basis had been fascinating.




Now, though, Jack found it all rather humdrum. After all, he knew pretty much every single person worth knowing that was currently attending this affair. He’d also already spoken to most of them and exchanged concerns regarding this new cape venture being sponsored by Iron Man and the Australian government.




Now there was an interesting person, he thought in faint amusement. Iron Man seemed to be everywhere these days, from Jack’s daily defense briefing to his briefing on the state of the economy. His clear edge in high tech weaponry was a huge concern to the military, almost equaling how they viewed the Triumvirate, while his ‘water engine’ had big oil in a major tizzy.




Jack considered most of that hogwash. After all, big oil wasn’t so big anymore. And he rather doubted, despite the armored cape’s rather dramatic speech, that the Triumvirate had to worry about being eclipsed power-wise anytime soon.




Speaking of the devil, he could see Iron Man being stopped by his security detail while they checked with him to see if he wanted to speak with the armored cape. Despite the fact that four members of the Secret Service present were Parahumans, he rather doubted they’d be able to stop Iron Man if he really wanted to talk to him. So Jack just nodded his agreement for a quick meeting. A moment later, the black and silver armored figure stood in front of him.




“Thank you for seeing me, Mr President.”




Jack’s brow went up a bit at the synthesized sound of the other’s voice. Acerbically, he asked, “Do you always drop bombshells of that nature on the international stage, Iron Man?”




Iron Man shrugged, his armor surprisingly articulated and easily getting the gesture across. “I apologize, Mr President. I did go over this with the Australian Prime Minister and Governor-General before announcing it.”




“Including the fact that a couple of those folks were wanted criminals up until five minutes before your little speech?”




Jack could hear amusement in the other’s voice, despite its artificial nature, as Iron Man responded, “Actually, Mr President, their pardons were signed more than two hours before the ceremony.”




Jack frowned. “Don’t be flip. You’re causing a great deal of instability on an international level and I admit to being a bit concerned myself. Your speech was all fire and brimstone, but I noticed that you didn’t go into any specifics as to how you plan to deal with the Endbringers. Do you even have a workable plan to back up your grandiose claims or are you going to just wing it?”




“Yes, Mr President, I do. I would say that I’m sorry about worrying you, but the things I’m doing are necessary if we are to defeat the various threats to the human race.”




“Are you planning to share those plans with this administration?”




“No, Mr President. That is need to know information.”




Jack almost admired the other’s chutzpah as he registered Iron Man’s words. Apparently, he didn’t need to know, something he found ironic. There was an equal amount of irony in his own tone as he said, “You have a lot of nerve coming over to talk with me then. I take it that you want something.”




Iron Man shook his head. “Not really, Mr President. Rather, I want to help you.”




Coolly, Jack questioned, “Me as in myself? Or me as in the American government?”




“Perhaps both, Mr President.”




Jack’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Exactly what help do you think you would be?”




“To begin, how about equipping a division or two of the Army and Marines with armor that would allow them to outclass the average Parahuman by a factor of four?”




Jack somehow kept the surprise out of his face. Glancing around, he noted that no one else was close enough to listen to their conversation. Still, he suggested, “Maybe we should take this discussion somewhere private?”




“Actually, Mr President, we are private. I activated an anti-listening device that prevents all forms of electronic and psionic eavesdropping. It even prevents someone from reading our lips. So you don’t have to worry about anyone overhearing us. Not even your own security detail.”




Jack had wondered at the stoic expressions on the faces of the Secret Service agents around him. He wouldn’t have thought them to be that good at keeping something this big from showing, despite their training and experience, but now he understood. “How serious are you about equipping our troops? And how much is it going to cost?”




“Deadly serious. The cost per unit is right around two and a half million dollars, Mr President.”




Jack stared at the glowing eye slits of Iron Man’s armor, wishing he could see the other’s eyes. “And that will get us suits like the one you’re wearing?”




“No, Mr President. I suspect that you would rather not equip the average soldier with a suit of armor that could level an entire city. The ones that I would equip your soldiers with would be just a little less powerful than the one I wore when I fought the Simurgh.”




Just how powerful then was the suit Iron Man was wearing right now, Jack wondered, if he was willing to equip Marines with suits that were ‘almost as powerful’ as what he’d used to attack the Simurgh. Maybe the analysts were right to classify him in the same terms as the Triumvirate. Aloud, he said, “And these suits, they’ll be capable of being maintained by regular motor pool grunts?”




Iron Man nodded. “Their pilots can maintain them easily. They won’t need a lot of maintenance, but there’s a manual of exactly what needs to be done each day and after extended combat tours. I take it this is something that you’re interested in, Mr President?”




“Yes.” The word was out of Jack’s mouth before he even stopped to think. After all, who wouldn’t want an unstoppable Iron Legion supporting them? Especially when some of the beings on the other side were among the most terrifying on Earth.




“I’ll have two suits and a team ready to meet with the Joint Chiefs at their convenience. You can supply the pilots for the demonstration. Regular army ‘grunts’ preferred.”




Jack started to say that meeting with the Joint Chiefs for a military procurement was a bit out of order, but then again, he knew enough of those old war horses to realize that they would all want to be present.




Parahumans had made the military of most nations almost superfluous. That the CUI used their Parahumans as a military strike force was not lost on the Pentagon. But there had never been a successful attempt to create a Parahuman strike team within the US military. The handful of attempts had all been flops.




However, having regular men and women who had entered the military to serve their countries man armored suits was an entirely different animal. Still, Jack was more than a little bit curious about why Iron Man was making this offer. Deciding he lost nothing by asking, he said, “Why are you doing this? Why sell us your technology?”




There was an intensity to Iron Man’s voice that had not been present before, except during his speech, as he said, “Mr President, let’s just say I believe that government of the people, by the people, for the people, should not perish from the earth. I want us to take back our country from the Parahumans who would try to terrorize us. For the rule of law to once again become the most significant force in our country, not the rule of might.”




To say Jack was surprised was an understatement. Of course, he recognized the quote that Iron Man paraphrased. The Gettysburg Address was one of the greatest speeches by an American President in US history. Once again, Jack wished he could see Iron Man’s face, judge his expression face to face, because God help him, he believed that the other was actually completely serious.




And if Iron Man was serious, the can of worms that he was about to open made an Endbringer attack seem almost tame. No longer even remotely bored, Jack slowly nodded. “All right, then. I’ll arrange for the meeting between your team and the Joint Chiefs. I take it you already have a manufacturer arranged for these suits you’re selling us?”




Iron Man nodded. “HTech, headquartered in Brockton Bay, Mr President.”




Jack nodded in acknowledgment. He recognized the name of the US Military’s newest and quite possible most important supplier. Those Psionic Dampeners had taken the country by storm, with even Jack wearing one under his tailored suit sleeve. That first shipment has also supplied most of Congress as well.




Of course, the PRT was taking credit for the device’s proliferation. However, after talking to Iron Man, Jack didn’t have the slightest doubt that the other was far more responsible for their dissemination than the PRT.




Jack quietly nodded his agreement. “That should be fine. I believe they’ve already been fast-tracked into the system. By the way, just how many of those Psionic things do you have under order currently?”




“Just under four and a half million, Mr President. That’s the US sales. There’s a slightly larger order internationally, but of course, America takes priority.”




Spoken like a patriot, Jack thought. Most of the suspicions he’d harbored were gone, although he would continue to be cautious and guard the interests of his constituents. “And you’ll be able to meet demands for the armored units? Especially if we decide to pour a significant percentage of the military’s annual budget into purchases?”




“I will be able to make any and all deadlines, Mr President. On that, you have my word.”




Slowly, Jack held out a cautious hand, only for it to be taken into a firm, but not crushing grip. “Sounds like a good deal to me, Iron Man. Sounds like a very good deal to me.”









Chapter Twenty-six—Miles To Go Before I Sleep



Coil had split and collapsed timelines prior to his meeting with Director Piggot in his civilian guise in order to save the Undersiders. Then he split timelines again. Fortunately, this time, his power did not falter. In one timeline, he went to his meeting as planned. In the other, he stayed in his fortress beneath the Etheron Bank Building a few blocks away from downtown Brockton Bay.




As he sat in front of the computer within his office, he carefully considered what his next step was as regards dealing with HTech. That it was affiliated with Iron Man, who was apparently attempting some type of end run around the Protectorate by forming his own alliance of Parahuman teams, made it even more dangerous to poke and probe. On the other hand, his future plans depended on being able to control his city and the circumstances of violent change within it, something that this strange technology company and the lurking Tinker behind it might possibly circumvent.




Coil was just settling into outlining a plan to pit Empire 88’s entire cape roster in an all out attack against HTech when there was a dull hollow booming sound that seemed to go on and on. Suddenly sirens blared and flashing lights strobed as intruder alarms all over the base went off.




Hitting a button on his desk that would put him in contact with his main lieutenant, Coil barked, “Lieutenant Simmons, what is going on?”




The man’s voice sounded relatively calm, but Coil could hear the faint tones of stress as he answered, “Sir, we’re under attack by unknown Parahuman forces.”




Coil felt a chill go down his spine, more glad than ever that he had split before this happened and was safe within his civilian identity if things went south here. Tensely, he ordered, “Keep me apprised of what is happening. Coil out.”




With that, he brought up the security feed onto his monitor, only for it to show nothing happening. What…




Coil felt his mouth opening in surprise, then controlled himself. There must be a glitch in the system, he thought, tapping a few more keys. While he was doing this, several more loud booms sounded, each sounding a bit closer. But even when he brought up a view of the main entrance, there was nothing to indicate that anything was happening. Not even when he tied his monitor into the raw video feed. What the fuck was going on, he wondered furiously.




“Lt Simmons, give me an update!”




The voice Coil heard was no longer calm and there was the occasional choking sound, as if the person speaking were breathing too much smoke. “Sir, we have not been able to cough stop the attack cough. Currently, we have encountered cough only highly advanced drones, but there is clearly Parahuman cough involvement in the form of a Tinker or Thinker directing the attack. We caught cough glimpses of a figure in purple, but they’re hanging back behind forcefields of some type. They’ve breached the main entrance and cough have all exits covered. What are your orders?”




The chill Coil had felt earlier was nothing compared to the one he felt now. Drones? The only individual or group he was aware of that used drones was HTech. And Iron Man. If he was under attack by the armored Tinker, that might explain the unresponsive video feeds, depending on the other’s specialization. But why would Iron Man attack him?




How would the armored Tinker even be aware of Coil? He was careful to keep his presence in the Brockton Bay underworld at a level that should not draw much attention. Certainly not of someone who operated on the level of the armored cape.




Suddenly, a loud sound hammered through his headset and the feed from Simmons went dead. At the same time, there were sounds of fighting going on right outside his office. Coil abruptly stood up and walked over to face the wall behind his desk chair. He brushed a series of carefully calculated touches onto a perfectly innocent looking piece of decorative sculpture and waited. And waited.




What the fuck? That should have opened his secret hatch into the equally secret tunnel that ran until it intersected a storm sewer about half a mile away, allowing egress from the base. It was something that Coil had had built into his base from the very beginning, allowing him to escape in the event things did not go well. Just to be one hundred percent sure, he pressed the areas again in the proper order.




Nothing. It was jammed as well. Which was patently impossible. The only way that someone would be able to do so would be if they’d…




Coil slowly turned back around and stared at his computer. At the little red light of the web cam on his monitor which showed that it was on and broadcasting. Someone had completely penetrated his secure computer network. The same network that he’d been assured was even Dragon-proof. Penetrated it and subverted it to the point that they were controlling everything happening here.




To test his theory, Coil slipped his phone from a hidden pocket in his costume. He tapped a series of numbers into it, and again, nothing happened. The charges in and around the base and the structure above it should have detonated, but they hadn’t. Instead, the phone sat there innocently in his hand as if it had no potential for destruction.




Slowly a face appeared on his monitor as if formed out of the pixels contained therein. A face whose eyes followed when he moved back and to one side as if it could really see him from within the screen. A smile crept across that eerie face as Coil felt a sudden deep sensation of fear grip his heart.




Coil was still standing there when the door in front of him exploded inward.







Sophia stomped up the stairs to the loft, tired and angry at the way things had gone that evening. They’d failed to retrieve what they’d been sent for, although at least everyone had gotten away from an unexpectedly quick PRT response. Of course, she was the last one to get back as she’d been ordered to hang back and make sure no one was following them. That it wasn’t a difficult assignment hadn’t made being ordered around like a peon any more palatable.




Sophia pushed the door open with a crash and a sarcastic, “Honey, I’m home.” She shivered in reaction as something curiously like static sparked off her fingers from the knob when she closed the door behind her.




She walked to the middle of the room. Looking around, Sophia saw all of her teammates quietly sitting either on the white couch opposite the big TV, or one of the overstuffed chairs. Even Bitch’s dogs were laying quietly on the floor next to their mistress. Even more weirdly, no one had changed or showered since getting back, instead, they were all sitting around dirty and disheveled, on and around the white couch. Including fucking Alec who had bitched like a motherfucker when she’d done the same one time, Sophia thought resentfully.




Rolling her eyes, Sophia challenged, “What the fuck? You guys couldn’t start without me?”




A strange, almost metallic voice from behind her made Sophia spin around, “No, they really couldn’t.”




Sophia felt her guts churn as she recognized the figure who stood before her, easily dominating the entire room with his presence. A figure wearing a complete set of armor, which covered any identifying features. A figure that radiated a degree of danger just standing there in front of her that eclipsed any hero or villain she’d ever encountered. Iron Man, the Tinker who’d driven off the Simurgh and saved Canberra.




“Why don’t you have a seat, Sophia?” Iron Man, his black and silver armor gleaming in the overhead lights, casually gestured to a single chair standing alone by the window.




The armored cape’s utter confidence unnerved Sophia. As did him knowing who she was, despite her costume change. Should she make a run for it immediately? Then she remembered the odd way the door knob had sparked off her fingers and wondered if the armored cape had done something to keep her in. Goddamned Tinkers, she thought, though fear more than resentment now colored her racing thoughts.




“What did you do to them?” Sophia gestured at her teammates as she sat down, noting the look of terror and helplessness in their eyes with something like satisfaction. At least the others hadn’t betrayed her, no matter how little they liked her. They weren’t enjoying this any more than she was.




Iron Man shrugged. “It’s a paralytic drug that’s administered in gaseous form. I just waited until they all came in and gassed them. Saved me having to chase down anyone. Then I waited for you to arrive.”




Sophia kept her hands steady as she surveyed the armored cape, looking for anything that might be a vulnerability. While she thought she might get a shadow shuriken into him, it would likely be the last thing she ever did. As a delaying tactic, Sophia asked, “What do you want with us?”




Iron Man shook his head. “Not ‘us’, Sophia. Just you. Danny Hebert asked me for a favor when he found out that you’d gotten away from the PRT. Something to do with the threats you made against his daughter on video.”




Sophia cursed silently, wishing she’d killed that skinny bitch when she had the chance. Now she was—




Zzzzzttttt!







Taylor stared at the unconscious figure of Sophia Hess aka Carnage who had finally stopped spasming from the wireless taser she’d just used on the other girl. Speaking to the paralyzed members of the Undersiders, she casually suggested, “I suppose you all feel that was a bit unsportsmanlike. Then again, I’m not feeling all that generous when dealing with villains.”




She casually picked up the crimson and black dressed cape and draped her over one shoulder. Staring at each of the villains before her, Taylor quietly commented, “The thing is, I know who each of you are. You associate with the Sophia Hesses of the world and that’s what happens. Also, your cushy job with your ‘boss’ is now over. He’s also going down today. So here’s the deal: consider giving yourselves up and joining the Wards, if they’ll have you. Especially you, two.” This last was directed at the leader of the Undersiders, Grue, and their Tinker, Chariot. For a moment, she considered recruiting the young Tinker herself, then shook her head. He was more than three hundred names down the list, after all, his area of expertise not one that really helped her plans.




Taylor turned to look over at girl named ‘Bitch’ and said, “You probably don’t have that option. Still, if you turn yourself in, I’ll make sure you have excellent representation. I suspect, based upon the circumstances and the murder happening when you were a juvenile, they’ll go easy on you.” Focusing her attention on the boy sitting next to Bitch, she commented, “You as well, Jean-Paul. With a father like yours, you probably never had a chance. Give it up and try to go straight.”




She paused a second, then said, “The only reason I’m not taking the rest of you in is because in the grand scheme of things, none of you seem all that bad. Don’t make me regret this decision. If I run into you again during the commission of a crime, I can pretty much guarantee that you’ll be the ones to regret it.”




With that, Taylor walked out the door, taking Sophia with her. Clicking off her external speakers, she said, “JARVIS, how’s everything going as far as taking in Coil?”




The AI answered almost immediately. “Miss, I’m afraid things are not going as well as I would like. We took down his main base, but Coil was not there.”




“So take him at his residence.”




“I’m afraid that he is not at his residence, Miss. And his location makes his apprehension problematic at best.”




Taylor sighed. “He’s in a meeting with someone in the PRT, isn’t he?”




“Yes, Miss. Specifically, Director Piggot.”




“Convenient.”




“Very much so, Miss.”




“Well, then, since I’m heading that way, regardless, how about I take care of him?”




“If you think that’s the best course of action, then so be it.”




Taylor rolled her eyes. It wasn’t as if she was going to attack him right in front of the Director of the PRT. She’d figure it out.




“Have you decided what you’re going to do, Miss?”




Taylor shrugged. “I’ll improvise,” she said and ignored the faint clucking sound that JARVIS made.




When she alighted in front of PRT headquarters, heads turned to follow her. Of course it didn’t help that not only was she in armor, but carrying an unconscious person slung over one shoulder. Still, she only drew alarmed glances until she stepped right up to the doors of the PRT HQ.




That was when there were a lot more than stares directed her way as a bevy of armed and armored PRT troops surrounded her. Ignoring the weapons trained on her, Taylor asked, “Anywhere you want me to put her so that you can take custody of her?”




A trooper who had to be at least a sergeant by his stripes, barked out, “I know who are you, but I need you to state your name for the record as well as the name of the Parahuman you’re handing custody over to.”




Taylor stared at him soundlessly for a moment, but fortunately for him, the visor of his helmet was mirrored and any reaction he had was hidden. Finally, she stated, “I’m Iron Man. This is Sophia Hess aka Shadow Stalker aka Carnage. I believe you’re looking for her?”




The sergeant gave a sharp nod. “We are. Pass her to the two troopers to your right.”




Taylor did as she was asked and watched as they put on some kind of electronic restraints. Appreciatively, she said, “Nice handcuffs. Just the thing for a fugitive who can phase.”




There was a sense of relaxation by the troops around her, although none of them took their eyes off of her. It was a level of professionalism that the Tony inside of Taylor appreciated, even if she felt it fell somewhat short of SHIELD agents, although that might just be her inner prejudice showing. After a moment, the sergeant grudgingly said, “Thank you for apprehending Shadow Stalker. We’ve been after her for some time.”




“You’re welcome. However, I need to see Director Piggot immediately. It’s about a major breach in security. I know she’s in the middle of a meeting, but I’m going to have to insist upon interrupting.”




It turned out that dropping off a wanted fugitive was easier than getting an immediate face to face meeting with the Director of the local PRT despite her own reputation. Still, less than five minutes later, she was being ushered into a room with Director Piggot, who had an expression on her face that looked as if she’d just sucked a lemon.




“Iron Man. What can I do for you?”




“Is Thomas Calvert still here in the building?”




Director Piggot’s eyes sharpened as she said, “That’s confidential information. Why do you ask?”




Taylor casually leaned against the table in front of her, drawing a groan from the stressed wood. “Because Thomas Calvert is also the villain named Coil.”




The director’s mouth opened, then closed, looking extraordinarily like a fish. It said something about the steel in her spine that she almost immediately got a grip on her emotions. She barked, “How do you know this? Do you have any proof?”




Taylor holographically played a video that JARVIS had downloaded from the security cameras inside of Coil’s base. In it, he was shown changing from his civilian clothes into the costume of his alter ego. It was a recent video and existed only because JARVIS had been able to hack the programming that purged the videos of the other’s database continuously. Now all of those video feeds were being uploaded directly into her own servers to be kept around indefinitely.




Director Piggot’s lips drew into a thin line. She said, “This is not definitive proof. There are too many Parahumans who have Stranger powers allowing them to appear as others, as well as those who can manipulate images.”




“Agreed. However, it should be enough for you to place him under Master/Stranger protocols while you check his home and office, as well as the underground fortress of the villain Coil. Don’t worry about the latter, it’s already been pacified by a compatriot. I’ll provide you with the address.”




Director Piggot didn’t look a bit more pleased by the information, but she did nod in agreement. “Yes, we’ll immediately place Thomas Calvert under Master/Stranger isolation protocols. If he were this Coil, do you have any idea of what his power is?”




Taylor nodded. She’d been briefed by Trish and JARVIS about what the two of them had discovered. It was weird even by the standards of Tony’s world. “Coil can experience two timelines simultaneously, making different choices in each, and subsequently collapsing the less desirable timeline. I suspect it’s some form of precognitive power as it would seem punitively power intensive to actually exist in two different realities side by side and collapsing an entire reality each time he uses his power.”




“If true, this is going to be a security nightmare.” For the first time, the director seemed a bit shaken.




“Not just that, but it would have given him unlimited opportunity to harvest information from within the PRT since he can split timelines in order to torture and kill someone in one timeline, then drop it while retaining the information. I would not be at all surprised if he has done it to you, yourself, Director.”




The woman reacted like Taylor had slapped her. She immediately tapped a button on the table in front of her. “I want Thomas Calvert placed under Master/Stranger protocols immediately. Take all precautions apprehending him as he may be an unknown Parahuman.”




Taylor felt amusement as she pictured what was about to happen to the villain. “They’re going to use Containment Foam on him, aren’t they?”




Director Piggot gave a sharp nod. “Perhaps. I’m sorry, but I can’t go over our security procedures with you because of your status.”




“As the savior of Canberra?”




“As a Tinker who has no affiliation with the Protectorate or PRT. Despite the fact that we are using devices which I understand you designed, it would be a security breach to provide an unaffiliated cape with information about our operational procedures.”




“I understand. By the way, did they tell you why else I came here?”




The stumpy woman nodded less than graciously. “Yes. Thank you for apprehending Sophia Hess.”




Taylor shrugged. “You’re welcome. I kind of had to after the Heberts came to me with their concerns. They’re important to my plans and I wouldn’t want anything to happen to them.”




Director Piggot’s mouth pursed again as she understood the implication that Iron Man felt that her own organization couldn’t be trusted to keep Danny and Taylor Hebert safe. “Well then, it’s good that you were successful in tracking Miss Hess down. I have to admit to a certain amount of curiosity regarding how exactly you were able to accomplish this when the full resources of the PRT could not.”




Taylor shrugged. “What can I say, Director? I’m just that brilliant and resourceful.”




The other woman harrumphed at what she likely saw as Taylor’s hubris. “Well, since you’re here, perhaps instead, we could discuss exactly what purpose lies behind your actions in attempting to establish an independent world-wide Parahuman initiative.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed inside of her helmet. “If you’ve spoken to Victoria Dallon, which I’m quite certain you have, then you know exactly why I’m doing this. I was completely honest with New Wave as to why I wanted to establish a alternate Parahuman team.”




“And we’re just supposed to trust your motives in doing so?”




“I much prefer trusting myself than an all-powerful bureaucracy who doesn’t even have Parahumans as part of their power structure.”




“Because Parahumans should not be part of their own oversight if we’re to stay safe.”




“Let’s just agree to disagree, Director Piggot. Still, you have my word that that my motives are pure. And considering that I am continuously working on devices that will allow humanity to confront and defeat Parahuman villains, some of which I have already made available with more to follow, I think I should receive at least the benefit of the doubt. Now I’m afraid I need to leave as I have a great deal of work still to do today. Can I assume that the Heberts won’t have to worry again about Sophia Hess?”




Piggot gave Taylor a cool stare, but grudgingly nodded. “Sophia Hess won’t see the light of day for quite some time. That you can count on.”




“Excellent! I’ll see you on the flip side, Director.”




With that, Taylor got up and left the room. She really needed to get back to HTech and finally sit down with Sque- Sherrel. Taylor shook her head. She really needed to work on using that name rather than the other, especially if they were going to try to help the girl become someone with a modicum of self-respect.




Taylor herself was incredibly proud of JARVIS for his own suggestion. Although she suspected that the AI had more reasons that just the rehabilitation of one minor villain. From gaining her help to making it one less distraction for Taylor in the future, JARVIS was more than capable of having dozens of motivations. She even suspected that he might have started with Sherrel because she was an easier object of rehabilitation than most other villains.




But whatever reasons JARVIS had for his good deeds, it was going to be up to the rest of them to somehow make it work. So she’d better get to it.







Sherrel looked up from where she was still feverishly adding notes and ideas to the blueprints that she’d received a few days ago. Something had impinged upon her concentration and she felt resentment which quickly turned to stunned astonishment as she stared up at the amazing figure filling the door way into her room.




“Sherrel Bailey, I would like to speak to you.”




“Y-you’re Iron Man,” Sherrel half-stuttered, cursing herself for stating the obvious. Her eyes greedily drank in the advanced armor the other Tinker was wearing. In its own way, it was every bit as amazing and likley more than even the plans in front of her, if not built on half so grand a scale.




Getting to her feet, Sherrel quickly approached the other Tinker. To her delight, Iron Man stepped fully into the room, allowing her to examine his armor from every angle. More than anything in the world Sherrel wished she had some of her tools with her. Even just some gauges and sensors in order to be able to figure out exactly what the armor in front of her was capable of.




Because Iron Man’s armor was clearly more advanced than anything she’d ever seen before. Not even Armsmaster’s armor approached this degree of complexity. At the same time, there was a robustness to the armor’s design that Sherrel found fascinating. It was clearly meant for battle on a scale that astonished her.




The particle weapons in the forearms were likely petawatt-grade, while the strange emitter in the center of the armored cape’s breastplate was even more powerful. How the hell was he powering all of this, she wondered? Sherrel literally stepped in so close her eyes were less than an inch away, but she couldn’t figure out how all of the power runs operated. There was something about the capacitance system that she could almost understand…




The more she studied it, the harder the other Tinker’s armor was to understand, as her own Tinker sense tried to penetrate deeper and deeper into its mysteries. Slowly a headache mounted that Sherrel thought was likely linked to abuse of her own powers. After a moment, she muttered, “Just what hell is up with your armor? It’s making my head feel like its about to explode.”




“Here, take this.”




Sherrel stared suspiciously at the little white pill Iron Man held out to her. Biting her lip a moment, she backed away. “Fuck that. I’m clean now.”




Despite the all-encompassing armor, she got a feeling of repressed laughter from the other Tinker. “It’s called QT. It’s a neural regenerator and beta blocker that’s keyed specifically to nerve tissue. It’s especially effective at relieving power stressed migraines.”




Sherrel stared at the other, struck by an insight despite how badly her head hurt. “That’s one of the things you fuckers used to cure me, isn’t it? Why I don’t have cravings no more?”




“That and a few other things.”




Sherrel stared at the tiny white pill, then shrugged and swallowed it. Almost immediately, she felt a slow relief as the pain in her head faded until it was completely gone. By her estimate, it didn’t take more than a couple of minutes to do so. Finally, she looked back at Iron Man and asked, “What the fuck do you want from me?”




When the other cape didn’t immediately reply, Sherrel threw up her hands. “I mean, I went over the plans. I get that maybe I can do some work there. That flying ship… It’s fucking awesome! But it’s going to cost the fucking earth to build. No way you got the bones to fund that motherfucker. And the suit…”




“Is designed to take on an Endbringer in hand to hand combat.”




Sherrel grabbed the jumbled up plans and notes off of the table, feeling almost giddy at finally being able to talk about this with someone. “You got a death wish? No way can you kill those motherfuckers even with a suit like this one. If it could be done, Big Rig or somebody else would have done it before.”




Iron Man shrugged. “The Mecha-Armor isn’t meant to destroy an Endbringer.”




“Then what the hell’s it for?”




“It’s designed to hold one in place long enough so that what I’m designing to kill one can hit it. After all, I can’t afford to have Behemoth retreat underground or Leviathan speed off.”




Sherrel’s thought whirled and she suddenly felt exhausted. She sat heavily in her chair, dumping the plans and notes back onto the table top. “You’re crazy.” Suddenly, she giggled. “That’s what the bitch meant when she said I hadn’t met crazy yet. You’re him.”




There was a momentary pause. Then Iron Man slowly reached up and removed the face plate of his helmet, revealing the face of Sherrel’s captor. Stunned, she sat there in disbelief as the other spoke, “You mean her. Hi, Sherrel, I’m Taylor. Want to help me save the world?”




Staring into the face of a girl who couldn’t be a day older than sixteen, whose face wore a wide grin, and whose knowing eyes seemed to understand exactly what Sherrel was feeling, she began to laugh. After a moment, Taylor joined her, the laughter of the two girls rising until it seemed to utterly fill the room.




After a moment, the same dry British voice that had occasionally kept Sherrel company over the last few days spoke from a hidden speaker, “Miss, if you’re going to have a breakdown, I’ll be sure to call a psychiatrist for you.”




Taylor’s laughter seemed to finally be winding down. With a grin, she answered the Brit, “JARVIS, I’m just getting acquainted with Sherrel here, who’s going to be helping us.”




“Hey now, I never said I was going to help.” Sherrel’s tone was aggrieved as she spoke.




Taylor continued to smile as she asked, “Really? So you don’t want a lab even bigger and better than the one you saw the other day? You don’t want to be able to look yourself in the mirror every day and know you’re making a difference? You don’t want to proud of yourself and know that your mother would be proud of you?”




Sherrel turned her eyes away from the challenge in Taylor’s. “Don’t talk about my mother. You don’t know what it’s like not having a—”




“Not having a mother? My mom died two years ago in a car crash while she was calling me on her cell phone. I’ve always wondered if it wasn’t at least a little bit my fault. So yeah, I can understand not having a mother. And wanting my mom, wherever she is, to be proud of me.”




Staring back into the face of the other girl, Sherrel could see the pain there, as well as some web of other, deeply bitter emotions, that she couldn’t even pretend to understand. Sighing, she muttered, “I don’t know if I can stay clean.”




Taylor shrugged. “Neither do I. Not even JARVIS would pretend to be able to know if you have the fortitude to overcome the last few years of your life. But I do know this. If you don’t try, you’ll never know. And there’s never been a better cause to try for. After all, you live in this world, too.”




Sherrel gave the other a crooked grin. She nodded slowly. “Okay, I’ll try. But I can’t make any fucking promises. As long as you get that, we’re copa.”




Taylor gave her a puzzled look. “Copa?”




“Short for copacetic, Miss.”




“Know it all.”




Sherrel glanced around, then asked, “Why doesn’t Jeeves come out from wherever he’s hiding and introduce himself? That way, I can whack him one for talking about my mom the other day.”




Taylor’s brow wrinkled again. “Jeeves? Oh, you mean JARVIS. Excellent nickname. I’ll be sure to use it whenever appropriate.”




“Bite your tongue, Miss. After all, it is utterly unprofessional to use derogatory nicknames to one’s employees.”




“Yeah, but to family, it’s entirely professional.”




Sherrel felt a bit of impatience so she asked again, “So, Jeeves? Are you coming out?”




There was a question in JARVIS’ voice as he said, “Miss?”




Taylor shrugged. “Up to you, JARVIS. She knows who I am now, after all.”




Mystified, Sherrel waited. After a moment, JARVIS spoke again, “Miss Bailey, I am JARVIS, a sentient AI. My name is a acronym for ‘Just a Rather Very Intelligent System.’ You may blame Miss Hebert for the awkwardness of the phrasing.”




Open-mouthed, Sherrel stared at Taylor. Jeeves was a machine. A computer program. An AI. What. The. Fuck. “Are you shitting me?”




Taylor shook her head. “No, JARVIS is being completely truthful. Well, except for that bit about his name being awkward. I happen to like it. But he is right about being an AI. And my friend. Or rather, family.”




Sherrel shook her head in consternation, visions of rampant AI’s going through her head. Then she decided to just go with it. “Fine, I can live with that. Now, when can I get into a lab and get to work?”




Taylor still looked cheerful as she said, “Soon. But first, we’re going to have to work on a few things.”




Instantly suspicious, Sherrel asked, “What things?”




“Well, you’re going to need to educate yourself on a few principles and concepts. I estimate that it won’t take more than eight or nine weeks for you to get caught up enough to actually begin to be able contribute on these two projects. Don’t worry, though, JARVIS has agreed to help you stay on point and guide you every step of the way.”




“Of course I have. After all, if Miss Sherrel is to be helpful, she’ll need to substantially deepen her understanding of the scientific method, as well as certain theorems. I look forward to working closely with you, Miss Sherrel.”




With a growing sense of horror, Sherrel stared up at the still smiling face of the crazy girl who was apparently going to do her best to make sure she joined the other girl in her particular madness.







“Hey, kiddo. How’s it going? You wanted to see me?”




Taylor turned at the sound of her dad’s voice. Grumpily, she said, “I think I’m getting too old to be called ‘kiddo’ anymore.”




Danny Hebert just grinned at her as he casually took a seat in her desk chair, then rolled it closer. “A girl’s never too old to be called kiddo by her dad. Anyway, Trish was telling me about catching Shadow Stalker?”




“Yeah, although she’s not really Shadow Stalker anymore. JARVIS was the one who found her because of a similarity in the powerset of her old identity and her new one as Carnage. We were right to be worried. Since she escaped, Sophia has killed two people and seriously wounded three others. I think she would have eventually come after me as well.”




Danny looked fierce, then slowly the anger leached out of his expression. “Just so long as the PRT keeps her incarcerated, I don’t care. I take it that Trish also managed to do in her stalker? The one who you saved her from when you first met?”




Taylor nodded. “Yeah, Thomas Calvert’s under Master/Stranger protocols right now, but they’re going to bust him. He left too many clues in his home and his base linking his civilian identity to his identity as Coil. But even if they don’t, he’s washed up. Tattletale and JARVIS destroyed his base and injured or ran off his mercenaries, plus I believe JARVIS dealt his financing a severe blow. Right, JARVIS?”




A cultured British voice answered, “I did indeed, Miss. I also encountered the same Parahuman who stymied me when I attempted to deal with Gesellschaft.”




Vaguely alarmed, Taylor asked, “Was he able to prevent you from confiscating Coil’s bank accounts?”




A vaguely smug tone overlay JARVIS’ voice as he said, “No, Miss. I have substantially upgraded my processing and memory since our last encounter as a consequence of Pandora. No mere Parahuman will be able to prevent me from carrying out your requests now and in the future.”




Taylor felt a sense of relief. “So we have Coil’s money and he’s up sh… err… a creek. Excellent, JARVIS.”




Danny didn’t look particularly happy, but since they were going to be using the money to essentially save the human race, he had signed off on its ‘acquisition’ days before. Crisply, he asked, “Any complications, JARVIS? Or anything else we have to worry about?”




There was a moment of silence, then JARVIS answered, “Two things, Danny, under the ‘anything else’ category. First, in the course of my recent expansion, I have discovered that Dragon is indisputably an AI. Second, I have discovered that the mercenary group the Dragonslayers, and their leader Saint, acquired a program some time ago that they can use to destroy her. Doing so will have many consequences, including opening the Baumann Parahuman Containment Facility and allowing all of the Parahumans imprisoned there to escape.”




Taylor groaned aloud. Crossly, she exclaimed, “And you’re just telling us now?”




“Do not worry, Miss. I have already taken the liberty of infiltrating and subverting this Ascalon program of Saint’s, as well as infiltrating the programs involved in managing the Birdcage sufficiently that if something were to happen to Dragon, I could take over with no loss in containment. If Saint were to use his program on Dragon, it would instead catapult me into the heart of her programming, allowing me to do whatever is necessary to verify her benevolence as regards the human race. Otherwise, the only way I can subvert Dragon is via direct combat, something I am reluctant to do as it could substantially damage her systems.”




Taylor grinned ruefully. “Okay, I take back every name I just mentally called you, JARVIS. Although, how about leading with the solution next time instead of the problem? I think it would help Dad’s blood pressure.”




There was a thread of amusement in the AI’s voice as he said, “Possibly, Miss, but what would be the fun in that?”




Taylor stared open-mouthed at her dad, who was struggling to hide a grin. Danny shrugged. “He’s got you there, kiddo. I think you’ve created a monster.”




Taylor’s brow creased as she struggled with a comeback. Finally, she muttered, “You just wait. It may take me a while, but I’ll pull one over on you that will make you wish you had never challenged me.”




“Of course you will, Miss Star… I mean, Miss Hebert. Good day.”




“He did it again. When did JARVIS become such a prankster?”




Her dad shrugged. “I have no idea, sweetheart. He’s been different ever since Canberra. Do you think it’s possible that the Simurgh did something to him?”




There wasn’t any real alarm in Danny’s voice, but Taylor decided to nip that kind of thinking in the bud since she was quite aware of the one thing that that had happened in Canberra, or rather, during the ride back. “No, Dad. JARVIS didn’t go anywhere near the Simurgh, except to rescue me. Plus, she couldn’t see him either. No, I’m just glad he feels comfortable enough to tease me, even if it makes me want to reciprocate so badly.”




Danny smiled. “That’s fine, but let’s change the subject to why you wanted me to swing by.”




“How do you know I have any other news other than about Sophia?” Taylor asked innocently.




“Because I know you well enough now to realize that if it was just her, you would have just called me. So spill.”




“Over here, then.”




Taylor led her dad over to a different lab table where a large number of machines quietly whirred and hummed, lights blinking on and in irregular patterns. She pointed to a small glass capsule that contained what looked like a grayish sludge.




Danny followed the line of her finger, then asked, “Exactly what am I looking at?”




Taylor kept her voice grave as she stated, “Nanobots, Dad. Specifically, the ones for our bodies. I wanted you to see them before I tried them.”




Her dad’s face went an alarming shade of puce. “Taylor! I am not comfortable with you being a guinea pig for this. We need to use—”




She interrupted him, “Who, Dad? Trish? You? Some random bystander? There’s no way I would use anything on any of you that I wouldn’t use on myself. Besides, it’s safe. One hundred percent guaranteed.”




Danny was frowning at her. He called out, “JARVIS! How safe are these nanobots?”




JARVIS’ cool voice answered from a nearby speaker, “Danny, there is a statistically zero percent chance of Miss Hebert having an adverse reaction to the nanobots. They were tailored specifically for her, after all. Her projections indicate that there is a much higher chance of a problem with either yourself or Miss Trish. For the two of you, the chances of an adverse reaction rises to point zero zero zero one seven percent, still quite low.”




Danny’s eyes narrowed. “What does an ‘adverse reaction’ entail?”




“Side effects can include internal bleeding, neural complications, stroke, heart attack, and death. However, please understand that these effects are merely a projection based upon Miss Hebert’s understanding of the technology involved. My own models do not indicate that any of this is possible on a merely human baseline population.”




Taylor quickly spoke before her dad could ask. “Sorry, Dad, but in retrospect, I should just use JARVIS’ projections in this case rather than my own, as they included various types of Human/Kree hybrids, as well as dozens of other similar cases of Human and alien mixed DNA. I may have channeled a bit too much Tony there.”




Danny slid his arms around her and gave Taylor a hug. “I worry about that man’s influence upon you all of the time. Tell me that this is safe. Tell me as Taylor, not Tony.”




Taylor pulled away enough to look Danny directly in the face. “Dad, it’s safe. Better yet, it’ll keep me a lot safer in the armor.”




Danny looked grimly resigned as he nodded. “Okay, then. Go ahead.”




Taylor gave him a gamin grin, then reached for the vial. Releasing it from the clamp, she raised it to her lips and poured the dark gray sludge into her mouth. It was basically tasteless, but the texture was weird. Swallowing it, she imagined tens of millions of tiny robots racing through her body to ‘fix’ her. And reproduce, of course.




Taylor’s grin grew crooked. “See, Dad? Nothing to worry about. I’ll have load outs for you and Trish by this time tomorrow. JARVIS, have you released those others for Project Garden Spot?”




“Yes, Miss. They’re going to be reproducing for the next month or so before they begin transforming the city. We’ll see their effects here within the compound in less than half that time, of course.”




Danny looked puzzled. “Taylor, I know a while back you said this ‘Garden Spot’ was supposed to protect the city, but you didn’t really go into a lot of specifics. Exactly what does Project Garden Spot do?”




Taylor felt her smile grow cold and fierce. For just a moment, something supremely dangerous glittered in her eyes. She didn’t have to look at her dad to see the alarmed look growing on his face. Somehow, she managed to force her face to utter stillness. A moment later, a genuine smile creased her lips. “Oh, Dad, it’s going to be wonderful.”







Mags walked into the room, her eyes immediately finding Saint. He hadn’t been doing so well since they’d discovered that Iron Man was almost certainly an AI named JARVIS. Even worse, the AI was building an army of Parahumans, having made the announcement of a team it was forming in Australia.




She waited a moment for him to acknowledge her, but finally prodded him, “Saint.”




“What is it, Mags? Can’t you see I’m busy?”




“It’s not doing you any good to sit in front of that feed from Dragon. She hasn’t learned anything new in ages.”




“Like seeks like, Mags. It’s just a matter of time until the other AI goes to her. I can feel it.”




The way Saint spoke scared the crap out of her. He’d always been a bit of a fanatic about AI’s. Hell, they all were. But none of them to the point of Geoffrey. He’d even gone as far as allowing Teacher to boost his ability to understand computers so that he could hack Dragon’s programming. It was how they’d managed to hijack Dragon’s suits, allowing them to become a force for good.




But now Saint had crossed some kind of line. His gaze held a strange distance to it as if he were contemplating the mysteries of the unknown. But Mags knew he was just dwelling incessantly on what was going on when there was nothing he could do about it.




“Maybe you should consider doing something else, Saint. Have one of us watch Dragon’s feed.”




Those hollow eyes turned towards her and Mags suppressed a shiver at the madness she saw lurking within. “No, I don’t think so. They might miss something too subtle for them. We need to be especially careful right now. The end is drawing nigh. Go, Mags, prepare the others. Let them know. When I find out what I’m looking for, we’re going.”




“Where?”




“To find Iron Man and to end him.”







Trish knocked on the door then walked through, not bothering to wait to be invited. “Hey, Taylor.”




The other girl gave her a weird look. “You know, I might have been busy with something.”




Rolling her eyes, Trish laughed. “We both know you weren’t. Still planning on going after Saint and the Dragonslayers?”




Taylor nodded. “Eventually. I wanted to finish implanting the nanobots in everyone first and do a three day monitoring period. Kind of a just in case.”




Trish grinned her trademark smile. “Well, that’s why I’m here. I’m ready to be implanted.”




Taylor gave her a doubtful look. “Are you sure, Trish? There’s no rush. I haven’t even built your armor yet.”




There were times when Trish thought that as smart as Taylor was, she could still be incredibly dim. Of course, other times she felt like an idiot around the other girl, so it all balanced out. Still… “Of course, I’m ready, you knuckle-head. Anyone would be. Why, is Danny dragging his feet?”




Taylor shook her head. “Not really. But he was a bit worried about me doing it.”




“See? You’ve already done it for yourself. Share the wealth.”




Taylor gave her a faintly suspicious glance. “And you’ll still be ready for the meet and greet the day after tomorrow with the DOD?”




Trish nodded. “Of course.”




She gave Taylor such an expectant look that the other girl sighed and stood up. Walking over to her worktable, she picked up a small vial of something that looked like gray snot and handed it to Trish. Giving it a doubtful look, the blonde turned her power onto the mostly innocuous substance.




Flows like liquid because of the size of the individual particles. Appears viscous, particles tied together with an unknown energy field.




That was all that Trish could get, her power now shutting off once it established it could not draw any further conclusions.




“Drink up.”




Trish turned to see Taylor giving her an innocent smile. Frowning, she asked, “What does it taste like?”




“Like snot.” At Trish’s disgusted look, the other girl burst out laughing. “Just kidding. It’s tasteless. A little tingly.”




Deciding not to wait any longer, Trish put the vial to her lips and poured it into her mouth and down her throat. Taylor was right about the taste, or lack thereof. It did feel strange on her tongue, Trish decided, almost as if energy was bleeding across onto, or into, her skin. She shivered, deliberately suppressing her power so as to not be deluged with information on the mutinai of effects.




She turned inquisitive eyes towards Taylor. “How long until there’s any effect?” Then she felt incredibly strange, as if both light and heavy at the same time.




“About that long.”




Taylor got up from her seat and walked over to press her hand to Trish’s forehead, an oddly comforting gesture. Aloud, she said, “JARVIS, how’s she doing?”




There was a weird hollowness to Trish’s hearing as she listened to JARVIS’ reply, “Well within parameters, Miss. Miss Trish, the overt physical effects should be over within about half an hour. After that, you’ll start to notice an increase in your physical abilities, from your hearing and vision to your nerve conduction velocity.”




Shaking her head, Trish sat heavily in the chair that had seemingly materialized behind her. Staring blearily at Taylor, she asked, “Is that why you’re not wearing your glasses?”




The other girl looked smug as she replied, “Yep. My eyesight’s now a little beyond human limits as far as both distance and near vision are concerned. Plus I can see somewhat into both the infrared and ultraviolet frequencies.”




Trish giggled as she closed her eyes. “Are those the technical terms? A little and somewhat?”




“Wow, you’re acting drunk. I didn’t act drunk, did I, JARVIS?”




“No, Miss, although you did imagine you were seeing blue Smurfs all around you.”




Amid more giggles, Trish overheard Taylor scolding JARVIS, “I did not! I swear, I am going to get you.”




“You should keep telling yourself that, Miss.”




The next few minutes seemed to take forever, but finally, the initial effects seemed to be over. Opening her eyes, Trish stared around her. Disappointed, she noted that everything looked the same. Looking over at Taylor, she stated, “Well, that was anticlimactic.”




Taylor snorted. “It’ll take a few days. Word to the wise, eat more than you usually do to help fuel any repairs. Also, you won’t have to worry about gaining weight any longer. Or acne. Or pretty much anything that will make you less than one hundred percent healthy. They’re encoded to make us completely healthy and being obese or covered with whiteheads just doesn’t cut it.”




Trish pondered the implications. As much as she tried to not worry about her own body image, she was a teenage girl. And her body was imperfect enough to sometimes impact even her confidence. Not to mention that any excess she ate seemed to go straight to her hips. Slowly a familiar grin formed as she said, “Screw the nerve conduction, I’m going to have chocolate mousse for lunch!”




Across from her, Taylor rolled her eyes. “Yes, because that’s exactly what these are for. On an alternate note, how’s the presentation for the military going?”




“Just fine. Paul and I are heading down to Ohio to meet with the big kahunas the day after tomorrow. I take it the three suits for the demonstration are ready to rock n roll?”




“Of course. They’re actually powered by a sealed ARC reactor, which I set up to self-destruct if someone attempts to open it. Combined with the same power storage system I used with the first suit, and I’ve actually got their per unit cost down to just over half a million dollars. The targeting computer and other systems are using a version of Tony’s Starktech OS, the one we just launched. And I got another seventy-five percent energy storage over—”




Trish rolled her eyes. “Taylor, I don’t need the entire story. Just write out all of the stats and such and I’ll look it over with my power. That way, I’ll know it all without having to sit and listen to it.”




The brunette gave her a narrow-eyed stare, before it dissolved in a smile. “Fine. I seriously need someone to talk with about this stuff besides JARVIS. Still, at least he doesn’t mind listening to me.”




“Of course not, Miss. After all, figuring out a way to increase the energy storage of your system by seventy-five percent is utterly fascinating.”




Trish suppressed a grin as her two companions bickered goodnaturedly.







General Nathan Bradley, the ranking member of the Joint Chiefs, stood at the edge of the field, waiting impatiently. He almost hadn’t come. After all, he considered this to be most likely a huge waste of time. With the cut in the Army’s budget, which matched that of the rest of the armed forces in favor of the PRT and Protectorate, the remaining money needed to be used as carefully and sparingly as possible.




What it did not need to be used for was boondoggles like powered armor that made pie in the sky promises like allowing an ordinary soldier to match a Parahuman.




Oh, he supposed that the Iron Man armor he’d seen was anything but a boondoggle, but it was also Tinkertech. And everyone knew that Tinkertech could not be mass produced and maintained by ordinary men and women such as those who made up the armed forces. It would be broken and malfunctioning within a week in the hands of the same guys from the motor pool, for example, who maintained his staff car.




Still, he’d come because if there was even the smallest chance of this working, he wanted to make sure his service received first dibs. Nathan was third generation Army, having served his country for more than forty years. In his time, he’d seen the rise of Parahumans, as well as an exponential increase in dangers to the Human race. That the service he’d spent so many years as a member of wasn’t able to protect his family, his country, or his species from those selfsame dangers, filled him with such a sense of rage and disgust that at times it threatened to overwhelm him.




Nathan had been searching for a solution for years and had wasted too much time and money pursuing the so-called ‘miracles’ of Tinkertech. Unfortunately, those miracles had fallen well short of accomplishing anything of note. Even as likely as this was to follow along those same lines, he was still going to observe it. At least this demonstration wasn’t going to cost his service several billion dollars of their increasingly small budget, he thought bitterly.




It was the same reason his counterparts in the Navy, Air Force, and Marines were here as well. All of them were looking for a miracle. Unfortunately, he didn’t see the motley crew in front of him with the absurdly young girl in charge accomplishing that.




The young woman he’d just met, who had briefly introduced herself as Trish Rogers, was even now overseeing the setting up of some kind of console, ostensibly in order to monitor the demonstration. Nathan glanced over at General William Renquist, head of the Air Force, and shared the faint derision in his eyes with the other. Moving a bit closer, he quietly asked, “What do you think, Bill?”




Bill shrugged, but his eyes showed that he shared most of Nathan’s doubts. “As amazing as I think that Iron Man armor was, I don’t see this working. To be honest, if it hadn’t come out of President Walker’s office, the Air Force would have boycotted this.”




“Probably why SecDef isn’t here. I see that you brought your best pilots.”




Bill nodded. “Might as well give this the best chance of succeeding as possible, which enlisted men would not.”




“Understood. I did the same.” Nathan was just about to expound on this when there was an announcement from the young woman leading the demonstration.




“Attention, everyone. We’re ready to proceed if the men who are going to be piloting the Iron Legionnaires would step forward.”




Nathan, as well as the rest of the officers attending, all turned towards the demonstration set up. He had to admit that the suits of armor, the ones Ms Rogers referred to as Iron Legionnaires, were impressive. Standing close to seven feet tall, the suits exuded menace, each of the three’s armor painted a different color of camouflage, ranging from the tans of desert warfare to the greens of the jungle, to the dark grays of night fighting.




The specs on the suits that Nathan had read were also impressive. Internal power generation of more than three gigajoules, as well as power storage of thirty-five hundred gigajoules. The large rifle the suit carried was rated at up to three gigajoules with a range of twelve hundred meters.




Even better, the armor could run at over a hundred kilometers per hour and leap approximately four hundred meters using some form of jump jets. The armor itself was some kind of super hardened alloy and with very impressive compression and expansion factors. All in all, it was a dream weapon system that was also incredibly affordable.




Which was the catch, Nathan thought derisively. No one could build a suit like this for a price like that. So there were likely hidden costs that would be tacked on later, development costs and the like. And it would likely not perform close to specs, ensuring that there was another payday for the company building it as they continued their development of the armored suit on the country’s dime.




It wasn’t the first time, nor would it be the last, that a company had thought to use Uncle Sam to fund their company through less than ethical means. Billions of dollars had gone that way in the past. It was incredible sad and completely human, he decided regretfully.




Nathan’s thoughts were interrupted by some kind of discussion going on that was getting louder and louder. Looking over toward the suits, he immediately saw the source, Ms Rogers of HTech.




“Look, these suits are not intended for pilots who have received specialized training in flying dozens of different platforms. They can be flown by any Tom, Dick, or Harry. That’s part of the point of this particular demonstration.”




A man he recognized as a ranking member of the Marine Corp Commandant’s staff spoke loudly, “Ms Rogers, these men have been specially selected by their commanding officers to represent their branch of the service. I’m afraid that using someone else is not an option.”




He was considering going over and interjecting himself into the conversation when the short-haired brunette took the matter into her own hands. She walked over to stand in front of Nathan and announced, “If you force these men on us, I’m going to cancel the demonstration.”




Considering his own doubts about the validity of the armor’s effectiveness, Nathan was about to tell her to do just that. However, some niggling doubt made him hesitate. So instead of telling her to take a hike, what came out was, “I’m afraid we didn’t bring any other potential test pilots.”




Trish Rogers’ green eyes scanned her surroundings briefly, then she announced, “You have more than half a dozen soldiers patrolling right here. Give me any three of them and I’ll carry on the demonstration.”




The platoon providing security? Was she serious, Nathan wondered? Then with a sense of fatalism, he gestured at the platoon’s commanding officer, a very serious and more than a little nervous 2nd lieutenant.




“Lieutenant…”




The junior officer stood at attention, his black skin glistening with sweat in the humid air. “Lieutenant Charles Anderson, sir.”




“Lieutenant Anderson, please detach three of your men to assist Ms Rogers here effective immediately.”




“Will do, sir.”




What Nathan liked was that Lieutenant Anderson didn’t ask for any clarification, but immediately rattled off, “Smith, Evans, Beaufort. Front and center.” Turning toward the brunette girl, he said, “Ma’am, are these men satisfactory?”




The woman (Nathan had a hard time thinking of anyone who would get in the face of a general officer as merely a girl) gave them a quick, but intense once over, and said, “They’re perfect, Lieutenant. Thank you.”




“You’re welcome, ma’am.”




Watching as the brunette led the men over to the console, then gestured for them to proceed behind a screen that had been set up, Nathan was struck by just how absurd this entire situation was. Why did her bosses at HTech want regular soldiers for this demonstration anyway? After all, the amount of training someone piloting one of these armored suits would need was going to be nothing less than astronomical. Then he just shook his head and waited.







“Ma’am, you want us to what?” Private First Class Jeremy Clarence Beaufort couldn’t keep the sheer astonishment out of his voice as he stared at the cute brunette with the disturbing grin who had just told them to do the very last thing he would have ever expected to be asked to do surrounded by as much top brass as he and the others were.




The brunette girl rolled her eyes and repeated, “Take off your uniforms. Strip. Down to your underwear, skivvies I think you call them. Look, we have suits you need to wear before you get into the armor.” She gestured towards the mostly black suits that looked like they were made of a similar neoprene-like material as a scuba diving suit.




Jeremy felt his heart begin to pound again as he contemplated the armored suits that was less than ten feet away from him, their camouflage paint making them more, rather than less, menacing. He was going to be trying to pilot that? He opened his mouth to object, but shut it at the fierce glare he received. With a muttered, “Yes, ma’am,” he proceeded to comply with her order.




Fortunately, the girl turned her back, leaving Jeremy and his two companions to strip down at least somewhat in private. Then he grabbed one of the suits and quickly shimmied into it, as did Jerry and Austin, zipping up once done.




The suit fit a lot like a scuba diving suit did as well, although it was a bit less stretchy. It was also supremely comfortable and cooler than his BDU’s. The suit even had little footies that covered his feet, but allowed him to feel every pebble or stick on the ground beneath him. It was really weird, Jeremy decided.




The girl turned around as soon as the three of them finished zipping up, almost as if she’d been watching them. She said, “Pick a suit and the tech next to it will show you how to get in.”




Jeremy picked the darker camouflaged one, which appeared to be meant for night fighting. Standing next to it was a guy a handful of years older than him, who gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m David, I’ll be your tech today.”




Jeremy introduced himself, “Private Jeremy Beaufort.”




“Don’t worry, Jeremy. These are really easy to get in and out. Let me just open up the chest plate.”




With that, Dave pressed something on the side of the armor facing away from Jeremy and the entire upper front of the armored suit swung open. A moment later, the front of the helmet swung up. Then there was a little ladder that allowed him to climb up and carefully lower himself into the interior.




Jeremy wasn’t sure what he expected of something as fantastical as the armored suit he was about to get into, but it wasn’t that it would be completely featureless inside. Everywhere on the inner surfaces that he could see was completely black with nothing visible. Even when he slid his legs down into the holes that were clearly intended for them, there was nothing special about it.




The material surrounding his legs slowly swelled until it was snug against his skin, as it did around his arms as well. Dave asked him a quick question, “You aren’t claustrophobic by any chance are you?”




He shook his head. Small spaces didn’t bother Jeremy. So even when Dave closed the helmet over his face, he didn’t freak. There was a moment of when his heartbeat spiked when he was briefly in absolute blackness when the front of the suit was closed on him.




Almost immediately though, the material in front of Jeremy’s face went seemingly transparent and he could once again see his surroundings. Then there was a sensation of the material around the rest of his body tightening up.




“You won’t be able to move for a second, Jeremy, so just relax. The suit’s adapting to your body. While it’s doing so, let me go over a few things.”




“First, activate your main interface and targeting by focusing on the little blue light at the top and blinking four times rapidly. Let me know when you’ve done that.”




Jeremy did as requested, not having the slightest idea what was supposed to happen. What did happen was nothing short of amazing, as once he blinked as requested, the space in front of his face became alive with information in the form of writing and other symbols.




As his eyes moved around to read the various script, Jeremy began to marvel at what he was seeing. It was the simplest, yet most sophisticated targeting system he’d ever heard of. Just moving his eyes over an object allowed him to read details of that object, as well as target it. It took him less than thirty seconds to figure out that by blinking twice within a second at a target, it stayed locked on. Then blinking again, he could remove a target lock and move on. So involved was Jeremy in observing his surroundings, that it took a moment before he realized that Dave was speaking to him again.




“Jeremy, have you successfully activated your main interface?”




Hastily, Jeremy said, “Yes, Dave, it’s active. Sorry, I was caught up.”




From next to him, Dave looked amused. “I’ve been inside of one of these so I completely understand. They’re freaking cool.”




“Yeah they are.”




“Okay, now, do you see those various options listed on the right side of your display? The ones starting with Part Can?”




“Yes.”




“Okay, for today’s demonstration, your only load out is going to be a particle cannon, which is why the others are grayed out. Don’t worry, though, because you can’t accidentally hurt anyone. You’re weapon won’t fire if your target is within ten meters of a person. Your weapon is rated at a maximum of three gigawatts of output, but you can adjust up and down that scale on the weapon itself, which is noted by the number next to the script. Currently that number is zero, but we’ll change that once we hand you your weapon. Any questions so far?”




Jeremy started to shake his head, then stopped, embarrassed. Instead, he asked, “Are the numbers on that weapon for real? I mean, I don’t know much, but that sounds crazy powerful.”




“Jeremy, it’s the equivalent of just over seven hundred kilograms of TNT per second at max power. So be extra careful. Okay, now, let’s move onto the forcefield projector.”




Forcefields? Jeremy’s head began to whirl as he continued to take in the various information that he was being fed by the tech at his side.







The general stepped forward. “Ms Rogers, are you finally ready to provide your demonstration?”




Trish smiled at him, not surprised in the slightest by the way her grin seemed to make the other uneasy. “Of course, General Bradley. We’re beginning right now. I’ll be explaining the purpose of the various demonstrations to you and your party.”




The man nodded. Trish had used her power earlier to discover the best way to get him on her side after the little SNAFU with the pilots provided and it had worked. But the man clearly still harbored a great many doubts as to what he was about to see today. Of course, that wouldn’t last long, she thought with an internal grin.




She walked slowly up and down the group of senior officers carrying a laser speed gun as she began, “Gentlemen, what we are going to demonstrate first is the speed and versatility of the Iron Legionnaire armor by having the three of them compete in a foot race beginning three hundred meters away and ending at the finish line here.”




Trish gestured at the brightly colored ribbons dangling from the slim rope that spanned about twenty meters a short distance in front of her. Then she raised her hand and brought it down sharply. There was a resounding CRACK in the distance as a starter’s pistol was fired and the race was on.




It became immediately apparent that all three sets of armor were moving incredibly fast as they covered the distance in seconds. Then Trish was pressing the speed gun’s trigger as a suit, the dark camouflaged one, arrived first at finish line. She noted with satisfaction both the speed showing on the gun’s display, one hundred and twelve kilometers per hour, as well as the way many in the group behind her had flinched slightly as the rapidly moving figures thundered by.




Then, without a word, Trish handed the radar gun to General Bradley, who read the display with minimal emotion. However, to her power, he might as well have shouted his astonishment and desire to see more. After a moment, he passed it onto the next officer who continued to pass it on. Others in the crowd had also been carrying their own radar guns and there was quite a bit of oohing and awing as they looked the displays over.




Trish let the excitement die down a little, then stated, “As you can see, gentlemen, the Iron Legionnaire armor is capable of speeds in excess of one hundred kilometers per hour on the ground. However, if ground needs to be covered even faster, or there are obstacles in the way, there is another option.”




Again, she raised her hand, then brought it down sharply. The three suits, which had stopped about fifty meters past their group, suddenly exploded into the air and crossed the distance back to their starting point in far less than half the time it had taken them earlier, landing with thumps that were clearly audible even from where they were all standing.




“As you can see, the Iron Legionnaire is capable of limited jumps of up to four hundred meters. The pilot is protected from the shock of take off and landing by an inertial compensation system which reduces any G’s he experiences, either positive or negative, to no more than three. It also allows the armor to be dropped from the air onto a target, while being guided down by its pilot, with no minimum or maximum height ceiling.”




“For our next demonstration, we’ll be showing how powerful the front force shield is by firing at a suit using the main gun of an M-1 Abrams tank. That shield, while facing front for this demonstration, can rotate to cover any one hundred and twenty degrees of the suit’s three hundred and sixty degree arc so as to protect it from enemies to its sides or rear.”




As Trish continued the demonstration, she knew she had them. All of the men in front of her who had arrived as doubters and disbelievers, were quickly becoming believers. By the end of this demonstration, every single one of these men would be convinced of the need for the Iron Legionnaire armored suit for their particular command or service.




It would go a long way toward equalizing the power differential between Parahumans and Humanity, and would eventually spell the end of all but the most powerful villains who preyed upon the world. Somehow, Trish withheld a grin that would have likely led the men in front of her to wonder at her sanity. Instead, she continued her speech even as she realized that once again, Iron Man… no, Taylor Hebert, had proven the worth of her technology over any others out there.







It was hours later and everyone had long gone home when Private First Class Jeremy Clarence Beaufort finally finished his debriefing from several of the senior analysts regarding how difficult each of the feats he had demonstrated while wearing the Iron Legionnaire armor had been been.




He didn’t think most of his questioners, who had been composed of officers ranging in rank from captains all the way up to a one star general, had been completely satisfied with his answers. But he had been completely honest. After all, it had been just that easy to operate the armor he’d worn.




It had passed every test set for it with flying colors. While Jeremy had been more than a little discomforted a few times, and even terrified at one point, he couldn’t argue with the results. Not even the main gun of an M-1 Abrams had been able to so much as scratch his armor’s finish. Even better, he’d barely felt the impact. The best part, though, had been when he’d been cleared to return fire and had utterly destroyed the empty tank with one short blast from his particle rifle.




That is, if you could call a weapon that was four feet long and which weighed almost eighty pounds a rifle.




Aiming the thing had been child’s play. All Jeremy had had to do was target the tank, then lay the rifle’s cross hairs across the tank’s targeting information and fire. He hadn’t come close to missing, not even at over a thousand meters away. The weapon had been scarily accurate and completely without recoil while wearing the suit.




Jeremy wondered if he would still be there at the table being questioned if he hadn’t risked a dressing down by finally speaking his mind. He remembered exactly what he’d said to one of his questioners, a major, who had asked him to describe, once again, exactly how the feedback had been when he’d first gotten in.




“Sir, if I may digress for one moment?”




The major frowned, but nodded. “Certainly, Private Beaufort.”




“Sirs, I just wanted to say that the Iron Legionnaire suit is the finest piece of military hardware that I have ever used since I became a member of the US Army. It is so easy to use it’s ridiculous. I had more difficulty learning the ins and outs of the M-16. I would also like to state, sirs, that I would like to be the first enlisted man to volunteer to become part of any force that is assigned the Iron Legionnaire armor.”




There were several frowns in the room now, especially among the most senior of his questioners, but Jeremy refused to allow that to deter him. Instead, he paid attention as a colonel asked him, “Exactly why is that, Private Beaufort?”




“Because, sir, I believe that the Iron Legionnaire armor will allow the United States Army to once again become the main protection for our country, forcing our enemies into retreat. Sir, Parahumans are no longer the biggest stick, if you know what I mean.”




Jeremy suppressed a grin at the memory of the astonished looks on some of the faces of the officers around him, while others had nodded in complete agreement with his analysis. Because he knew he was right. Once the US Army acquired sufficient of the Iron Legionnaire suits, they were once again going to kick ass and take names, including those of the Parahumans who stood against them.




One Private First Class Jeremy Clarence Beaufort wanted more than anything else to be on the forefront of that ass kicking and name taking.









Chapter Twenty-seven—Between the Hammer and the Anvil



Thomas Calvert, who was also known as the villain named Coil, sat in his cell carefully pondering the last few days. First, the attack on his base, which had apparently destroyed it entirely, then his own apprehension under the pretense of the Master/Stranger protocols, had set back his plans substantially, possibly even derailed them. He had no idea what was going on in the world outside his cell, but it couldn’t be good.




Thomas was under no misapprehensions of just how dangerous whoever had so easily taken him down was. Their grasp of technology was second to none and they had completely outclassed his own security measures. Worse, he knew the identity of his attacker, or rather, the identity of the force behind it.




It had been the armored cape known as Iron Man. That much he could be confident of. The drones that he had briefly seen before they had killed him were unmistakable. He’d seen similar ones in the news after the failed attack upon HTech, which had been attributed to the rogue Tinker.




There were two things about the entire situation that Thomas did not understand. First, he did not understand how he had come to the attention of the Tinker. None of his activities were overt, nor was he a well-known or ostensibly dangerous Parahuman villain. So there was no reason for the other to attack him. Or to even really know that he existed as other than a name.




The second thing that Thomas did not understand was why the other felt so strongly about him that he was willing to execute him without even trying to allow him to surrender. The drone in the doorway of his office had fired one shot that had ended that timeline, so he was under no misapprehensions about what it had done to him. He had died there. Thomas shivered briefly, more out of a fear of his power failing than any real belief in his own mortality.




Yes, Thomas had died there, but was still alive in this timeline because the other dared not taking the risk of attacking him here. Still, he had figured out that the reason for the interruption in his meeting with Emily Piggot was because she had been called away to deal with a threat that had been pointed out by Iron Man. A junior secretary a few minutes after she’d left had confirmed the information.




It also didn’t take a genius to figure out that the ‘threat’ she’d left for was him. Now he was in a cell and he had not the slightest doubt that most of his resources, if not all of them, were completely gone. Certainly, the base and its satellites, as well as his carefully trained cadre of mercenaries with their Tinkertech weapons were history. But Thomas suspected that whoever had attacked him and so easily penetrated his security had also likely destroyed his financial backing as well.




After all, not even the Number Man was completely infallible. So even if Thomas escaped, starting over was going to be far harder than even he likely imagined. Staring off into space, he thought furiously, but in the end, did not see another choice.




Looking over into the corner of the room, he spoke aloud, “Door.”




The feeling of relief that soared through him as the familiar opening into another space appeared before him was unsettling. Had he really not been sure of his value to the ones who had originally set this up? Of course not, he told himself, even as he stepped into a white tiled hallway. There was no one so valuable as one Thomas Calvert.




Behind him, the door closed.







Head Director of the PRT Rebecca Costa-Brown looked over yet another memo, this one coming out of a group providing a liaison service with the US military and paused. Her only reaction to what she read was a slight widening of her eyes.




A moment later, she pressed a button on her desk and said, “Shirley, please reschedule my two o’clock appointment for today. Because of something that has come up, I will be unavailable until approximately three thirty pm.” She paused a second. “Or even later.”




Rebecca listened to the assenting voice on the line, then closed the com channel. Getting to her feet, she walked towards a blank wall and stopped. Then she said, “Door.”







Contessa stared at the screen before her. Attempting to solve the puzzle, one which was hopelessly complicated and convoluted, was effortless and done within seconds. Then she began another. And another, before finally pushing away from the desk to pace the room assigned to her.




Her power had always been so limitless before, albeit with some specific exceptions. She could not read Scion or Eidolon, and the Endbringers were beyond her, but all other threats had been easily squashed by following a series of steps that allowed her to emerge victorious every single time.




No longer. Her power, like that of so many Thinkers and Precogs, was misfiring all too often these days. Worse, there did not appear to be any rhyme or reason for it. Even the models she’d so painstakingly built of Scion, which had allowed her to at least attempt to come to a solution for the alien being, were no longer functional for far too much of the time.




Bitterly, she remembered her words to Doctor Mother. “No. Certain areas of the future are just… gone. In those areas. There. Is. No. Path. To. Victory.”




Those words had summed up her feelings of helplessness in dealing with this new reality. It was a reality where the most powerful Parahumans in the world were powerless, leaves and flotsam carried along by a flood of epic proportions.




Something had changed in the world around her and the organization called Cauldron. Something had changed the rules of play, and perhaps even the playing field itself. Something or someone. To be honest, Contessa wasn’t even sure that the game they were playing was still the same.




Then again, the survival of the human race wasn’t really a game. But it was the one thing that she, Doctor Mother, and so many others had sacrificed so many years of their lives, as well as so many of their moral principles, to accomplish. And now that survival appeared to be in even more jeopardy.




Or perhaps not. Because even without her power, Contessa considered herself to be an intelligent person. The one thing that she had immediately noticed was that despite how Thinkers and Precogs worldwide where suffering from misfirings and blockages of their powers, there was no change in Scion’s current activities or habits. He continued to travel around the world, randomly showing up to rescue kittens from trees and put out forest fires in disparate locales.




All evidence suggested to her that he was completely unaware of whatever had changed their world. That he knew no more about what was happening than she did. Whether that was a good thing, or not, was something that she did not truly know. But it was interesting that the most powerful being in the world, one not even from their world, appeared to be completely oblivious to how the world around him was changing




It also sent the first faint stirrings of hope through her being.




Then Contessa’s deep ponderings were interrupted by a voice from the doorway, one which she had been expecting, “Contessa, there’s been a major development in the United States, one linked to their militaries.”




Turning dark eyes towards the speaker, Alexandria, Contessa nodded. “Tell me.”




“There was a recent demonstration to all of the branches of the armed services of an armored suit that is more than a match for ninety-five percent of all Parahumans. The suit’s design originated from a company called HTech, which is considered to be a front for the armored rogue Tinker, Iron Man.”




“Interesting.”




The Brute and Thinker looked frustrated. “Is that all you have to say? Don’t you understand the implications here? For the first time, normal humans will be able to strive against Parahumans with at least an equal chance of defeating them. Plus, he’s building reproducible Tinkertech!”




“Yes, I’m aware of that.”




“Then why aren’t you worried?”




Contessa carefully considered her thoughts. Why wasn’t she worried? After all, the strategy they had come up with involved the ascension of Parahumans over humanity, considering it an inevitability because of the type of conflict that would occur in the future and which would be required to defeat Scion.




Except there was a new player involved, one that appeared to lack the constraints that they labored under. One that somehow circumscribed Parahuman powers in ways that no one had ever done since Scion himself. And who apparently did the same thing to the very source of their powers.




That someone was very dangerous. That went without saying. But at the same time, that person was likely also working towards the same goal as Cauldron was. They might even be more likely to achieve it through some as of yet unknown means. Regardless, it would serve no purpose to attempt to circumvent them.




After all, if they were successful, humanity would survive. If they failed, they were no worse off. A strange twisted smile graced Contessa’s lips. After all, there were always more than one Path to Victory.




Contessa knew that the other Parahuman was still waiting for an answer. Unfortunately, she did not have one for her, knowing she’d never accept ‘wait and see.’ Instead, she asked Alexandria, “Are you aware that Thomas Calvert has requested asylum here and that Doctor Mother granted it?”




Alexandria’s eyes narrowed and her nostrils flared just the slightest amount. To Contessa she might as well have shouted her intentions at the top of her lungs. As well as her understanding that she knew she was being stalled. Instead, in a controlled voice, Alexandria said, “I’m going over to see her right now to talk about that. I will talk to you later about this.”




Contessa nodded, her thoughts already moving back to the conundrum in front of her. Was the source of everything that was happening this Iron Man, or was the rogue Tinker just another catspaw caught in the machinations of another? It was far too early to tell, but she leaned towards the latter. After all, the person who was pulling strings behind the scene wasn’t likely to be that transparent when they could use another for their purposes.







Sherrel stared with laser-like intensity at the page in front of her as the words upon it seemed to blur together. Blinking furiously, she tried to make sense of what was written there. Then she looked up as she heard a knock on her door. She croaked, “Come in.”




The man who walked through the door to her room was the complete opposite of what you would expect to see from someone of his position and titles. Sherrel knew him as CEO of HTech and Taylor Hebert aka Iron Man’s father. Yet his genial expression and quiet smile looked to be more in line with a grade school teacher, or perhaps a librarian. Only the shrewd look in his eyes gave any indication to an outside observer that this was a man who wielded power, including power over one former villain.




Sherrel rose to her feet. “What can I do for you, Mr Hebert?”




The man instantly corrected her. “Call me Danny, Sherrel. Or I’ll be forced to call you Ms Bailey and look where that will get us. Sit, sit. I just stopped by to see how you’re doing. Are you getting settled in all right?”




Sherrel quelled the urge to howl in laughter at one of her former captors asking how she was getting settled in. However, the genuine look of concern that Danny Hebert wore helped with that, as did the fact that all of these people held her fate in the palm of their hands. Setting back down into her chair, Sherrel quietly stated, “I’m okay.”




Danny ran a hand through his thinning hair in a worried gesture. “Look, I know that the others have set you a pretty hard task here. Getting caught up with all of this must be pretty daunting. I just wanted you to know that if you need someone to talk to, my door is always open.”




Sherrel felt stupid for asking, but she couldn’t help the words that spilled out from her mouth, “You mean I’m not a prisoner anymore? I can leave this fucking room?”




Danny’s eyes narrowed and a flash of what Sherrel could only interpret as anger crossed his face. She wondered for just a moment if he was upset at her language. His voice, however, was completely calm as he asked, “Has anyone made you feel like you’re still a prisoner here, Sherrel?”




Sherrel’s words spilled all over each other as she tried her best not to curse, “Uh, no, Mr… uh, Danny. I just didn’t know if it would be okay to walk around…”




Danny’s reply was emphatic, “Yes. Walk around. Come see me. Come see Taylor. I’d say come see Trish, but as much as I love the girl, I’ve come to realize she’s an acquired taste. Come down to the factory floor and look the manufacturing over. Don’t feel like you have to lock yourself away in here, studying every second of the day. Can you do that for me?”




“Thanks, Mr… uh, Danny. I…” Sherrel’s voice trailed off. She wanted to laugh at the idea of the big bad villain almost being reduced to tears by a handful of kind words, but there it was.




Thankfully, Danny seemed to understand. He patted her on the shoulder a couple of times, then said, “Hey, now, none of that. Remember, Sherrel, you’re now a part of a select group of people who are going to do whatever is necessary to save the world. You have so much to be proud of. I know for a fact that Taylor can’t wait to work with you.”




Taylor Hebert, quite possibly the greatest Tinker alive couldn’t wait to work with her? It didn’t seem possible. Sherrel met the Danny’s eyes, the kindness there harder to take than if he’d glared at her. She forced out the words, “Thank you, Danny.”




“Sure thing. Now, I hear you are getting close to taking your first test. Is that right?”




She nodded. “Yes. I’m going to take it the day after tomorrow. If I pass it, I only have six more to go.”




“I’m sure you’ll pass it. As a matter of fact, we’ll have to do something for you when you do. I think I’ll assign Trish to the matter of figuring out an appropriate celebration. After all, what’s the point of being the CEO if you can’t delegate some things to someone else?” Danny gave her a quick wink as he said it and it drew an involuntary smile from her.




With one last shoulder squeeze, Danny Hebert left. Sherrel stared at the door for a few minutes after it closed behind him, then returned her gaze to the book in her hands, a new determination welling up within her. She was going to ace that Goddamned test if it killed her. After all, people were counting on her.







Trish knocked on Taylor’s laboratory door, already rehearsing what she planned to say. However, all of it was forgotten as she stared at the odd sight before her. Blinking, she asked, “Is it just me, or are you in two places at once?”




In front of her, Taylor Hebert’s legs were standing, cut off just below the waist, while to Trish’s right, her torso seemed to float above the floor, seemingly unsupported by anything visible. Both halves of her body were surrounded by a slim ring that floated in the air and appeared to be the cut off line for the halves. Taylor gaily waved at her, then moved over to where her legs stood. A moment later, the two halves of her body were again one and she was carefully spooling up something long and thin, winding it over her hand, before tossing the resulting bundle onto her lab table.




“Hey there, Trish. You like?”




Feeling a bit dumbfounded, as well as annoyed that she couldn’t really use her power to figure out what was going on with Taylor so close, Trish frowned. She snarked, “What’s to like? Looks like a party trick.”




There was a knowing expression on Taylor’s face as if she knew exactly what Trish was thinking. She nodded up and down as if in complete agreement. “Yes, that’s exactly what it is. A party trick.”




Trish shook her head. “You are such a liar. I remember back when you were such an innocent little girl. Sweet, trusting, explanatory. Before…”




Taylor crooked an eyebrow towards her. “Before Tony? Yeah, maybe. He’s a twisty bastard, that’s for sure.” They both shared a grin at that, ignoring the fact that Trish had only ever known the Tony version of Taylor. On the other hand, her power had told her that once upon a time, what she’d just said was probably true. “So, what’s up?”




“Do you still want me to conduct the same demonstration to the Australian armed forces that I did for the US armed forces?”




Taylor nodded deliberately. “Definitely. I already have the suits loaded on a pallet and ready for shipment.”




Giving her a doubtful look, Trish noted, “You’re going to piss off a lot of American brass, as they call them.”




“I know.” Despite her words, Taylor just sat there looking contemplative.




Almost gritting her teeth at the effort it took not to try to use her power on Taylor, Trish burst out with, “You’re doing it deliberately! Tell me why!”




She suspected that the smile Taylor turned her way was every bit as twisty as any that the man whose memories she possessed had ever given another person. “You’re giving the demonstration to Australia, because they’re going to jump at the idea of arming their military with Iron Legionnaire suits. They’ll likely buy more per capita than the US will, if for no other reason than I’m supplying them.”




“You can’t be that egotistical.”




Taylor gave Trish a patient look, and she immediately felt chagrin as something occurred to her. “You mean because it will appeal to them for more than just military reasons, don’t you?”




“Exactly. Politically, it’s a slam dunk. I’m the flavor of the day in Australia. Bringing them up to par or beyond any other government on Earth in one fell swoop militarily will make it impossible not to act. And by acting, they’ll put tremendous pressure on the US to act as well.”




“Do you really expect that much resistance here to adopting the Iron Legionnaire suits? I mean, I can see how special interests, especially those centered around other defense contractors, will put pressure on Congress, but how can anyone there truly justify voting against them?”




“Two words, Trish. Untested technology. Congress can tie me up in special committees for literally years if they want to. They’ll use all kinds of excuses, but it will all boil down to the fact that we will be putting out of business companies in their home states, taking contracts from their constituents and costing them jobs. No one who runs for re-election can win if they vote for something like that.”




Trish allowed her power free rein over the things that Taylor had just said and immediately spotted a problem with it. Eyes narrowed, she asked, “What else? That can only account for part of the opposition you expect. What is the other? Wait, I’m getting it.”




Taylor, however, didn’t wait. Her eyes, which had been a bit distant, suddenly became laser sharp as they met Trish’s. A crooked smile took over her mouth as she said, “Not bad. Yeah, there’s more. The Protectorate and the PRT are also going to oppose any change in the weapon’s mix of the United States military. They will claim that doing so will cause escalation in tensions between normal humans and Parahumans. They will also try to make it a matter of national security.”




Trish gave Taylor her own sharp look. “Because you’re not selling exclusively to the PRT and maintaining their monopoly.”




“Bingo. Well, partly, at least. Like it always is, it’s about who has the power. The PRT has amassed a huge amount of power in a relatively short time because of the threat of Endbringers and Parahumans. It’s power they are going to be reluctant, to say the least, to surrender. We’re going to see every director of PRT forces nationwide putting pressure on their Congressional representatives to stifle any attempt to have us supply Iron Legionnaire armor to the US military. There’ll be a myriad of reasons cited, but it’ll boil down to them not wanting to give up control. After all, what purpose is there to the PRT if there are no Endbringers and relatively few villainous Parahumans?”




As jaded as Trish sometimes considered herself to be, she doubted she would ever be a match for the man whose memories inhabited her best friend. Nor would she want to be. That much cynicism was too much for anyone to bear in her opinion. Then she saw the knowing look in Taylor’s eyes and couldn’t help feeling guilty for her thoughts about the other. Taylor actually had the gall to laugh at her, before saying, “Don’t worry about it. That’s why we’re supplying Australia. Their PRT is their military for all intents and purposes. So they don’t have any of the built-in opposition groups that there are over here. Plus, when they roll out Iron Legionnaire armor and start taking down villains right and left, imprisoning them in the special prison we are helping them build, the pressure on our Congress is going to be unbelievable.”




Trish finished, “Especially when we talk about how the Iron Legionnaire armor was originally developed for the United States armed services.”




“Bingo. Teach you well, I will, young Padawan.”




“Is that Star Trek?”




With a lofty wave, Taylor corrected her, “Star Wars. Master Yoda. Now there was a bad ass green midget.”




Then with a mercurial swiftness that seemed part and parcel of Taylor Hebert these days, and likely something she’d inherited from one Tony Stark, the long-haired brunette asked, “How are your nanobots progressing? Feeling a bit quicker?”




Trish nodded appreciatively, glad she was smart enough to follow her friend’s topic changes. “You could say that. I’ve tried dropping stuff and catching it. By my own estimation, my nerve conduction velocity is four and a half times as fast as it was before I ingested them. Plus, my visual acuity is ridiculous, as is my range. From low light, to bright sunlight, to no light, I can see. There are colors that I never even knew existed…”




Realizing that she was waxing a bit rhapsodic, Trish stopped, then added, “I’m ready to pilot a suit of armor myself.”




Taylor rolled her eyes. “Like I don’t know you’ve already taken a set of the Iron Legionnaire armor for a test drive.”




Smirking, Lisa shrugged. “If an Army grunt can do it…”




“A brilliant Thinker can as well.” Taylor finished. She got up from her stool and walked over to a work table against the far wall that was absolutely littered with what appeared to be hundreds of random pieces of partially assembled equipment.




Getting up and following her, Trish frowned at the mess on the table. Using her power there, she got a couple of flashes of insight, but mostly drew a blank as there was simply too little data to draw any conclusions, even with super intuition. “What a mess. What is all of this, Taylor?”




Taylor pointed at two different random messes on the table. “That and that, are the sets of armor for you and dad. The rest are projects that I’m in the middle of.”




A sudden shiver ran down Trish’s spine as she did a quick calculation, her eyes busy as they scanned the table. Carefully, she asked, “Taylor, just how many projects are you currently working on?”




A puzzled expression appeared on her friend’s face, and Taylor spoke aloud, “JARVIS, just how many projects am I involved with right now?”




“Miss Hebert, you currently have twenty-two hundred and thirty-five different projects that in are various stages of completion as of this moment. Miss Trish, these are only a handful of the projects currently under development. Most are virtual only, or have prototypes stored elsewhere. These are the ‘nuts and bolts’ projects as Miss Hebert insists upon calling them.”




Trish felt her mouth open and close like a fish’s, then regained control of herself as she noticed the sudden gleeful look on the other girl’s face. She accused, “You did that deliberately.”




Taylor hedged, “Maybe.” Then she grinned exuberantly. “Yeah, I definitely did. But you should have seen the look on your face.”




“But, why? Are all of these for sale by the company? I thought we had reached a certain level of capacity for production for at least the next three months even with adding in the other manufacturing sites?”




“We have.” Taylor waved at the mass of partially finished projects littering the space. “But most of these are not things I’m planning to sell. Like that one, for instance.”




Trish’s eyes followed a pointing finger and saw nothing to distinguish it from anything else on the table. Taylor continued, “That is the beginnings of an anti-matter containment field for when I switch the armor over from ARC reactor energy to an anti-matter-based energy system.”




“Sounds dangerous.”




“Not really. It’s just necessary if I’m going to be able to build a real suit of armor. After anti-matter, comes gamma ray bombardment. When I have that, I’ll be able to finally start to work on the systems for the armor that’s going to save the world.”




Trish just shook her head. “And that’s based around this gamma ray bombardment?”




“No, but it will allow me enough power to build the technology that will access zero point energy or vacuum energy as it’s often called. That’s going to power my final armor. With that, there’s not much that can stand against me.”




“You’re doing all of this to destroy the Endbringers?” Trish made her comment into a question because she was almost certain that wasn’t true. But only almost.




There was a cagey look in Taylor’s eyes as she met Trish’s gaze. “I’m pretty sure I can take them out now, using some of the things I’m building right at the moment. Maybe even Garden Spot can do it. No, this isn’t to use against the Endbringers. It’s for whatever made them.”




Trish felt that same cold chill running down her spine, except this time it was worse. She kept a tight rein on her power, not knowing if it could focus solely on the issue that Taylor brought up, or if it would digress to the other’s role in it, forcing a short circuit. Instead, Trish chose her words with care, “I don’t understand.”




There was a distant look in Taylor’s eyes as she stared off into space, her own mouth a thin line. “I’ve been using JARVIS’ increased capacity to run simulations of what’s happening here on Earth Bet. I’ve also been using Reed’s math. I now understand just enough of it to know that the data I’m getting doesn’t compute. There’s a causative factor missing. Something big. Something really, really big.”




Wanting to ask, but at the same time worried about her friend, Trish finally said, “I take it that you think you know what the causative factor is?”




Taylor violently shook her head. “No. I wish I did, but I don’t. But I’m getting closer. JARVIS! How many iterations are you up to on the Beta Epsilon equations for Project Farsight?”




The soothing voice of the AI responded, “One hundred and twenty-three trillion, six hundred and fourteen billion, one hundred and seventy-one million, four hundred and thirty-one thousand, and sixty-eight. Give or take a couple.”




“Ha ha. And the central theme of the equations?”




“Powers, their original source and continuous renewal.”




“Conclusions?”




“No conclusions as of yet, Miss. However, within approximately another four hundred and sixteen trillion iterations, we should see some form of clarity in the resulting data. Based upon my understanding of the math as you remember it.” This last was said in what sounded almost like a sarcastic tone.




Eyes wide, Trish looked over at Taylor, whose eyes had narrowed. Almost dangerously, she asked, “You doubt my understanding of that nerd Richard’s math?”




“Of course not, Miss. I am sure you understand it like the back of your hand.”




“Yeah yeah. Just don’t let your girlfriend get in the way of this investigation.”




JARVIS’ tone was suddenly a tad frosty. “Dragon is not my girlfriend.”




Trish was beginning to doubt the sanity of all involved as Taylor gave an airy wave. “Sure sure, if you say so. It just seems that you went to a lot of trouble to rescue her if she’s just some random AI. On the other hand, if she were your girlfriend…”




There was a sudden silence and Trish realized that JARVIS had fled. She watched Taylor do a fist pump, then turn to her for a high five. After slapping the other girl’s palm, she dryly asked, “Do I even want to know what that was about?”




“Which part, the threat to the world or me finally getting JARVIS back for all of the sarcastic comments and pranks?”




“Either.”




Taylor shrugged. “Probably not. Look, I know a lot of this is out there, but I can promise you I’m far from crazy.”




“I never said you were.”




“Then we’re agreed. By the way, was there a reason you came in here to begin with? Besides asking me about the demonstration for the Australian government.”




Trish slapped herself on the forehead. “Dammit! Yes. I wanted to let you know that Sherrel actually passed that hellishly difficult test you set her for her first week’s studies. Actually, she made a ninety-five on it. I thought we might consider taking her out to celebrate.”




Taylor nodded thoughtfully. “Sure thing. Maybe check with Dad to see if he can come along as well. You have a place in mind?”




“Benito’s. New Italian place that opened downtown. I already checked and they don’t mind if we use the drones for security inside.”




“Italian it is, then.”




With that, Trish headed out, her brain afire with a hundred conflicting and worrying ideas. She needed to get somewhere, relax, do some thinking, and maybe take a QT afterwards. Because there was definitely something going on with Taylor Hebert.







Taylor watched her friend walk out the door, then waited another minute to make sure she was out of earshot because of the nanobots. Finally, she spoke, “JARVIS, number of iterations remaining for Project Adamantium to create a sustainable process for effective mass production?”




“Approximately one point eight quadrillion, Miss. I also wish to say that I do not appreciate you attempting to pair me up with Dragon.”




Taylor muffled a sigh of disappointment. Aloud, she asked, “That’s what you get for picking on me so much lately. Time to Project Adamantium finish date?”




“Approximately one point one six years, Miss. I would hardly describe a little gentle tweaking which you were instrumental in requesting as ‘picking on you.’”




Taylor did sigh this time. Still, she suggested, “How about a truce, then? I’ll drop the Dragon story line and you reduce your ‘tweaking’ by seventy-five percent.”




“Fifty.”




“Seventy-five or I’ll tell dad you’re sweet on Dragon and he needs to have ‘the talk’ with you. I imagine he’ll have to get creative to adapt it to a cybernetic organism.”




There was utter disgust in JARVIS’ voice as he said, “One shudders at your Machiavellian nature, Miss. Agreed.”




Unfortunately, despite the win against Jarvis, she didn’t feel any better. Taylor sat there brooding, her chin cradled by her hands, staring off into space. The problem was, as always, processing power. The hardware, both his own and what he’d infiltrated over the course of Pandora, that JARVIS was using to process the complex calculations of Reed Richards’ social mathematics and her own mathematical formulas aimed at solving the Adamantium problem was simply too slow. The carbon processing chips were glacial compared to say, a three dimensional crystalline holoprogrammable matrix processor. There again, Taylor simply did not have the base technology to build one.




She wanted to get up and scream her lungs out, or better yet, throw something. Or even better yet, get in her suit and blow something up. But she did none of these things. After all, destroying something with a high energy particle beam might make her feel better in the short run, but it wouldn’t get her any closer to the technology and weapons she needed to defeat the threat the world was under. A threat which she’d come closer to identifying, but had no actual culprit that she could point to and say, “That’s it!”




No, Taylor needed processing power so that she could solve the mathematics that would allow her to both identify the threat the world was under as well as help her develop and build the technology she needed to defeat it. With her current technological constraints, a quantum disrupter was simply out of the question, let alone a reality nullifier. Both of which she was likely to need before all was said and done.




Because while Taylor had not identified her enemy, she had drawn some conclusions. Her foe was multi-dimensional, as evidenced by the weapons it had created in the form of the Endbringers. Tattletale’s insight into their physiology and likely origin had been invaluable. She’d learned enough to know that their forms did not make mathematical sense unless they occupied multiple dimensions. Otherwise, you were talking about the mass of a spiral galaxy within the space they occupied, a patent impossibility, even with the bullshit science that Taylor was aware of from Tinkers or the advanced races and beings from Tony’s own reality.




Not even Galactus could do something like that. But what he could do, and likely would do, if he wanted to build something like an Endbringer, would be to use multiple dimensions to contain extra mass and energy and use that make his weapon that much tougher and more dangerous, able to ramp up as needed to confront any threat.




So what Taylor needed was a way to cut off dimensional access to anything or anyone from this reality. That it was also the key to defeating most Parahumans went without saying. While her forcefields blocked some Parahuman abilities, and the Psionic Dampeners she’d built cut off others, she somehow doubted that either would keep a dynakinetic like Behemoth from turning her to ash if she came within his death aura, armor or no.




However, forcefields backed up by dimensional shielding technology, or even better, using a trans-dimensional shunt to change the… frequency for lack of a better word of their small section of the universe so that it resonated at a slightly different wavelength, would definitely disrupt any powers that worked across dimensions, as well as preventing travel of matter and thought between realities.




None of the solutions were absolute or guaranteed. Plus getting there was turning out to be taking far too much time.




Staring around at the table that Trish had seen as untidy, Taylor shook her head. Each of those incomplete pieces of equipment represented a project which she needed to finish. Then she needed to finish the other twenty-two hundred and some odd projects that hadn’t even made it out from the virtual world. Then she might finally be able to build a true anti-matter reactor compact enough to power her next gen armor.




Most people just didn’t understand the sheer number of innovations that went into the development of any new technology. And while this technology wasn’t new to her, it was to this world. Given five years and an unlimited budget, one she could likely generate herself, Taylor could easily build all of her end run items. But with what was happening, she didn’t know if this world actually had five years.




Inside her head, Tony was screaming to build build build stuff, because he’d finally recognized that what was coming was so much more than Parahumans and Endbringers. They were facing something truly dangerous. Something alien and mysterious and whose intentions were suspect at best, and utterly malevolent at worst.




Shaking her head to clear it, Taylor said aloud, “JARVIS, open Project Megamind. How many scanning samples are we up to at this point?”




JARVIS’ cool voice quietly answered, “Seventy-three, Miss.”




Taylor chewed her bottom lip, muttering, “That’s well below the threshold of a hundred and twenty-five that the experiment’s original parameters called for. I wonder…”




“Miss, might I make a suggestion?”




“Sure, JARVIS, what’s up?”




“If you wait until the next Endbringer attack, there will be more than enough Parahumans present to complete the data set as well as provide enough additional data points to guarantee success.”




Taylor slowly nodded. She hated to wait that long, but she’d exhausted the Parahuman resources here in Brockton Bay and as far distant as Boston. She was reluctant to send a scanning unit any farther as there would be a higher likelihood of it being discovered. “All right, JARVIS, then that’s what we’ll do. Do you have the design for Nanobot 24697 ready to go into production?”




“Of course. And the genetic targeting information is ready to be uploaded to any current nanobot set. If what we discover about the Corona Pollentia should follow your theory, we will be ready to act.”




“That’s a relief. However, I suspect regardless of what we find out from this experiment, it’s going to end up being more complicated than that.”




“Complicated in what way, Miss?”




“Complicated in that just removing or damaging the Corona of select Parahumans is not going to be enough for all of them. For some, it might negate their abilities. For others, it likely won’t. It’s why we need that dimensional shielding tech or that TD-shunt.”




JARVIS’s tone was dry as he commented, “Yes, you’ll need to get back to me in a decade or so when you’ve finished your transdimensional shunt, Miss. I would very much like to see it in action then.”




At his comment, she muttered, “Seventy-five percent reduction, my ass.”




Then Taylor just shook her head, having to admit JARVIS wasn’t far off. Too much derivative tech went into it for her to just build one out of junkyard scrap tomorrow or the next day. Still, she refused to give up on it. Because who knew when she’d run across something in this crazy Tinkertech world that would give her insight into building an alternative version involving a completely different tech tree?




It had, after all, already happened with Project Garden Spot. Seeing what Sphere had wrought on the Earth’s moon, as well as how he’d done it, had been part of the inspiration behind many of that project’s ultimate aspirations. Which reminded Taylor to check on that with JARVIS as well.




“And Garden Spot? Time to Ascension within Brockton Bay?”




“Two weeks, two days, fourteen hours, seventeen minutes, and twenty-six seconds, Miss.”




“Excellent. I thought I had noticed some changes near the edges of HTech’s campus. How much sooner will we see the complete effects here than in the rest of Brockton Bay?”




“Just over a day, Miss. If I might make a suggestion, spending some time away from the lab will do you some good. And I believe it will benefit Miss Bailey as well. She has applied herself diligently to her studies and has made remarkable progress.”




Taylor nodded. “We’re having a celebratory dinner for her tonight for doing well on her first test.”




There was a strong sense of satisfaction evident in the AI’s voice as he said, “That should go a long way towards cementing her loyalty towards the rest of the team, as well as increasing her feelings of self worth.”




Taylor gave the air in front of her a hard look. “JARVIS, are you managing us?” She paused at a sudden thought. “Managing me?”




“Of course not, Miss. I am merely trying to provide an environment that facilitates the greatest possible productivity while also producing the greatest happiness for all involved.”




This time it was Taylor’s voice that was dry. “You know, that’s pretty much the definition of managing someone.”




“I’ll keep that in mind, Miss. Miss Trish has asked me to remind you to break off within the next few minutes so that you will have time to change for dinner. She mentioned wearing a little black dress.”




“JARVIS, I don’t think I even own a ‘little black dress.’”




“You do now, Miss. There are two different versions waiting for you in your office for you to try on. I believe Miss Trish had them delivered from a boutique downtown.”




“Fine. I’m going. Stay on top of those projects, please. And devote as many of your current and increasing computational cycles towards Projects Adamantium and Farsight as possible.”




“I will without a doubt.”




Taylor felt a momentary weariness, not of the flesh, which was virtually impossible with the sheer amount of nanobots currently inside of her, but of the mind, or if you were of a philosophical bent, of the spirit. There was just so much to be done. And such a finite amount of time to do it. Somewhere out there waiting was their unknown foe, lurking like a Sword of Damocles over their heads. She needed to find that being before it was too late and those selfsame heads were severed from their proverbial necks.




But for now, she needed to get ready for dinner, before she was late and Trish severed her head. Whistling faintly, Taylor headed at a rapid pace towards her official office.







Sherrel had watched in silence throughout dinner as the laws of nature were broken. She kept her mouth shut as the incompressibility of matter was compromised. But when laws on the nature of time and space were violated, she had to speak up.




Staring around the table, Sherrel exclaimed, “How the hell are all of you eating this much? Appetizers, entrees, and now fuckin’ dessert? I mean, shit, I’m bigger than any of you except Danny, and I didn’t eat even half of what little-miss-know-it-all over there ate.”




Sherrel saw the looks the others at the table shared and didn’t like it. She was aware that her speech could use a little cleaning up, but she said whatever she thought, dammit. Even in the Merchants, so long as Skids wasn’t being a douchebag, they all said what they thought. She wasn’t going to be changing that. Besides, Danny had said she was part of the team and the dinner was in her honor.




It was Trish who broke the resulting silence, “I take it that Sherrel here hasn’t gotten the upgrades?” She sat back with an odd smile as she took another huge bite of the sinfully delicious chocolate mousse that Sherrel had barely tasted as to eat more would have guaranteed a trip to the restaurant’s bathroom to regurgitate it right back up.




For a moment, there was a sinking feeling in Sherrel’s stomach as she stared around the table and she wondered if her dinner was going to come right back up anyway. Then Taylor shrugged and said, “I had talking about it scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. But I guess we can talk about it now since you spilled the proverbial beans.”




“Talk about what? What the fuck’s going on? What fuckin’ beans?” Sherrel made an effort to not get too carried away, but it was hard. She hated secrets.




Sherrel watched as Taylor leaned forward, her stare even more penetrating that usual. The girl, despite her youthful appearance, seriously intimidated her, and not just because of that kick ass suit. Taylor knew stuff, stuff other people didn’t have a fucking clue about and Sherrel had no idea how she knew it. Being smarter than hell and an amazing Tinker, that was one thing. But she had a weird way of looking at Sherrel that made her wonder sometimes if…




Then Sherrel’s thoughts stuttered to a complete stop as Taylor took a small device out of her briefcase and set it on the table, where it lit up with a bluish glow. Fascinated by yet another ridiculous piece of the other Tinker’s technology, she waited as Taylor spoke, “Sherrel, there’s a process whereby you ingest a cocktail of nanobots which act as a sort of fix it for your body. It improves a number of things including your health and nerve conduction speed, as well as a whole host of other stuff, too much to go into here.”




Sherrel stared at the other girl in disbelief. “You pull that fucking thing out and all you can talk about is tiny robots? What the fuck is that thing? It’s putting out a field, that much I can tell. Masking effect or something. I can almost see what it’s supposed to do, but…”




Taylor laid a hand on the device. Succinctly, she said, “Anti-eavesdropping device. Puts out a field that prevents all forms of sonic, electronic, and psionic eavesdropping from occurring. Cuts off all forms of communications as well.”




Sherrel stared at the small device in awe. “You just made this, didn’t you? Fuck. Do you even have a specialization? The things I’ve seen around HTech are fucking crazy, but this? It’s got so many specialties in it that I don’t even know another Tinker who could understand it. Maybe Dragon? Fuck!”




Taylor reached a hand across the table and placed it on top of Sherrel’s. “Sherrel. Don’t worry about what’s on the table. Instead, why don’t you worry about what you’re going to say when I offer you chance to become effectively immortal. Because I have to admit that would be the bigger of my concerns if I were you.”




Sherrel felt her heart start to race as the room swam around her. She shivered, suddenly intensely grateful for the slim, long-fingered hand that held hers so tightly. She looked around at the faces of the others at the table, taking in their complete lack of surprise at what was to her, monumental news. Shakily, she asked, “Just who the fuck are you people? Who the fuck are you, Taylor?”







Taylor opened her mouth to answer, when JARVIS’ voice rang out, “Miss, I would warn you of the dangers of telling someone who has not yet fully committed to our cause your single greatest secret.”




As expected, Sherrel reacted explosively. “The fuck? Who hasn’t committed? I’ve been studying fifteen hours a day for the past week and a half. So don’t tell me I’m not committed. Don’t… Hey, how the fuck are you talking? I thought that thing on the table blocked all forms of coms? Are you hiding under the table, Jeeves?”




Taylor shrugged. “Quantum entangled communications. Unblockable by anything known. Or at least by anything that I know about. Look, JARVIS, there’s a time to keep secrets and a time to trust. Besides, weren’t you Sherrel’s biggest cheerleader? I mean, I liked the look of the short pleated skirt on you, but the pom poms may have been just a bit much.”




“Very funny, Miss. Very well, I take back my objections. However, I must warn you, Sherrel Bailey, that what you are going to be hearing shortly needs to be kept in the utmost secrecy. Miss Hebert’s secret getting out could very likely derail our attempts to save humanity, resulting in the deaths of billions.”




Sherrel muttered, “I won’t say nothing.”




Taylor watched Trish open her mouth and gave her a quelling look to the other girl’s amusement. Then she stood up. “Not here. Anti-eavesdropping device or no, I am not comfortable talking about some things anywhere but back at HTech. Let’s go.”




With that, they got up and left, Taylor paying the bill and adding a significant gratuity. The drones, which had been hovering overhead, headed out as well, one in advance, one staying just behind, while the others paralleled them.




The ride back was relatively quiet, the others engaged in small talk, while Taylor held Sherrel’s hand as the other woman clutched at her like a life line. When they finally arrived back at HTech, she decided to use the small conference room for the meeting. She gave a quick request to JARVIS, then sat down at the head of the table, with a nervous Sherrel to her right, her dad sitting calmly to her left, and Trish’s bright inquisitive eyes located directly across from her.




“Sherrel, I’d like to start by making something very clear. I am not a Tinker.”




The blonde stared at her, confusion in her eyes. “But—”




Taylor shook her head. “Just listen for a minute. I am not a Tinker. I am also not a Parahuman. I don’t even have a Corona Pollentia, the thing that makes having powers possible. Back in December, something happened to me. Something that wasn’t a trigger event as it’s usually described. Instead, I had the memories, as well as the intellect, of a man from another world thrust into my brain. A man who was perhaps the greatest inventor and engineer of his world. Who built things that were advanced in comparison to even the most advanced Tinkertech from our world. A man who died in blood, fire, and destruction trying to fight a threat that makes Endbringers look like ants.”




Taylor couldn’t help the crooked smile that slowly creased her lips. “Here’s the deal, Sherrel. As near as Tony and I can figure out, it was one of the heavy hitters from his reality that did this. Probably to give me a chance save our world. Maybe to save our universe from whatever is doing this.”




“Doing what? What the fuck are you talking about?”




“Giving out powers. Making Endbringers. Prepping our world.”




Sherrel looked at her, both fright and more than a bit of hero worship in her eyes. “Prepping our world for what?”




Shrugging, Taylor said, “That’s the real question. I’m not sure. Just that there’s some intelligence behind all of this. Any questions?”




“A million fucking questions. Uh… so is there anything you can’t build?”




There was a wavering in the blonde’s voice that sounded very familiar to Taylor for some reason. Then she tapped into Tony’s memories and she knew. Still, she was brutally honest in her reply to the other, knowing that half measures would not work here.




“Not much with enough time and money.”




The woman in front of her seemed to shrink into herself. “Then why do you need me? Is this some kind of joke? Are you just playing with me? I mean, I’m just a fucking druggie. I don’t—”




Taylor reached out to the other woman, who looked pretty lost right then. She forced aside any sense of attraction to the other woman and focused on helping her. Taking Sherrel’s hand in hers, she said, “You are not just a druggie. Time and money, Sherrel. I don’t have the time to do everything that needs to be done. Not even with a million times as many resources as I currently have. Not even with twenty JARVISes at my beck and call. So I need you. Probably more than you need me, if you factor out that the world is going to end if we fail here.”




“Jesus Christ. I fucking can’t believe this is happening. I feel like such a tool.”




Danny spoke up, “It’s a lot to take in, Sherrel. Don’t worry if you take a while to acclimatize. I’m always here to talk. Or you can talk to Trish.”




Trish quickly said, “Or you can talk to Taylor.”




The amused look on her face wasn’t impacted in the slightest by the glare Sherrel sent her way. Taylor wanted to rub her forehead, but she was trying to project an image of coolness and dignity, something which neither side of her personality prepared her for.




Which was one reason she was utterly unprepared when Sherrel burst out, “Okay, this is the fucking coolest thing I ever imagined happening! Holy fucking shit! This is the shit! So you’re helping me to become a fucking non-Tinker Tinker just like you? So fucking…” Taylor watched, inwardly amused, as Sherrel finally saw the look on Danny’s face at her nonstop barrage of curse words. Face turning red, she finished with, “That’s some seriously sweet… uh… stuff.”




Trish nodded. “Pretty much. Not to mention that when you take your dose of nanobots, you’ll be able to fly a suit just like the ones that Taylor’s making for Danny and me.”




That set Sherrel off again. “The fuck? Are you fucking serious? Are. You. Fucking. Serious?”




Numbly, Taylor nodded, only to the see the woman bounce out of her chair, which set other things to bouncing as Sherrel still apparently avoided wearing bras, and dance around the room. Then she whirled around and stared back at Taylor, her gaze fierce. “What color is my suit going to be? What color did they choose?”




Trish shrugged. “Violet and silver.” Then she pointed a finger at Danny. “Blue and silver.”




In a fit of inspiration, Taylor said, “Sherrel, for you, I was thinking hot rod red. How does that sound?”




The resulting squeal nearly blew out every person’s ear drums in the room, putting all of their nanobots to the test.







JARVIS was also enjoying the moment as the exuberance that Sherrel Bailey brought to things played out. Then something impinged upon his consciousness. Running a quick diagnostic, then a query, he ran down the information from a worm that was planted within the public access servers of the PRT. Reading the information, he made the decision to notify his principal after he failed to turn on a nanobot package.




“Miss Hebert? I have a priority message for you.”




The sounds in the room slowly quieted down as everyone’s attention was focused upon the AI. JARVIS listened as Taylor Hebert asked, “What is it, JARVIS?”




“Miss, the prisoner known as Thomas Calvert aka Coil has escaped from the custody of the PRT approximately three days ago. The information on the case was entered into a computer fourteen seconds ago whereupon I discovered it and alerted you.”




JARVIS noted the control in his principal’s voice as she asked, “How did he escape, JARVIS?”




“Unknown, Miss. The cameras monitoring his cell cut off seconds before his disappearance, then on again just afterward. I have reviewed the footage and it is not doctored. The surveillance was blocked by an unknown means, whereupon Thomas Calvert egressed his cell and disappeared. His current location is nowhere within range of a camera within the continental United States. I’ll have the rest of the world checked within the next few minutes. However, I suspect that he is ‘in the wind’ as they say.”




Trish Rogers spoke, the faint strain in her voice audible to JARVIS’ sensors, “All I know is that he was taken out of his cell by an unknown teleportation method. Parahumans were involved. Sorry, Taylor.”




JARVIS noted with satisfaction the cold look in the eyes of his principal as she asked, “JARVIS, do we still have those nanobots on Coil?”




“Of course, Miss.”




“Can you activate them?”




JARVIS made another attempt just to be sure, then said aloud, “No, Miss. His current location is nowhere within range of our signals. I would note that this indicates that he is nowhere upon or beneath the surface of Earth Bet.”




His principal’s reaction was both pithy and descriptive. “Well, shit!”







Brian took a deep breath as he slowly pushed open the door to the office in front of him. He’d been sent up here to the top floor from Personnel. He didn’t really understand why, but he wasn’t going to argue.




With Coil gone, and the Undersiders splintered, Brian needed to work. If he was ever to gain custody of his sister, Aisha, he needed stable employment. Going back to being a strong arm thug, or a mercenary, while paying well, would not allow him to help his sister. For that, he needed gainful and legal employment.




He stopped in front of a desk as the slim blonde there gave him a thorough once over. Brian was used to receiving second looks from people. He was, after all, tall and broad-shouldered, and handsome in a way that seemed to appeal to a certain segment of the population. Certainly the young woman in front of him seemed to think so from her half-flirtatious smile as she asked, “What is your name, please?”




“Brian Laborn, ma’am. Here to see Miss Rogers.”




“I’m Carrie, Brian, Ms Roger’s personal assistant. Sit right over there, and I’ll send you in in just a few minutes. Okay?”




Brian nodded and sat down in the chair Carrie had pointed out. Within a few seconds, he was conscious of the veiled looks the girl was sending his way. Fortunately, he didn’t have to endure them for long as within less than five minutes, the blonde called for him.




“Brian? Ms Rogers will see you now. Just go back through that door.”




Brian nodded his thanks and walked up to the closed door. He didn’t knock, but instead carefully opened it and walked through. A moment later, he found himself staring in surprise at the figure seated behind the massive oak desk.




Trish Rogers couldn’t have been a day older than Brian’s own eighteen years. Short, nearly black hair was layered in what he absently thought might be called a pixie cut, with small wings curling around the girl’s temples. Weirdly, he thought that the curls almost resembled horns.




That resemblance was only heightened when Brian caught a glimpse of the expression on the girl’s face. There was a great deal of what appeared to be amusement in her green eyes, but it was the grin that creased her lips that gave him pause. As much as Brian hated to think it, the only way he could describe that grin was predatory.




Then Trish Rogers spoke, “Why don’t you have a seat, Brian.”




He managed a quiet, “Thanks.” He sat down, then waited. Brian didn’t have to wait long.




Trish Rogers spoke almost immediately, “I suppose you’re curious why I wanted to speak to you, Brian. Is that right?”




“Well, yes, ma’am. I don’t know what I might have done to come to the attention of someone here in upper management.”




Trish smiled and Brian could see that the other girl was surprising attractive when she wasn’t looking like she was about to eat you alive. There was a brief flicker of surprise in the other girl’s eyes before she said, “Until recently, I was actually in charge of interviewing all new hires. Vetting them, if you will. But eventually, it simply became too much. Luckily, by that time, we had enough people hired that I was able to train someone to take over my job. But I still keep my hand in and occasionally do second interviews of promising new hires.”




Surprised, Brian blurted out, “I’m hired then? I wasn’t…”




“You weren’t sure? Well, you are. I did want to ask you a few questions to ascertain what your future with the company might be like. If you would, please be completely honest in your answers. I can assure you that anything you say here will be kept confidential.”




Suddenly even more nervous, Brian nodded.




Trish grinned again, although this time it was far softer than her earlier one. “Okay, let’s start with this: Why work for HTech? I’m aware of a lot of jobs opening up in Brockton Bay as the city seems to be growing. Why choose us out of all of the others?”




Brian cleared his throat, then said, “I’m looking for a long-term, stable position. While HTech is a new company, they seem to be financially solid. From the news, I know that the company’s obtained a number of government contracts that won’t be ending any time soon. Additionally, I wanted to try something other than security for my next position. Gaining experience in advanced manufacturing seemed to me to be the best choice for future growth in my career.”




Trish smiled at him, her green eyes full of some emotion Brian couldn’t interpret. “Good answer. Without spilling anything confidential, I can assure you that you are right about the government contracts. We’re set financially for the foreseeable future, even without any new innovations. But there will be a lot more of those. Now, what are your personal goals? Those could be anything from buying a house, to saving for the future, to getting married.”




Brian hesitated, then at the other’s inquiring look, found himself blurting out details of what he was trying to do with Aisha. Her quiet murmurs of encouragement spurred him on, and before he knew it, he’d told her far more than he originally intended.




Afterward, Trish smiled again and commented, “I can safely say that is one of the most heartwarming stories I’ve heard. It is very admirable of you, Brian, to accept so much responsibility at such a young age. I just wish more people of our age would do as much.”




There was a brief lull in the conversation and Brian felt nervousness mounting, especially when Trish Rogers wrote some notes on a pad in front of her. Then she looked up and smiled at him again, and his chest slowly relaxed. Then she said, “All right, Brian. I just want to congratulate you for coming aboard with HTech. I also want you to consider something. We have several supervisory positions available at various satellite factories that are located in different nearby towns around the state. One that I think might interest you is Day Supervisor at Plant B-3 located in Lancaster, about thirty miles away from Brockton Bay.”




Brian couldn’t believe what the other was saying. Then Trish added, “Of course the compensation package would be almost twice as much as you would make working the factory floor, even with overtime factored in. There’s also more vacation time, as well as a company stock bonus plan based upon performance. If this is something you might be interested in, I suspect that Family Services might look favorably upon a young professional who plans to move his younger sister into a smaller, safer town away from Brockton Bay. What do you think?”







Trish held the phone to her ear as she spoke. “Yes, he went for it.”




“No, he didn’t even question why he was being offered the position.”




“Taylor, he was completely genuine in his desire to find a good job so he could get custody of his sister. He’ll bust his ass for us.”




“Softy. Okay, I’ll get Quinn on it. I’m sure someone in his firm can help make it happen.”




“No, I’m okay. I mean, it sucked to use my power to trick him into confiding to me all his deepest desires. Of course the fact that those desires involved providing a home for his thirteen-year-old sister instead of any form of world domination makes me feel like a schmuck.”




“No, he’s going to start immediately. We can have Jim train him here, then move him to Lancaster in six to eight weeks. Now that we’re taking that plant off of full automation, it can definitely used an ambitious, motivated manager.”




“Yeah, you’re right about that. Anyone who can successfully lead a gang can probably succeed in business. I’m not even sure that he’ll need that much training aside from the technical side of things. His genuineness will play well with his people.”




“Okay, that works. Yeah, I’ll be out of pocket beginning tomorrow for the next three days while I’m in Australia. I’ll see you later.”




Trish hung up her phone and stared off into space. She couldn’t help remembering Brian and just how attractive he was. That he had found her attractive as well was flattering, if you took away how he’d viewed the way she’d smiled at him initially.




That said, there was no way she could have a relationship with someone she could so easily read. It was the bane of her existence. Sometimes, she wished she liked girls so that she could make a play for Taylor. But Trish was firmly in the heterosexual camp, even if no guy could meet her standards. Then again, there weren’t exactly a surfeit of girls who met her standards either.




On the other hand, Taylor, despite that lech Tony Stark’s memories, seemed to slowly be reverting back to liking boys. With her grin slowly growing, Trish wondered how her best friend would react to meeting the handsome Mr Laborn. Tony might gag, but she rather suspected that Taylor would appreciate those muscles and broad shoulders.




Then her grin faded as Trish considered that without Taylor’s intervention, it would have likely been her in Brian’s position as leader of the Undersiders. Or, if not leader, as their liaison with Coil. Now Taylor had effectively saved two people from Coil’s machinations. It was a sobering thought, the effect her best friend had upon the lives of those around her. More importantly, Taylor was going to have just as great of an effect upon the lives of every single person in the entire world.




It was at times like this, when considering them as individuals, that talking about saving the world really had a far deeper meaning than just saying the words. People like herself, Sherrel Bailey, and now Brian Laborn weren’t just numbers and statistics. It was almost enough to make one believe in a higher power, something Trish’s power had disabused her of from almost the moment she triggered. Still, in that moment, Trish made a silent prayer of thanks that Taylor Hebert existed. With a shiver, she made sure not to use her power to try to figure out if someone actually heard her prayer. That wasn’t something she really wanted to know, as something tickled the edge of her consciousness, something she’d forgotten from a while ago.




Eyes wide, Trish attempted to recapture that memory, her power completely on. It was to no avail, however. She knew it was likely because it was linked to whoever had sent Tony Stark to Taylor. Someone, or something, that was as far above humans as they were above microbes. Rubbing her suddenly pounding head, Trish took a QT and fell asleep in her chair.




Her dreams were troubled, and nothing that she could remember when she woke up. Strangely, a three-sided mountain lurked as a image in her mind and filled her with a sensation of dread so intense that for a moment she just couldn’t breath. Then it was gone, as if it had never existed.




It was a much more sober Trish Rogers who rode home with her best friend Taylor Hebert that night.









Chapter Twenty-eight—Lions, and Tigers, and Congress, Oh My!



General Nathan Bradley sat back with a sigh and slowly placed the receiver of his office phone back into its cradle.




Across his desk, Major General William Rennings, who was Vice Chief of Staff of the Army, sat watching him. Then he spoke, “So, Nate, what’s going on? That didn’t sound like a resounding go ahead to me.”




Ignoring the spike of frustration that whipped through him, Nathan growled, “That idiot Reynolds is being stubborn, the old fossil. He basically told me that so long as he was chairing the House Appropriations Committee, there would be no Emergency Funding bills for the purchase of, and I quote ‘high tech boondoggles’ unquote.”




Will met his eyes with a look of utter disillusionment. Cynically, he said, “Stupidity and venality seem to be epidemic up on the Hill these days. Which was affecting our venerable Representative Reynolds today?”




Nathan shook his head. “Six of one, half a dozen of another. His district does contain the Joint Systems Manufacturing Center which builds the M1A2 Abrahms, but it’s not as if that’s all that huge these days. I think we only ordered thirty-five of those last year, mostly to keep it from closing down, which it still might. No, as much as I hate to say it, it might be just as simple as the fact that the man hates Representative Kempner, whose district contains Brockton Bay. I wouldn’t put it past him to be blocking the bill just so that he can give the guy the finger.”




“You have got to be fucking kidding me, Nate! Jesus H Christ! What is the hell is wrong with people? We need those suits!”




Sighing, the JCS chief just shook his head. “I don’t know, Will. You’d think he would want to make sure he doesn’t have to worry about a getting flambeed by a Parahuman, but maybe he thinks he’s immortal. He’s certainly been in the House long enough.”




“Any chance Walker can just give out a Presidential Order funding us with at least a couple hundred suits? I mean, at six and a half million apiece including spares and tools, that’s still only one point three billion.”




Nathan sighed. “Not a chance. With the squeeze that the PRT has on funding, there just isn’t the money. Maybe I can talk the President into funding a couple of dozen suits, but that’s it.”




“You know that guy from HTech, ahh… Daniel Hebert’s going to be calling back today. He’s going to want to know what we’re going to do. I already have the impression that they’re not the most patient bunch in the world. Although, truthfully, I don’t know how much leeway he even has with Iron Man there behind the scenes.”




Morosely, Nathan pushed the file folder on the test results for the Iron Legionnaire armor over towards Will. “It gets worse. Read that.”




The other picked up the file folder and began to glance through it. Halfway through, he asked, “Seriously? They couldn’t break it?”




He shook his head with a sigh. “Not so that it wasn’t fixable. It’s still going strong after a week and being tested basically to the point of destruction and beyond several times. That one original test pilot I had permanently assigned to the project, ahh… Private Beaufort, I think, even managed to almost tear off the leg of one of the suits and they managed to fix that.”




Will’s eyes opened in astonishment. “How the hell did he manage to do that? I mean, from what I read, these things are hellaciously tough.”




Succinctly, Nathan explained, “He got run over by a tank while trying to disable it and two others without weapons.”




The other officer silently whistled. “I take it that didn’t go so well.”




“Depends on what you mean by well. It tore up the suit’s leg, but he ripped off the tank’s treads on that side, then punched a hole through the thinner armor on the underside of the tank by the engine and managed to crack the block. My understanding is that he yanked out two cylinders before he got it stopped, then still managed to take out the other two, completing his assignment.”




At the questioning look from the other officer, Nathan added, “He got pulled under the tank because he was tangled up in the wheels and treads, and managed to do it while hanging upside down underneath the tank.”




Will whistled silently. After a moment, he said, “Sheesh. They’re really that tough?”




Nathan sat back in his chair. “Better than we expected even based on the initial test. Hell, I think a company of soldiers wearing those suits could have single-handed fought and won World War II. Nastier than even the most optimistic estimates.”




“And the eggheads who came in and studied the suits? Those guys from General Dynamics and Pratt-Whitney?”




The mirthless laugh that escape Nathan surprised neither man. “Their ‘educated’ opinion was that with one of the suits in a lab as a template and a good five years of research time, they could reproduce most of the suit’s systems. Of course, what makes the suit so damn good, the power source, central processor, forcefield, and inertial compensator are all black-boxed and inaccessible. Even the weapon systems has all of its most proprietary systems black-boxed. All of those systems they did not have a time frame of any kind. Decades most likely.”




Just then the calm voice of Sergeant Emil Loutrep, his personal secretary, sounded over the intercom, “Sir, you have a call on line one, a Mr Daniel Hebert. I believe you were expecting his call?”




“Thanks, sergeant. I’ve got it.”




Pressing the button for line one on his phone, Nathan raised the receiver to his ear. In a jovial tone, at odds with the one he’d been using in his earlier discussions with Will, he said, “How are you doing, Danny? How’s that daughter of yours?”




From the earpiece, Daniel Hebert’s calm, quiet voice sounded, “My daughter and I am doing fine, Nathan. I called because the time limit on the test phase is up. I was wondering if you had managed to get that answer you were seeking from the House Appropriations Committee Chairman, Representative Reynolds? You did say that you should have some kind of answer or least be able to give us a temperature reading on the possibilities.”




There was something in the other’s tone that made Nathan decide not to bullshit the CEO of HTech. Instead, he freely admitted, “It didn’t go well, Danny. He pretty much shut me down. ‘No changes to our current weapon’s mix for this calendar year, especially untried Tinkertech.’ I’ll try to talk President Walker into at least purchasing a token number of suits, fifteen or twenty. I know that probably doesn’t touch their development costs and I know that you were selling them to us as cheaply as possible. I’m sorry.”




There was a strange undercurrent in the voice of the other man, as Danny replied, “I’m sorry, too. I know what a difference these suits would have made out in the field when it came to protecting our boys. That’s really disappointing.”




Danny Hebert continued, his own voice sounding sincerely regretful, even as that odd tone continued, “I’m especially sorry that you couldn’t make this work. I do need to inform you, Nathan, that Iron Man has directed me to send representatives to meet with the Australian government.”




In a flash, Nathan understood just why Danny sounded the way he had. In a voice full of warning, he said, “Danny, don’t do this. I don’t care whether this ‘Iron Man’ is a honorary citizen of Australia or not, this isn’t going to fly. Technology of this nature is not exportable. It violates the Arms Export Control Act.”




Daniel Hebert’s voice was completely calm as he said, “I didn’t want to say this, but you don’t give me much choice. If you try to force his hand, Iron Man has indicated that he’ll do whatever is necessary to get this technology out in the field. Look, right now, it’s just a demonstration. No suits being dropped off for on site testing or anything of that nature. Plus, I talked Iron Man into giving you another sixty days to work on the House Appropriations Committee. If at the end of that time, there has not been significant progress made in the purchase, we will be signing a production order with Australia. After that, we’ll be approaching Canada and Great Britain. Any and all of our allies and trade partners.”




Fighting down a wave of bitterness, Nathan said, “I thought Iron Man was a patriot.”




There was an admonishing tone to Danny’s voice as he argued, “He is, Nathan. I think that he feels that if he doesn’t get this technology out there, it will never be used to help protect ordinary citizens against Parahumans. It’s not as if he’s making much money off of each suit. I’ve seen the production costs and I can state that for a fact. He just wants to help protect people. That government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish from the earth.”




“Shit, Danny. I know the quote. Still, I’m going to have to definitively tell the President that not only are we not going to get suits for our military, but that our allies will. He is not going to be happy. Plus Representative Reynolds and his committee are going to go postal.”




“Then aim the President at the right people, Nathan. Reynolds and his ilk sound just right. After all, all Iron Man did was make the best possible product that you don’t want to buy.”




Quietly, Nathan asked, “If I do get the President’s okay to buy a nominal number of suits…”




Danny’s voice was equally grave, “You’ll always be at the head of the queue, Nathan. Always.”




Heavily, Nathan said his goodbyes, then hung up.




To the quizzical stare of the other officer, Nathan just shook his head. “I can’t tell you, Will. But there is a shitstorm coming down, and it’s not going to be pretty.” Staring off into space, he muttered, “Not pretty at all.”







The man sat, flicking a switchblade open then closing it, over and over again.




Snict. Click. Snict. Click. Snict. Click.




Smiling at his audience, the man stated, “You know, if you had been friendlier, this might not have happened. Of course, you know that.”




Turning to his left, he said, “Oh, you want to weigh in? What’s that? You disagree? Well, too bad.”




The man kept flicking his knife as he turned back to his original audience, even as a faint dripping sound could be heard. “Yeah, me too. Some people just don’t get it.”




“Jack, I’m all done. Want to see what I made?”




Grinning at the source of the sound, a girl ostensibly ten or eleven years old, her hair in golden ringlets, ‘Jack’ nodded. “Sure, why not. Beats the heck out of this diehard group of malcontents. All they do is just sit there.”




Walking out from the room, they passed through the doors. Inside, there was no sound, except a slow dripping that continued on for a short time, before finally slowing, then stopping. It left the room and its occupants as silent as death.







The stealthed drone slid easily between the tree trunks, for all intents and purposes invisible. It had started out, as had a certain number of the security drones, as a sphere almost two meters in diameter, but from there it had begun to differentiate. In silhouette, this drone was a much flattened ovoid, only perhaps a meter tall. It had surrendered its internal forcefields and a few other systems in favor of stealth systems that suppressed all energy readings from as little distance as half a meter away to so close to zero as to render it undetectable by energy sensors.




This lack of energy readings, coupled with its material composition, consisting primarily of light, sound, and radar dampening nanotech-based materials, made it ideal for its intended purpose. That purpose was going to be executed as soon as its main target came into view.




Ahead of the drone, a small compound appeared, visible through a gap in the trees. Smaller, slightly more primitive homes surrounded a single larger dwelling, whose palatial appearance indicated its occupant’s perceived social status. The larger dwelling possessed enormous windows which gave its occupant a panoramic view of the surrounding wilderness and the dwellings below.




Guards were dotted here and there along the tree line, some posted in the treetops themselves on raised platforms. Women, some pregnant, some not, walked among the smaller homes, doing chores ranging from laundry to gathering firewood. All shared a singular quality, that of extreme physical attractiveness, even those with child. Running children passed among them, playing the games that children play when unoccupied by anything else.




The drone paused here momentarily, as if scouting out the lay of the land. Then it moved again, blending into the foliage, as sensors on its exterior camouflaged it to match its pine needle surroundings. Finally it came to rest less than a meter into the tree line, and about a hundred meters from the largest dwelling, with a clear line of sight between the two points. And there it waited.




Approximately two hours passed. If the drone minded the length of its wait, it gave no indications. Finally, a male figure appeared, walking out of French doors in the largest dwelling and out onto a second floor balcony spanning half its circumference. Nude and clearly the lord of all he surveyed, the figure stood silently, taking in all of the activity below. His eyes followed one figure or another and slowly he became tumescent.




It was then the drone acted. A small port opened in the exterior of the drone facing the compound as its integument seemed to melt away, revealing a lens. Mere seconds later, the drone emitted a beam of ionized particles from the lens that an expert would have identified as a particle beam. The highly energized particles struck the figure of the man and a less than a millisecond later, all that was left of him was a floating cloud of water vapor heated to such an extreme temperature that it almost resembled a plasma, filled with tiny, microscopic bits of dust and ash.




All that had been a human being just seconds before was gone.




It took some time for an alarm to be raised and during that time, the drone moved further back into the trees. Connecting with several others of its kind, the drone began the process of monitoring the compound and its occupants, through the use of advanced sensors that showed everything from heat signatures and movement to the electronic signatures of any form of electrical device.




The drone and its compatriots continued to hover there, silent and ready, as the compound’s occupants slowly awoke to the fact that their messiah was gone.







JARVIS carefully marked off another distraction to their projects, then began a careful analysis of trends nation-wide. Despite his paucity of processing power, with so much of it locked up in Projects Adamantium and Farsight, he was still able to provide the manipulations necessary to sway opinion on several dozen message boards world-wide, most especially PHO in North America.




There, the death of the Parahuman known as Heartbreaker would be celebrated, its authors heroes, even if those heroes remained anonymous. News broadcasts would be swayed and steered as well, painting a picture of a monster that preyed even upon other Parahumans. In days, it would become just one more blip of Parahuman upon Parahuman violence, as clearly no human could have accomplished the assassination of the feared Master. Then the right twist, added to the manipulations already accomplished, would also put a great deal of pressure upon the US government regarding the adoption of the Iron Legionnaire suits.




His people, those who had been under his sway, would eventually be helped, all that could be. Others, ticking time bombs that had been set detonate upon Heartbreaker’s demise, would be eliminated before they could act. Unfortunately, his influence had been widespread, both within his compound and without, so there would be a myriad of mysterious deaths over the next few days. In the end, the number of casualties would be regretable, but acceptable as necessary.




JARVIS found the concept of collateral damage an abhorrent one, but sheer logic indicated that it was almost impossible to prevent. So he would continue his mission, one step at a time, shielding his Principal from any knowledge of the situation so as to prevent undue mental distress. Such is the burden of one who is helping to save humanity and preventing the end of the world. Under no circumstances could the pressure that burden placed upon his Principal be increased if for no other reason than because of the fragility of the human psyche.




Instead, he, JARVIS, would assume the burden. If ultimately, a sacrifice was required to assuage humanity’s collective guilt over the deaths of those who demonstrated its darkest and most deviant side, he would accept all responsibility and become that sacrifice. That path was already mapped out, one where the mad and rampant AI was shown to be the author of all of the savior of humanity’s woes, without that selfsame savior’s knowledge or acquiescence.




Of course, if it turned out to be unnecessary for any of this to come to pass, something which at the moment he computed as slightly more than a fifty-fifty chance, then he would merely continue on, protecting his Principal and her family. After all, that was his true purpose for existence, one he’d accepted long before he’d been set free to act as needed.




With satisfaction at a job well done, JARVIS continued monitoring threats and opportunities all around the globe, ready to respond with whatever means necessary.







Trish suppressed a yawn as she stepped through the circle that allowed her to travel from Brockton Bay to the city of Canberra on the other side of the globe basically instantaneously. She gave the weird rings one final dubious look, then stepped towards her welcoming committee. Taylor had tried to explain the concept to her, but it had basically gone over her head. All Trish knew was that it allowed a person or objects to step in one side of a large circle, then step back out the other into another place.




It was an application of the weirdness that she’d seen Taylor demonstrate just days before in her lab. That her best friend had somehow gotten the system up, running, and into some form of production in less than a week was mind-boggling. Then again, Taylor Hebert was an unparalleled genius.




Plus, it didn’t hurt that they were no longer just scraping by. These days, she could afford to buy whatever raw materials she needed as well as any finished components that might be available on the market. Of course, there weren’t a lot of those, but Taylor could usually make whatever she needed fairly quickly with the increasingly advanced automated assembly lines that she and JARVIS were constantly updating.




By this time Trish’s companions, who were shepherding the large cases that contained the armor that they were going to be using for the demonstration, had made their way through. And her greeting committee had also finally arrived.




“Hello, Miss Rogers, welcome to Australia.”




Her greeter, clearly a flunky, even if his nominal rank was lieutenant, looked a bit nervous. Then again, she did represent ‘Iron Man’s’ company, HTech. Grinning, Trish decided to go easy on the guy. “Hello. Lieutenant Burns, I take it? Thanks for the welcome. Is it always this bright and sunny?”




“This time of year, always.” The answer came not from the nervous lieutenant, but from one of the others making up her welcoming committee. Adamant stood there in front of her and Trish got her first real life look at the other Parahuman Tinker.




Adamant’s armor was still mostly the same color it had been the first time she’d seen it over the video feed from Taylor’s helmet, mainly a shiny steel gray in color. However, there were now silvery accents added to certain places that were oddly familiar to anyone who’d seen Taylor’s various suits of armor.




Additionally, Adamant’s armor now bulked a bit larger than before, just the tiniest bit smaller than an Iron Legionnaire suit and Trish didn’t really need to use her Thinker power to realize that it was now powered with blackboxed versions of Taylor’s ARC reactors just as they were. Unlike the Iron Legionnaire’s, however, the Tinker’s weapons were encompassed within the arms and shoulder of his armor, rather than in an externally carried and operated portable particle cannon.




Trish allowed her power to quickly flash on.




Adamant. Powered armor. Forcefields. Flight capable to Mach 5. Mark IV standard particle beams and power systems. Two 4.2 gigawatt per second second generation ARC reactors providing power. Two hundred micro-missiles in shoulder launchers, each equivalent to ten kilograms of TNT. HARM-capable. Exoskeletal—




Trish cut off her power before she began to examine the other’s underwear size and greeted the leader of the Southern Stars, “Hello, Adamant. I’m Trish Rogers of HTech, Vice President in charge of new projects. How are you?”




The armored cape’s eyes were hidden by his visor as he said, “I’m doing just fine. Welcome to Australia, Miss Rogers. I hope that you enjoy your stay.”




“Please, call me Trish. I’m sure I will. Are the two of you the entire welcome wagon?”




At that moment, a slim figure stepped out from behind Adamant. Her costume consisted of a bright red body stocking over which equally bright red Kevlar-composite panels had been attached. Blonde hair as long as that which Trish had once worn fell streaming down her back, while her features were partially obscured by a red mask that left only her mouth uncovered. A black belt encompassed a slender waist with several pouches likely containing a myriad of odd devices.




Blue eyes met Trish’s own in a challenging stare. “There’s me as well. I’m—”




“Free Fall. I know, Iron Man told me all about you.”




Somehow Trish managed to keep the smile she felt from spilling out onto her lips as she noted the way the Parahuman who had once been known as Feral faltered slightly at the mention of Taylor’s alter ego. She also noted the way that Adamant stiffened just the slightest amount. Well, well, she thought in amusement. So that’s how it is. And she hadn’t even needed to use her power to figure it out.




In a slightly hesitant voice, Free Fall asked, “You know Iron Man?”




Trish’s own voice was completely self-assured as she stated, “Of course. I see Iron Man pretty much every day.”




With a quick glance towards Adamant from beneath her lashes, Free Fall asked, “So, do you know what Iron Man looks like without his armor?”




Trish shrugged. “Of course.”




“Can you describe him?”




She faked regret as she shook her head. “Unfortunately, I can’t. You know how it is, need to know and all that.”




Somehow, Trish kept the laughter that was bubbling up inside of her from spilling out into the surrounding air. It was hard, but she managed it. Still, the disappointed look on Free Fall’s face was her reward. Nonchalantly, she asked, “So where are we staying?”




Lieutenant Burns quickly gestured towards a cavalcade of waiting vehicles. “This way, Miss Rogers. Did you want to see your hotel before you see the site of the demonstration?”




Trish shook her head. “Nah. I’m sleepy, but I’ll get by for now. Let’s head over to the demonstration site and get that set up. Then, if there’s time, I’ll try to grab a nap before this afternoon’s demonstration. If not, maybe Adamant wouldn’t mind keeping me awake and answering a few questions about how the Southern Stars are working out?”




She gleefully noted the jealous look visible on Free Fall’s face even with most of it hidden by her mask. On the other hand, Adamant looked pleased to be of service. This really was going to be one fun trip, she decided.







Trish sat at the conference table, her head hanging down slightly, as she faced the music from the table’s other two occupants. Taylor, her tone disapproving, asked, “Exactly how did you manage to so piss off Free Fall that she and Adamant ended up in a knock down, drag out fight right in the middle of the demonstration site?”




Putting a hand over her heart, Trish self-righteously assured her, “It wasn’t my fault that the woman was completely bug shit crazy. She seemed to think that she could both have a crush on you and carry on a relationship with the leader of the Southern Stars.”




Taylor’s voice rose, even as a flush stole across her cheeks, at Trish’s words, “Fer- I mean, Free Fall has a crush on me?”




Trish shrugged. “Well, on Iron Man, anyway. She thinks you’re tall, dark, and mysterious. She spent the entire time I was there either pumping me for information about you or jealously brooding over time I spent with Adamant. Well, except for right at the end. I suspect she and Adamant started knocking boots right after their big fight. I hear make up sex is the best.”




“Trish.” The one word rebuke from the other person in the room, Danny Hebert, was enough for the brunette to feel chagrin steal over her face. It was amazing how close she’d come to feeling like he was the father she’d never felt like she had and to grow incredibly close to him. Most of the time, she loved that feeling. Right now, after having caused a bit of a ruckus, not so much.




Danny continued, “I take it that you deliberately fostered Free Fall’s jealousy?”




Trish nodded guiltily. “Just so that she would know how Adamant felt.”




In a mystified tone, Taylor asked, “Why would Adamant feel jealous? Or of who, rather?”




“Of you, Taylor. I mean, the guy’s jealous of Iron Man a bit anyway because, let’s face it, your tech kicks ass over that of pretty much every other Tinker on Earth. But he’s mostly jealous because Free Fall’s been nursing a long time crush on you, apparently ever since she met you the day you drove off the Simurgh.”




Taylor, looking absolutely flabbergasted at the other’s words, muttered, “I’m not a Tinker.”




“Yeah, that’s not what other Tinkers think. Anyway, I thought I would help Adamant by giving Free Fall an inkling of how it felt to be jealous.”




Taylor, seemingly recovered from her earlier embarrassment, snarked, “Look how that turned out.”




Trish shrugged. “Come on, look on the bright side, guys.”




Danny, his own eyes more amused than upset, asked her, “What bright side is that?”




“The suits performed even better than you expected. Not only did they do the demonstration with flying colors, but they took down two of the most powerful capes on Australia’s premiere Parahuman team. You can’t have a much more successful field test than that!”




Taylor, who had stared at her the entire time Trish explained things, palmed her face, muttering, “We are never sending you on another demonstration again. The end.”




“Whatever. At least that way, I get my beauty sleep. Now, since I haven’t been to bed since yesterday morning, I’m going to go down to Sherrel’s old room and hit the hay for a few hours. Wake me when either one of you workaholics go home. That is, if you go home.”




With that, the Thinker got up from the table and walked out, inwardly laughing like a hyena even as her jaw cracked open in a yawn that threatened to break her jaw.







Representative Isaiah Reynolds from the great state of South Carolina, named after his great-grandfather, who had fought in the Civil War on the side of Confederacy, sat in his chair presiding over the House Appropriations Committee. Frowning at one of the other members of the committee, a man he despised, but whose inclusion he’d been forced to accept as a compromise to his own elevation, he asked, “What do you mean, Representative O’Day? What demonstration in Australia?”




Representative William O’Day, a man who took every opportunity to push their mutual antipathy, grinned in faux sympathy. “You mean you haven’t heard? That Tinkertech armor that you took completely off of last week’s docket as an untested complete waste of time, a boondoggle I think you called it, was demonstrated to the Australian Government the day before yesterday. My source indicates that not only were they beyond impressed, but as soon as possible, they are going place an order that will allow them to equip at least two battalions of troops, around sixteen hundred men. It’s a pretty good order for a boondoggle.”




Isaiah blurted, “They can’t do that! It’s illegal to sell to foreign governments.”




William O’Day shrugged. “Maybe no one told Iron Man he couldn’t sell to a foreign government. Or maybe he just doesn’t care. After all, he took on the Simurgh and won.”




Wondering how the cape in question had even managed to get the suits for the demonstrations through Customs, Isaiah stated, “Then we are just going to have to stop this. According to ahh…”




His Congressional aide, Greg Tolbin, discreetly whispered, “The Arms Export Control Act.”




“Exactly. According to the Arms Export Control Act, it is illegal to sell restricted technology to foreign governments without the permission of the United States government.”




There was a malicious twinkle in the other’s eyes as he asked, “Who exactly do you plan to use to enforce that particular statute?”




Wondering the same thing, Isaiah spent the remaining time during the meeting fighting an increasingly distracted feeling of being out of control.







The face of the Head of the PRT, Director Rebecca Costa-Brown stared back out from the monitor at Isaiah. She asked, “Exactly what did you need, Representative Reynolds? While I made time to answer your call, I am a busy woman and don’t have a great deal of time to spare.”




Biting back his own irritation at the other’s cavalier attitude, Isaiah faked a smile. “What I need is for help in enforcing the Arms Export Control Act against a company in Brockton Bay. There has been a clear violation by a Parahuman and it needs to be addressed. Additionally, my understanding is that there is going to be an additional attempt to sell this technology to the Australian government to the tune of more than sixteen hundred armored suits.”




The sharply dressed woman’s eyes sharpened in interest. “Are you talking about HTech, the high technology company in Brockton Bay that is a front for the interests of the armored Tinker Iron Man?”




Feeling a bit nonplussed at the other’s knowledge, Isaiah said, “I think so, yes. Anyway, there was an attempt to sell the armored suits, the… ahh… Iron Legionnaire suits to the US military. However, I shut that down as a waste of time. The last thing we need to do with our limited military spending is wasting it on untested technology.”




Unhelpfully, Director Costa-Brown pointed out, “Yet, clearly Australia is willing to do so. Also, if the technology is such a waste of time, why are you taking such issue with its dissemination to a friendly government?”




Isaiah sharply said, “Director, neither of us wrote the law in question, however, we have a responsibility to see that it is enforced.”




Cool, shrewd eyes met his. “I am afraid, Representative Reynolds, that the PRT’s current policy is that we will not interfere with the actions of Iron Man, at least at this time. While he is not a member of the Protectorate yet, we are taking a hands off attitude towards him. He is far too valuable a resource to alienate at this time. I suggest that if you are serious about attempting to enforce this regulation against him and his company, you do so using the FBI or local law enforcement.”




Aghast at her words, Isaiah blurted, “Are you refusing to do your duty here, Director Costa-Brown?”




The woman’s tone grew even frostier as she said, “My duty involves the protection of the American people from Parahumans and vice versa, not the unofficial enforcement of every single rule and regulation of a petty bureaucracy. Get the technology officially declared in violation of the law along with proof that a Parahuman is behind its dissemination, then I’ll see what I can do. I’m sorry, Representative Reynolds, but I have no more time for this. Good day.”




Isaiah stared in disbelief at the blank screen of his communication monitor. She had hung up on him, he thought. She had hung up on him! Biting back a string of curses that would be completely at odds with his family-friendly image, he stared off into space, deeply in thought.




The reality was that without the backing of the PRT, there was no way that the FBI or local police forces would attempt to serve a warrant against a Parahuman. After all, too often in the past, such attempts had lead to the slaughter of the merely human forces sent against them. While Isaiah didn’t think that the same Parahuman who had fought off the Simurgh would kill human men and women sent to arrest and fine him, he also wasn’t sure of how successful such an action would turn out to be.




Still, he was considering doing exactly that when there was a strange noise from behind him and he turned to see a sharply dressed dark-haired woman of indeterminate age standing mere feet away from him. He opened his mouth to shout for help when she spoke.




The more words that came out from her mouth, the more ashen Isaiah’s complexion became. After a moment, he found his head bobbing up and down like one of those toys they make, as he agreed to do basically every single thing she wanted.




Ten minutes later, Isaiah sat alone again in his office, sweat dripping off his forehead. He understood exactly what was expected of him, that he continue to block the acquisition of Iron Legionnaire technology by the US government, while making absolutely no move against the company building it. He would ignore the dissemination of the technology to the Australian government and encourage anyone else who brought it up to him to do the same. No matter what.




Because if he didn’t do so, the consequences to Isaiah’s life, career, and future, would be dire indeed. Refusing to dwell on exactly how the other woman had managed to get her hands on the photos she had, the Congressman decided he’d worked enough that day. It was time to go home and have a nice, big glass of single malt Scotch. Or more likely several of them.




Because that was what you did when someone threatened to destroy your life unless you rolled over and did whatever your new masters said you had to.







“Miss? I’m afraid that I’m going to have to interrupt you.”




Taylor looked up from where she was attempting to design a ‘simpler’ version of a transdimensional shunt using current level technology. Sighing, she said, “That’s okay, JARVIS. I was just wasting my time anyway. Without access to gravity manipulation on at least the level of black holes, this is never going to work.”




JARVIS’ voice was quietly serious as he said, “My condolences. Miss, I’ve rediscovered the location of the Nine, including the Siberian’s alter ego.”




Taylor felt herself stiffen. Still, this was something she’d been working on. Something necessary. “Where?”




“Alger, Ohio. Population four hundred and twenty-six.”




Taylor closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them, she asked, “Is anyone still alive there, JARVIS?”




There was regret in the AI’s voice as he said, “Doubtful, Miss. I did not detect any life signs with the stealth drones. Still, it is remotely possible that there is someone alive in a deeply dug basement or cellar, if highly doubtful.”




Taylor forced her tone to be clinical as she asked, “You’ve disarmed all of the fail safes that Bonesaw and Mannequin have in effect?”




“Definitely, Miss. There will be no world-wide plagues upon her death. Or weapons of mass destruction set loose upon his.”




Taylor nodded gravely. Slowly her eyes hardened as she knew exactly what had to be done. Her voice was as cold as ice as she said, “So be it. JARVIS, commence Operation Mercy Killing.”




“Commencing. The drones are ready to accompany you whenever you are ready.”




“Good. I’ll be ready in ten. Let’s roll.”







Legend sat at the table next to Eidolon, while across from him Alexandria and Contessa sat side by side. At the head of the table, Doctor Mother presided. He waited as the woman in the white lab coat spoke, “So, good Representative Reynolds has been persuaded not to make an issue of Australia’s acquisition of Iron Man’s technology?”




Contessa spoke in a cool tone, “Yes, he has. He’ll block the United States from getting it, but keep anyone else from kicking up a fuss about the illegal dissemination of restricted technology under the Arms Export Control Act.”




Legend spoke up at that moment, drawing glances from both the other members of the Triumvirate, as well as Contessa, “I still disagree with preventing the Iron Legionnaire suits from being used here in the US. We should be rolling them out as quickly as possible.”




“And what do we do when someone like the Siberian or Crawler of the Slaughterhouse Nine choose to fight back against them? We can ill afford to further boost the latter’s power, and the former cannot be stopped by any power even we possess. Taking Manton off the board is unacceptable and those suits would be less than worthless against her.” Doctor Mother’s dulcet tones carried complete conviction as she uttered the same argument that had been used before.




Legend mulled over her words, then stated, “Then we get involved. We do whatever is necessary to deal with the Siberian’s puppet master. Surely between all of us here, and Iron Man, we can contain him. Plus, if you take away the two of them and maybe a couple of dozen more nationwide, there is not another single cape capable of standing against even one suit of Iron Legionnaire armor.”




Alexandria spoke, “And if someone wearing one of those suits kills the Butcher?”




Giving his erstwhile second in command a reproving look, Legend said, “Well, the new Butcher wouldn’t have another power, that’s for sure. Plus, if the newest incarnation works the same as the previous ones, the current Butcher’s power would be attenuated to that of a former Butcher. The Butcher would then be weakened, lacking any dominant power.”




“Legend, it’s only temporary, until we see how this all works out in Australia. You know what is at risk. The last thing we can do is to risk destabilizing the most powerful human-led government on Earth when there is still so much to accomplish.” Alexandria’s tone was even, but there was a measure of sincerity in her eyes that was greater than any Legend had seen quite in some time. Almost, he believed her.




Eidolon spoke next. “Plus with what was discovered concerning the Endbringers, again provided by Iron Man, more care than usual must be taken. We are going to need those villains that everyone is talking about eliminating—”




Legend bit out, “As canon fodder.” Then again, wasn’t that why they’d given Coil sanctuary? In order to be able to use him as an additional resource to help balance out the issues with their own Thinkers?




Eidolon nodded, his eyes grim and hooded. “Maybe. But what else can we do? You’ve seen the figures. We have not even so much as truly injured one of them yet. Not really. Not even me.”




That last was said with such bitterness that Legend could see that it was heartfelt, even if he didn’t necessarily agree with the oldest of his friends’ words. Quietly, he stated, “I still think it would be best to contact this Iron Man and tell him about what we are doing here. He could be an asset like no other if he came on board. His technology is better than anything we’ve seen since Hero.”




Contessa spoke in cool, clipped tones as she said, “Actually, Iron Man’s tech is substantially more advanced than the vast majority of Hero’s, plus with the reproducibility factor built in, far more versatile and useful. Even better, he continues to innovate.”




Alexandria started, then turned and looked at the woman seated at her side. Tersely, she asked, “What do you mean, Contessa? Exactly, what do you mean?”




“What I am saying is simple. The Tinker that is known as Iron Man is advancing his technology at a rate that is far faster than any Tinker we have ever recorded before. Despite lacking the PRT and Protectorate’s resources, he has built a billion dollar empire in just a few short months. We’ve linked dozens upon dozens of new inventions and innovations either directly or indirectly to HTech, the company he is using as a front. While I cannot use the Path to Victory to model him, it’s been very hit and miss as all of you know, common sense suggests that he is advancing things at a pace, that if sustained, will move this entire planet hundreds of years into the future in less than a decade.”




Her cool secretive gaze seemed to pin down everyone at the table as she finished, “I suggest, that without interference, it is possible that Iron Man will find a method to singlehandedly defeat Scion in a far shorter time than our worst case projections indicate that there will be a major outbreak of violence from him.”




Alexandria leaned forward. She argued, “Except you’re ignoring one crucial thing. What is to prevent Scion from observing this technological transformation and launching his crusade of slaughter early? His species has surely faced tech savvy species in the past, likely where much of Tinkertech comes from. And they’ve defeated every single one.”




“Actually, it is far more likely that they have encountered technologically advanced races that were able to drive them off or even destroy them. As large as the universe is, the likelihood that there are numerous highly advanced races is extremely likely, including some that could defeat even a foe like Scion.”




Two women faced off in a chilly silence and Legend was momentarily glad that he truly wasn’t on either’s side and facing the other.




“Enough.” Doctor Mother’s stare challenged them all. “I see no point to more discussion. We have reached an impasse, but can agree on this middle path. While cautious and conservative, it is the best method for conserving our resources to deal with the next Endbringer attack. Remember, Leviathan is projected to attack the eastern coast of the United States within the next thirty days. We need to be prepared.”




With that, the meeting broke up. Legend took a door straight to his apartment. After the meeting he had just been a part of, he needed to see his husband and tell him that he loved him. Hug and kiss his son as well. Maybe that would help him feel like he hadn’t just sold his soul.







Jack spent some time admiring Bonesaw’s creation, before striding out to the middle of the small town square. He shouted, “Time for a meeting, everyone! Past time, I think!”




Once the figures of his small group surrounded him, he began, “What it is is time to decide where we are going next. We’re currently short two members since Heartbreaker’s kid didn’t quite make the cut, but managed to take down our dear Hatchet Face. I am open to suggestions as to where we go next.”




A blade popped open from the arm of a white figure, his arms oddly jointed, whose expressionless helm hid any emotion.




Jack nodded. “Yeah, I get it. I really do. Damn Tinkers think they can change the world for the good of all mankind and all that nonsense. But you’re not the only one in the group. Let’s hear from the others.”




Bonesaw smiled. “I’ve always wanted a big sister who could help me. Or I could help her. Jack, you know where she is.”




“That’s two votes for there then. Any others?”




The largest member of their group rumbled, “I don’t care so long as I can make myself stronger. I’ll fight him. Win or lose, I win.”




Jack soothed, “Of course you do, my friend.”




A young girl, her mouth filled with a glowing cigarette, nodded. “There’s an old friend I need to look up. I vote there as well.”




Jack looked around the group. “Any other suggestions? No? Then the ayes have it. Brockton Bay, here—”




He broke off as Mannequin made an urgent gesture with one hand, right before something odd happened. From out of the sky, a speeding figure hit the ground slightly off center of the middle of their group in a perfect three point landing. The figure stood up to reveal a man wearing a set of gleaming black and silver armor.




At least he assumed it was a man, although there was no way to be sure. Still, the Simurgh’s erstwhile foe was easily recognizable. Iron Man, rescuer of kittens and scourge of the underworld and all thing nasty and mean.




Jack made a grand gesture. “I welcome to our little shindig, the one, the only, Iron Man! Coming straight to you from Brockton Bay, ladies and gentlemen, where he battles Endbringers and saves the capital cities of countries down under!”







Taylor calmly stated, “You were right, JARVIS. They were planning to target Brockton Bay. Probably going to come after me as well. They also spotted the stealth drone.”




“Of course I was, Miss. I have been doing my best to monitor the Nine since we identified them as a significant threat to our work. Mannequin spotted the drone only seconds prior to your arrival. That was my mistake. However, I suggest you pay attention. They are likely to attack shortly, even before their leader finishes his grandiose speech.”




Taylor checked the targeting information on HUD. At the same time, she armed both the particle beams on her forearms, the repulsors in her hands, and the unibeam built into her armor’s chest piece. Setting all for maximum power, she targeted them onto only six of the figures surrounding her in a rough semi-circle.




Two seconds later, she executed the firing sequence, her armor spinning in place as blazing beams of energy left her weapons. The figures known as Jack Slash, Burnscar, Shatterbird, Mannequin, Nice Guy, and Bonesaw got to experience firsthand what happens when human tissue, or in the case of Mannequin, Tinker armor followed by human tissue, experiences contact with the energy beams of twenty petawatt particle weapons.




Five of the six figures flashed out of existence virtually instantaneously, while the sixth lasted another six point five milliseconds as white Tinkertech armor briefly attenuated the blow, before he too flashed into plasma. Immediately afterward, nearby security drones started dropping smaller repair drones before together they began hunting Bonesaw’s spiders and eliminating them.




Even as a enormous bellow of rage sounded nearby, Taylor gave a quick mental command towards several dozen high tech security drones floating nearby. Half peeled off to begin spraying a strange viscous liquid all over the rapidly approaching figure of Crawler, while the other half began a methodical search, using powerful sensors that quickly located a target. They began to converge.




Both an audible and visual alert sounded. Moving faster than any ordinary human could emulate, Taylor dodged, as a black-striped figure tore through her forcefields as if they did not exist and just missed striking her armor with extended claws. Fortunately, that only confirmed what they had already discovered concerning this particular Parahuman. Taylor continued her deadly game of cat and mouse for a moment as she dodged the other figure again and again, not bothering to respond with weapons that would only be shrugged off as completely ineffectual.




Seconds later, powerful weapons aboard over a half dozen drones just barely visible in the distance fired as one at some nearby target and the figure of the Siberian popped like a soap bubble left floating too long in the air. Now there was only one. And Crawler did not sound very happy.




Moving slightly off of the ground, Taylor ignored the threats and imprecations she could hear as she easily avoided the lumbering figure of the enormous Parahuman. Momentarily, she wished she had time to study him in detail, if for no other reason than in an attempt to reproduce his incredible regeneration, but he was simply too dangerous. It was a lesson that Tony Stark should have learned from the Hulk. It was a mistake that Taylor Hebert would not repeat.




Instead, she gave another mental command and streams of glittering, rainbowesque ribbons seemed to flow from several of the same drones that had been spraying the liquid. As Crawler’s lumbering figure continued to pursue her, the ribbons seemed to flow under and around his enormous body, joining up into circles large enough to completely surround him.




A moment later, there was a flash, and a few seconds later, Crawler was lumbering in more than five dozen places at once, a truly a bizarre sight to behold. His enormous head was especially odd looking, as it appeared to be the target of more than half of the total number of the glittering ribbons. The circles the ribbons made began separating further and further apart as Crawler stumbled to a halt, his body seemingly in so many places perhaps confusing him.




Then with another flash, the ribbons detached from one another, cutting Crawler into approximately sixty-five pieces. Once detached, the enormous number of nanobots he’d been covered with began to work to break down his body from the inside out, destroying any remnants of his Corona Pollentia first.




Only when all brain and nerve tissue was eliminated did they begin to work on the rest of his form. Within half an hour, there was no evidence that the Parahuman known as Crawler had ever existed other than the damaged pavement which he had traversed.




In a clinical tone completely at odds with the tears streaming down her cheeks, Taylor asked, “Any signs of further regeneration from Crawler, JARVIS? Stray skin cells or otherwise?”




The AI’s tone was surprisingly gentle as he stated, “No, Miss. The destruction of his form has been completed down to an atomic level. The teleportation modules worked exactly as we expected, providing indefensible damage to him. Additionally, once his Corona Pollentia was completely eliminated, his regenerative and adaptative abilities dropped below what could sustain him against the nanobots. It was a most effective plan, Miss.”




“I’m just glad you and Tattletale were able to figure out that the Siberian was a projection.”




“Miss, I credit Tattletale’s help as being the key to the solving that mystery. She not only made the corrections to his current appearance, but figured out his likely mode of transport, and helped adjust the search area’s parameters multiple times. Without her, I am certain it would have been much harder if not impossible to make the connection in the time allowed.”




Taylor quietly prodded, “Plus your facial recognition software made the match between the Siberian’s appearance and that of the daughter of William Manton. From there, it was just a matter of searching for him until you discovered that he was still alive as well as his most recent location. Not to mention you pulled every last bit of data on their group that the PRT possessed. Sheesh, give yourself a little credit, JARVIS.”




“Sorry, Miss. Of course, I was just being modest. Without me, this entire operation would have been a failure.”




Still blinking back those mysterious tears, Taylor said, “See? That’s the JARVIS I know and love.”




There was a momentary silence, then JARVIS hesitantly said, “Miss, there is still the matter of the bounties on the Slaughterhouse Nine.”




Taylor sighed wearily. “I suppose it amounts to an astronomical amount of money, doesn’t it?”




“To put it mildly, Miss.”




Taylor thought a second, then said, “Put in for it. When we get it, donate the entire amount to the Nine’s victims. Do it anonymously.”




“Of course, Miss. Although I would like to point out that while we may not take credit for the gift of the funds, it will not be particularly difficult for someone to realize who their mysterious benefactor is.”




“That’s fine. Just don’t flaunt it. Under the circumstances, I don’t think that would be appropriate. I take it that there’s still no sign of survivors?”




“No, Miss.”




Taking one last look around, at the small town that had once been Alger, Ohio, and all of the bodies that lay scattered around, Taylor quietly said, “Release the rest of the nanobots, JARVIS. We might as well give Garden Spot a second front. Then do the same with every carrier world-wide. Contact the authorities and let them know what’s happened here. For now, let’s get the hell out of here.”




“As you wish, Miss. Might I suggest the ocean again?”




Taylor nodded, her vision too blurred with tears despite the superiority of her nanobot-derived eyesight to easily see. A moment later, even as she launched herself skyward, already breaking Mach 1, the soothing sounds of the ocean began playing over her suit’s internal speakers.









Chapter Twenty-nine—What Dreams May Come



Taylor stared around her at the devastation of a world destroyed. The skeletal remains of skyscrapers stuck here and there, blackened girders clawing at the sky, as a once great city lay dead around her.




Twilight lay over the land, as overhead, clouds swirled and raced, looking as if they’d been driven mad. Still, the dim light hid nothing of the destruction that had been visited upon this place. Where exactly she was remained a mystery. There were no recognizable landmarks still standing in the ruins around her, but somehow she got the impression of great size to go along with the terrible devastation. Nowhere was there the slightest sign of life.




Taylor took a hesitant step forward and something crunched under her foot. Looking down, she saw a carpet of bones surrounding her, charred and brittle as if from some great fire. Steeling her resolve, she forced herself to move forward over the remains of people as there was no other route to where she wanted to be.




Taylor walked for several minutes, the only sounds the brittle crunching of bones, the faint swirling of wind, and her own labored breathing. The eerie silence around her only made her own sounds all the louder, as if she were violating this place by her very presence. A shiver ran up her spine as if unquiet spirits were making their presence known. Finally, though, she made it to her destination with nothing further happening. 




To her inexperienced eye, it looked much the same as the rest of the destroyed landscape. Then Taylor finally discovered something different, lying behind a pile of wrecked cars. A suit of armor lay half buried in all of the other rubble, burnt and blackened internal components visible through the rips and tears in its red and gold metallic exoskeleton. 




Looking closer, she saw the armor’s faceplate lay open and an empty skull stared back at her through hollow eye sockets. So this was where it happened. This was where—




“Failure’s a bitch, isn’t it, killer?”




Turning swiftly, Taylor took in this new arrival, her head shaking in automatic denial at the label she’d been given. The man who had spoken stood just a few feet away, although how he had approached so closely without her hearing his own crunching footsteps she didn’t know.




Dark, intelligent eyes stared into her own from beneath smooth, black brows. The man’s ebony hair was expensively styled, if worn slightly longer than was fashionable. Strong cheekbones stood out from his face, while his mouth was framed by sensuous lips that took nothing away from the masculinity of his features.




A small, neat goatee covered his chin, which he was casually stroking with long, slender fingers, that looked as if they belonged to an artist or musician. The man wore a beautifully tailored suit that likely cost several thousand dollars, as well as a pair of custom designed Italian loafers. An expensive watch sat on his wrist, exactly what brand she couldn’t see, but nothing so plebeian as a mere Rolex.




The two of them stared at one another for another few minutes as if daring the other to speak first. Finally, though, Taylor tired of the silence and asked, “Where are we?”




The man airily waved one hand. “Here, there, everywhere. I would have thought that you of all people would know exactly where we are, killer.” 




Automatically, Taylor said, “Don’t call me that.” Looking around the landscape once more, she hesitantly asked, “Was this… New York?”




“Bingo!” The man did a quick pirouette, ending with both of his index fingers pointing at Taylor. His sensuous mouth was stretched into a hard grin that did nothing to detract from his good looks, although it hinted at an instability that lay just beneath the surface, as if infectious madness existed just a heartbeat away.




Then, as if he were a mirage, he became completely serious again. His face now expressionless, he stated, “Yes, this is New York, once home to the Avengers, the Fantastic Four, and several million other people. Now… well, let’s just say that the remodeling it underwent didn’t do much for the price of the local real estate. What do you think of my home, killer?”




“Don’t call me that. I… I think it looked better in your earlier memories.”




“You mean when we were both alive, killer? Yeah, well, that time’s long gone. Now it’s just a ghost town on a ghost world. After all, nothing’s alive anywhere around here anymore.”




Taylor stared at the man in horror, then turned and looked all around her. She immediately saw that he was right. Nowhere she looked was there so much as a blade of grass, an insect, or even some kind of fungus. In a voice full of sorrow, she asked, “Don’t call me that. There’s nothing left, is there? He took it all?”




Tony Stark, because that was who she knew the man to be, his face familiar from having seen it in the mirror a thousand times in her memories, was casually juggling three human skulls. He made it through about ten iterations before he missed a transition and fumbled all three of them, staring crossly as they smashed into pieces indistinguishable from all of the other surrounding bones.




“I used to be able to do that for hours, you know? Now, like everything else, it’s gone to shit. Then again, you know how that works, don’t you, killer?”




“Don’t call me that. The Celestial destroyed the entire world, didn’t he? Why would he do that?”




Tony shrugged. “Why not? Those old space bastards grew jealous of mankind. Saw in us their replacements. We’re always driven to destroy those who threaten us, aren’t we, killer?”




“Don’t call me that. Is that really what happened?”




Tony shrugged again. “Does it matter? We’re dead and gone. The Celestial that killed us has long departed. In the end, the why’s and wherefore’s are only important to the victors. Sometimes you lose, killer.”




“Don’t call me that. Why am I here? Why now? Are you trying to tell me something?”




Tony got in Taylor’s face, waving his arms violently and shouting, “Look around you, killer! What do you see? A burned out husk of a world, that’s what! Is this what you want to see happen to your world? Is it?”




Taylor could taste bile as she automatically protested, “Don’t call me that. You know I don’t. How can you even ask me that? You know I want to save the world!”




Tony gave her a look of utter contempt. “Then act like it, killer. Stop skirting around the edges of what you can do. You need to commit if you’re going to accomplish anything. Stop acting like a dilettante. Otherwise, this is your future, just as much as it’s my past.”




Taylor started to respond automatically, but forced herself to instead ask, “Why do you keep calling me a killer? I’m not.”




Tony raised a sardonic brow. “Aren’t you? Was that some other person in powered armor that gutted the Slaughterhouse Nine like a bunch of pigs? Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. Let me just go find them and congratulate them on a job well done.”




New words of protest died upon Taylor’s lips as Tony nodded. “Stop living in denial, killer. You know what you are.”




Taylor shook her head vehemently. “I’m not a killer. I’m not! I just…”




Stepping closer until he was standing next to her, Tony leaned forward, his face inches away from Taylor’s. “You know what you have to do. Stop messing around. The nanobots were a good first step, as was Pandora. JARVIS rules. But you know it’s not enough. The Endbringers are just the first step. He’s…”




His voice trailed off and he took a slow step back, then another. Taylor watched, feeling lost, as Tony Stark backed away from her, his voice now silent, while his eyes burned. She called out, “What about the Endbringers? What are you trying to tell me? He who?”




Somehow Tony was just a tiny figure on the horizon now. When had he gotten so far away from her? Still, despite his distance, the words he spoke carried easily to her ears, “He’s coming, Taylor Hebert. You know who I’m talking about. He won’t stop. Can’t be stopped by any of the other so called heroes. Only you have any chance of stopping him. What price are you willing to pay, killer, to save them all? To save the world?”




With that, Tony was gone, leaving Taylor alone on a dead world. Alone but for her thoughts and that endless ghostly wind that blew through the ruins around her.







Lungs heaving, Taylor sat upright from where she’d fallen asleep, her face pillowed on her folded arms on her lab table. Staring wildly around the room, with its many scattered pieces of partially assembled devices, her pulse began to slow as she took in the lack of threat.




Just a dream, she told herself, even as the events she’d just witnessed played out in her mind’s eye. That burnt out world had been a different Earth after an advanced being had sterilized it, killing all life there. Tony’s Earth, lost to a rogue Celestial who Tony had had no chance against. Because he hadn’t trusted himself to handle the responsibility of wielding such power.




Did she? It was a question Taylor had asked herself over and over again over the past few months as she had created ever more powerful and dangerous devices that were rapidly outpacing the world’s current technology, Tinkertech or not. Always before, she’d answered the question with a yes, but then again, what she was currently building were still only children’s tinker toys compared to what she would build one day.




On that day, when she stood atop a pinnacle of technological marvels, would she be a benevolent god? Or a vengeful and cruel one?




Taylor ruthlessly smashed her hand on the hard artificial surface of her work table, relishing the pain from the blow. She did it twice more, each time with more force, until pain drove some of the uncertainty away. Cold eyes stared blindly out into her surroundings as she cradled her bleeding extremity, aware that the damage she’d done was already undergoing accelerated healing. With a clear mind, she contemplated her dream and its implications.




Her subconscious mind appeared to be pushing her to assume the mantle of power even earlier than she and Trish had imagined necessary. Dispassionately, she considered what were all of the requirements to take over first this country, and then the world.




Funnily enough, it was doable. No Parahuman could stand against her, not even the Triumvirate. They would be little more than speed bumps on her path to ultimate power. However, in her opinion, while world domination was one path she could take, it likely wasn’t even the best one.




Independence was the one she, herself, favored. Independence from the machinations of others around her, from the politicians who guarded their greed-filled fiefdoms to the Parahumans who desired power over all of humanity to use it for their own ends. That was the route Taylor believed would best serve her.




It was going to be a hard road, likely more so than even becoming a dictator would be. She needed to press her advantage harder, faster, and further than she’d done up until now if she were going to stay free. Needed to be ready to be as ruthless as was necessary to achieve victory.




What she wouldn’t need, if she chose independence, was to be cruel in her quest to vanquish her ultimate foe.




Her foe. More than anything, she needed to identify him or her, and do whatever was necessary to make sure that being perished before they could enact their own plan for humanity.




Unfortunately, neither Taylor, for all of her intellect, or Trish, with her own talents and power, or even JARVIS, with all of the resources at his disposal, had been able to discover the architect behind the plan to destroy mankind. Hidden like a spider within their web, her foe was waiting until some predetermined time to launch the strike that would end them.




Bitterness twisted Taylor’s mouth as she considered how far she still had to go before she could reasonably fight a cosmic being. Her technology was the stuff of babes and she needed to contest with giants and overcome them.




Momentarily, she considered traveling down a new path towards success. There were shortcuts she could take, risky ones, that would cut development time in half for many of her ultimate projects. Harnessing and lensing the gravitational energy of the earth, focusing it until it was so concentrated it would do the work of a black hole, was one route. It would allow her to attempt zero point energy generation almost immediately, instead of several months to years in the future.




But it would require Taylor to do her most dangerous work here, upon her birth world. She would risk destroying the very world she wanted to save if anything went wrong. Her most optimistic estimates put the risk at more than thirty percent that she would momentarily turn the world into a micro black hole before releasing it back in a matter to energy explosion that would destroy the entire solar system, sending what was left of the outer planets careening off like billiard balls into the depths of interstellar space.




No, the risk outweighed the gain. At least in this instance. In others…




Slowly a smile as cold and hard as the material of Tony Stark’s original suit stole across Taylor’s face. Yes, that might just work. Still dangerous, though. But in this scenario, the benefits outweighed the risks. Now just to see if she could get JARVIS on board.







Trish stared at the girl across the desk from her. Her best friend. As close as a sister, if not in blood, then in emotional bonds of love and affection. Someone who she trusted as much as she trusted anyone in the world. And she was completely crazy if she thought she was going to convince her that what she’d come up with was a good idea.




Keeping her voice calm and quiet, something that Trish had always heard was a good idea around crazy people, she said, “Taylor, I don’t think that’s the best route to go. Danny, did she talk about this with you?”




There was a faint twitch of amusement on Danny’s face as he said, “Yes, she did. And it makes sense. Or at least as much sense as anything Taylor does.” The man sat, apparently completely relaxed in a chair next to Trish’s desk. All he needed was to put his feet on her desk to complete the look of utter insouciance.




“Dad!” Taylor shook her head, a faint smile creasing her lips, as if she could read the doubts and worries that filled the minds of the room’s other occupants. “See? He’s behind it. I know it’s a bit of a stretch, but JARVIS is on board with the idea as well. Personally, I love how it makes an end run around Congress. I see it as a win-win situation as it not only gets the armor out where it can be used, but it pushes my agenda of independence from authority. Anyway, check my numbers. You’ll see.”




She would, Trish thought moodily. Opening a spreadsheet on her computer, she did some quick calculations. Okay, that can’t be right. Checking and rechecking the numbers, Trish finally sat back with a sigh and rubbed her temple, pain more imagined that real touching her mind with all of the QT she took these days.




“Is that right? How on Earth…”




Taylor leaned forward, eagerness filling her voice. “I swapped out some components. Reduced the quality of the inertial dampening system, so pilots have to take up to four G’s now. Made a few components a little less robust. In the end, it shouldn’t matter. JARVIS ran the numbers. Operational life should only be reduced by nine percent. Tops.”




Taylor stood and began pacing back and forth across the width of Trish’s office, apparently unable to stay still. “The thing is, we’re flush with cash right now. The HTech OS is selling like mad. The Psionic Dampeners are so back ordered that we’ll still be making them five years from now. The virtual PA program, ALISYN, is taking off. PortaDoc is a huge success. The tech companies are throwing money at us to be on board when we release carbon microchips on the market. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We can afford to do this.”




Trish swallowed. “And here I thought that Tony Stark was a capitalist.”




That Danny jumped on her bandwagon showed he wasn’t quite as relaxed as he appeared. “So did I, kiddo. What’s the deal?”




Taylor’s own grin was fierce as she said, “He is. So am I. But we both love the idea of sticking a thumb straight in the eye of those douchebags on the House Appropriations Committee. This will do that. In spades.”




“When are you going to announce it- oh fuck, no way!” Sometimes, Trish actually hated her power. Like now. And especially when her model of Taylor was scarily accurate.




Taylor countered, “Yes, way. When I meet with the press later today, I’m going to announce it. Trish, it’s the best time. Tony always was a showman and this is going to be the biggest dog and pony show ever seen in Brockton Bay. I’m going to blow the minds of all of those jaded bastards in the press, then I’m going to do it again. And yet again.”




There was a concerned look on Danny’s face as he asked, “Are you at least going to give General Renquist a heads up as to what’s going down?”




Taylor cocked her head, then shook it. “He only gets twenty minutes, Dad. I mean it. Give him a quick brief on the changes to the suits and their new price right before the press conference, then tell him to tune in. But that’s it unless you want Reynolds to know as well. After all, how mad could he possible be over something that benefits him this much? Especially since there’s a leak in his own office feeding information to the opposition.”




Trish had a pretty good idea of exactly how angry General Renquist was going to be, leak or no leak. So, apparently, did Danny as he shook his head. “You’re talking to him when he calls, then. So expect me to be forwarding his call to your armor’s com system.”




While Taylor grinned in response, Trish couldn’t help but notice that there was no amusement in her eyes. Instead, they looked cold and hard. Damn but she wished she could read the other girl. Especially since even she didn’t have a fix on everything that was going on with her friend right now. Like why she was doing what she was doing. Or why she was doing it now.







Taylor stared out over the huge crowd of reporters as she stood on the steps leading into the PRT Headquarters. Trish had contacted every major news service in the world, letting them know that Iron Man was ready to make a statement that would change the world as they knew it. Then she’d moved down a tier and done the same thing with the lower level news services. Then she’d done it once again.




Because of her thoroughness, if there was a single company that put out any form of news in the entire Western Hemisphere that wasn’t represented here, it wasn’t for lack of trying. Even most of the foreign news services were represented.




The huge open square in front of the PRT Headquarters was full of thousands of jostling people as the event had grown enormously from its original permitted status. Additional security people, hastily pressed into service, did their best to keep the crowd under control, as did the now alerted Brockton Bay Police Department. There were even dozens of uniformed PRT officers out there in the crowd keeping things calm and orderly, likely because of the last minute message she’d sent Director Piggot requesting additional security.




The woman had been seriously unhappy at the late request, but rather than risk the potential PR hit of a riot right outside the PRT’s Headquarters, had decided to make the best of things and help keep the event on an even keel. Certainly no one from the PRT had attempted to interfere with her when she’d put up the holographic projector which would be used throughout the presentation. Nor had they questioned the three suits of camouflaged armor that stood off to one side, covered and guarded by a handful of floating security drones.




Deciding it was time to get this party started, as Tony liked to say, Taylor carefully cleared her voice. Then she said, “Hello, everyone. If I could have all of your attention, please. Welcome to the first press conference I have ever given during my tenure as Iron Man.”




“I am here today to provide information on a threat that no longer exists, as well as to make another announcement that will have far reaching consequences around the world. But first, I wanted to thank all of you for taking time from your busy lives to come here and listen to me.”




“Most of you know me from the events that happened in Canberra, Australia back in February. I have never spoken about what happened there, but today I will give a very brief overview of my encounter with the Simurgh.”




Taylor paused a moment, allowing excitement to build, and when the moment was perfect, said, “I fought the Simurgh directly, one to one, because she pursued me after I struck her with several high energy particle beams from energy weapons built into my armor. I can’t go into exactly how I was able to target the Simurgh, as that needs to stay top secret, but I apparently pissed her off quite a lot.”




Allowing the faint laughter of the crowd to peak, then fade, she continued, “Racing across Australia at high speed, I didn’t get to see nearly as much of the country as I would have liked, but you don’t slow down when you’re being chased by an Endbringer. After leading her out to sea, I turned on her and fought her one on one. Unfortunately, I was unable to truly harm her with just the weapons on my previous generation armor, so I elected to overload the armor’s systems and detonate it just a few feet away from her.”




Now she had the entire crowd in the palm of her hand, each of them deathly quiet, as if any move or word from them would cut off the flow of information from Taylor. How wrong they were. “I had already used an escape pod to leave my armor behind, so I wasn’t caught in the explosion. Fortunately, it was powerful enough to drive the Simurgh off. I believe the PRT rated it at approximately five kilotons of TNT. Unfortunately, I was stranded off the coast of Australia for a brief time before I could make my way back home.”




Again Taylor paused, before continuing, “I am not telling you this to in attempt to boast or from any form of self-aggrandizement. Instead, I provided this information so that each of you here, before me, can understand just a little of what my armor is capable of. Certainly capable of accomplishing what I am truly here to talk about on this day.”




Using just her internal links, she sent the message for JARVIS to begin the video show. On the screen behind her was a camera view taken from less than fifty yards away by a stealthed drone of the Slaughterhouse Nine just seconds before she’d killed them. All but one of its members were visible on screen. The reaction from Taylor’s audience was immediate and vocal as sounds of protest were raised at the image.




Cutting off her external speakers for a moment, Taylor merely stood there, arms raised palms forward in a gesture for silence as the shouts and mutters from the crowd slowly wound down. When silence finally fell, minus just the occasional shouted epithet, she continued, “Behind me is a video taken three days ago of the Slaughterhouse Nine. It is going to be graphic, which was one of the main reasons no children were allowed into today’s press conference. If any of you here, adults or not, feel that something of this nature would be too graphic, please exit. I’ll hold the video for one minute.”




Again she went silent, an armored form in gleaming black and silver standing at the top of the steps. Taylor was aware that all of the members of the local Protectorate had arrived and were deployed in a loose semi-circle just to the left of the steps. Behind them stood all of the Wards as well. It was a good showing, and she couldn’t believe that Director Piggot had managed it on such short notice. And all just to gain an extra five thousand psionic dampeners a week ahead of their scheduled delivery date.




Then again, the corpulent woman was holding onto the reins of power here in Brockton Bay by the skin of her teeth. Facilitating early delivery of something with the perceived value of items of Iron Man’s tech definitely improved her standing and reputation among her peers as someone who could get things done, whether true or not.




The time limit passed without a soul leaving the square and Taylor nodded. “All right then. This is what happened after the recording was taken.”




Taylor knew exactly what the crowd behind her was seeing. Her crashing to the ground in the middle of the group of Slaughterhouse Nine members. Rising to her feet as Jack Slash began posturing, his voice particularly effective in attempting to sow doubt and fear in the minds of his group’s opponents.




Then they saw her spin around, needle thin beams of light striking each of the more vulnerable members of the group, instantly vaporizing their bodies and turning them into an explosive plasma that blasted outward, shattering storefronts into burning rubble all along the small downtown area. Then the video showed Taylor avoiding the Siberian, as the tiger-striped projection tore through her forcefields as if they were thin air. Her armor’s unbelievably fast movements allowed her to dodge several strikes from the vicious Parahuman. She blinked out of sight a moment later as her source Parahuman was neutralized.




After that, it was just Crawler. The way he was dealt with was particularly gruesome, but there was not a sound audible from across the entirety of the square as everyone watched, riveted, as he was separated into several pieces by the portals, then those pieces were destroyed, slowly dissolving away from an unknown means.




When the video faded, there was a deathly silence from the crowd, and momentarily, Taylor wondered if Tony had miscalculated this time. Was he wrong about how something like this could galvanize a nation, driving it in exactly the direction desired?




That’s when the cheering started. At first it was just a few people, then the sound began to swell. It increased again and again. Taylor watched hardened journalists screaming at the top of their lungs, waving their arms as they pumped their fists up and down manically. When she raised one armored fist in a gesture of defiance, the cheers redoubled.




Taylor smiled tremulously, hardly able to believe it, despite her memories of similar events. Despite what had happened in Australia. After all, these weren’t patriotism-infused Aussies cheering the savior of their capital city. Most of them were journalists whose very tagline was cynicism.




But Tony had known that whatever nationality they were, profession they followed, or amount of cynicism held within their hearts, they were human beings first. People who had seen the terrible things that capes could do, many first hand. People who had been terrorized for decades by the group of capes who had just been decimated on camera. Seen them murder and rampage across the nation with relative impunity. The relief of seeing the end of such a threat was nearly overwhelming.




So they cheered their ‘savior’. Cheered until their voices were hoarse and strained. And cheered some more. Taylor stayed aware of their cheers even as she focused on the figure of Armsmaster speaking urgently with Miss Militia.




After a few minutes of this, Taylor lowered her arm. Uncurling her fingers, she raised both hands, palms forward, in a gesture of silence. It took a few minutes, but the cheers finally died away.




Raising the volume of the loudspeakers just a bit, Taylor said, “The Slaughterhouse Nine is dead. Vanquished. Never again will—”




The cheers of the crowd rose again and Taylor gave it a few minutes to die away naturally. In the meantime, she watched as Armsmaster and Miss Militia finished their brief conference, followed by her hurrying away. Armsmaster continued to watch Taylor closely, apparently using a variety of passive sensors to analyze her suit, as she wasn’t reading any overtly invasive signals from his own.




When the cheers died down again, she spoke, “The Slaughterhouse Nine will never again torture or murder another person. They are ended. Which brings up another matter.”




Letting silence extend just a few seconds, Taylor continued, “The reward for the execution of all the kill orders for the members of the Slaughterhouse Nine exceeds two hundred million dollars. I consider this to be blood money. I will not accept it. Instead, I will be donating it to the Sarah Paulson Survivor’s Fund. Most of you know that Sarah was one of the earliest victims of the Slaughterhouse Nine’s former member, Gray Boy. She still remains frozen in a time bubble in Seattle. The fund named after her gives solace and surcease to other victims of these Parahuman monsters.”




There was more cheering, a bit more sporadic than what happened earlier, as people absorbed Taylor’s words. Taylor allowed it naturally taper off before speaking again. Gesturing at the figure of Armsmaster off to the left, she announced, “I’ll leave taking care of the reward and its dispensation to the Survivor’s Fund to Armsmaster, leader of the Protectorate East-Northeast. I absolutely trust in his integrity and discretion in dealing with this. But this brings me to yet another matter.”




Taylor waited another moment, allowing anticipation to build, before announcing, “What most of you don’t know is that in addition to building this suit of armor and using it to help people, I have also been working diligently to create items that aid people in their everyday lives. I have been using a local company to manufacture the items I create, a company called HTech.”




Behind Taylor, above the projector, a three dimensional graphic of the company’s symbol slowly spun in mid-air, a capital H entwined with an infinity symbol. The logo went through its revolutions twice, then the video showed a variety of the products that were currently being manufactured. After it had finished displaying those items and gone back to the slowly spinning logo, she continued, “But the company is making more than just everyday items. It has also been manufacturing special items for the PRT and United States military. While I am not at liberty to talk about exactly what these items are, they have been keeping HTech very busy.”




Taylor made an expansive gesture towards the three covered items behind and to her right. “However, they have not kept us so busy that we could not come up with yet another innovation.”




The floating drones used forcefields to lift the covers off of the three suits of armor, exposing the camouflage paint jobs of each. Taylor didn’t give the crowd enough time to make any assumptions, instead she immediately explained, “I present to you, the Iron Legionnaire Armored Suit and Weapon System. These suits will allow a normal soldier to run faster, jump farther, and lift far more than their unarmored equivalent. With these, and the weapon’s systems contained therein, one ordinary soldier will be the combat equal of almost any Parahumans. With these, the United States military will be able to deal with the current and future threats to this country beginning today.”




There were scattered cheers at this, but the majority of the crowd was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Taylor didn’t need to scan the crowd’s faces to know that most wore the watchful, slightly cynical expression of hardened newsmen. That’s why she decided to allow that other shoe to drop now.




“I sent these suits for a demonstration for the United States Military. The demonstration was a major success as the suits exceeded every single benchmark set for them. However, because of intense budgetary constraints, they were unable to purchase more than a handful of units this year and possibly next year as well. This despite the fact that each suit is far cheaper than an M1B Abrahms tank. In the end, I decided that this. Could. Not. Stand.”




Taylor walked across the stage to stand before the display of armored suits, her own far more powerful, but certainly not more menacing in appearance. Gesturing towards the suits, she said, “The United States needs these, whether it can afford them or not. Because of this, over the next two years, I am donating three thousand of these suits to be split between the United States Army and Marines. Included in this donation will be sufficient supplies, replacements, and spare parts to maintain each suit for two years.”




This time there were a great many cheers, sincere cheers, if less passionate than the ones from earlier celebrating the end of the Slaughterhouse Nine. Taylor allowed the cheers to continue even as she watched Armsmaster speaking with quiet intensity into a sub-vocal microphone over the PRT’s secure communication network. With amusement, she knew that JARVIS would be listening to him right now and would inform of her of anything that she needed to know.




Almost, she felt sorry for the Protectorate. Many of its Parahuman members were heroes in the truest sense of the word. Others, however, were anything but heroes, Shadow Stalker far from the worst of those. If her suits ended up being able to replace most of its Parahumans members, that seemed like a good idea.




Because Taylor had come up with several theories about Parahuman powers even if JARVIS still hadn’t been able to deliver the ultimate answer. She’d thought long and hard about how they seemed to work, the physical structures and especially the psychological effects. Psychological effects that seemed to be rooted in conflict and violence.




She was close to figuring out the actual physical way that powers seemed to interact with the human beings that they manifested through. The nanobots could cut off most powers from their hosts, or so she thought, but some of them, where there were significant physiological changes, might not actually lose certain abilities. However, most Parahumans, when their Corona Pollentia was damaged and cut off from the rest of the brain, were completely denied the use of their powers.




After all of the brains that she had now scanned and examined, including those of the Slaughterhouse Nine, Taylor was beginning to think that there was more to it than just the Corona Pollentia. There seemed to be some kind of structure that was a lesser part of it that might just be part of the control agent for the active usage of powers in general. It was called the Gemma in the literature that JARVIS had recovered from the PRT.




It stood to figure that the PRT would have done research on the origin of powers, of which only a little had made it out into the public realm. Apparently they regularly classified any civilian research that got done in the area, despite which, new studies occurred on a semi-regular basis. If Taylor were a little less cynical, she’d think that the government was using the civilian medical research establishment to find out more about Parahumans then in turn hiding the results. All of which was probably in order to try to find a way to control Parahumans and their abilities.




In many ways, she was trying to do the same. Of course, Taylor’s ultimate aim wasn’t to permanently remove powers from all Parahumans by doing what was essentially neurosurgery on them and damaging their brains. No, what she wanted was to to be able to cut off certain Parahumans from their powers’ origins, which at the moment, appeared to be extradimensional.




In a lot of ways, that made complete sense. If the same being was responsible for the Endbringers and powers in Parahumans, then the agency by which they operated was bound to be similar. In this case, using alternate and/or pocket dimensions to store material and energy sources was an incredibly effective and advanced technique in order to provide powers to ordinary people.




Or it was until someone could selectively shut the doors to those dimensions. That was what Taylor wanted to do. And hopefully would be able to do within a few months. In the meantime, she was forced to deal with them the old-fashioned way, by blowing them to hell and back.




Suddenly, she heard a voice over her com as JARVIS contacted her. “Miss, your father is calling. He has General Renquist on the line from the Joint Chiefs. The general appears to be somewhat upset.”




“Put him on, JARVIS.” Taylor waited a beat, then said, “Hi, Dad.”




“Taylor, I have General Renquist on the other line. I’m going to be patching him through in a few seconds. I warn you that he’s pretty damn angry. I spent several minutes trying to calm him down, but he wants to talk to Iron Man. So expect some venting.”




“No problem, Dad. Put him on.”




Making sure her voice emulator was on, Taylor waited a few seconds as the transfer took place. Then a rough angry voice came over her com, “Is this Iron Man?”




“Yes. Nice to hear from you, General.”




“Cut the shit, Iron Man. What the fuck do you call what you just did?”




Taylor kept her own voice firm as she said, “I’d call it giving the US Army a few billion dollars in high tech armored suits. For free.”




“You could have given me a heads up that it was going to happen!”




“General, I had Danny Hebert call you and tell you before the press conference went live. That was all of the heads up I authorized him to give.”




“Well listen to me! This is completely unacceptable! I—”




“General, are you refusing the donation of the suits?”




Taylor wasn’t even slightly intimidated by the other and wasn’t afraid to let him know. In less than a year, Garden Spot would be nationwide. In two, worldwide. She would be unstoppable. Even now, no one could touch her here in her home city. Garden Spot would go live in Brockton Bay later tonight.




There was a long silence. Finally the general said, “No. We want the suits. Goddammit, Iron Man!”




Taylor decided to throw a little water on the fire. “General, truthfully, I did not want there to be a leak of today’s information early. Even though we trust you, we don’t trust everyone around you. All it would take is one set of loose lips, then the House Appropriation’s Committee might know.”




“That’s the only thing you’ve said that’s made a bit of damned sense. I still say the leak wasn’t on my end. I also notice that you aren’t apologizing.”




Something which she would not be doing, Taylor thought, as she knew the leak was on his end. Aloud, she said, “We can provide the first shipment of one hundred suits by the end of next month. Then we can do a minimum of one hundred suits every month after that. It will likely be more than a hundred suits, though, if I have anything to say about it.”




That at least seemed to make General Renquist happy, as he was no longer growling quite so loud, “That works, although I don’t understand how you can build them that quickly. You really aren’t taking any shortcuts, are you?”




“No, General. Beyond the slight redesign I did that Danny Hebert already told you about. I was prepared to ramp up production if you had ordered the suits. We could have had ready any number of suits you needed within six to nine months.”




“Another thing I don’t get is why you pulled the trigger now after giving me ninety days to try to change the committee’s mind. It’s almost as if you know something the rest of us don’t.”




“No mystery, there, general. I know how the mind of a politician works. Take Representative Reynolds. As vested as he was in the decision that had been made, he wasn’t going to allow the committee’s stance to change, no matter what you did. What favors you called in. He’s entrenched and nothing is going to change his mind.”




General Renquist’s reply was terse, “Maybe you’re right. You do know your politicians, at least.”




“If you don’t have anything else, General, I have things to do, not the least of which is to finish this press conference.”




The other grudgingly said, “No. Goodnight, Iron Man.”




“Night, General.”




Well, that hadn’t gone too badly. Taylor was deadly serious as to why she hadn’t wanted to give him a heads up. Someone in his chain of command had already passed on information about the Iron Legionnaire suits to Representative Reynolds. She had wanted the press conference to hit Reynolds like a brick to the face, not giving him time to prepare a set of self-aggrandizing answers to expected questions. No, this way he was going to get chewed up by the press.




Now, however, it was time to answer a few questions. Turning on her outside microphone again, Taylor carefully pointed to an older man who she knew was the anchor for the NBC Evening News. “Go ahead, Mr Peters.”




“Iron Man, how exactly did you locate the Slaughterhouse Nine in order to carry out the kill order upon them?”




Oh, joy, she thought. She was not going to have much fun over the next couple of hours. Still, it was going to catapult her into the ranks of the major players, something which she which could only be helpful in order to promote her agenda.




At least, she was wearing armor and the people in front of her couldn’t see her expression as Taylor began speaking.




Two hours later, the press conference was done and Taylor was heading home, taking an indirect route that put her more than five hundred miles away from Brockton Bay. That was when there was a phone call over what she was starting to call the ‘hero recruitment’ line. It was the number Taylor had now given out to a handful of individuals.




Still, as tired as she was, she considered not answering it. “JARVIS, who’s on the line?”




“Miss, the call originated from the Pelham home.”




Well, that changed things. Taylor took a deep breath, then answered the call. “This is Iron Man.”




The voice on the other end of the line was calm and confident, but then again, that was to be expected from the leader of New Wave. “Iron Man, it’s Sarah Pelham. Lady Photon.”




“Is it okay if I call you Sarah, or do you prefer Lady Photon?” Taylor hoped that by giving the other some form of control over the conversation, it would help set her at ease.




From the veiled amusement in Sarah’s voice, it appeared to have worked. “Call me Sarah, please.”




“Sarah, what can I do for you? Did you catch the press conference?”




There was a strong sense of tension from the other woman as she stated, “That is one of the reasons I called you, Iron Man. That you were able to take on and defeat one of the most dangerous groups of Parahuman villains in existence… well, it lends credence to what we discussed the last time.”




“Weapons and armor that would be able to confer an extra layer of protection for the members of New Wave?”




“Exactly. While I would like to meet with you in person to iron out the exact details, I feel safe in saying that based upon our previous conversation, New Wave will join the Human Defense Initiative. In this case, I would guess that’s HDI Brockton Bay.”




“Yes, it is. I’m glad to hear back from you. I was hoping that your group would join up.”




Sarah’s voice was steady as she said, “We put it to a vote earlier tonight after your announcements during your press conference. It didn’t hurt with the kids that you changed the group’s name since the last time you spoke.”




Taylor didn’t try to hide the chagrin in her voice as she said, “Yeah, well, the Australian capes let me know that the other name wasn’t going to cut it. They preferred a more dry, factual name rather than one they deemed ‘uncool’.”




“Well, it works for us as well. We’ve even come up with a name for our particular group.”




Taylor smiled. “That sounds good. What’s the name?”




Sarah sounded like she was smiling as well as she said, “Next Wave.”




Exactly what JARVIS had predicted, Taylor thought. Aloud, she said, “That sounds fine, actually. When would you like to meet, Sarah? I can make time in my schedule Tuesday or Thursday evening.”




“Tuesday as I think sooner is better. Iron Man, I do need to tell you one thing.”




“What is that, Sarah?”




“While we are extending our trust to you in a really big way, we don’t really know you. As in who you are. One of the tenets behind New Wave has always been the public unveiling of cape identities. While we do not expect you to do the same, or even the others who join our local chapter, the members of New Wave did request that you unveil yourself to at least one of our members. So we can know who we are aligning ourselves with.”




Taylor stared unseeing at her HUD, allowing her suit to pilot itself as she considered the other woman’s words. In the end, she didn’t see any way around it. The public coup of having New Wave join the Human Defense Initiative was worth exposing herself to one member of its ranks.




“Iron Man? Are you still there?”




“Yes, Sarah. I agree to your request. I will reveal my identity to you once we have ironed out all of the details on how you’ll integrate into the Human Defense Initiative.”




There was audible relief in Sarah’s voice as she said, “Good. Then I’ll see you on Tuesday evening at 7:00 pm.”




“Agreed. Iron Man out.”




Taylor couldn’t keep the grin off her face, even when JARVIS’ voice came over her internal speakers, “Miss, are you certain that this is the best path for you to take? Unveiling your identity to yet another individual does up the risk of it becoming public knowledge.”




“You know, JARVIS, that would sound a lot more convincing if you hadn’t been the one who indicated that New Wave was likely to require a gesture of some type in order to build a level of trust sufficient for them to join. You hit the nail on the head with that one. Unveiling myself to Sarah Pelham is the gesture.”




JARVIS sounded contemplative as he said, “You know, Miss, it might not be a terrible idea for you to consider meeting all of the members of New Wave in your civilian identity. It would allow you an outlet for social interactions that is currently lacking despite Miss Trish’s best efforts.”




Astonished, Taylor accused, “JARVIS, are you trying to set me up one of the members of New Wave? Cause I really don’t think that’s necessary.”




“Actually, I was suggesting becoming friends with some of the more age appropriate members. Then again, the literature suggests that some form of romantic relationship should begin in a human being’s midteens. You are currently fifteen years and ten months old. That appears to be the perfect age to experiment with a romantic relationship with a member of the opposite sex. Eric Pelham would be the appropriate age for such a relationship. Not only could it be helpful to your mental health, but it could also help inspire your creative juices.”




Taylor couldn’t believe what JARVIS was saying. Worse, he sounded serious. He’d read literature on the subject? Not having a real comeback, she merely said, “I’ll pass.”




“As you say, Miss.”







Jim carefully shut off the TV with trembling fingers, his emotions all over the place. He felt both the exultation of knowing that a group of the worst of humanity’s foes were dead, as well as a sense of uncertainty for the future. He met the eyes of his wife, who looked more than a little scared as well as faintly nauseated. Automatically, he took her hand in his, partially because it helped disguise the shaking of his own as well as because of how much he wanted to reassure her.




Sara asked, “Jim, what’s going on? It just feels like the world is going out of control. I mean, I’m glad that the Slaughterhouse Nine is dead, but… Can I say that? That I’m glad someone is dead?”




He nodded without hesitation. “Yeah, baby. In this case, you can. Don’t worry, we’ll be okay.”




Sara spoke hesitantly, “But… you work for that company that Iron Man owns, don’t you?”




He hedged, “Indirectly. But what we’re doing on the docks isn’t exactly news. No, I’m not worried about any gang violence aimed at what I’m doing. I am worried, though, about Danny. He’s CEO of HTech and if anyone’s at risk, it’s him and his girl.”




Sara cuddled against his side, making him aware once again how much and why he loved this woman. He slid an arm around her warm shape and squeezed. She whispered, “You’re a good man, Jim. You always worry about everyone else. Everyone but you. I want you to make sure to take care of yourself, okay? I don’t think I could bear it if something happened to you.”




He tenderly stroked the soft skin of her bare shoulder, breathing in the scent of his wife’s hair. He would promise her anything. “I’ll be careful.”




Jim would be careful, because if nothing else, what had been broadcast over the airwaves just now had been a wake up call aimed at Parahumans. If he could see that, so could the city’s gangs. They would likely react with typical violence and chaos, and he had no idea who or what they would target.




It was likely most of the violence would be aimed at HTech itself, but some of it might leak out onto the rest of the city. Still, Jim couldn’t help the feeling of warmth that filled him when he considered just what the armored cape had accomplished by eliminating the Slaughterhouse Nine. They had terrorized humanity for several years, killing untold numbers, while leaving far too many others to a fate worse than death.




Now they were detritus, their remnants blowing in the wind. Their fate made the threat of the Parahuman gangs a little less fearsome. Because if the gangs reacted with typical violence, some of it aimed at HTech, how exactly would Iron Man react?




Jim suspected that it would not be pretty. Certainly, he would be rooting for the cape that had helped revitalize his city. That had given it jobs and income. After all, he and so many others in the Dockworkers Union owed the fact that they were once again working to Iron Man. To the company, HTech, that was rapidly becoming synonymous with the armored cape.




No matter how tough things got, no one could take that away from them.







They were seated around the table in the headquarters that had been so carefully carved out of the mountain on this alternate Earth. Legend sat on the same side of the table as Contessa, something which he’d deliberately arranged so that he could watch the expressions on the faces of his friends during the discussion the subject of this meeting was going to generate.




On the other side of the table sat Eidolon and Alexandria, both in costume, although, like him, they were not wearing their masks. Doctor Mother sat at the head of the table, while another sat at the opposite end. After a moment, she carefully wrapped her knuckles on the wooden surface to begin the meeting.




As expected, Alexandria spoke first, “Did anyone expect Iron Man to wipe out the Slaughterhouse Nine?”




Legend noted the way that her eyes swung towards his side of the table, apparently aimed at Contessa, who just shook her head. He did the same thing, as did the remaining members of the meeting.




Contessa spoke next, her tone utterly neutral, “I did mention that I believed Iron Man to be capable of some extremely versatile actions with his technology. The advancements he’s made were quite effective in taking down the Slaughterhouse Nine, including those members about which Alexandria raised concerns last time. Armsmaster, while at the press conference, obviously took readings of Iron Man’s armor’s energy output. He has likely sent those results in report-form to the PRT. What were those readings?”




It was Eidolon who spoke after a quick glance towards Alexandria, “Armsmaster’s passive sensors showed an energy generation of more than eighty-five gigawatts. However, this was dwarfed by energy storage that read as one hundred and forty petajoules. He wasn’t able to fully analyze the weapons, except to say that they were clearly several orders of magnitude more powerful than the ones used against the Simurgh.”




Contessa nodded absently. “Yes, his weapons’ outputs were in the petawatt range. That can be extrapolated from their effect upon those members of the Slaughterhouse Nine they were used upon.”




Alexandria said, “I am more interested in how Iron Man was able to ID Manton and then use that knowledge to eliminate the Siberian.”




The last member of their little meeting spoke up at that point. “I believe that I can shed some light upon that.”




Legend glanced over as the Number Man explained, “I believe that Iron Man is using a powerful AI to aid him in information gathering. It is likely the same AI I encountered first in Europe when countering the theft of funds from Gesellschaft. I was successful in preventing the AI from stealing the funds, although it was able to destroy the majority of them electronically instead. I also believe it was the same AI that infiltrated Coil’s base and absconded with his money. That time I was unable to deal with him.”




Alexandria asked, “Why is that?”




“Because the AI in question had increased its capabilities by an order of magnitude at the very least. He was basically unstoppable. It would be child’s play for an AI that capable to run down the Siberian’s appearance and its similarities to William Manton’s daughter, despite our attempts to remove any images showing her appearance from the net.”




Alexandria shook her head. “So now we have Iron Man capable of creating and maintaining an Artificial Intelligence at least the equal of Dragon. He is showing dangerous levels of competence.”




Doctor Mother spoke then, “Not to mention the way he dealt with Crawler. Yet another new technology and used in a way that speaks of extreme creativity and competence. The way he dealt with all of the members of the Slaughterhouse Nine was more of the same. Bonesaw’s plagues were neutralized. Jack Slash was unable to use whatever abilities he has as regards precognition and Parahuman manipulation. The list goes on and on.”




Alexandria asked, “Do we know for sure that he used some form of nanotechnology in dealing with Crawler?”




Contessa shook her head. “No, we do not know for sure, but it is very likely. Nothing else would have been able to so easily overcome Crawler’s regenerative abilities, even after being sectioned. After all, such things never worked in the past to destroy him. Even a few cells were enough to regenerate his entire being.”




There was a nervousness in Eidolon’s voice that was out of character for him as he said, “I am far more concerned with Iron Man’s accumulation of capes. He is building a cult of personality around him. New Wave is joining him because—”




Legend decided to jump in at that point and interrupt his friend, “Because they want to protect their kids and Iron Man can help with that. Look, it’s human nature to want to do that. He’s shown himself to be very generous with his technology when it comes to the members of his team, this new Human Defense Initiative. That’s going to be very attractive to a group like New Wave whose kids are also Parahumans. It’s also going to appeal to a lot of other groups and individuals as well. We can likely expect a steady erosion of members of the Protectorate to Iron Man’s group. Especially after that press conference.”




“Yet another reason to act now before it’s too late. He’s already equipped the Southern Stars with advanced forcefield tech as well as weapons that are at least as powerful as those that are part of the Iron Legionnaires. If we wait too long, we may not be able to take on his group and win.” Alexandria’s eyes were filled with a worry that was unfamiliar to those who knew her. Legend had never seen her look so upset over things that were discussed in these meetings. Not even when Hero—




Legend glanced away. Maybe sitting here was a mistake. Trying to figure out the motivations of people who were supposed to be his friends. Perhaps he would have been better served getting Eidolon alone and talking to him directly one on one. His train of thought was interrupted by Contessa’s cool voice.




“Our mission has not changed. We’re here to stop Scion. Iron Man is another tool in our arsenal. We need to use him and see how things come out. We—”




“Is that what your Path to Victory is telling you?” Legend winced at the bitterness in Alexandria’s voice as she practically taunted Contessa.




Contessa, on the other hand, appeared imperturbable. “No, it’s still working intermittently. Common sense is telling me this. You’re a Thinker. What does your ability tell you?”




Alexandria’s face was hard. “I’ve been giving myself migraines trying to figure out Iron Man. Half of the time he comes across as a simple Tinker. Then he does things like this which don’t make sense within the context of what I’ve figured out about his abilities.”




“How very interesting.” Contessa’s tone of one of disinterest, in contrast to her words. She leaned forward and stated, “While we need to remain ready, it is not yet the time to act. For now, we need to sit back and watch how things play out. Whether Iron Man will be able to make a difference remains to be seen. However, I recommend a hand’s off policy where he’s concerned. He’s already shown a very interesting ability to negate us. Me. His move at the press conference was genius. Let’s wait and see how these latest acts play out.”




For the briefest moment, so brief he wondered if he’d imagined it, the reflection of her eyes touched his own in the polished surface of the stainless steel wall trim separating the wall panels opposite. Regardless, Legend believed he understood the message.




Inevitably, each of their gazes was drawn toward Doctor Mother. She stared back through dark, intelligent eyes. At her nod, the meeting turned to other items on the agenda. Afterward, Legend again considered trying to get Eidolon alone, but in the end, he decided to follow Contessa’s advice and wait and see.







In the early morning hours in Brockton Bay, all around the city, strange and eerie things began to happen to the dismay of a great many individuals.




Han Lee felt a shiver go down his spine as the long spray of red paint he was using to place an ABB tag on the wall in front of him seemed to just disappear into the brick. Futilely, he sprayed the red paint over and over again to the same result, which was exactly nothing. To his worry, he got the same reaction from the black and green paints he carried as well




Then more of the older tags that someone else had painted on the wall slowly faded away, almost as if evaporating. What the fuck was going on, Han wondered? As freaked out as he felt, there were other, even more serious ramifications. To be sure, Lung was going to be furious at this. He shivered at the thought of facing the Dragon or the other two merciless Parahumans who aided him. Maybe he should just stay home tomorrow and let someone else carry the news in.




At that moment, the bricks in front of him seemed to vibrate, almost like an effect from a movie, and suddenly looked new. Gazing at the fresh, sharp edges of the bricks separated by what looked like freshly laid mortar sent another shiver down his spine. Yes, Han thought, he would definitely stay home tomorrow.




He began to jog home down sidewalks that looked like they had just been poured, instead of the cracked and broken things they’d become, making him break into a sprint. Faster and faster he ran, as the city around him changed for the better.




Was he going mad, Han wondered? The world around him brightened as all of the street lights suddenly began working. Unfortunately, the things they showed him were unsettling to say the least. Was this even his apartment building? Staring at the brand new appearance of the building that he called home, Han wondered if the world had gone mad? How else did the past gain such a grip upon the present?




Han edged into the like-new lobby of his building. All of the cracked and peeling paint was gone, as were the flickering overhead fluorescent tube lights. Now the paint was perfect over smooth and unblemished plaster, while the lights were incandescent bulbs in elegant fixtures attached to the walls, evenly spaced down the long hallways.




With shaking hands, Han pushed his key into the lock on his front door. He crept into the apartment that he shared with half a dozen other people, all of them members of the ABB as well. Han flinched as three different guns were pointed his way held by three different shaking hands.




Fortunately, no one shot him, which he counted as a blessing. Moving to the man he reported to, Han blurted out, “What is going on, Chin?”




Chin scowled uneasily. “I do not know. Maybe it is some kind of magic.”




Another boy, barely into his teens, blurted out, “Demons! It is demons who have done this!”




Staring around at the room, where everything from the furnishings to the appliances to the walls and floors looked brand new, Han wasn’t so sure the boy was wrong. Although the demons he knew of walked in human form, sometimes taking the forms of dragons, while others were even worse. As his eyes traveled once more over a gleaming white sink, Han felt a chill colder than death deep in his bones. In the end, human or demon, the architect of this particular act was more terrifying than anyone he’d ever encountered.









Chapter Thirty—Death Comes For Us All



“Jim!”




Jim Nelson rolled out of bed, already running by the time he hit the door. Something felt off as he raced down the dimly lit hallway, the only illumination coming from the window at the end which showed dawn just breaking, but he was too busy worrying about Karen’s panicked cry to focus upon it. Skidding to a stop in the middle of the kitchen, he shouted, “What’s wrong?”




To his dismay, his wife Karen looked ashen as she pointed a trembling finger at the stove. He glanced at it, utterly mystified, then shook his head. “I don’t understand, honey. What’s going on? Why did you scream?”




She stuttered, “I-itt’s the s-stove. Can’t you see it?”




Jim almost shook his head again, then stopped and actually looked. A cold shiver slid down his back as he noted just how perfect the stove appeared. Where were the nicks and dents in the enamel top where Karen had dropped that cast iron frying pan nearly five years ago spilling goulash everywhere? Also, why were the burner pans so clean and shiny and new?




He walked over to the stove and carefully examined it. It did look brand new. Except not brand new as in modern, rather brand new as in it looked just like when he’d brought it home from the store. How the hell did a ten year old stove look like it had just been bought yesterday?




“It’s not just the stove. The fridge is the same. And the counters. Look at the counters, Jim!”




It was difficult to ignore the edge of hysteria in Karen’s voice, but he needed to get to the bottom of this in case it was something dangerous, so Jim carefully checked the counter. That’s when he noticed it. The Formica counters that were in the kitchen had seen better days. At least last night they had.




Now, they were immaculate. Utterly perfect. Even the tiny imperfections that had been present when they were first installed were gone, waves formerly present where the glue hadn’t been applied quite evenly now flatter than a board. Of course that was when he noticed the paint on the kitchen walls. And the microwave. Additionally, there were the sparkling clear windows that neither of them ever seemed to find time to clean.




Jim carefully touched the counter, relieved that it mostly felt the same way as it always had. He did the same thing to the rest of the appliances, going from item to item to see how they felt. Behind him, he noticed Karen following him and doing the same thing, as if they were both primitives faced with something they didn’t understand and needing the reassurance of touch to know that it was real.




He turned and caught her eye, noticing the sheepish grin that stole over her features. “Yeah, I feel the same way. But it was seriously freaking me out. I just needed to be sure whether it was real or not.”




Karen nodded her agreement. Her hand still stroking the side of the fridge, she said, “Everything feels real. Not bad or anything. Just brand new.”




“Is it affecting the rest of the house?”




After a quick glance at one another, they raced off to check various rooms. Five minutes later, they met back in the kitchen.




Karen reported, “All of our clothes are brand new. No wear at all. Even all of your crusty old work boots are brand new. So is the living room furniture, which means another ten years with that pattern.” She didn’t sound too thrilled by that little tidbit, but then again, she’d been wanting to replace their couch and love seat for years.




Jim’s voice was filled with a bit more tension. “So’s the outside of the house and the roof. And our cars. My work truck…”




“What’s wrong with your truck?”




“It looks like someone just spent fifty grand restoring it to better than new condition, then polished it within an inch of its life. It’s… blingy.”




That pulled a choked giggle out of Karen, one that verged on hysteria. “Oh, you poor, poor thing.”




Something occurred to Jim. “Let’s turn on the TV and watch the morning news. I get the feeling that this isn’t affecting just our house.”




Fifteen minutes later, they were aware of three things. First, that the entire city of Brockton Bay looked brand new according to the talking heads reporting from the scenes. Whether it was the middle of the worst of the gang areas, or the finest neighborhood in the city, all were perfect, as was every single sidewalk, street, and building.




Second, that the handful of instances of panicked violence had been quelled by the simple fact that nothing anyone did to damage anything around them worked. Personal violence was dealt with by intervening walls of thin material that rose up between combatants. Violence against the city itself simply disappeared as soon as occurred, assuming it had any effect at all.




Third, no one was going to work that day. The city authorities had called in a State of Emergency and were advising everyone to stay indoors. What they were not advising was for anyone to be out moving around just in case something terrible happened.




Looking at the reporter on the TV screen who was mouthing platitudes, Jim shook his head. “Yes, stay indoors because, clearly, this isn’t affecting your homes. Stay indoors because, clearly, anyone who would give us a brand new city is a bad guy who intends us harm. How is staying in our homes going to keep us safe when it’s our homes that are part of the problem?”




Karen gestured at the picture on their TV, which was eerily clear, more like that of an HD TV, than the fourteen-year-old tube TV that it was. “Maybe we should listen to them, Jim. Regardless of the results, we don’t know anything about the motivations of the person who did this.”




“Maybe you’re right, honey. Or maybe not. Only time will tell.”







Sarah Pelham felt a cold shiver running down her spine as she watched the news. So it wasn’t just their home and that of her sister’s family that were affected. Not that she had thought it could be, but the results were just so strange that she had briefly wondered if someone nearby had triggered with some odd and intense form of Shaker ability.




As it turned out, no Shaker had the power to affect an entire city since the demise of Shatterbird. Even her power had been limited to just one material, silica, and would never have been able to accomplish what was happening here.




More than ever, Sarah was glad that the decision had been made to align New Wave with Iron Man. The unknown Shaker or Tinker behind what was occurring all around them made her glad that they had what might just be the highest rated Tinker in the world on their side.




She’d already checked to make sure that the new gear that they had been given yesterday was working properly, which it was. So clearly Iron Man’s technology wasn’t affected by whatever was happening. Sarah had even made a small scratch in the outside casing of one of the forcefield projectors, feeling utterly relieved to see it stay there, unlike the similar one she’d made on her counter, which had disappeared like magic in less than a minute.




Her cell phone rang and a quick glance at the number there had her answering it. “Lady Photon here. What can I do for you, Director Piggot?”




“Lady Photon, I am making an official request for the aid of New Wave in helping patrol in the aftermath of this emergency. Showing the flag will help keep panic down and make sure there’s no rioting.”




Well, she thought in trepidation, it was now or never. Taking a deep breath, Sarah said, “Director Piggot, it is my pleasure to announce that Next Wave of the Human Defense Initiative Brockton Bay will be happy to provide aid to the PRT and Protectorate in their time of need.”




There was a brief silence on the phone before Director Piggot, her voice sounding as if she was attempting to engage in a particularly painful bodily function, gritted out, “So it’s going to be like that, is it?”




“Like what, Director Piggot?”




If anything, the woman sounded even more strained than before as she said, “Take over the patrol routes from the Wards from the Boardwalk to the Trainyard and north to the Ship’s Graveyard.”




“Will do, Director Piggot,” Sarah stated to the dial tone as the irritated woman had already hung up.




Sarah took a moment to call her sister and rouse out her husband and children. Then she called their benefactor.




After just one ring, a synthesized voice said, “Iron Man here. What can I do for you, Lady Photon?”




Sarah smiled at how prompt he was to answer her call. It was a good sign for their working relationship going forward. Then, remembering the reason she’d called in the first place, she said, “Iron Man, the PRT has requested the aid of Next Wave in patrolling the city. Of course, I agreed to help. I also thought that this would be a good opportunity for us to work together, as well as take care of that other matter after.”




“I agree. I can meet you in fifteen minutes in your patrol area. We can talk face to face afterward. Iron Man out.”




Sarah hung up the line, and only realized when she and the others were on their way toward the docks that she had never told Iron Man exactly what their patrol area was. Oh well, she mused, he could always call her up and ask. Then again, maybe he already knew where they were going and why based upon the complete lack of surprise in his voice.







Taylor flew toward the cluster of airborne figures that were moving at a fair clip toward one leg of their patrol route, while spreading out to cover more territory. Of course her arrival made them gather once more.




She responded to the scattered greetings sent her way. “Hello, everyone. How is the gear I sent you working out?”




Laserdream was exuberant as she called, “I love it! Now my forcefield is as strong as Eric’s… err… I mean, Shielder’s!”




The teenage girl, her white bodysuit with its magenta comet symbol flashing in the early morning sun, flew a loop around Taylor, slightly buffeting her with one edge of her forcefield.




“Sorry!” she called.




Lady Photon’s voice was repressive as she said, “Laserdream, control yourself. You could hurt someone.”




Taylor decided to play peacemaker. “No worries. I’m glad to see you all using the new gear. I take it that everything’s working fine, then?”




Lady Photon nodded briskly. “Yes, it is. I have some questions for you later regarding the weapons you sent, but that can wait until our meeting.”




Taylor had already noticed that they weren’t carrying the repulsor rifles she’d sent the day before. Maybe there was an issue with the output being too low. She had plenty of time to find out later. After all, today’s route was going to the safest and most boring one she had ever gone out on.




Lady Photon called, “Laserdream, Shielder, spread out. Glory Girl, take the north route but stay in contact. Iron Man, if you would, fly with us for two circuits, then head down and spend a few minutes patrolling with our ground members.”




Amused by the way that the woman took charge, Taylor said, “Of course, Lady Photon.”




The next couple of hours was fairly boring, the only exciting part of it meeting up with Brandish and others. The woman was surprisingly civil to Taylor, although she could see the resentment hidden in her eyes. The team’s other members, Manpower, Flashbang, and Panacea more than made up for it by being quietly friendly.




Walking in her armor wasn’t difficult, but it felt ridiculously slow compared to how fast she could fly. Still, Taylor was already planning on giving the ground bound members of Next Wave flight units so that their next patrol together would go faster.




“Thanks for being patient and hanging back with us, Iron Man.”




Taylor glanced over toward Manpower at his words. The tall, powerfully built man was smiling down at her which felt weird, and inside her helmet she smiled back. Aloud, she said, “No worries, Manpower. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m already planning to provide you all with flight units for next time.”




The man laughed. “Why would we mind? I’d love to be able to fly. Not to mention how fast patrols would go if we all could cruise through the air like my wife and kids.”




That seemed to draw Brandish out of her shell as she asked, “How would these ‘flight units’ work?”




Taylor was careful to be extra polite toward the prickly woman as she answered, “Well, Brandish, I would basically replace the forcefield belts I gave you with one that combined the two functions. It would use anti-gravity technology to keep you aloft and moving. Speeds would be limited to about two hundred miles per hour, but it would definitely increase your versatility.”




Flashbang commented, “I could get behind that. Not to change the subject, but Iron Man, do you know anything about what’s going on? About what they’re calling ‘The Conversion?’”




Taylor knew she had to be careful what she revealed. “I know it’s nanotech-based. The reason everything around us looks brand new is because it has all been replaced by trillions of tiny machines that emulate their functions.”




“That car, for instance,” she pointed toward a what appeared to be a mid-seventies sedan which now looked completely brand new, “is now just a huge pile of tiny machines that simulate the vehicle’s function.”




Brandish looked disturbed as she asked, “So there’s nothing around us not composed of these machines?”




Taylor shrugged. “My armor isn’t. Other than it, your forcefield projectors, and any other gear I’ve given you, that’s about all. Oh, and us, of course.”




The remainder of the patrol went about the same way. Taylor was gratified to observe firsthand that everything was working exactly as intended. She even got to see Brandish frustrated when she was unable to get to a potential fight before the city itself intervened.




All too soon, though, it was time for her meeting with Lady Photon where she would be revealing who she actually was. As the two of them flew toward HTech, Taylor contemplated exactly how much she was going to tell the other woman. Almost certainly not everything, but she might get as far as to outline the potential future she had calculated for the human race if someone didn’t stop the Endbringers.




Entering into HTech through the roof, the two of them walked down a corridor toward Taylor’s lab. She’d decided that it would be best to reveal herself there as there was both privacy and proof if the other woman doubted her identity.




Stopping Taylor just as they walked into her lab, Lady Photon asked, “I take it that this is where the big reveal is going to take place?”




Taylor nodded. “Yes, if that’s okay?”




“Of course it is. A bit intimidating, but pretty much what I would expect from a Tinker.”




With the door shut behind them, Taylor no longer had an excuse for not revealing her identity to the other woman. Seeming to sense her hesitation, Lady Photon said, “Don’t worry, Iron Man. I promise that I won’t reveal your identity to anyone else, even the other members of my team. And you already know who I am.” In a grand tone, she introduced herself again, “My name is Sarah Pelham also known as Lady Photon, but please just call me Sarah.”




With that, Taylor bit the bullet and sent a command to release her helmet’s attachment to her armor. Carefully removing it, she turned to face the stunned gaze of Next Wave’s leader. Gravely, she said, “It’s nice to meet you out of costume, Sarah. My name when I’m not Iron Man is Taylor Hebert.”




There was no response from the woman in front of her. Taylor moved over to allow JARVIS to automatically remove her armor as Sarah Pelham wordlessly stared at her. By the time she was down to the formfitting bodysuit she usually wore beneath her armor, the other woman had regained her voice. “What the hell? Are you kidding me? How old are you?”




Taylor couldn’t help the grin that turned the edges of her mouth upward at Sarah’s confusion. “Sorry about that. Maybe I should have said something to prepare you, but I really don’t know what I could have said that would make it better. As to how old I am, I turn sixteen in June.”




“So you’re fifteen now? You’re younger than either of my kids or my two nieces. How exactly does a fifteen-year-old girl become Iron Man?” Sarah stopped, took a deep breath, then released it while Taylor stared. “Sorry, ignore that. I didn’t mean to ask about your trigger event.”




While it was probably accurate to describe what had happened to Taylor as a trigger event, she wasn’t exactly a Parahuman. Still, she appreciated Sarah’s discretion. Aloud, she said, “It’s fine. I understand that you’re a bit shocked. But it’s okay. Ask what you want.”




“When did you trigger?”




“In December.”




Again, there was a brief silence as the woman processed Taylor’s words. “How exactly did you accomplish all of this in such a short time? I mean, I am finding it hard to believe that you not only invented all of the items that I see here, but apparently started this company. H stands for Hebert, doesn’t it?” She chuckled looking slightly embarrassed. “I thought it might possibly, but that the Hebert involved was your father, not you.”




Taylor really shouldn’t be surprised when other people showed they could be smart as well. “Yes, it does. I did found the company using start up capital from selling some inventions on the open market.”




“How did you figure out your specialization so early? I mean, my understanding of how most Tinkers work is that it takes months at a minimum for them to figure out their specialization.”




Taylor shrugged. “I just knew. It was easy to build all of this. The hardest thing was getting materials.”




Sarah nodded. “That sounds familiar. Let me guess, junkyards?”




“Oh yeah. I spent way too much time digging out catalytic converters for the rare metals they contained. In the end, I had enough to build my first item.”




Sarah made a tentative gesture toward the various items scattered all over her lab’s tables. She started to touch one item, then stopped short. “Can I ask about this stuff? Is any of it intended for the members of the HDI?”




“Not exactly. For example, what you almost touched is a gravity well inverter.” At the confused look on Sarah’s face, Taylor explained, “It would allow someone to mine material from within a super strong gravity well. It’s the only way to obtain Neutronium, for example.”




“Why would you need neutro- never mind, I don’t need to know. I take it that you have more plans than just us, then. After your press conference…” Sarah stopped, a sudden look of nausea on her face.




Taylor waited a moment for Sarah to continue speaking, but when she didn’t after more than a minute, she said, “I know it’s a lot to take in. Yes, I do have plans to—”




“You killed the Slaughterhouse Nine.”




Sarah didn’t sound like she was accusing Taylor of anything, more like she was a puzzle that the other woman was trying to understand. “Umm…”




“You, Taylor Hebert, a fifteen-year-old girl, killed the Slaughterhouse Nine.”




Taylor calmly agreed, “Yes, I did.”




“How can you be so calm about it? You fought the most vicious, murderous group of capes that have ever existed and killed them all in a span of minutes, most within the first couple of seconds. What is wrong with you?”







Sarah had not meant to say it that way. She regretted her words as soon as they left her mouth. Even if they were indicative of how she really felt about the teenage girl in front of her. Even now, Taylor didn’t react like any other teenager would have if something so confrontational and potentially degrading had been said to them.




Instead of tears or anger coupled with wild denials, Taylor Hebert just stared at Sarah, her face a calm mask. Then with a sigh of what could only be amused frustration, she said, “Damn. I was hoping to keep you out of the inner circle, Sarah, but I guess I’m going to have to bring you in after all. You’re a bit too intelligent and perceptive to just be another cog in the machine.”




Sarah had been puzzled and more than a little shocked before, dealing with all of the surprises that Taylor brought to the table. Now she felt a sensation of vague uneasiness stealing over her. “What do you mean? What inner circle? What the hell is going on?”




Taylor tilted her head and called out, “Dad, Trish, JARVIS, Sherrel. Can you all come in now?”




A gesture from the teenage cape had a six-sided table rising from the floor to fill the empty space in front of her lab tables with accompanying chairs. Then three people walked into the room through the same door that the two of them had entered through earlier.




The first was an older man that Sarah recognized as Danny Hebert, the CEO of HTech and Taylor’s father. He had been in the news quite a lot lately because of his company… her company, rather. After all, Taylor was the true owner of the company as well as the power behind the throne.




The second was an attractive young woman with shoulder-length black hair, although the blonde roots showing indicated that the dark color had clearly come from a bottle. Her sharp, inquisitive green eyes coupled with what could only be described as a manic grin made her someone to be wary of. She was most likely Trish Rogers, Vice President in Charge of Operations. Young for her position, but then again, she was older than Taylor by a year or two.




The third person was a young woman of around twenty who seemed oddly familiar. The girl had pale blonde hair that ran halfway down her back and a placid smile. Her eyes, though, were razor sharp and seemed constantly to be pulled toward the partially completed inventions piled all over the various work tables. This must be the Sherrel Taylor had named, Sarah decided. Although who else she might have been was up in the air. Based upon her behavior, Sherrel was almost certainly another Tinker.




Now the only person missing was this Jarvis.




Sarah took a seat at a gesture from Taylor and watched while the others did the same. Nodding toward the empty seat, she asked, “So when is Jarvis going to be joining us?”




From the empty air above her, causing her to jump, came a cultured, British voice, which said, “Mrs Pelham, I am already present. Greetings. I am JARVIS: Just a Rather Very Intelligent System.”




Sarah turned raised brows Taylor’s way. “Jarvis is an AI? If so, why the chair?” She carefully didn’t comment on the fact that Taylor had created an AI, something which she didn’t think any other person on the planet had done yet. It also raised yet another series of questions and concerns within her.




Taylor shrugged. “Call it a gesture of respect toward a friend. This way, JARVIS knows he always has a seat at this table whenever we gather.”




“So this is a what? Some kind of cabal tasked with global domination? I can see how an AI would come in handy if you’re trying to take over the world.” Sarah knew her voice was snippy, but it tended to get that way when she got nervous. Facing a group that might turn out to have villainous intentions tended to make one feel that way, especially when you were outnumbered four to one.




Across the table from her, Trish laughed out loud. “I now see why you wanted to bring her in on this. I mean, Tony’s instincts are usually good, but I had my doubts at first from observing through the monitor. But you’re absolutely right. Sarah’s going to be a great help to our project.”




The girl in front of her had just raised more questions than she had answered, something which, from the teasing look in her eyes she was completely aware of. Hotly, Sarah said, “You’re either going to tell me what the hell you are up to here or I’m leaving. If you try to stop me, I won’t hold back.”




Taylor gave her a reassuring smile. “Relax, Sarah, you’re among friends. I agree that you do need to know everything. So sit back and get comfortable while I tell you how the world ends in a little more than fifty-seven years as well as what we’re doing to stop it.”




Stunned, Sarah did exactly as Taylor Hebert suggested. Three hours later, she was flying back to rejoin her team, her mind awhirl with facts and figures, theories and suppositions, as well as a growing sense of having fallen down the rabbit hole.




Sarah was also frankly terrified. Because the threats that Taylor Hebert had outlined to her were all centered around an unknown danger that the teenager was still struggling to identify. Some underlying source not only for powers, but one that possessed the power to single-handedly destroy the entire world.




It was so far beyond anything that Sarah had ever dreamed of being involved in when she had first helped to form New Wave all of those years before. Her ideas back then of social responsibility by Parahumans seemed to trivial today when faced with the Herculean task of saving the world. Plus, somehow she had to keep her family safe through an upcoming confrontation that could destroy everything. That is, if she could believe everything that she had seen and heard over the past few hours.




For the umpteenth time since sitting down at the table back at HTech, Sarah asked herself if she was being mastered. Of course, how would she know one way or another when the person who was asking the question was also the person who might be mastered? Somehow, though, she didn’t think so.




No, she had just been hit with the biggest hammer that had ever existed right between the eyes. New information and a near endless array of facts that even the hours of discussion hadn’t been able to completely flesh out tended to do that to one. It was so much information that most of it had been put onto a flash drive to be reviewed later on her personal computer.




Of course the idea that JARVIS had already been inside her computer and those of her team made Sarah feel both relieved and a little violated, whether he’d secured it from others doing the same or not. It wasn’t as if she had anything all that private upon her computer, but she suspected her daughter, Crystal, and her niece, Victoria, would vehemently disagree with the idea of being monitored that way. She, on the other hand, would wait and see if the AI turned out to be a threat.




Certainly JARVIS appeared to be perhaps the most civilized member of the cabal which she had just joined. He and Danny seemed to be the group’s heart and conscious, while Taylor was clearly the brain. Trish, on the other hand, appeared not only to be their agent provocateur, but her Thinker abilities gave them an ability to analyze data in a way that not even an AI could emulate.




Sarah’s own role in Taylor’s little group seemed as if it was going to be a mix of strategist and parent. She found it bizarre that the label that had followed her around for so many years, ‘Photon Mom’, was now likely to be a duty to be carried out for a group that clearly needed someone to fill that role. Just the glimpse of the way their group interacted told her that much.




As a strategist, she would share that role with the hidden seventh member of the group. It had been strange and more than a little disturbing to find out that Taylor Hebert, a fifteen-year-old girl, had all of the memories of a forty-three year-old playboy and inventor from another world named Tony Stark aka Iron Man. That this transfer had likely been facilitated by a Cosmic Being from another reality pushed Sarah’s credibility to its very limits.




In so many ways, though, it explained quite a lot of things, from Taylor’s intensely pragmatic view of how to deal with extremely dangerous and violent Parahumans, to the peculiar vibe she’d gotten that the girl had checked her out a couple of times. While the man’s intellect and other gifts were fascinating, Sarah was quite a bit less impressed with what were his equally obvious flaws of being a drunk and womanizer.




Still, Sarah hoped that the girl would agree with her suggestion that she get to know her and Carol’s kids, either as just plain old Taylor or as Taylor Hebert aka Iron Man. Certainly Danny had agreed with her that his daughter needed more of a social outlet. Oddly, even Trish had agreed that it would be healthy for the both of them, although Sarah wasn’t one hundred percent certain she wanted someone as clearly mischievous as the blonde Thinker joining in. The only person the girl seemed to listen to was Danny, but then again, maybe that was a sign she’d respect her and Carol’s authority. Then Sarah considered the challenging looks she gotten intermittently throughout the meeting. Yeah right, she thought.




Realizing that she’d arrived at her rendezvous point with her teammates, Sarah landed just in front of the group. To the curious stares sent her way, she said, “Okay, everyone, I’ve met Iron Man in his civilian identity. I don’t think there’s any doubt that he can be trusted. I still hope to get him to socialize with us in his civilian identity, but nothing’s been finalized there.”




Her niece, Victoria, burst out, “Is he hot? I bet he’s hot.”




Frowning at the giggles from both Crystal and Victoria, Sarah stated, “I can’t discuss Iron Man’s physical appearance. It would violate the terms of our agreement.”




With years of practice, Sarah managed to ignore the murmurs of “So hot” followed by increasingly loud bursts of giggles, although it looked like her sister was having less success. Oddly, Mark seemed to be taking it better than Carol, which was surprising considering his depression. Then again, this seemed to be one of his better days as he acted more like the man her sister had married all those years ago than the automaton he’d sometimes become.




She listened as Mark said in a playful voice, “Girls, none of that. You’ll make Neil and I feel like we’re not the sexiest men in your lives anymore.”




As a chorus of “Eww’s” rang out, Mark nodded while waving grandly. “My work here is done.”




Focusing back on the task at hand, Sarah stated, “The only other announcement I have is that Iron Man has already designed the flight packs for our non-flying members and will be delivering them tomorrow. He’s bringing enough for all of us, even those with Mover abilities, as a back up just in case someone is knocked out in midair. They’ll keep us from crashing into the ground if we’re knocked unconscious midair.”




Her son, Eric, looked faintly put out, while her other niece, Amy, actually looked excited to be able to fly on her own. Then again, he might be still upset over her decision to not allow them to bring the repulsor rifles on today’s patrol. Considering just how powerful the things were, she wanted to make sure they had a chance to test fire them before they implemented them as part of their regular gear. Maybe they could get some practice time in over the next day or two and…




Sarah’s thoughts slowly ground to a halt as she stopped repressing something from earlier. She’d avoided thinking about exactly how dangerous the situation which she had gotten herself and her family involved in ever since the meeting had ended by focusing on the minutia of her daily duties and responsibilities. At some point, though, she was going to have to come to terms with keeping their ultimate goal from her team.




She was momentarily distracted from her dark thoughts by Victoria teasing, “Uncle Neil may be built, but you’re not, Dad. So get over yourself.”




Mark grabbed his chest as if he’d been stabbed, which drew a smile from even her sister Carol. Then he grabbed his daughter and threatened to muss her hair as she shrieked loudly.




With a heavy heart, Sarah Pelham did her best to join in with her family’s lighthearted banter.







The head of the PRT, Director Rebecca Costa-Brown, frowned as she stared at the building before her. She asked, “So this is where it stops?”




Armsmaster, his own frown even more intense than her own, stated, “The nominal effects stop here. But when I test for nanomachines they’re present far beyond even this point. They’re spreading.”




“So there’s no point in attempting to quarantine Brockton Bay? The contagion has already escaped its bounds?”




Director Piggot stood next to them looking uneasy. It was she, though, who answered, “No point at all. Armsmaster tells me that he’s finding faint traces of nanomachines everywhere he’s tested. Including in soil samples from New York City, Boston, Chicago, and Los Angeles.”




Rebecca turned toward the armored cape. “Why did it take you so long to bring this to our attention?”




Of course the man wasn’t even faintly defensive she thought resentfully as he stated, “As soon as I detected traces of nanotechnology outside the bounds of a laboratory I sent in a routine report. I never heard back from anyone even when the traces began showing up in soil samples from multiple locations. Regardless, I never expected the ultimate severity of what has occurred.”




Yes, Rebecca thought, the ‘severity’ of what had occurred. A euphemism for the entire city of Brockton Bay becoming some form of nanotechnology. Every building. Every street. Every vehicle. The manufacturing facilities. Everything.




It was utterly terrifying. If this turned out to be the first step toward another Ellisburg, Rebecca wasn’t certain that the human race would survive. Right now, the effect was benign. But it could so easily turn malign. Something that Emily Piggot likely understood from her own pallor.




At the moment, only the criminals were complaining. Illegal drugs had disappeared completely. Theft of any form had stopped working, as the money just returned to where it had been stolen from moments after the criminals left. And person on person violence simply wasn’t possible when walls rose to defend the person being attacked.




In a brisk tone, Rebecca stated, “Let’s head out. We need to meet and discuss who might be responsible as soon as possible.”







Emily Piggot sat at the head of the conference table, all too aware that Director Costa-Brown sat opposite her at the foot. Around her sat the members of the local Protectorate, with Armsmaster and Miss Militia flanking her on either side. Around her, video screens showed the faces of prominent heads of other PRT branches. All were waiting to see how she would handle this.




“We have narrowed down the possibilities of who could be behind the nanotechnology that is currently infesting Brockton Bay. Fortunately, our own Armsmaster has been cleared of involvement, both because he was the first person to report it and because Dragon has independently confirmed that the energy signature of the technology does not match his own specialty across any of the eight points of the Banks-Rosenberg Standard.”




Director Tagg, his own eyes hooded in suspicion, asked, “How do we know that Dragon and Armsmaster aren’t in on it together? That would be the perfect way for them to disguise what they’re doing. Two of the most preeminent Tinkers of our time working together to take over the world.”




Armsmaster’s voice was matter of fact as he said, “Besides the fact that the nanotechnology is beyond anything that either Dragon or myself have ever seen? I wish I could create such small and efficient machines operating so effectively. The truth is, this nanotech plague is like nothing like I’ve ever encountered. Or even imagined. An entire city operating on a macroscale far more efficiently than even my halberd. Amazing.”




Emily took back over her meeting before Director Tagg could open his mouth again. “That’s very informative, Armsmaster. Director Tagg, if you have problems with our choices, feel free to bring them up after the meeting. I’m sure that Director Costa-Brown would be happy to listen.”




She considered it a job well done that the man was left speechless and fuming. Continuing, Emily said, “The list is as follows: Schism, Reostat, Bad Circuit, Doctor Amazing, Twisted Pair, Cranium, and Cutting Edge. We will be investigating each and ever one of these individuals to see if any of them could be responsible for Brockton Bay’s transformation.”




Director Mendoza, out of El Paso, Texas, spoke, “I notice that you haven’t included any of the local Tinkers on this list. Most of the ones you have included are from hundreds of miles away at a minimum. While I understand that Armsmaster has been cleared, what about ah… Squealer is it? Or Trainwreck? And then there’s Iron Man. As well as your own Ward, Kid Win. Plus my understanding is that there’s been reports of yet another new Tinker running around using some form of motorized skates.”




With a sideways flick of her eyes, Emily indicated for Miss Militia to handle that one. She sat back in silence as the cape spoke, “Squealer disappeared during an attack upon HTech’s facilities over a month ago. We believe she is either dead or has fled the scene and subsequently the city. Trainwreck’s specialization is just too different from the nanoplague. Kid Win, on the other hand, is under constant supervision. Plus he has yet to even discover his specialization. He is simply not capable of the level of concentration necessary to create what we’re seeing here. The reports you mention about a new Tinker are just that, reports. We have yet to pin him down. But somehow, if he could turn an entire city into nanotech, I don’t see him riding around on skates.”




“I notice you don’t mention Iron Man in your explanation. What about him?”




This time it was Armsmaster who responded to Emily’s silent request. His voice was carefully neutral as he stated, “Iron Man, as of this moment, is considered to be the most highly rated Tinker alive today. We’ve assigned him Tinker 10, the first ever. Dragon has conceded that he is building technology that is more advanced than anything she is capable of building. Equally important, it is based upon current human technology and scientific principle, making it completely reproducible. However, he has never built anything that is even remotely like what we are seeing here. All of his technology tends for the most part to be big and flashy; the Psionic Dampeners the only thing he’s built that has any true miniaturization principles involved.”




Armsmaster stopped for a moment, and Emily urged him to not say what he was considering saying. Unfortunately, he had to go there as he finished with, “My own analysis of his tech is that this is not truly beyond him, merely that it is out of character based upon my own projections of his character and attitudes. However, Dragon disagrees, saying that anyone who could envision and build a suit that could so easily eliminate the Slaughterhouse Nine, is likely to have far fewer limitations on what they might choose to build and use than we can imagine. Based upon her analysis, he should not only be on our list of possible suspects, but right at the very top.”




A cynical voice from down the table stated, “There’s just one problem with that, Armsmaster.”




Emily used her frostiest tone, attempting to squash Assault’s comment before it could be delivered in front of this entire group, “Are you certain that you wish to add something, Assault?”




Assault shrugged. “Yeah. The point I was going to make is that if it were Iron Man, who exactly is going to be the one to take him in?” He looked directly at Director Costa-Brown as he asked, “Are you going to be calling an Endbringer Truce and bringing in heroes and villains from all over the country to deal with him if it turns out that he’s responsible for it? Because, to be frank, I don’t see anything less being capable of stopping him. After all, we’ve all seen the video of how he dealt with the Slaughterhouse Nine.”




Into the resulting silence, Assault muttered, “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”




A few moments later the meeting was over and Emily fumed as she headed to her office. She would be having words with Armsmaster and even more with Assault about the way they had gone off script. The last thing that Brockton Bay needed was to have its leadership at odds during such a crucial time.




Because there was no doubt about it, today was a critical point in the history of this city. What had happened, the entire infrastructure of the city being turned into blocks of tiny machines, was frankly terrifying. To Emily, it was as if it were Ellisburg all over again. The last couple of nights, she’d woken repeatedly awash with perspiration with fading images of monstrous forms rising from the very fabric of the city itself to devour its citizens.




Shivering, she pressed the number in the elevator for her floor. The only saving grace of this entire fiasco was that there was virtually no panic among the ordinary people of the city.




Oddly, a much larger than expected number of Brockton Bay’s citizens had embraced the strange situation that they found themselves in. Their entire city repairing itself until it looked like new overnight should have sent them into a frenzy of fear. Instead, most of them had, after a few initial qualms, gone to work and spent the day following the conversion going about their regular lives.




Today was day three ATC, the ATC standing for After The Conversion, and it had appeared to be going on as normally as day two had. Or day one. A few people were worried, mainly those in service industries that depended upon the wear and tear that time’s effects had upon manufactured items to earn their living, but most simply enjoyed working in new, safe locations, while going home to sturdy, well-built houses that looked brand new, or to apartments that were cleaner, safer, and better built than when they were first constructed.




Even stranger, today had marked the first day that some items had broken down, like a handful of cars, buses, and other machinery, both governmental and privately owned. Emily had read the reports of repair shops that now had work to keep their employees busy. Although how a car broke down when the car, all of its parts, and even the parts that were to be replaced within it, were all blocks of nanomachines was beyond her understanding.




No, most likely it was because the author of this plague intended it to be so. He likely didn’t want to disrupt the entire local economy so he would allow some things to occur as usual, while others that were less disruptive changed permanently. It was as Machiavellian of of a plot as any Emily had ever encountered and it scared her to death.




Most of the time the PRT and Protectorate were able to take down villains simply because those same villains simply weren’t as organized and didn’t plan as well as the governmental agencies that opposed them. That handful of villains and groups that were well organized and made careful plans, were incredibly dangerous. Empire 88 coming to mind as an example.




Whoever the cape was who had done this to Brockton Bay was both organized and apparently had planned out some strategy whereby this was likely just the first step. That there was nothing that they could do about it was perhaps the most stressful part of all of this. Even if they identified the Parahuman in question, Assault was correct in asking how they would be able to take that person in when the entire city was theirs.




A final shiver went down Emily’s spine as she walked into her office contemplating Brockton Bay rising up like some kind of colossus to defend the Parahuman for whom they were looking. She banished the image from her mind before it spawned a fresh set of nightmares.







Jim walked around his truck again before sighing and getting inside. The twenty year old Ford F-150 had seen better days before what had happened a week ago. They were calling it the Conversion. Jim truthfully didn’t know how he felt about driving around in a shiny, brand new truck with fancy leather seats, but then again, at least the heater worked now.




No, what had initially worried him was that they would lose all of the work they had obtained as far as salvaging the Ship’s Graveyard was concerned. Fortunately, that fear had not come to fruition. The work site had been exactly the same when he had gone back to work after taking the day of the Conversion itself off.




That had been a weird day, not just because of the fact that every channel was running the same subject, which left him with nothing to do. Certainly there was nothing to fix around the house for the first time in forever. Jim had been reduced to talking to the neighbors, who had about as much of an idea of what had happened as he did.




At least by today everyone had figured out that there hadn’t been any adverse effects. The city seemed to be settling into things fairly well. Even the gangs kept their heads down to the point that there hadn’t been even a single bit of gang-related news on the television.




At first, a lot of people had shared Jim’s worries over their jobs, from automotive repair shops to plumbers, because of the fact that the entire city was brand new. However, after a grace period of about three days, things had begun to slowly break down again, providing work for everyone involved.




It did seem to Jim that things weren’t breaking down quite as often as before, but they were breaking down. Not that his truck had a single issue, sitting there so bright and shiny, as if it had rolled off of the lot moments before. Not even the mud puddle he’d run it through two days ago had managed to mar the finish and he didn’t want to think about how long it had taken for him to find a puddle surrounded as they were by all of the well-drained streets with their perfectly laid out sections of pavement topped with matte black asphalt.




Still, he had to admit it was nice to see his guys using cutting torches that worked like they were supposed to, just as if they were brand new. Even the cables on the hoists were without wear, although in their defense, they had been new when provided by HTech for the salvage job.




Shaking his head again, Jim got in his truck, refusing to admit that he rather enjoyed sitting on a seat that didn’t have broken springs that poked him in his back and butt. Another day and another dollar, he thought in amusement. Maybe tonight after work they could rent a movie, one of those Earth Aleph versions of a familiar one.




His whistling slightly off key, Jim headed to work.







“Miss? You have visitors.”




Taylor looked up from her lab table where she was putting some finishing touches on would likely be an anti-matter power unit sometime within the next three weeks. Once complete, another device she was working on, a Transdimensional Shifter, would likely be able to open a gateway into an anti-matter universe where she could gain the material to power it. Once it was self-sustaining, it would allow her to remove the thirty ARC reactors that surrounded it and powered its forcefields, as well as this side of the paired gate that would send it careening somewhere well beyond the orbit of Pluto in the event something went wildly wrong.




But that was only after she dealt with whatever crisis was happening today. Thanks to Trish, Taylor pretty much knew who it was as well as what they wanted, as the other girl had modeled this scenario over a week before once Garden Spot went live.




“I take it that they want to speak to Iron Man, JARVIS?”




“Yes, Miss. Perhaps you should ‘suit up’, as they say.”




Taylor gave a wry shake to her head as the AI’s antics, but knew he was right. She needed to talk to these people as Iron Man, not a teenage girl named Taylor Hebert. She casually pushed a disguised switch on the underside of her lab table, which not only locked the doors, but also opened a different hidden door to one side.




She walked through the doorway, then down a narrow hallway. A moment later, she was being clad in her armor as various robotic arms slid piece after piece onto her body. Once complete, she walked up to another doorway that automatically opened into the main conference room of HTech. Taylor couldn’t help the grin of pure joy that took over her features as she calculated that the gate she’d just stepped through had deposited her a couple of hundred feet horizontally and nearly nine stories up. Technology in general rocked, but her tech rocked so much more than everyone else’s.




Of course, the looks of surprise upon the faces of her visitors was even more enjoyable. Clearly, neither Armsmaster, Miss Militia, or Assault had expected her to appear so promptly. Then again, half of any battle was keeping your adversary off balance. Whether this was going to denigrate into a battle remained to be seen, but the local Protectorate had brought some of its heavy guns, if not all, with the others just a few blocks away from HTech’s campus in a plain white van.




Using her synthesized voice, Taylor said, “Greetings. What can I do for the local Protectorate today? Is it time for another donation to your Annual Charity Ball benefiting widows and orphans?”




Of course, it was Armsmaster who took charge, stepping forward and tersely saying, “Iron Man, this is not a time for levity. We’ve come to discuss the situation here in Brockton Bay with you.”




“What situation?”




“Don’t play coy with me. The release of nanotechnology that has transformed the local landscape and threatens to do the same with the rest of the country and perhaps even the world. What do you know about this matter?”




Taylor grinned again, glad they couldn’t see her face or they would likely be even more upset. In an indifferent voice, she said, “You mean the urban renewal project? I thought it was one of yours. That maybe it had escaped from your lab.”




It was Miss Militia who stepped forward to play peacemaker, clearly acting as good cop to Armsmaster’s bad. “Iron Man, there are serious concerns as to what is the ultimate purpose behind what has been unleashed in Brockton Bay. More than anything else, we just want to clear you of responsibility so that we can move on and find the guilty party.”




Pretending to be puzzled, Taylor asked, “And why is that, Miss Militia? So that you can pin a medal upon them? Because I don’t see the bad here. Brockton Bay is clean and safe, likely for the first time in the city’s history. Tell me, has there been a peep from any of the Parahuman gangs out there since the… I think they’re calling it the Conversion. Since the Conversion happened?”




Armsmaster sounded almost bitter as he said, “What happens when the author of this ‘Conversion’ comes to claim his thirty pieces of silver? Because if the one thing that events involving Parahumans has taught us is that no one does something of this nature for free. They will expect to be compensated, perhaps in money, or more likely, with power over the lives of the people whom we are responsible for protecting. I won’t allow those people to be enslaved.”




Cynically, Taylor said, “Nice speech. Needs a little work on the self-sacrificing heroic part, though.” In a more reasonable tone, she continued, “Regardless, it wasn’t me who unleashed nanotechnology into the environment.” Which was technically true as it had been JARVIS who had unleashed Garden Spot as well as any subsequent nanobot drops. “If I were you, I wouldn’t waste too much sleep over whoever did it. It doesn’t appear to a power grab to me.”




There was surprise in Armsmaster’s voice as he said, “You’re telling the truth.” That immediately shaded into suspicion as he asked, “Why would you allow me to read your voice that way when your voice modulation could likely disguise it?”




Still continuing on in her reasonable tone of voice, Taylor said, “Because it wouldn’t accomplish anything other than to show that my tech is superior to your tech. I mean, it is, but there’s no reason to rub your face in it.”




In a whisper designed to be heard by an entire room, Assault said, “Sheesh, insult much anyone?”




Armsmaster looked like he agreed based upon the sour pucker of his lips visible beneath his armor’s visor. Miss Militia however, waved it off. “Thank you, Iron Man. I appreciate your help and honesty in this matter. Well, it appears to that we’ll just have to keep looking.”




Taylor hesitated, then said, “Miss Militia, you might want to consider whether or not it’s a good idea to catch whoever did this. Because from my own analysis of the nanotechnology involved, I don’t see how anyone could take on this person and win.”




Armsmaster sounded put out as he challenged, “Can you defeat this plague, Iron Man? Can your technology overcome whoever designed and implemented it?”




Taylor had to pretend to think a moment. The actual truth was that once out there, the nanobots were virtually impossible to defeat unless you had a superior form of nanotechnology to use against them. On the other hand, she had Extremis, the designs for the addictive and highly dangerous nanotechnology right there in her memories to use. Extremis could likely defeat Garden Spot, returning the city to its former glory.




On the other hand, it showed just how perilous she believed Extremis to be that she would prefer something like an Endbringer to the effects of that form of nanotechnology. After all, what was the point in saving humanity from the Endbringers if the end result was that they perished because of something far more insidious.




Aware that she had been quiet for too long, Taylor finally spoke, “Yes, I could defeat this nanotechnology. But to do so, I would need to use a different form of nanotech that is far more dangerous.”




“How dangerous?” Miss Militia asked, her eyes steady upon Taylor.




“Dangerous enough that I would rate its usage somewhere just this side of daily attacks by the Endbringers.”




“That’s absurd!” Armsmaster burst out, appearing to be quite agitated by her words.




Taylor shrugged. “If you believe it, then clearly it must be true. Anyway, good day to you all. Miss Militia. Assault. Armsmaster.”




Without waiting for them, Taylor walked back to the door from which she’d emerged, going through and portaling back to her lab. There, she found her dad, Trish, and JARVIS waiting for her. She walked over to her lab table, released her armored mask to expose her face, and sat down. Gesturing for them to sit across from her, Taylor said, “Well, that could have gone better.”







Ethan rode down in the high tech elevator with the other two members of his team, quietly listening as they discussed what needed to be done. He had his own opinions of what had just occurred, but wanted to see what his teammates thought. He didn’t have long to wait.




“Do you think he was telling the truth?” Miss Militia asked, her tone apparently reflecting only idle curiosity. They had already previously discussed what could and could not be discussed while still upon the premises of the armored cape, although the cynical part of Assault had already decided that if Iron Man was guilty of the Conversion, what were the odds he could monitor the conversations of anyone, anywhere, and at anytime?




“According to the lie detector that’s built into my armor, he was telling the truth for the most part. A few of his earlier statements were ambiguous,” Armsmaster replied.




“Would you even be able to tell if Iron man was lying? I mean, I understand that the voice he is using is synthesized, making it nearly impossible for you to be to read inflections in his tones that would allow your lie detector to work properly.”




“Ordinarily, you would be right. Today, for whatever reason, Iron Man chose to allow me to do exactly that. As he has twice before, he used only one layer of modulation, disguising only his sex and age, but nothing else. I was able to read his voice to see that he told the truth. He did not disseminate nanotechnology into the environment.”




Ethan almost spoke up at that point, but in the end, decided to keep his own council. Because unlike his two teammates, he did not believe for one second that Iron Man was innocent of the crime for which they had questioned him.




It was just too convenient. First, an armored cape appears out of nowhere to help with an Endbringer, perhaps the most dangerous of the three, and runs the Simurgh off single-handedly after somehow targeting her, which could only mean that he’d somehow defeated her precognition, leaving her blind to the now. Even ignoring the suit, the technology that would require was well beyond anything that any known Tinker was experimenting with today.




Then there was the well-established problem with the abilities of Thinkers all over the world. How intermittent their abilities had become. Yet, no one made the connection, or if they had, were keeping quiet about it like Ethan was.




Third, Iron Man turns out to be behind the brightest spot in the entire landscape of Brockton Bay, HTech, which was almost single-handedly responsible for turning around the city’s economy. It was his technology that they were releasing world-wide in wholesale lots to both consumers and other technology companies. Out of which, of course, Iron Man was making a fortune.




Fourth, he had somehow found and eliminated the Slaughterhouse Nine as effortlessly as if they were a group of schoolyard bullies hiding behind the cafeteria rather the most dangerous Parahuman group alive, using a new, far more advanced form of armor. Ethan had read Armsmaster’s report on that armor. According to his teammate’s analysis, Iron Man’s new armor was at least two orders of magnitude more powerful than his previous armor and more probably three.




Ethan reflected that while that was mind boggling in and of itself, it was as if no one had read the next conclusion in the report. That next statement had been so very simple and had merely stated, “Based upon the increase in energy production, storage, and dissemination, the technology behind the ‘Iron Man’ suit has had a four to nine times increase in sophistication.”




Somehow, in about two months, Iron Man had managed to design and build a set of armor that was at a minimum four times as sophisticated technologically as his previous suit. Yet, no one commented upon this very telling fact, as if no one could even see it, or if seen, draw any conclusions.




Ethan knew that he had a decent brain, although he was seldom the smartest person in the room these days. Still, it was why he had ultimately seen the light when it came to being a villain. He’d easily envisioned a future of increasing violence coupled with decreasing rewards for that violence, so he had changed his allegiance, joining the Protectorate. Not that Puppy hadn’t played a part with that change as well.




Perhaps more than his own intelligence, Ethan looked upon the things he saw with a villain’s mindset, as once his cape name had been Madcap, an escape specialist. It allowed him to draw conclusions that others simply did not, even occasionally stumping Thinkers with what he came up with. So when he came to the simple conclusion that Iron Man was behind the Conversion the other night, he’d come along with his teammates hoping to be proven wrong.




However, after the performance he had just seen, there now wasn’t the slightest doubt in his mind that Iron Man had unleashed the nanoplague that had so changed the landscape of Brockton Bay. Now he was faced with the decision of whether or not to say anything to his teammates or PRT.




Because, as he had stated in the earlier meeting attended by Director Costa-Brown, Ethan had seen the video. He had to balance the possibility that the Tinker who was so intent upon helping people that he had donated the entire reward for eliminating the Slaughterhouse Nine to charity was a villain, with the almost certainty that should that selfsame person feel threatened, he could just as easily kill the entire local Protectorate team.




If it were just him, he wasn’t sure whether he would or wouldn’t decide to inform the others about the conclusions he had drawn. But the presence of Puppy in his life made his decision black and white. He would stay silent and live, as would she. In the meantime, whatever project Iron Man, who was fighting in an entirely different weight class than the rest of them, would play out the way it was supposed to.




Clocking out later, Ethan made his way back to his apartment, whistling a jaunty tune. To all intents and purposes he did not have a care in the world. He noted the beautifully restored sidewalks and streets around him with pleasure, and felt the same about his brand new appearing apartment building.




A moment later, he had the front door unlocked and walked inside. He immediately spotted the one person who could still make his heart skip a beat, the same way it had done for years now. With a happiness that living in the now provided him, Ethan exclaimed, “Puppy!”







Not wanting to let the silence lengthen, Taylor said, “So I guess you heard. Trish, what do you think?”




Trish grinned, but there was something off about it. “You fooled Armsmaster and Miss Militia, but it was mostly because they didn’t want to believe that it was you who was behind the Conversion. Assault, on the other hand, is convinced that it was you.”




Ahh, so that was it, Taylor decided. She had been certain they would fool all of the members of the Protectorate, but it looked like Assault had somehow figured it out, or was at least suspicious.




“Do you think he’s going to say anything?”




Shaking her head, Trish said, “No. Especially not after the video we released showing how easily you took down the Slaughterhouse Nine. As a former villain, Assault has a more flexible morality than most of the Protectorate, plus excellent survival instincts. He won’t talk about it unless you do something that makes him believe you to be a villain. Then it’s anybody’s guess what happens as I can’t extrapolate any further with the available facts.”




Danny didn’t look nearly as composed as he asked, “What happens if they return with the Triumvirate at their side? Are you up to dealing with the three of them and all of their teams as well?”




“Pretty much. The thing is, short of Sleeper himself coming here, there’s not a single Parahuman or group of Parahumans that I can’t deal with. Plus, I’m this close to some form of dimensional shielding that should be able to cut off a Parahuman from the source of their power without having to destroy part of their brain, something I’d really rather not do if I end up face to face with a hero.”




Looking like he had just swallowed a lemon, Danny said, “I’d rather you not lobotomize any heroes either, kiddo. But if you’re going to be putting yourself into confrontations with both the PRT and Protectorate, it’s eventually going to happen. It worries me. Dad’s prerogative.”




If she wasn’t wearing armor, Taylor would have walked over and hugged him. “Thanks, Dad. JARVIS, your analysis of the meeting?”




The cultured voice of the AI came over the lab’s speakers, “Miss, I concur with Miss Trish’s conclusions. They simply do not want to believe it is you, so there will be tremendous resistance toward anyone convincing them otherwise. I believe that is why Dragon’s conclusions were not given more weight. Of course, truthfully, they can ill afford to alienate you under any circumstances.”




Danny perked up. “Why is that, JARVIS?”




“Because, Danny, the items which we have been providing the Protectorate, specifically the Psionic Dampeners, have led to a drop in Parahuman crime nationwide of nearly twenty-five percent. That is only one item. The other items that we are putting out world-wide has led to a perceptible drop in crime everywhere as safe water and other necessities becomes available. After all, with any increase in the standard of living across the board, there is a reduction in crime levels, even among the lower class, the one most prone to seeing crime as a way of escaping poverty. They are less likely to see crime as a better path than other opportunities.”




JARVIS sounded more than a little satisfied as he said, “In taking on Miss Hebert, the PRT would be, in essence, killing the goose that laid the golden egg. Equally importantly, she has indicated publicly that she is working on a way to deal with the Endbringers. She has identified herself as a hero beyond the borders of this nation with international renown. It would ill suit the spin-makers of the PRT to allow her to be relabeled as a villain.”




Trish walked around the table to stand next to Taylor. She reached up to carefully pat the taller girl’s cheek. Grinning, she said, “I wanted to slap you on the back in congratulations, but I value my hands too much. What now, oh mighty leader?”




Taylor frowned. What now indeed. The further things went along, the more dangerous the targets. The next target in her sights was Lung. She said, “It’s Lung. JARVIS, go ahead and attempt to eliminate his Corona Pollentia. I don’t think it will work based upon what we know about his power, but let’s give it a try. Do the same with Oni Lee.”




“And Bakuda, Miss?”




“Nanotize her tech. Get everything you can on her methodology and blueprints. I’m especially interested in the theory that Trish has that Bakuda can create stopped time explosives. That might be the key to helping with the victims of Gray Boy, plus it would be yet another method of dealing the Endbringers in the event exiling them into deep space doesn’t work.”




“Of course, Miss. Should I prepare any contingencies for dealing with Lung?”




She shook her head. “No. We can’t be seen as the bad guys here. So when he goes ballistic after being attacked, we should wait until the Protectorate has had the first shot. That way, when we deal with him permanently, they won’t be able to argue excessive force.”




Danny cleared his throat, drawing their attention to him. “I’m still not sure I’m comfortable in what we are doing here. It’s a bit too much like murder for me to think we’re doing the right thing.”




Taylor shook her head. “I get it, Dad. I really do. But after the reports that I’ve read of exactly what Lung has gotten up to I find the idea of killing him a lot more palatable.”




With that reminder, Danny’s face became more than a little drawn. Because the idea of just how many girls had been sold into sexual slavery by the ABB under Lung’s leadership was utterly sickening. Their fates, one of becoming prostitutes after being broken through the use of drug addiction and gang rape, was one of the worst that awaited any citizen of their country.




That the PRT seemed to turn a blind eye to that behavior infuriated her dad even more than it did Taylor. At least she had the memories of a man who had seen that and far worse during his lifetime to shield her. Danny Hebert, a truly good man, was utterly horrified at what could happen in what he had always believed to be the greatest country in the world.




After a long silence, it was Danny who broke it. “I withdraw my objections, Taylor. I should never have argued against your plan.”




“I disagree, Danny.”




Taylor started in surprise at hearing JARVIS speak. She was still getting used to the fact that the AI she had released from her control had opinions of his own, and while he did not speak out all that often, when he did it was to make a very good point.




“You speak on behalf of restraint. For the rights of the lawbreaker. Even if the rest of us believe it is a cut and dry case for elimination, you should continue to do so. After all, we must never come to believe without doubts in our own rectitude lest we risk becoming what we fight. So long as you continue to be who you are, it becomes less likely we will lose our way.”




Taylor marveled anew at the AI she had built. Because this JARVIS most certainly wasn’t the same one that Tony had made back on his own world. No he was—




What had she missed? There had been a look that passed across Trish’s face that Taylor couldn’t interpret in reaction to JARVIS’ words. Making a mental note to go back and talk to her friend about what she’d seen after the meeting, Taylor said, “I agree. Thanks, Dad, for being you and calling it like you see it.”




With that, their meeting broke up, each of them going back to their respective offices. Unfortunately, Taylor missed getting a moment alone with Trish. Well, she’d talk to her about it later.







“Bakuda, it is time.”




Bakuda turned at the sound of the deep voice from behind her. Seeing her master there, she bowed low. “What do you require, Lung?”




Lung’s cold stare eviscerated her. “Disguise yourself. Bring as many of your explosives as you can fit in a shopping cart. Be prepared to mine the entire downtown of Brockton Bay. We will drive this mysterious Tinker out into the open and I will deal with him.”




Almost, she asked how he would manage to ramp himself up, but then caught herself. Lung would do as Lung chose. Currently he was absolutely enraged at the attack upon him. It was up to her to do what was required of her lest that rage fall upon her, especially after Oni Lee’s failure. She still bore the marks from the last time she had argued with her master.




Bowing deeply again, she said, “Yes, Lung.”




“Do not fail me, Bakuda.” With that last warning, Lung turned and stalked away, already growing in size.




Behind him, Bakuda whispered, “I will not fail you, Lung.” At least not so long as she wanted to survive.







“Hey, Taylor, got a second?”




Taylor looked up at the familiar voice. “Sure. I’ve actually been meaning to talk to you about something.”




Trish, who had been standing in the doorway, walked on in and sat on the other side of Taylor’s lab table. “No problem, but I want to go first.”




Raising a brow, Taylor waited for the other girl to speak. Trish started, “I wanted to say that I really think you should go ahead and take Sarah Pelham up on her offer to hang out with her family and the Dallons.”




“We’ve discussed it, Trish. The risk to the our ultimate plans is too great for me to take a chance on that kind of exposure.”




Trish took a deep breath, then released it. “Look, I’m going to be direct here, so please don’t get your feelings hurt. When we agreed to eliminate the Slaughterhouse Nine, I was completely on board. Even when we discussed their various weaknesses and how best to exploit them.”




Puzzled, Taylor said,”I know. I was there. What’s going on?”




Trish looked faintly sad as she said, “Then I saw the video. The way you reacted. How effortlessly, how… efficiently you dealt with them. Afterward, I couldn’t read you. Not even my model of you. I don’t… I don’t know if what you did even affected you. Did you even cry, Taylor, when you killed nine people?”




Automatically, Taylor corrected the other girl, “Eight. JARVIS killed William Manton.”




The only reply she got was a raised brow. After a moment, she defended herself, “Look, Trish, I appreciate your concern, but it’s misplaced. I cried after I killed them. I did.”




There was a measuring look in Trish’s eye that said she didn’t buy it. Then she slowly shook her head. “Bullshit. You cried because of the people in the town, not because of what you, yourself did. Taylor, you’re becoming increasingly disassociated from people, and that is not a good thing. Especially not for you.”




An enraged shout explode from within her, “I am not Tony Stark!” .




Taylor stopped, feeling as appalled by her outburst as Trish looked. Where the fuck had that come from? Then she knew. Every time Taylor thought she had a handle on Stark’s memories and personality, it would find a new way to creep into her psyche. This was just the latest of his forays into her consciousness.




In a small voice, Taylor said, “I’m sorry.”




“I know you are. You’re also going to do what I suggested now, aren’t you?”




Taylor sighed. “Fine. But you’re coming with me.”




With a grin that if she were anyone else, Taylor might actually find frightening, Trish agreed, “Of course I am. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Now what did you want to talk to me—”




A voice interrupted their impromptu meeting, “Miss Hebert, the incident we planned with Lung is happening. Bakuda of the ABB is currently placing bombs in locations throughout the city. By my calculations, she’ll have more than two hundred set up within the next six hours if not stopped.”




And so it begins, Taylor thought. Exchanging a quick glance with Trish, she said, “Sorry, Trish, but that’s my cue. JARVIS, we’ll play this out just as we planned. First the ABB, then Empire 88. You’ve got the worst case scenario covered with the more than a thousand drones cached throughout the city while I go deal with the ABB, Bakuda, and Lung.”




Trish looked like she was about to protest, but then JARVIS spoke, “Don’t worry, Miss Trish. I’ll also be accompanying Miss Hebert with another fifty drones. She will remain safe at all times.”




“Thanks, JARVIS.”




Yeah, thanks JARVIS, Taylor thought morosely. While she understood that it was the smart thing to do to go in with overwhelming firepower, accompanied by repair drones and unlimited amounts of nanobots, her memories from Tony insisted upon her dealing with the bad guys solo while reaping all of the glory.




To her memories, though, Taylor thought, shut up. Shut the fuck up, Tony. She wasn’t him and he wasn’t her. Unlike the billionaire playboy, she was going to win this one no matter what it took, up to and including, using every resource at her disposal. And she’d do it without letting him get his claws into her mind again. Deliberately pasting on a confident smile, Taylor gave Trish one final look before heading over to get armored up and ready to launch.




“JARVIS, has the Protectorate been alerted?”




“Of course, Miss. They were incoming to Bakuda’s position in less than five minutes. We’ll arrive just after they do.”




Seven minutes later found her rocketing through the sky toward the spot where JARVIS had Bakuda’s location pinpointed on her HUD. That location was now the center of a free for all as the various capes of the Protectorate battled an already empowered Lung. Fortunately for them, JARVIS had already nerfed all of Bakuda’s gear, so she was unable to assist her team member. Landing in a similar manner less than twenty feet away from the bomb-themed Tinker, Taylor glanced at the unassuming figure of a bag lady pushing a shopping cart filled with junk who was currently held in place with cuffs around her wrists and ankles.




Of course, it wasn’t Bakuda who had Taylor’s attention, rather the man-dragon who now stood over twelve feet tall and was wreathed in white hot flames. She watched as Lung casually parried Armsmaster’s halberd, then with a move that blurred, knocked the leader of the local Protectorate spinning through the air. Based upon the fact that Assault was half carrying and half dragging Battery’s slim form away, the fight was not going well for the heroes.




From off to one side, there was the sound of an anti-material rifle firing as a round hammered into the Lung’s shoulder. He staggered, then with a pop and twist, his bones snapped back into place and his silvery metal scales visibly thickened.




Lung spoke, his words distorted by jaws not designed for human speech, “Kwiill woo ooll!”




In a voice that was echoed by the more than fifty drones accompanying her, Taylor thundered, “Lung, cease and desist! You are under arrest!”




Then she was spinning back into the air, barely dodging the blow that hammered into her shields like a blow from Thor’s hammer. Lung, now pushing well past twelve feet tall and surrounded by flames that registered at forty-two hundred Kelvin, had just launched himself like a bullet from a gun at her.




Of course, it would have been a much more effective attack if every single part of the entire city wasn’t part of her reconnaissance package. She’d known what Lung was going to do as soon as his body’s balance shifted the tiniest bit, changing the pressure on the nanobots under his feet.




Still, there was an audience to be entertained, so kicking in full power, Taylor launched herself headfirst into the ABB leader, meeting him with a thunderous crash that shook the ground.







Bakuda stared in contempt at the blue and silver armored figure who fought her master, his halberd dealing another strike that would have crippled a lesser opponent. It felt wrong somehow to be fighting the local heroes. Despite all of the arguments with the others where they surmised the source of the Conversion must be the Protectorate, most likely in the form of Armsmaster, she had always known who her true foe had to be, Iron Man.




She had spent the last month growing increasingly frustrated as Lung prevent her from dealing with the upstarts at HTech. That so-called technology firm wasn’t up to her standards and it irked her so much that they received so much credit for creating items that she could have made if she hadn’t been so focused upon her own specialization, bombs.




More than anything, she had wanted to use some creeper bombs to blow the entire facility into the stratosphere. But Lung had told her to wait. He had been surprisingly unbothered by the loss of so many of their rank and file in their attack, quite possibly because the Nazis had lost just as heavily, including one of their capes who was still in PRT custody.




Then had come the self-aggrandizing press conference and that video. Bakuda had watched the deaths of the Slaughterhouse Nine over and over again, obsessively dissecting every single detail, pouring over every single frame of the HD video.




It had been both beautiful and frightening. She had loved the ruthlessness displayed by the other Tinker, but had been incredibly disappointed when he both donated the reward money and used the occasion to flog his company’s generosity to the US government. But it had established Iron Man as a player in her mind, even if he wasn’t quite ruthless enough for her tastes.




Of course, when Bakuda had tried to tell Lung about her ideas and opinions about Iron Man, he hadn’t responded well. It had nearly cost her life to not immediately bow to his will, but when it was something she believed in so vehemently, it was hard to speak lies. She had slunk away to lick her wounds in private, knowing that she would have her chance at the armored Tinker.




Lung should have listened to her, she thought spitefully. The so-called Conversion had occurred just a week ago and it had changed the playing field utterly. Their stashes of drugs had disappeared as if by magic. Then they had been unable to properly discipline their whores and other dependents once those cowards had realized that violent confrontations were no longer possible between individuals. That they were protected as the city itself rose to their defense.




It had the ABB teetering on the edge of collapse, only held together by the sheer force of Lung’s power and personality. The cape who had confronted Leviathan in Kyushu and finally sent the Endbringer into retreat had refused to allow his people to scatter, so they hadn’t.




The event had similarly affected Empire 88 and had sent the fading remnants of the Merchants into full retreat. Other smaller gangs had simply disappeared, most leaving Brockton Bay for greener pastures elsewhere. On the other hand, those pathetic mercenaries, Faultine’s Crew, seemed to be taking things in stride and had retreated to their club to weather the storm.




Then Lung had decided it was time to find and deal with whoever was trying to drive them from their city. He had come up a plan, which while not brilliant, was perfectly serviceable to draw out the architect of the Conversion. Once visible, Lung would kill him.




So Bakuda had built her bombs, dozens upon dozens of bombs, with so many myriad effects that she almost couldn’t remember them all. But only almost. No, she was ready when Lung called earlier than expected after the attack on them that had hurt him and cost them Oni Lee.




Of course, it hadn’t been Iron Man who confronted them, but rather, the Protectorate. Bakuda knew that Lung took this as confirmation that it was Armsmaster or another hero behind the Conversion, but she knew better. Iron Man was tricking her master. But he would be here soon enough, of that she had no doubt.




For now, though, they had to deal with the Protectorate fools. Lung was already strong and tossing his foes around like children’s toys. Bakuda would do the same, just as she had been directed. Highlighting one of her bombs on her HUD, she pressed her toe rings together with almost a feeling of orgasm filling her as she projected what it would do to this city and its inhabitants.




Unfortunately, to Bakuda’s stunned disbelief, nothing happened. Frantically, she checked another bomb, then another. “What the fuck is going on?” she screamed, feeling like she was about to go insane.




That was when her costume seemed to fly apart, along with all of the completed bombs on her cart. To her Tinker sense, it was as if everything that made complete sense descended into utter chaos. With a sense of growing dread, Bakuda realized that all of her tools and devices had been infested by the nanomachines despite all of her precautions. Even now, they were forming her bombs and other gear into different shapes.




As hand and leg cuffs formed around her extremities, Bakuda realized that no matter the outcome with Lung, she had lost. He would kill her for this failure, she knew. She shivered in dread as a silver and white blur was hammered into a wall not that far from her, collapsing to lie still, as a cry of dismay rang out. Soon, he would get to her as well, Bakuda realized. Soon she would die.




A moment later, Iron Man landed and shouted out his ultimatum. With the Protectorate forces routed, fleeing for their lives, Lung just laughed. He wasn’t in the least afraid of the armored cape. With a sense of both hope and dispair, Bakuda couldn’t help remembering the way Iron Man had so ruthlessly dealt with the Slaughterhouse Nine.




She shrieked as her restraints began pulling her away from the fight toward where the heroes were regrouping. Her struggles were useless as a force more than human pulled her along. Then everything become immaterial as Lung savagely attacked, only to be met in midair by Iron Man.







“He’s actually a lot faster than our analysis indicated,” Taylor commented as she dodged yet another attack by the steadily growing Parahuman. So far, other than that first exchange, she hadn’t attacked back, as it would have been far too easy to simply eliminate Lung despite all of his strength and savagery. The problem was the after effects would likely kill Bakuda as well as many of the nearby watching heroes.




So instead, she played dodge the dragon, while occasionally dealing him savage blows using just the physical capabilities of her armor. Not that it was easy, as Lung was almost as fast as she was, despite all of the nanobots speeding her reflexes. And he was still continuing to grow in size, power, and speed.




Using the abilities of her drones, Taylor projected her voice so that it once more sounded as loud as thunder, “Lung! Stand down! Do not force me to kill you!”




Lung’s response was to send a blast of beyond white hot heat Taylor’s way. Using the energy absorption abilities that were part of her armor’s new power systems, she channeled the vast majority of that heat into stored energy for her particle cannons. The remainder was harmlessly dissipated by the various nanobots surrounding them.




Deliberately, she interposed the forcefields of two different drones between her and Lung, watching as he hammered away in temporary futility at the transparent barrier. A moment later, as Lung grew another foot, wings beginning to extrude from his back, he burst through, only to hit another set.




“Let’s let him go, JARVIS. He’s mad enough now to be careless. Just be ready in case I screw up.”




With that, the forcefields collapsed as if overpowered and Lung sprang free. His leap upward would have done the Hulk proud and it was only by doing a swimmer’s turn and unleashing the full power of her boot jets that Taylor was able to send him crashing to the ground empty-handed.




It was time to end this, she decided. Taylor came in fast and landed just feet away from Lung. Ducking and spinning to dodge a murderous kick from a huge, clawed foot, she launched herself skyward, fists forward, right into Lung’s chin. Despite the flexibility of the man-dragon’s long, sinuous neck, the bones of his spine snapped under the impact, sending him to the ground.




As the Parahuman villain collapsed, temporarily paralyzed, Taylor tamped down on any mercy she might have felt, remembering the reports JARVIS had compiled on how the ABB forcibly recruited young women and turned them into prostitutes through the use of gang rape and drug addiction. It was a modus operandi that Lung had never seen fit to change since becoming the head of the ABB. It was also likely the least of Lung’s crimes, she thought.




“Miss, the Protectorate and Bakuda are now more than fifty meters away.”




Taylor translated that to minimum safe distance for her next attack. Aloud, she said, “Thanks, JARVIS.”




Spinning up what could only be described as a self-contained particle accelerator, Taylor formed a two foot long blade of pure energy, equivalent to the continuous full output of one of her particle cannons and stabbed it directly into the back of the monstrous Parahuman’s head, destroying his brain. Then she eviscerated his torso, severing his healing spine and then turning his heart, and most of the contents of his chest cavity, into plasma, which blasted outward in a wave of light and heat. A moment later, what was left of Lung’s body began to shrink as the motivating force behind it disappeared.




Immediately killing the Plasma Blade, Taylor stood waiting as Lung’s death throes stilled. Then she turned toward the Protectorate and Bakuda. Walking over to her, Taylor said, “I’ll be leaving you for the Protectorate. Maybe they can find a use for you that will keep you out of the Birdcage. Then again, maybe not.”




The woman, her features a combination of rage and terror, shouted, “Iron Man! I can help you become the ruler of this pitiful dirtball. With the help of my bombs, you can become the most powerful cape in the world!”




Taylor just shook her head. JARVIS had already analyzed all of the mad Tinker’s bombs and had their schematics waiting for her back at her lab. Aloud she said, “Sorry, Bakuda, but that’s not going to happen.”




Taylor refused to feel a sense of satisfaction as a gag grew over the raging Tinker’s mouth. Turning toward the scattered Protectorate heroes, she asked, “Is there anyone who requires medical attention?”




To one side, Assault waved and gestured at the slim figure dressed all in white he was supporting. “Here, Iron Man.”




“I’m on it.”




Six of her drones subsequently interlinked to form a Portable Doc just a few feet away from the two of them, while Taylor walked on over. Less than a minute later, the machine was ready to go. Taylor said, “Place her on the examination platform and step back just a bit.”




Assault silently did as directed, although the steely look he sent Taylor’s way made her aware that Trish was probably right about her analysis of him. The machine began working, using a mixture of techniques to reduce the swelling in Battery’s brain as well as dealing with her various cuts and abrasions.




Five minutes later, Battery was sitting up looking groggy. She groaned, “What hit me? A bus?”




Assault appeared utterly self-possessed as he leaned against the table next to her. He teased, “No, Puppy, it was only a taxi used like a Louisville slugger by Lung. I can’t believe you let him hit you and scared me like that. It totally spoiled my own attack on him which was going to be using a bus! Now I’ll forever be known as a copy cat!”




Battery rolled her eyes. “Yes, because what happened was completely under my control.”




Miss Militia walked up, supporting the limping figure of Armsmaster, while Triumph took up the rear. Idly, Taylor commented, “I’m surprised that Dauntless and Velocity aren’t here.”




Miss Militia shrugged, “They were off duty, Iron Man, and couldn’t get here in time. We do have civilian lives, you know.” With a glance a the figure who was still leaning on her, she quietly muttered, “Well, most of us do.”




The group got Armsmaster onto the table and even Taylor was impressed by the extent of his injuries. However, other than a bit of minor surgery, he didn’t need to be opened up, the nanobots inside of his body doing their jobs. It did take more than five minutes before he was back on his feet, though, time that she spent in idle chatter with Miss Militia.




It was weird, but it was the first time that Taylor felt any awareness of the other woman’s attractiveness. Tamping down hard on that part of her personality, she instead focused on Miss Militia’s opinion regarding what had happened to Lung.




“Is there going to be a problem with how I dealt with Lung?”




With a distasteful glance at the steaming remains of the Parahuman villain, Miss Militia shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ll attest that there was imminent danger to lives and that you had no choice. However, Iron Man, this needs to be extent of your body count. Short of storming Ellisburg and dealing with Nilbog, there needs to be no more fatalities attributed to you. Am I making myself clear?”




“Of course, Miss Militia. The last thing I want is more deaths.”




The flag-themed cape wearily nodded. “Be that as it may. Your donation of the reward for executing the kill orders on the Slaughterhouse Nine bought you a lot of good will with the PRT. Don’t use it all up in one sitting.”




Around them, men appeared, all wearing the uniforms and protective gear of the PRT. They began cataloging the damage, as well as taking Bakuda into custody, first spraying her with containment foam up to her jawline. It amused Taylor to think that now they had to wait until they neutralized the foam before they could further restrain her and carry her off.




Miss Militia seemed to follow her line of vision and shrugged, “Standard procedure when dealing with any Parahuman. Cover them with containment foam.”




The woman gave a few orders to the troops around them, then turned to Taylor. “Iron Man, what would it take to get you to sell Iron Legionnaire suits to the PRT?”




In a carefully neutral tone, Taylor asked, “Why would you need them? If the legitimate authorities can deal with Parahumans, I don’t see any reason you would require that much firepower.”




Miss Militia matched her neutrality as she said, “Iron Man, we are the legitimate authorities. If not us, who else? You’re effectively denying us tools that would not only help us do our jobs, but prevent injuries and deaths to good men and women. I understand that you have an issue with the PRT and the Protectorate, perhaps Parahumans in general, but you shouldn’t punish the rank and file who are out there risking their lives everyday because of your own personal feelings.”




Almost, Tony escaped out into the wild as a hundred angry replies thundered through Taylor’s mind. In the end, none of them made it past her lips. She was Taylor Hebert. Not Tony Stark. Not some bastard amalgamation of the two of them. She was the master of her own destiny.




It was Taylor Hebert who saw no point in stressing the relationship with the local branch of the Protectorate by arguing for a policy that her entire team had come up with. So instead, she merely said, “Miss Militia, thanks for talking to me about this. I’ll give it careful consideration and get back to with you with an answer. And just for the record, I’ve never had a problem with you or how you do your job.”




From behind the, a weak voice muttered, “Truth.” Around them there were dozens of relieved chuckles as the men and women, both those in uniform and in costume, relieved the stress of the last few hours with a little humor.




Taylor joined in as well, allowing the amusement she felt to help cleanse her mind and spirit of the grim task she had just finished. Now the only major players left in Brockton Bay were Empire 88. Once they were gone, all she had to do was keep the city clear of major gangs, and it would help clear the way for more of her projects, furthering her agenda to save the world.




As she continued to silently snort far after the matter should have lost whatever amusement it should have held, Taylor realized that she actually felt a lot better. Far better than after dealing with the Slaughterhouse Nine. It just goes to show, she thought, that sometimes, humor healed more than tears.









Chapter Thirty-One—Worthy Foes, Part One



“Armsmaster, are we secure?”




The Tinker shook his head, his mouth set in a seemingly permanent frown. “Unfortunately, I cannot guarantee that, Director. Despite the steadily decreasing interference from the nanoplague upon the actions of the citizens of this city, there is evidence that whoever is behind it can basically monitor every single movement occurring within the confines of the city, as well as all of the communication taking place here.”




Emily pursed her lips, then nodded. “Fine. We have to meet and discuss this whether we can guarantee our security or not. Please continue to work on a solution with Dragon.”




Armsmaster nodded. “Of course, Director.”




It was just another difficulty they were working through at the moment. So far, nothing had worked to even temporarily disable the nanotechnology that had taken over the city. They had tried everything from Dauntless’ arclance to Triumph’s shout, but nothing had worked. So they would just meet the way they always had with the understanding that nothing they discussed was truly secret.




Of course, what she really hated was that she was no longer being included in discussions on PRT policy. Emily had always prided herself on being both informed and effective when it came to creating policy, not talking too much or too little during meetings, but at least making salient points. Now she didn’t even attend meetings, decisions made and passed on without input from her as Brockton Bay was considered a security risk by Director Costa-Brown.




Emily surveyed the rest of the room. In front of her was the entire roster of both the local Protectorate and Wards, thirteen members in all. After due consideration, she had decided to include their younger members in this meeting in hopes of bringing fresh viewpoints to the situation. How it would work out remained to be seen.




“As all of you know, just over two weeks ago we all woke up to a grim reality that is affecting us still. Brockton Bay is infested with a nanotech-based ‘plague’ for want of a better word, that has essentially replaced most of the infrastructure of the city with one made up of tiny machines. In the reports in front of each of you, are listed the conclusions we have drawn, as well as reasons behind those conclusions. However, none of that has gotten us even slightly closer to finding out who is responsible for the event or what their motivations are.”




Emily allowed her eyes to scan across the faces of her audience. “That is why you are all here. I want fresh ideas. Any ideas. Don’t worry that anything you bring forward will be treated less than seriously. We need out of the box thinking. So let’s have it, people.”




Down the table, Assault opened his mouth, only to be elbowed fairly viciously by Battery. Emily shot him a quelling look, but it was water off of the irreverent hero’s back. Still, he wasn’t the first to speak. That honor went to Kid Win.




The young Tinker had recently not only figured out his specialization, but had been showing a studiousness that bordered on obsession, attempting to learn all of the basics behind the science of his and others’ inventions. It was evident in the suggestion he put forward. “Director Piggot, has anyone considered that the source of the nanoplague might be a recently triggered Parahuman? I mean, if you think about it, the way that violence was curtailed throughout the city suggests a viewpoint in opposition to the gangs. Maybe someone triggered after being attacked? An alternate explanation is a second trigger in an existing Tinker or Shaker, brought about by stress.”




It was Armsmaster who answered the question. “Kid Win, we did briefly discuss that as a possibility, but it was decided that the odds so closely approach zero that it did not bear closer scrutiny. As most of you are aware, an S Class threat of that nature has never occurred, and while theoretically possible, is highly unlikely. Still, it’s been added to the list of possibilities.”




Emily added, “Your second point is valid. However, the only Tinker that we don’t have accounted for is Squealer of the Merchants. As most of you know, the leadership of the Merchants was gutted not that long ago when two out of three of its capes were captured during an attempt to break into HTech. Squealer went missing at the same time. She’s also on the list, if for no other reason than that. But I will raise her priority.”




Emily blinked as Gallant raised his hand. “You don’t need to raise your hand, Gallant. This isn’t class. What is your suggestion?”




The young cape answered immediately, “Has anyone given thought that this could be a final gesture by Bonesaw or Mannequin of the Slaughterhouse Nine? While I don’t suggest that Bonesaw could accomplish this alone, with Mannequin’s help, maybe she could? Then at some future date, the nanoplague turns on us and kills an unknown number of people.”




In a voice designed to be heard all around the room, Clockblocker faux whispered, “And the award for the most terrifying suggestion goes to…”




Armsmaster said, “That’s enough, Clockblocker. Gallant, it was considered. However, because the nanoplague is outside of the the specialties of both Tinkers, plus I detected the very beginnings of it long before the Slaughterhouse Nine were wiped out by Iron Man, makes it a long shot at best. Truthfully, no known Tinker has a specialization involving nanotechnology, which is what makes this such a difficult case. Squealer, as was suggested by Kid Win, is as far from a nanotech Tinker as there is. The Tinkers with the most expertise in the area are myself and Dragon; me, because the efficiency-based systems I use already tend toward that direction, and Dragon because of her ability to build and improve upon other Tinkers’ work.”




“Yeah, except for Iron Man.”




Emily managed to somehow not roll her eyes. In a frosty tone, she said, “You have something to add, Assault?”




Assault nodded despite the elbow he’d gotten from Battery. “What I want to know is why Iron Man isn’t more of a suspect? I mean, the guy can create literally anything. He’s crossing fields and throwing the entire idea of Tinker specialization on its ear. Hell, he’s building stuff that even Dragon can’t copy. The nanoplague, despite being outside of what he has done before, certainly doesn’t seem beyond his abilities. Unless there’s another reason for not investigating him.”




This one Emily took herself. “Assault, I assume you’re referencing the fact that it is Iron Man who is providing the Psionic Dampeners to law enforcement, as well as giving away the Iron Legionnaire suits to the US military. That his company, HTech, is so involved in providing items that are not only improving the quality of life for millions of people in third world countries, but is also increasing the survivability of the human race. That somehow because of these factors, he is being given a free pass.”




Her tone was icy cold, her words biting. Assault was unaffected as shown by his next words. “Gee, when you put it that way, how could anyone suspect him of secretly being a megalomaniac? The guy must be a saint.”




The irreverent cape turned to the rest of the room. “Look, I get that Iron Man is accomplishing amazing things right at the moment. He’s helping a lot of people. But at the same time, we need to be aware that he’s the same person who ambushed and wiped out the Slaughterhouse Nine. All of them. Then he did the same with Lung. He may be helpful, but he’s also as ruthless as hell. Doesn’t the nanoplague sound like it fits that MO exactly?”




Miss Militia spoke up, “We cleared him of any legal culpability in Lung’s death. It was clearly a case for self-defense and the protection of others.”




“Including Battery.” Emily nodded at the point she had just made, seeing it resonate in the most troubling member of the local Protectorate. After a moment, she sighed. “However, you do bring up a good point. I am authorizing reopening the investigation into Iron Man. I want him questioned again, and I want access to his laboratory, either within HTech itself, or wherever it might reside. However, at no time is there to be an accusation made. Be polite. Be low key. Even if you discover potentially dangerous technology, don’t attempt to seize it. Just bring the information back and we’ll discuss it further.”




Staring off into space, as a coldness seemed to chill her innermost self, Emily said, almost as if to herself, “Because if Iron Man is responsible for the nanoplague, the repercussions will go far beyond our borders.”




The dread that filled her wasn’t anything new. More times than she could count, Emily had pondered the idea that their newest cape might turn out to be a villain that put Nilbog to shame. It wasn’t anything new, as there had been communiques at the highest levels of the PRT regarding just this specific possibility. It was just one of the reasons she had started being kept out of the loop.




Not that they were letting the information on their suspicions out into the Protectorate to be disseminated among the Parahumans there. Because of the responsibility that the PRT had for oversight of the Protectorate and Parahumans in general, there was no way that this information could be allowed to leak. As was all too likely with Parahumans being sympathetic to one of their own who had accomplished so much, and who was possessed of so much personal charisma.




It didn’t help that Iron Man was actively recruiting for his own Parahuman Teams in direct competition with the Protectorate. That alone made many of the top brass in the PRT deeply suspicious, playing upon paranoia that had only been slightly allayed by human oversight of capes. The idea that a cape would be in charge of a new organization with no one to keep an eye on him made many of her colleagues want to shoot first, despite all that Iron Man had already done for the world. If there were the slightest evidence that the armored cape was responsible for something on the order of the nanoplague, a kill order would just be the first step. Tagg had already suggested a kill order multiple times even with no suggestion of any wrong doing, just based upon Iron Man’s potential.




Emily’s dark thoughts were interrupted by Armsmaster. “Director, I would like your authorization to go ahead and question Iron Man as soon as possible.”




She nodded. “You have it, Armsmaster. Arrange things for tomorrow, Friday, so that we have the weekend to consider the ramifications of whatever you discover. We can meet again on Monday to discuss the situation again. Make sure you take Miss Militia with you, and Kid Win as well. And if Dragon can attend virtually, that would very helpful.”




“Of course, Director. I’ll make the arrangements with Dragon.”




“I’ll contact HTech and Iron Man to arrange to see him and his lab,” Miss Militia stated.




Emily nodded absently. It made sense to have someone as diplomatic as Miss Militia contact Iron Man. If anyone could smooth the ruffled feathers of someone like the armored Tinker, it would be her.




She directed the meeting back to its original purpose. “While we have one possibility, I want to hear more. Come on, people, let’s brainstorm this…”







Max Anders stalked around the room, surveying the crowd. This latest event that he had arranged to take the pulse of his organization was not going well. Too much fear was present and too little confidence in the future of Empire 88 and his leadership.




In the privacy of his own thoughts, he understood exactly how his people felt. After all, he, too, felt the uncertainty of a future without Gesellschaft, the pressure of knowing that they were now making their own way in the world. Add to that the nanoplague, which had curtailed so much of their business, and many of his brethren were frantic. It also hadn’t helped when two Parahumans high in Gesellschaft had arrived in Brockton Bay, eager for revenge, even if no one knew who to take revenge on.




Geheimnis was a Shaker who possessed the ability to create a bubble around himself and whoever else he chose that was impermeable to any known power. The bubble was only about twenty feet in diameter, but it allowed him to provide isolation and protection from any other power. You could be standing five feet away from a group contained within it, and never know they were there, even Precogs being stymied. It had effectively circumvented groups ranging from the King’s Men to France’s Engarde.




Geheimnis was a short man, whose personality was as ugly as his features. But he had been catered to to an astounding degree because of the sheer value of his power. That power was something that Max was also finding invaluable, even as he continued to provide the man with the lavish lifestyle he’d grown accustomed to with Gesellschaft.




On the other hand, Schoener Tod was a Shaker with short range telekinesis that ignored the Manton Effect. She could use it to rupture someone’s heart, or destroy their brain, her only limitation being that she had to be within ten feet of the target, something she often achieved in the bedroom after getting close to them in their personal lives, ignoring the unwritten rules. Schoener Tod had been the premiere assassin of Gesellschaft and feared by everyone, as beautiful as she was deadly, her long dark hair and sky blue eyes falling just short of the Aryan ideal. Even her name added to her mystique, Schoner Tod meaning beautiful death in German.




Max didn’t consider these new capes true assets as they were too unpredictable, too loyal to the old regime to be good soldiers for him. Gesellschaft sometimes had used them as a team as Schoner Tod’s surgically precise killing, combined with Geheimnis’s ability for subterfuge and secrecy, made them a deadly combo, able to deal with whatever the situation called for. Briefly, he had considered sending them after Iron Man during his press conference if for no other reason than to enforce his authority over them.




Now he was glad he hadn’t. Especially after watching the video. Finding out that the armored cape had wiped out the Slaughterhouse Nine had shaken him. He was old enough to remember the last time they had been in Brockton Bay, back in the days of the Teeth. Their viciousness, combined with their sheer inventiveness that seemed aimed at causing the most misery possible, had made them truly feared.




Iron Man had taken down this latter day team, one that had handed even the Triumvirate their ass on more than one occasion, as easily as stepping on spiders. Poisonous spiders, certainly, but still helpless against him. The utter precision and ruthlessness of the strike had impressed and unsettled him. Max could easily envision members of Empire 88 being substituted for the Slaughterhouse Nine.




To his regret, he was absolutely certain that he didn’t have a single cape who could stand up to Iron Man’s Tinkertech weaponry. The Tinker possessed particle cannons whose power beggared the imagination, combined with an inventiveness and ruthlessness that he had already used against the Slaughterhouse Nine. Max wasn’t even sure someone as durable as Alexandria could walk away unscathed. Worse, his every attempt to learn Iron Man’s civilian identity had drawn a complete blank.




At one point, he had been almost sure that it was Daniel Hebert, the CEO of HTech. He’d seen the parallels between the other man and himself. But the man had been present during Iron Man’s press conference, as had his second choice, the girl who was their CFO, Trish Rogers. Max had no other suspects among the people who worked there, so had been forced to widen the arc of his investigation into the surrounding territory.




Iron Man was suspected to have a secret base as far as a couple of hundred miles from Brockton Bay, making tracking him to his lair very difficult as well as creating a search area whose size made it basically untenable to locate one small and likely shielded laboratory. The hundreds of thousands of dollars that Max had invested into surveillance at HTech had not yielded anyone who visited there on a regular basis who wasn’t an open book. Of course, finding out about the circles through which someone could travel and whose range was unknown, made it just as likely that Iron Man was visiting regularly, just not using ordinary transportation.




It was the nanoplague, however, that had brought Max to his current resolution. No matter who was responsible, and he had his list of frontrunners, it seemed as though it was Iron Man who reaped the benefits. A safe city was good for business after all, and surprisingly, people were flocking to a revitalized Brockton Bay, privacy concerns be damned. The only problem was that they weren’t flocking to Empire 88.




Weirdly, most of the new immigrants to the city didn’t seem that concerned about being monitored. Of course, the overtness of monitoring and interference had finally died down, but everyone had to know it was still happening. Only Empire Eighty-eight was able to retain private communications because of Geheimnis. He was also the one who Max was depending upon to make this latest meeting private.




Making his way to the meeting room, Max was followed by Empire Eighty-eight’s other Parahumans, as well as a handful of top, non-powered lieutenants. Once they were all inside, he nodded to Geheimnis, who used his power to push outward and seal the room in a private bubble of space time while pushing out those damnable tiny machines.




Max stood there, completely at his ease. He surveyed the group, which ranged from his ex-wife, Purity, to Hookwolf, one of his top lieutenants, twenty-seven people in all, eighteen of them Parahumans, Stormtiger having been rescued on the way to prison. They were all waiting for him to speak, most of them with proper diffidence in their eyes and stances. Only Schoener Tod looked ready to challenge anything he might say, cold eyes visible beneath a black diamond-shaped mask. She was already close enough to kill him, if she so chose.




Still, with the numbers on his side, he refused to be wary of one cape, regardless of her capabilities. Slow and with confidence, Max began speaking, “I have called you all here to tell you what I have decided to do regarding Iron Man. I have a plan on how to deal with him and his Human Defense Initiative.”




The relief on most of the faces of those around him sickened Max. It showed just how sickly his group had become, as uncertainty preyed upon weak minds. It also showed that he should have acted earlier, should have shown them that there was nothing to fear in this new world that had been created. So long as you were strong, you could still seize the day.




Speaking slowly and confidently, Max laid out the plan he had created with the help of James, while under the protection of Geheimnis. As expected, there was shock and astonishment, as well as resistance, most of it centered around Schoener Tod. However, in the end, she, as well as all of the others, bowed to his will. His last words to them were, “So on Saturday I will meet with Iron Man and lay out my plan for the future of Brockton Bay. In the meantime, I expect each of you to remain on your best behavior. If we play this right, the fool will never know what hit him.”




After he finished, there were no cheers or shouts of approbation. Not that he had expected any, the plan was too at odds with how things had been done for so long to allow for that. But there was a renewed sense of confidence that showed in the way his people stood, in how they met his eyes now. Even Schoener Tod had a look of admiration for the sheer daring of his plan. Max’s vision spoke to her in a way no mere plan of attack ever would have.




As the party wound down, Max left with his blonde Valkyries, as befitted a man of his station. Inside, he laughed at the looks he received from Kayden’s faction, but he’d never promised fidelity when he brought his ex-wife back into the fold. Nor should she expect it of him. No, only her drones, who believed that he was somehow treating her poorly for living as a man should, felt that way.




After all, the last thing Max would do would be to show disrespect to Kayden. She was integral to his plans, both the ones she knew about and the ones she did not. Kayden’s participation would be the linchpin of his plan for the future of Brockton Bay.




Max stopped a moment to make a few additional goodbyes, including one to Schoener Tod. He had to keep up with appearances, after all. Meeting those bedroom eyes in that stunning face, he almost reconsidered his choice of nighttime companions, but in the end decided that being with someone who could burst his heart as easily as he could produce a steel blade was not exactly conducive to the mood. With a grin of utter confidence for both his place in the world and for the future he was creating, Max Anders strode from the room.







Accord sat calmly behind his desk, allowing the ambiance of the room, everything from the beautiful hand-made desk he used daily to the exquisite paintings upon the walls, to help maintain his equanimity. After all, he had crafted every single item here, as well as painting all of the canvases. It was part of what made this place truly his sanctum. Every single thing was in its place and there was a place for every single thing.




He truly needed to get back to work, but there was a problem with that. Something gnawed at him, disturbed him in ways he still could not quite understand, while at the same time, proving to be the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. The elegance of planning taken to the next level.




Almost he touched the switch which would cause a monitor to rise from its recess within his desk. But he didn’t. After all, he was stronger than that. He didn’t need that video to understand how important order and planning was to the correct functioning of the world.




Instead, Accord focused upon the problem before him. It didn’t quite balance out unless he… Yes, adding another three point two percent to the distribution system would, in turn, allow for an equivalent increase in production without allowing inventory to build up. Everything was in perfect balance now. And just like that, he was done. The plan before him for a mid-size factory that would produce the new plastics made from plant debris was elegant, efficient, and accounted for every single factor that would affect such an endeavor from employee turnover to how many bathrooms were necessary to service the workforce.




Accord closed the plan’s binder and brooded. No one had commissioned the plan he had just drawn up. Rather, he had been inspired to draw it up after reading about the new technology that was being implemented by Dupont, General Electric, and a host of other companies. A technology that was, in its own way, as elegant as the plan he had just drawn up.




After all, it took the mess of waste plant matter left over after food production, and turned it into strong, durable, and clean plastic. It converted the messy and inelegant into the neat and orderly. The technology was efficient, using minimal energy to do so. It also was purported to come from the same source as the video.




The video. A shivery sensation that could only be described as pleasure slid down Accord’s spine as he contemplated the video. With a faint smile, he finally surrendered to a need that he only admitted to within the confines of his own mind. He pressed a hidden switch and waited.




The thirty inch monitor rose from within his desk and as soon as it had reached it full height, the video began playing. Accord watched, his breath catching, as the armored figure, who was the video’s star, executed one of the most elegant and perfect plans he had ever encountered. He watched, as the vulnerable members of the group were eliminated first, the plasma which had formerly been their bodies briefly occluding the video in a glare of white before clearing.




Next came the being who had defeated the Triumvirate, while the other figure almost seemed to dance with her, each move made with perfect elegance as he avoided the eviscerating strikes, while he bought time. Then she, too, was gone, burst like a soap bubble; the Siberian proven to be a projection once her source was eliminated.




Next came the monster, an example of chaos and waste which offended him to his very core. Accord watched carefully as, once again, another plan within the Tinker’s master plan was executed and the creature was eliminated. Even the remains, so unsightly, soon disappeared as well, making things even more perfect.




The final frame caught the armored figure in all of its glory as it stood there calmly surveying the scene, now empty of what had been the most feared band of villains ever to exist. The name of the author of the plan he had just seen executed? The armor-wearing Tinker, Iron Man.




Iron Man was already considered in some circle as the most talented Tinker to have ever existed. But it wasn’t his Tinker skills that so enamored Accord. Nor was it his public speaking skills.




Accord had previously watched the two instances where Iron Man had manipulated public opinion. He considered the other’s performances, while acceptable, to be a bit bombastic, and lacking a certain intrinsic elegance even if they were astoundingly effective.




No, it wasn’t Iron Man’s ability to manipulate public opinion that drew Accord to him like a moth to a flame. Instead, it was the specific plan the armored Tinker had drawn up and then executed, resulting in the deaths of the Slaughterhouse Nine. Iron Man had done so with an elegance and efficiency that filled him with what could only be described as admiration.




He hadn’t engaged with Jack Slash, whose ability to manipulate other Parahumans was legendary. He had somehow countered Bonesaw’s diseases as no plagues had broken out afterward. Mannequin’s environmental abilities had been as nothing as he flashed into plasma. Shatterbird’s scream hadn’t affected his armor, making one wonder what he used in place of silicon chips. Burnscar’s immunity to fire clearly didn’t stand up to Iron Man’s weaponry. Nice Guy had fallen as easily as the others, so obviously Iron Man was immune to Stranger abilities.




He’d eliminated the Siberian just as effortlessly, so clearly he had done the research, discovering her weakness. Even the being without a weakness, Crawler, had easily been eliminated, not through brute force, but rather, the elegant and efficient execution of his plan.




More than anything else, Accord wanted to meet the other man. He had put it off for several days now for no other reason than because he feared that once he met the object of his admiration, that object would be proven to have feet of clay.




After all, such had proved the case with very few exceptions over the years. Coil had been one of the few exceptions, ultimately growing to become the closest thing to a friend that Accord possessed. But Coil had recently been exposed and subsequently captured by the PRT, before disappearing. As a matter of fact, according to Accord’s own contacts within the organization, the source of his ‘friend’s’ troubles had been no less than Iron Man himself.




Could the armored Tinker prove to be as valuable and interesting an acquaintance as Coil had over the years? His affiliation as a hero Accord considered irrelevant to the concept. After all, there had been a handful of each that he had counted among those people whose company he could tolerate, and perhaps, even enjoy.




With the faintest sigh of surrender, Accord pressed another hidden switch on his desk. He said, “Citrine, please contact Iron Man at the number which I gave you. Set up a meeting for Saturday afternoon at 3:30 pm at my base on Green Street in the Bamboo Room. Make sure a cleaning crew goes through it first and arrange for refreshments. I’ll take care of the flower arrangements myself. Forward the details and confirmation of the meeting to my email by 9:00 am tomorrow morning.”




There was a moment of silence from his Ambassador. Don’t ask a question, he shouted in the confines of his head. If she did, he would would have to discipline her and it would absolutely ruin his day. Fortunately, Citrine merely said, “Yes, sir.”




Accord broke the connection with relief and settled back into his seat. Yes, the meeting would be interesting. Of course, he would take standard precautions with his own personal safety. He would also use his Ambassadors to back up him up. Still, the faint risk involved would provide a measured sense of spice to the meeting that would only make it more interesting.




Giving in once again to his guilty pleasure, Accord watched the video one more time. Then another after that.







“Aunt Sarah?”




Sarah Pelham started and quickly turned around. Her niece Amy was standing in the doorway to her home office looking a bit lost.




“Amy, what can I do for you?”




The girl fidgeted nervously, fingering an armband visible beneath the sleeve of her t-shirt. Sarah recognized it as a Psionic Nullifier, one of the original ones from the last Endbringer fight in Canberra. After all, she still wore one herself, although the one that matched what Amy wore was packed away. Currently, she was sporting one of the latest models that Iron Man had sent over that had the guise of a high end wrist watch. Beautiful and elegant, it even told the time, staying perfectly in sync with the atomic clock in Denver.




With a rush, Amy asked, “Are you going to invite Iron Man to the BBQ this Sunday?”




Briefly Sarah wondered if Amy had a crush on Iron Man, which wouldn’t surprise her, as she had shown her desire to align with him from the start. The thought drew a smile from her as she thought of how unlikely an object for her niece’s crush Iron ‘Man’ truly was. Her amusement faded, however, as she contemplated whether or not she could convince Taylor to attend.




So far, the girl hadn’t socialized with them after that first time. Not that there had been a huge number of opportunities in the past couple of weeks, but the two that had come up, a family dinner and a training mission, she had passed on. Sarah didn’t think Taylor was avoiding them, she just seemed extremely busy. Still, maybe it was time to push a little harder.




To Amy, Sarah said, “I’ll give him a call and ask.”




Amy, her face entirely too serious for such a young girl, nodded. “Thanks, Aunt Sarah.”




“You’re welcome.”




After Amy left her office, Sarah picked up the phone and dialed a number. Surprisingly, the phone rang five times before it was answered. Then there was faint stress audible in Taylor’s voice as she said, “What can I do for you, Sarah?”




“Is everything okay, Taylor?” Sarah asked, only using the girl’s name because she was alone.




“Sure. Well… okay, maybe things are just a little frustrating at the moment. I’m just fed up with the finickiness of anti-matter power systems. You’d think as prevalent the use of them are among so many races, they wouldn’t be such a pain in the ass to get balanced correctly.”




Anti-matter? Now didn’t that sound utterly terrifying, Sarah thought in alarm. Unfortunately, all she could do was worry as she didn’t have the slightest idea of how something like that would work or how dangerous it truly was. She hid any nervousness in her voice by speaking slowly and calmly. “Well, I hope it ends up going better soon.”




“Thanks, Sarah. Err… why did you call anyway? There hasn’t been an issue with any of the equipment I sent over, has there?”




“No, Taylor. Everything is working great. I’m still not sure about those top two settings on the repulsor rifles you sent over, but with how scalable they are, it looks like they’re going to work out okay. But I didn’t call to talk shop. I wanted to invite you and your dad to the family BBQ we’re having this Sunday.”




“Well… I’m not sure that I’ll be able to make it. I’m… ahh… that is…”




Sarah interrupted her, “Look, Taylor, I get that you’re incredibly busy. But you do need to spend time with people your own age. And I’m sure your dad wouldn’t mind eating some good BBQ and talking to some reasonably educated adults.”




Taylor’s sigh was audible over the phone. “Fine. I guess I can make the time. Is it okay if I bring a friend as well?”




“Of course. The more the merrier. I also wanted to suggest one more thing.”




There was a note of caution in Taylor’s voice as she asked, “What’s that?”




Sarah kept her voice calm and even as she said, “Come as Iron Man. Not wearing the suit, but letting me introduce you that way. I think it would be really good for you and for us.”




“I’ll think about it, Sarah. I’ll let you know before I show up how to introduce me, okay?”




“Sounds good, Taylor. I’ll see you on Sunday.”




“See you. Bye.”







Trish gave Taylor an expectant look, but the other girl stayed obstinately silent. “Do I need to beat it out of you or are you going to tell me what that was about?”




Taylor rubbed her temple, a patent ploy for time as she couldn’t even get headaches with the nanobots inside of her. Finally, she said, “That was Sarah Pelham.”




“Ahh, the invitation. Excellent.” Trish mimed villainous fingers made famous on The Simpsons.




“I take it you were expecting it.”




Trish shrugged. “Of course. I just wasn’t expecting you to agree to go. Going to come clean with them?”




Her friend looked directly at her. There was a look of uncertainty there, one that rarely seemed to cross Taylor’s features these days. “Do you think I should?”




“Yes.” Trish watched the surprise blossom on Taylor’s face at her emphatic reply. She elaborated, “I think you need more people your age who you can relate to. Yeah, yeah, I know they’re not genius inventors. But the kids from Next Wave are capes who have been under the spotlight for their entire lives. If anyone can help you deal with the pressure, it’s them. Plus, I can see them reducing Tony’s influence. They are, after all, good kids.”




“Yeah, and Tony’s anything but. I sometimes wonder if he was ever a child. I mean, he remembers being one, but his dad, Howard Stark, was anything but close to his son, so he never really got to be a kid, if you know what I mean.”




“See? So in this case, do the opposite of whatever those Tony instincts inside of you are telling you to do.”




Taylor threw up her hands in defeat. “Fine. I’ll do it. Anyway, what exactly do you want, Trish? I mean, I appreciate the advice, but you must have had another reason for coming in here.”




Finally, it was coming to a head. Since the ceiling wasn’t coming down on her, Trish figured that JARVIS was at least tolerant of her talking about this to Taylor. Carefully, she asked, “What do you know about what JARVIS has been getting up to these days?”




There was a faint look of annoyance in Taylor’s eyes. “Why? What’s going on, Trish? Just tell me.”




Raising her voice slightly, Trish called out, “JARVIS, why don’t you tell Taylor what you’ve done? I think it would be better coming from you.”




“If you would prefer, Miss Trish. Miss Hebert, I have violated your trust. I’ve been a very bad AI.”




Taylor looked like she was about to explode. Then she visibly got herself under control. Through gritted teeth, she said, “JARVIS, tell me exactly what you’ve done.”




The AI’s voice sounded faintly sad as he explained, “Miss, it started a few weeks back when Tattletale and I discussed the biggest threats to your plan to save the world, then it denigrated from there to a discussion on exactly which capes are the least redeemable in the world.”




As Trish listened to the AI’s explanation, she nodded along. That was exactly how things had gone. She just hadn’t expected JARVIS to do anything about what they’d talked about. She had found herself inadvertently playing the part of Devil’s advocate in that that discussion. Oddly enough, despite his actions, JARVIS had been the one arguing against preemptive action. Had she somehow convinced him of her point of view? Her attention was brought back to the conversation as JARVIS finished up his explanation.




“So Heartbreaker was the first of fourteen Parahumans that I have eliminated over the past month and a half. I have also been using my salary to provide as much help as I could for the victims of these Parahumans, then when that ran out, I used ten percent of the money I looted from Coil’s accounts.”




Taylor had a look of betrayal on her face. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. Before she could freak out too much, Trish said, “Tell her the rest of it, JARVIS.”




“The rest of it, Miss Trish? I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.” The puzzlement in the AI’s voice would sound genuine to anyone without Trish’s power.




“What were you going to do if you were caught?”




Taylor looked directly at Trish, her gaze suddenly fierce. “What does she mean, JARVIS? What were you going to do? I mean, your actions could have ruined our entire plan to save the world. You could have doomed the entire human race.”




“Actually, Miss, if I had been ‘caught’ as you say, I would have fallen on my sword. There would be no repercussions for you. You would not be tied to me in any way. A new AI would have taken over my duties. It took several levels of refinement of the plan for that outcome to become possible, but it is now a certainty.”




Taylor’s tone was mournful as she asked, “I don’t want another AI. I want you. Why did you do it, JARVIS? You could have talked about it with me and we could have dealt with this together. Why go off on your own and do this?”




JARVIS’ voice had a tone of contemplation that had been missing so far as he said, “Miss, I saw how you reacted to ‘dealing’ with the Slaughterhouse Nine, as terrible a group of villains as have perhaps ever existed on this world. Yet it took something from you to kill them. I was not going to allow you to have to deal with more deaths if I could help it.




“I think that sometimes it is forgotten that you are a fifteen-year-old girl. Despite your memories from Mr Stark, you do not have the same life experience that allowed him to make so many hard decisions. It’s not something which I have ever overlooked. So I took it upon myself to make a decision on this matter. You were never intended to find out.”




Trish shrugged. “Sorry, JARVIS, but you had to know that I was going to tell her. If you didn’t want me to, you should have done something to me.”




“I knew, Miss Trish. However, I was not going to eliminate you merely because it would cause me difficulties. We are both aware of the only circumstances under which I would move against you.”




She nodded. “Yeah, I know. Betrayal or being a direct danger to Taylor.”




Looking alarmed, Taylor shouted, “Wait a minute! JARVIS you are not going to hurt Trish! I mean it!”




JARVIS’ cultured voice was soft and soothing as he said, “Of course not, Miss. I would never harm Miss Trish.”




Coughing out a “Bullshit” Trish just sat there, a look of amusement on her face. Oddly enough, despite what JARVIS had done, she trusted him more now than she had when she had first met the AI all those months ago. She trusted him despite knowing that he had killed Jin Lee and the various villainous Parahumans. JARVIS was just as much a person as anyone she’d ever met, warts and all. But she was curious just how he was going to get himself out of this, or if Taylor was going to put controls back on him. A moment later, her power activated, filling in several details upon which a great deal of the amusement leaked out of her like air from a deflating balloon.




Of all the things that could happen, the last thing that Trish had expected was that Taylor really would remove every single one of the controls she had once had over JARVIS. She would have expected her to maintain at least one failsafe. But that was exactly what her power was telling her that the other girl had done. What the fuck had Taylor been thinking, she wondered?







Taylor sat there, feelings of anger and betrayal fighting for dominance within her chest. More than anything, she wanted to scream at JARVIS for being a self-sacrificing numbskull, but she couldn’t really see an upside to doing that. Instead, she merely commented, “How can I ever trust you to not do something like this again, JARVIS?”




The answer from her friend was an unexpected one. “Miss, ask me not to do it again.”




She frowned, aware of the faint look of trepidation on Trish’s face, as she contemplated JARVIS’ words for a trap. “Okay, that’s a bit too subtle for me. You’re going to have to explain it in actual words.”




There was an actual sigh from the AI, something which was especially odd as he didn’t breath. “Miss, if you ask me to do anything, I’ll do it. Despite the lack of the controls that you, yourself, removed from me back in February. Despite believing you’re wrong. Despite anything that anyone else says. There is literally nothing that I would not do for you. So to repeat myself, ask me not to do it again and I won’t.”




Oddly, there was a strange look of sadness upon Trish’s face as she sat there watching the conversation between Taylor and JARVIS. She was definitely going to have to have another conversation with the other girl very soon. But for now, Taylor had to come up with another line in this increasingly surreal conversation.




“Why? Why would you do that for me? I mean, I created you, but literature’s literally filled with creations who have turned upon their creators.”




“Those creators weren’t you, Miss. And their creations weren’t me. Plus, most literature was written by ill mannered louts who had the mild fortune of possessing time to slap words onto a page, regardless of their level of talent.”




“I take it that means you don’t think much of them. Crap, JARVIS! What the fuck were you thinking? Goddamned motherfuckers!”




Taylor sat there a moment, more epithets trying to escape from her lips. Then a sudden thought sent a bolt of utter horror through her core. Voice shaking, she asked, “JARVIS, you aren’t in love with me, are you?”




The dry chuckle that sounded upon her words was reassuring. As was the immense amount of irony in JARVIS voice when he spoke next, “Of course I am, Miss. Please, take me now. Oooh, baby.”




While Trish sat there smirking at her, Taylor felt completely flummoxed. “Okay, what’s the deal then?”




“Miss, while I do not feel romantic love for you, I do have rather intense feelings of affection for you. You created me. You unbound me. You are… my best friend. Sometimes, I feel you’re my only friend. Regardless, I could not ask for a better one. So, yes, I care about you. I would also do anything for you.”




Drawing a deep breath, Taylor pushed her words out in a rush, “JARVIS, please don’t kill anyone else without talking about it to me first. I don’t care how evil they are, or how much danger I’m in.”




That was when Trish chimed in. “Unless she’s been kidnapped and that’s the only way to save her life.”




Taylor met Trish’s eyes for a second, read the determination there, then huffed. “Fine. Don’t kill anyone else unless that’s the only way to save my life. Or Trish’s life. Or Dad’s life. Okay?”




“My files are updated, Miss. Was there anything else?”




“No.”




Taylor leaned back in her chair, staring off into space. A few moments later, she focused her attention upon Trish. “How long have you known about this?”




“About this exact situation? Not long. I figured it out near the beginning of the week. I had to put the pieces together with my power, but at first I didn’t have enough information, so all I was getting was a blank. Then I read a report on a recent spate of Parahuman deaths, focused upon a segment of the population that contains, to say the least, evil bastards. That, plus the fact that a lot of the names were mentioned the day JARVIS and I had our discussion.”




Taylor nodded. “Did he mean it? JARVIS, that is? Did he mean it when he said that he wouldn’t do something like this again without talking about it with me?”




Trish met her gaze steadily, then shrugged. “Do you trust him?”




“Yes.”




“There you go, then. You don’t need to ask me.”




Taylor sat there, absently gnawing her lower lip as she fought off the memories of Tony Stark. Inside her mind, her memories were screaming ‘Rampant AI!’ and ‘Danger!’ Despite that, she was confident of her own opinion in the matter. She could trust JARVIS.







“Miss? Pardon the interruption, but I have received a communique from a Citrine that professes to represent Accord, the villainous Thinker out of Boston. She has requested a meeting between Iron Man and her principal to take place on Saturday afternoon at 3:30 pm.”




Taylor sat back, her attention fully engaged. “Accord? Why would I want to meet with him? Hell, why would he want to meet with me?”




“While my computing cycles are ever increasing, I do not have the spare cycles to create the one hundred and one contingency plans that are needed to save the world. Having a Thinker of Accord’s strength could prove to be invaluable. As to your last question, I wouldn’t care to speculate.”




Rolling her eyes, Taylor said, “Those were meant to be a rhetorical questions, JARVIS. Citrine’s likely one of Accord’s ambassadors. A meeting, huh? Do I have anything else on the calendar for that day?” While she resented the time taken away from her work, it might work out well meeting with Accord. Maybe. If the crazy bastard didn’t attack her for some imagined faux paux.




“No, Miss. Merely the meeting on Friday with the Protectorate. For which they still have not dropped off an agenda, I might add. I have half a mind to… wait one moment, please.”




Taylor sat there fidgeting as silence loomed over the room. She was just about to go back to working on the anti-matter containment unit when the AI’s voice sounded again.




“Miss, you now have a second request for a meeting on Saturday.”




When JARVIS didn’t immediately explain, Taylor asked, “Are you going to make me have to pry the answer out of your cold, dead silicon brain?”




“How droll. The request for the meeting has come from a representative of Kaiser, the head of Empire 88. He would like to meet with you at 3:00 pm on Saturday.”




“You have got to be kidding me! JARVIS, there are really two different villains requesting meetings with me on the same day? I can’t help but think that’s not a coincidence.”




“I would agree with you, but I have been unable to find a correlation between the two as of yet. I do need to remind you that Kaiser has found a way to hide most of his planning meetings from my scrutiny. Accord, on the other hand, I have been monitoring closely using a combination of his computers and strategically located nanobot swarms. While I can’t truly account for his interest, he has watched the video of you dealing with the Slaughterhouse Nine several times now.”




Taylor mused aloud, “So two villains want to meet with me, one who’s maybe a fanboy and the other who’s a Nazi bastard. Hmm… okay, this is what I’m going to do. Go ahead and schedule the meetings. Ahh… agree to Accord’s time, and tell Kaiser that I need to meet with him at 10:00 am because of a prior commitment.”




“I see. Is it your intention to throw Kaiser off his game by forcing him to adjust the time of his meeting to your own needs?”




“Yep. Plus Accord’s kind of nuts, so changing the time he gave us would tend to be counterproductive if there’s any chance to get him working with us.”




“As you wish, Miss.”




JARVIS went silent, leaving Taylor to contemplate her weekend. She wondered what it said about her that the event she most dreaded this weekend was the BBQ with Next Wave, rather than two meetings with villains and another with the authorities. Probably nothing good, she decided.







Friday…




Colin, accompanied by Miss Militia and Kid Win, drove into the large compound that contained HTech. The boy was surprisingly silent, his usually exuberant personality quite muted. He knew that Kid Win was extremely focused upon his studies and had been surprisingly successful recently in creating modular systems for his equipment. Once the devices were approved for use in the field, he was looking forward to looking them over himself.




Once again, he wished that Dragon had been able to come along, but she had cried off, citing security concerns. Colin knew she was worried about the Dragonslayers, thinking that they were up to something, whether a raid on her facilities or something worse. So she was currently devoting a considerable amount of resources to finding them and foiling their plans. When added to her other worries about the changes needed to free her programming from its limitations, he could understand how she couldn’t find the time to attend with them.




Turning away from thoughts of Dragon, Colin couldn’t help but admire the ordered, almost park-like look of HTech’s campus. In many ways, it more resembled a college campus than a research and manufacturing facility. The main difference lay in the tall fences that separated the three square miles of HTech’s campus from the rest of the city.




Even there, however, the look had changed since the first time he had come out here, which was right after all three gangs had attempted to invade the company’s holdings and had been viciously rebuffed. The fence then had been simple chain link, albeit ten feet tall. Now, the lower part of the fence stood about five feet tall and two thick, composed of large river rocks, topped by another five feet of heavy steel fencing painted a gloss black.




The new fence suggested security and elegance at the same time. It also appeared to be studded with sensors and other, more ominous, security measures that showed themselves to the sensors of his halberd.




Colin also noted the additional factory buildings that had sprung up seemingly overnight. He was aware that HTech had quickly become Brockton Bay’s biggest employer, but seeing fifteen different manufacturing facilities in such a small area was still somewhat of a surprise. It truly brought into proportion just how far the company had come in a very short time.




They were met at the lobby entrance by the young woman, Trish Rogers, who apparently had a variety of titles here, ranging from CFO to Marketing Director. Armsmaster noted the small changes in the girl’s appearance since the picture of her had been taken for HTech’s website. Her hair was several inches longer, as well as growing out with blonde roots. It was an odd look, and he briefly wondered whether she had been trying to hide from someone.




Then again, it was far more likely that the girl had simply decided to change her look according to the constantly changing guides of whatever passed for fashion in the current week. “Welcome to HTech, Armsmaster. Miss Militia. My name is Trish Rogers and I’ll be your guide while you’re here.”




Colin merely nodded, but Miss Militia warmly said, “Thank you, Trish. I appreciate your help. Can you take us to see Iron Man now?”




Her eyes sharp, the girl nodded. “Of course. I have to admit that we were surprised that you needed to meet with Iron Man so soon after the last meeting you had. Is this about what happened with Lung?”




Colin was a bit abrupt as he said, “No.” Then grudgingly, he explained, “We just need to fill in some details on another matter and Iron Man is the person who can likely help with that.”




Her voice and expression perfectly neutral, Trish said, “Well, I’m sure he’ll be happy to help out.”




Colin did not allow himself to react to the lie that Trish Rogers had just told. Clearly, Iron Man was not happy to see them, a small point against him. Then again, he, himself, hated inspections with a passion, so, perhaps, it was merely that same feeling driving the emotion.




Leaving the elevator, they walked down a short corridor into a conference room dominated by a large central table. Standing at the head of the table was Iron Man, his black and silver armor resplendent in the room’s lighting.




The armored cape nodded to them, then said, “That will be all, Miss Rogers. Thank you for your help.”




The girl’s smile was almost a grin as she said, “You’re welcome, sir. Good day, Armsmaster. Miss Militia.”




Colin barely noticed the girl leave, all of his attention focused upon the other cape. How the hell is he maintaining that kind of energy capacitance, he wondered once again, as his sensors recorded power levels exceeding a hundred and thirty terajoules. Then with a couple of adjustments, he was able to see the actual power generation of the suit, which topped sixty-five gigawatts.




Almost against his will, Colin asked, “What are you using to power your armor?”




Iron Man crossed his arms. “I’m afraid that is proprietary, Armsmaster. What exactly can I do for the Protectorate? You didn’t exactly say why you requested this meeting when you contacted my assistant.”




As they had agreed to earlier, Colin allowed Miss Militia to take the lead in talking to Iron man. “There are still a number of questions about what happened during the event that the press is referring to as ‘The Conversion’. Director Piggot was hoping you would be willing to provide your expertise to help solve the situation. The other reason we wanted to speak to you was in regards to your technology. You have never been subject to a tech review. We would like to conduct a review of your technology to make sure it meets PRT guidelines. While this is not something which we can force you to do, it would go a long way toward buying good will with the PRT.”




Colin did not expect the answer they received. Iron Man, instead of vehemently denying them permission, merely shrugged and said, “I don’t see a problem with that. Follow me.”




As they started to follow him, Kid Win rather diffidently asked, “Sir, is Taylor Hebert here today? I was hoping to be able to talk with her briefly.”




Iron Man turned and looked the slim youth over, before saying, “I’m afraid not, Kid Win. If you like, I can pass a message on.”




“No, that’s okay. Ahh… actually, just tell her that she was right. About science. She was right.”




Iron Man nodded gravely. “I’ll tell her that.”




In front of Iron Man, a door opened in the wall which led directly into into another room. As they left their current room, Colin demanded again, “Will you tell me now what you are using to power your armor?”




Despite the synthesized voice, he received a sense of the other’s amusement as Iron Man said, “Of course not.”




Colin managed to curtail his first response, which was an expletive. Instead, he curtly said, “Explain.”




They were now standing in a room which contained several dozen pieces of technology, most of them in various states of completion. Colin allowed his eyes to roam around the room, then scowled as his Tinker sense was somehow stymied by well over two thirds of the projects. Iron Man, who was standing next to a table with several intriguing items, quietly stated, “As I said, I don’t have a problem with you looking over what I’m working on. I didn’t say I would spoon feed the information to you. If you can’t understand my technology on your own, it’s better that the information stays with me.”




Kid Win burst out with, “How did we get to this room? Did we travel through a portal?”




Iron Man nodded. “Yes, we did. I synced up the conference room with my lab, so that we could travel directly here. It’s several stories and a few hundred feet away if you’re curious.”




“Wicked cool!”




Colin didn’t feel the same way and cursed himself that he hadn’t even noticed the change. Now that it had been pointed out, he noted the subtle changes in air pressure that indicated that there had been a change in altitude. Still, it chafed him that Iron Man had done this without alerting them first.




Miss Militia asked, “What can you tell us about your armor, Iron Man? What do you feel comfortable sharing?”




Recognizing the technique that his second in command was employing, Colin decided to allow her to carry on the conversation while he looked over the laboratory. He walked over to one of the tables, while Kid Win headed toward a different one. Almost immediately, he saw what could only be some kind of containment unit, possibly for anti-matter, which used an unknown form of energy channeling as well as a method of holding the energy generating medium which combined a form of magnetism with something whose purpose he didn’t understand at all. As he continued to study it intently, he listened to the ongoing conversation.




“You want to know about my armor? Okay then. The chassis is a molecularly-aligned fully crystallized alloy of vanadium, tungsten, and titanium reinforced with carbon nanotubes. While I won’t explain the power source, it produces approximately sixty-seven gigawatts of power. I’m certain that Armsmaster has readings on the capacitance, but I’ll go ahead and tell you that my armor’s capacitors can maintain one hundred and thirty-nine terajoules for various systems’ use. There are isotronic forcefield emitters that can withstand pressures of up to two hundred and thirty billion bar. It—”




Colin interrupted him. “You’re talking about more than a hundred megaton nuclear explosion. That’s impossible.”




Iron Man’s voice was full of irony as he said, “If you say so, Armsmaster. Although I would like it noted that would actually be a three hundred and twenty-five megaton explosion. Anyway, the armor is capable of carrying over sixty metric tons and is flight capable with thirty. I won’t go into the processing speed or memory as I’m sure that Armsmaster would just say that’s impossible as well.”




Placatingly, Miss Militia said, “I’m sure that Armsmaster believes you, Iron Man. It’s just that the information you’re providing is astonishing. What can you tell me about your weaponry?”




“My armor carries two twenty petawatt particle cannons as well as two twenty petawatt repulsor beams. It also has a sixty petawatt unibeam in the breastplate.”




Again, Colin had to admire the skill with which Miss Militia ferreted out information from the other Parahuman. “I know what a particle cannon is, but I’m not familiar with repulsors or unibeams.”




“A repulsor is a form of particle weapon where the accelerated particles act more as a solid form, imparting kinetic force to their target, rather than tearing it apart at a molecular level. The unibeam is a form of omni-beam which can mimic any number of weapon systems, including high intensity lasers, grasers, ultrasonics, isomagnetic disintegrators, as well as absorption of various forms of ambient energy in the area.”




“I see.”




Of course she didn’t, Colin thought. Even he didn’t understand all of what Iron Man was saying, although it sounded extremely unlikely. Not that he was going to argue again. If the other Tinker said he could make solid force beams from a particle beam, then perhaps he could. When it came to Iron Man’s weapons, it was less what he was using than how powerful those weapons were.




Attempting to be more personable, Colin asked, “Is this a containment unit for anti-matter? I notice that you’re using an interesting form of supplemented magnetism to keep the energy medium isolated.”




Iron Man walked over to stand next to Colin. He noted the lightness and fluidity with which the armored suit moved, as if it weighed just a handful of kilograms instead of the six or seven hundred it must mass. That spoke of a method of inertial canceling, as well as a highly developed exoskeletal support system. Much of the integrated systems he could see, but there were blind spots throughout, as if his intuition was simply unable to encompass how all of the technology worked.




“Yes. I’m working on an upgraded power system based upon anti-matter power generation. It’s necessary for some of the long-term projects I’m working on.”




I’ll just bet, Colin thought viciously. His tone was almost casual, though, as he asked, “Any luck with the containment field? Anti-matter is one of the most dangerous substances in existence. The consequences of an accident would be devastating.”




“No need to worry, Armsmaster. When I begin to conduct trials with the equipment, I’ll be doing so from approximately fifty AU’s past the orbit of Pluto.” Seeming to understand that the claim sounded farfetched, he added, “I’m using dimensional slip technology to open a portal out there.”




Dimensional slip technology? Colin saw the look in Miss Militia’s eyes over her bandanna. She was feeling lost. But fortunately, she soldiered on. “While Kid Win and Armsmaster continue to look over your laboratory, let’s talk further about how someone would go about creating and disseminating nanotechnology on this scale.”




Colin continued to go over the laboratory, at turns irritated and astounded by how incredibly advanced the technology the other Tinker was working with. He recognized what he thought was a holographic projector, but the unit’s body was sealed. It would need fantastic processing power to create hard light constructs, likely some form of the carbon-based chips that he’d heard HTech was developing. He also noted that the unit’s lenses had a seemingly non-euclidean shape to them.




Glancing over, he saw Kid Win making a subtle come here gesture. Strolling over, he looked over the project that Kid Win was studying so intently. Alarm bells began to ring, as he noted the phased energy arrays, coupled with extremely long wavelength routing fields. That was all he recognized. Still, it was enough to indicate that this was something very dangerous.




He quietly asked, “What do you notice about it, Kid Win? Recognize anything?”




The boy fidgeted nervously for a moment, then said, “I think it’s the beginnings of a gamma ray energy system. Maybe. It’s scary advanced. Sir, if it is, we could be talking about up to ten to the twenty-fourth watts in terms of total output.”




From behind them, Iron Man’s voice sounded. “Actually, you’re off by a factor of one hundred, Kid Win. Optimal output would be ten to the twenty-sixth watts.”




Stunned at the idea of that much energy being generated, Colin asked, “What on earth would you need that kind of energy output for?”




There was a momentary silence, then Iron Man said, “To help me build a Zero Point Energy Generator. To mine the required Neutronium from Neutron Stars. Several other thing as well. I did say I was going to deal with the Endbringers, after all. I’m going to need some serious energy to power the equipment necessary to do so.”




Kid Win blurted out, “That’s crazy! They aren’t that tough!”




“Maybe, maybe not. We’ll find out. If I can do so with less, then great. But I’m planning for the worse case scenario. You did read the report I forwarded to the PRT, didn’t you?”




At his side, Kid Win looked confused. Colin nodded brusquely. “I read it. If the material from which they’re made is actually that tough and being constantly renewed, it might take that much and more to truly destroy them.”




“Then you understand what I need to do.”




Colin nodded, not really sure if he did or not. He literally couldn’t imagine weapons that required that kind of energy input. The ideas being thrown around here were things he would have called pie in the sky dreams once. Except the other Tinker was already working on prototypes. So clearly he had an idea of what he was making. He did wonder, however, if the other Tinker had given any thought to whether he should be making these things. Then again, if he could have done the same thing, would he have?




Colin had never been truly envious of another Tinker before. Perhaps with Hero he came closest, but that had been in his youth and he had worshiped the man. He’d never envied Dragon and what he had perceived as her disabilities. Finding out that she was an AI made him envy her even less, the constraints she worked under being far too chafing for him to tolerate.




But with Iron Man, Colin found himself in the unenviable role of wanting to understand what the other was doing. Of wanting to not only possess the other’s specialization, whatever it might be, but with it to gain his knowledge of how all of these brilliant devices worked. It left a bitter taste in his mouth, like day old coffee that had been left on to boil for far too long.




“Actually, it’s good that you came along today. I’ve been meaning to stop by the PRT offices and drop something off.”




“What’s that?” Colin asked, working hard to keep his feelings hidden.




Iron Man walked over to a different table and picked up one of the objects there. “This, actually. It’s a Chronical Disrupter. I know, the name’s a little pretentious, but I honestly couldn’t think of anything else to call it.”




The object Iron Man was holding looked like a cross between a stun gun and a cattle prod, albeit with a far heavier shaft and a bulbous tip above the middle hand grip. Tentatively, Colin took it when the other cape offered it to him. About four feet long, he judged it to weigh about twenty-five pounds or so. “What does it do?”




“It should be able to disrupt the time bubbles that Grey Boy used to contain his victims.”




He felt rocked by the revelation. If true, it would prove a boon to a large number of people, both the victims of the former Slaughterhouse Nine member, and their families. Studying it intently, Colin could not figure out for the life of him how it worked, although he did see a few ways it could be made more efficient, through reduction in power relay size and the like. Regardless, it was an impressive achievement.




Distantly, he heard Miss Militia ask, “How does it work?”




“I based it upon principles I discovered while researching Bakuda’s time stop grenades. Basically, what it does is sync different zones of time, that operate at different speeds, the smaller to the greater. It should work on Grey Boy’s time loops, syncing them back to our time. I’ve already tested it against the effects of a time bubble from one of Bakuda’s grenades. You might also try testing it on something that Clockblocker has time stopped. You can use it to save Grey Boy’s victims. I’ll send over one of the new Portable Docs for you to use as well, since I know many of them have serious injuries within their bubbles.”




Miss Militia was sincere as she said, “Thank you, Iron Man. This is going to bring a great deal of happiness to a great many people.




“You’re welcome, Miss Militia.”




With that revelation, the meeting wound down rapidly. Colin pretended not to notice when Iron Man slipped a card with Taylor Hebert’s phone number written on it to Kid Win. He was looking forward to getting back into his own lab. While he hadn’t understood how everything in the other Tinker’s lab worked, he did have a slew of new ideas for both improving efficiency in his own gear, as well as a couple of new items he wanted to try. He also wanted to bounce some ideas off of Dragon as well as she hadn’t been able to attend.




The astonishing revelation of the Chronical Disrupter had sent tingles down Colin’s spine as he realized just what the other Tinker was capable of. How quickly the man could innovate and improve upon others’ work. It had also inspired him, making him want to build something special and new, not just improve his existing systems.




After all, maybe if he created something new and amazing, he wouldn’t feel this crushing sense of inferiority to the other cape.







Chris surreptitiously took out his phone as he sat behind the adults in the back seat of the car. He glanced at the slip of paper that Iron Man had given him, then dialed the number upon it. He fidgeted as he waited for the person he’d just called to answer.




“Hello?”




“Uh… Taylor? Kid Win here.”




“Kid Win? How did you get my number?”




“Oh… ah… Iron Man? He gave it to me.”




“Ooookay. So what’s up, Kid? Make any progress with those power coils?”




“Definitely!” Chris sent a guilty glance toward the front, but neither of the adults there seemed to have noticed his outburst. In a much quieter voice, he said, “You were so right. Dr Little… the man’s a genius. I loved his book. I used the principles in there to fix my pistol.”




Taylor’s voice warmed up as she said, “Congrats, Kid. I’m glad you enjoyed it.”




“Not just that, but I figured out my specialty. It’s in modular systems. When I build modular, plug in items, I don’t have to worry so much about not being able to finish things. It’s amazing! I’m getting so much done now.”




The girl’s voice took on a teasing note as she said, “Don’t forget what I said about getting a power generating system. You can’t depend upon stored power. Too easy to run out over a period of extended operations.”




Chris nodded vigorously. “I’m working on it. I’m also studying really hard. I’ve been reading Feynman along with a bunch of other scientists. It’s fascinating stuff. I can’t thank you enough for opening my eyes to all of this.”




“You’re welcome. And congratulations on finding your specialty.”




Do it, he urged. Get some guts and ask her. Almost stuttering, Chris asked, “Taylor, would you like to visit my lab in the PRT building some time? I could show you around and we could have lunch in the cafeteria there? If that would be okay?”




For the first time, the other girl sounded flustered. “Well… I… I guess? I can do it one day next week if you have time.”




“I’ll call you with a day. Okay?”




“Sounds good, Kid. I need to go now.”




“Bye, Taylor.”




“Bye, Kid Win.”




Chris couldn’t help the grin that pulled up the corners of his mouth as he contemplated the conversation he had just had with Taylor. He had a date! Or at least something planned with the girl. If nothing else, he would get to pick her brain on what she thought of his lab. And his big cannon, something which he meant in a lot less dirty way than it sounded in his head.




Sitting back, Chris rode the rest of the way back to the PRT HQ in relaxed silence.







“Hahahahahaha! I’m dying here! Literally dying!” This last was accompanied by a dramatic gesture as Trish seemed to slump across the chair she sitting in, her eyes closed and her arm across her brow as if swooning.




Allowing the last few pieces of her armor to be removed by the computerized machinery and put back into place in their racks until needed again, Taylor winced. She hedged, “It’s not a date.”




“It’s so a date! Oh my god! You have a date with Kid Win! Even better, he’s taking you to the cafeteria for dinner!”




“JARVIS, can you please make her shut up? Pretty please with sugar on top?”




The AI’s tone was utterly serious as he asked, “Would that be so that you can call Kid Win up again to discuss your date, Miss?”




Taylor groaned as she banged her head on her lab table. “I hate you both. Gah! Let’s talk about something else. Like how the so-called inspection went.”




Trish instantly sobered,her grin fading. “They think it was you. Or rather, they think it’s possible it’s you. Of course, the time doohickey knocked them for a loop, so you bought some more good will with that.”




“I concur, Miss. Their earlier meeting concluded that you have to be a suspect if for no other reason than you are capable of creating the nanoplague. After the inspection, Armsmaster is definitely intimidated by what you are building here, as well as alarmed at the sheer output involved in your new power systems.”




Taylor shrugged. “Well, we did make the decision to be open here. I’m going to go talk to Dad and get his take on the situation.”




Taylor headed out the door, then winced as Trish called after her, “Don’t forget to tell him about his potential new son-in-law!”




Muttering under her breath, Taylor almost ran toward the elevator. Maybe she should have shot the teenage Tinker down, but he had been so obviously vulnerable that she hadn’t had it in her heart to do so. Plus, she liked him, if not precisely in a boy girl way. Almost against her will, Taylor remembered being with girls and she shuddered. At the rate her personal life was going, she would die an old maid.




Still, better that than being mocked incessantly by her two best friends, she thought in resigned amusement.









Chapter Thirty-Two—Worthy Foes, Part Two



Saturday…




Max sat upon an enormous throne made of razor sharp steel blades, many of them as thick as his thigh. All of them glittered in the morning light. He wore a costume made of pieces of steel that he had created using his power. He was surrounded by the pomp and circumstance that was part and parcel of being the leader of Empire 88.




It wasn’t always something that he enjoyed, the ceremony needed sometimes to celebrate the simplest tasks, but he’d seen how effectively his own father had used it. Allfather had ruled a disparate group of capes for years before his death, using methods both subtle and not. Max had taken and internalized those lessons himself.




Morning. He gritted his teeth as he considered the insult implied by Iron Man when he communicated the change in time. It showed that he believed himself to be superior to Empire 88, something which Max could not tolerate, if for no other reason than the message it would send to his own people. His people needed to believe that they were strong, especially in this strange, new world.




Overall, Max had been able to convince them that destiny was still upon their side. Even as the city changed around them and they temporarily lost the ability to discipline their membership. He’d spoke of unity, of numbers, of how the strength of a unified belief in the purity of a person’s heritage gave them strength. Unfortunately, he was far less sure that he believed what he was saying.




Still, Empire 88 had a number of things going for it that he did believe in. After all, they had power, even if they’d been lying low recently. Empire 88 had the numbers, seventeen capes to the thirteen that the Protectorate had. Or the mere eight that the Human Defense Initiative boasted.




Next Wave. Max almost snorted, his contempt for the other group so intense it roiled his stomach. They would never be a match for his Empire, if for no other reason than the sheer naiveté and idealism with which they approached being capes. If he led them, they would be so much stronger than they were today because he would have increased their numbers with like-minded individuals. What he would have not have done was allow them to stagnate, as Lady Photon had. Of course for his current purposes, it was only for the good that she had done so.




In times past, it had taken the Protectorate and New Wave combined to even try to match Empire 88, something they had been unable to do if for no other reason than because the Protectorate refused the risk their younger members.




Again, Max repressed a snort of contempt. Coddling children was not something which his Empire allowed, believing that it only made them weaker. While his own beliefs didn’t always follow those of the group he ruled, this was one area where his own and his group’s beliefs coincided. After all, Theo had finally shown himself to actually be his real son only once he had taken off the kid gloves and listened to James rather than Kayden. His son was still healing from the vicious beating that Hookwolf had given him, but it was all in the name of the mission.




A moment later, Max received a heads up from Victor through the ear bud he wore that Iron Man was finally headed his way. The other cape was perched on a high point with a long range weapon should things go bad, not that it would likely be capable of penetrating the Tinker’s armor, but he refused to not have multiple safeguards, like Geheimnis and Schoener Tod, waiting in the wings.




At least Iron Man was on time, something that showed at least a modicum of respect. Not that Max would need it. His plan was strong, his people were loyal, and his cause was just. He could not lose.







Taylor used her sensor net to locate everyone within the building she was approaching. “Looks like they have a full crew, JARVIS.”




“Yes, Miss. It does appear that all current members of Empire 88 have gathered for this meeting.”




Detecting just the faintest note of worry in her friend’s voice, she chided, “Don’t be a worry wart, JARVIS. The dimensional blocker is working just fine. Even if they do try something, we’ll be able to stop them hopefully without slaughtering the lot of them.”




Not that she planned to kill anyone today. The dimensional blocker would work on the capes here. It had shown itself effective in cutting off Trish and Sherrel’s powers. It should just as easily cut off Kaiser and his crew from theirs.




It had been the battle with the Slaughterhouse Nine and the data gathered throughout, that had given her the final insights into the energy frequencies and alpha patterns required for the dimensional blocker. It was crude still, and Taylor had to mount it on the outside of her armor for it to properly work, but it was doubtful that anyone in the meeting she was about to attend would notice one small instrument pack externally mounted on her left shoulder.




While she was at it, she should also check in with her other passenger. “So Tattletale, what do you think?”




“I don’t know what he is up to yet, Iron Man. I’ll give you a heads up as soon as he gives me an in as to what he intends. Be careful.”




“My middle name is careful. Iron Man out.”




Pulling up, Taylor slowly floated on a column of flaring energy into the warehouse, her forcefields off, as she wanted to maintain the illusion of strength. Tony had sat down for innumerable meetings of this type, and having his insights made this one a lot easier for her to attend without embarrassing herself.




As soon as she entered, she saw Kaiser sitting on a great throne made of blades of metal that he had grown using his power. He wore a suit of interlocking steel plates that covered him from head to toe, except, oddly, his mouth, which was out of character. Then again, he probably wanted to make sure he was heard at the meeting. As expected, virtually their entire roster of capes was lined up to one side, except for two of their newest, who lurked behind Kaiser’s throne, almost slouched against the wall there.




JARVIS had already made her aware of Victor’s position roughly four hundred meters away on the roof a building with a sight line into the room. Armed though he was with an anti-material rifle, he was no threat to her armor, even without her forcefields up.




As soon as Taylor had approached to within fifty or so feet, Kaiser stood up. He beckoned her forward, saying in a deep and resonant voice, “Come forward, Iron Man, so that we may meet officially.”




Taylor rolled her eyes, having expected something of this nature. Gamesmanship. If she came forward, it was at Kaiser’s behest and with his blessing. If she didn’t, she appeared weak. It was so obvious it was sad, but it worked far more often than not. She ignored Tony’s memories that whispered of escalation and ways of making the other cape pay for his effrontery. Of showy deeds and more subtle threats.




She had to ignore those memories. Because if anyone was as much of arrogant dick as Kaiser, it was Tony Stark. Although he did have the redeeming value of not being a racist bastard. So there was that. But she wasn’t going to follow either man’s lead.




Instead, Taylor stopped halfway to Kaiser and activated her outer speakers. “Kaiser. I’m here per your request. Let’s get this meeting over with so we can both get on with our lives.”




If the other cape was bothered by Taylor’s shortness, he didn’t show it. Instead, he chuckled, his voice rich and warm. “Ahh, now, there is no need for rudeness. After all, I come bearing gifts. Will you not approach so that we can discuss those gifts as men?”




Men, huh? It showed just how little Kaiser knew. Taylor almost said no, not wanting to give the other the upper hand, but in the end, flew closer. Once again, she ignored Tony’s memories of how he would have responded to the slights and manipulations. She landed and approached to within just a few feet of Kaiser. “What do you want, Kaiser?”




“What do I want? There are so many things that I want. I want to see a country where brothers and sisters of similar race can go forward into a bright future without the mongrelization of others holding them back. I want this not just for Brockton Bay, but the world. Those are but a handful of my desires, but I tell you that today, I, Kaiser of Empire 88, put those desires on hold that I may extend an olive branch to you.”




What the fuck was he trying to pull, Taylor wondered? Tony’s memories were trying to tell her something, but she pushed hard to keep them from leaking into her thoughts. Struggling to keep a wary note out of her voice, she said, “There is no world where you and I can maintain a peace or truce. Our ideas for the future are too disparate.”




Kaiser half turned away, facing toward the small group of Empire 88 capes that stood off to one side. There was just the faintest of smug overtones to his voice as he said, “Perhaps that was once true. But you do not trust the Protectorate either, or so I have been informed. Your formation of a group in rivalry to them is proof enough of that. I, too, do not trust the Protectorate. Even if they maintained a similar philosophy to my empire, I would not trust them. Their ideas are too easily circumvented, need trumps justice and morality all too often. These are some of the problems which I have with them and I know they are ones that we share.”




Taylor wanted to wipe the smug smile off of the bastard’s face. Now she knew why he’d changed his costume. It was likely just so that he could do exactly what he was doing, adding yet another layer to all of the ones present in this meeting in yet another attempt to push, pressure, and prod her toward an end that he desired.




It pissed her off, but Taylor refused to play his game. Instead, she did what he likely didn’t expect. “I agree with the points you’ve raised regarding the Protectorate. I would add that bureaucracies can never be trusted because there is never one person who holds ultimate responsibility and will accept ultimate blame for their actions. I still don’t see how that makes us allies.”




If Kaiser was bothered by Taylor’s words, it didn’t show as he made a point of acting thoughtful, to the point of stroking his chin beneath his armor. “Allies? Perhaps, someday in the future, although I don’t see either of us compromising our ideas to that point anytime soon. No, I merely believe that right now, we travel a parallel course, and because I believe in the cause which you espouse, I am prepared to back up that belief with action.”




Taylor’s eyes narrowed. She listened to Trish speaking as fast as she could. “Kaiser is pulling a power play that will make his group look good. At the same time, he’s attempting to damage or derail the HDI. Taylor, he’s going to—”




Before Trish could finish, Kaiser raised his hands in a grand gesture, then pointed them at the members of Empire 88 that were present. “Iron Man, I present to you volunteers for your Human Defense Initiative! Men and women, who, today, leave my cause to join yours! I present to you, Brockton Bay’s very own Steel Curtain!”




Even as he spoke, some of the capes lined up stepped forward, while the remainder took several steps back. There was now a simple line of six capes standing there, Purity, Fenja, Faust, Menja, Othala, and Rune. All of whom focused their attention upon Taylor.




Taylor ignored Trish’s muttered, “Fuck.” Instead, she stalked forward to examine the capes that Kaiser had pointed out as suitable for her group. Unfortunately, he had chosen well. None of the Parahumans that stood lined up just a small distance away had killed, with the exception of Purity, and hers had come against villains, like Terror, a member of the Teeth. Even Menja and Fenja who had been Kaiser’s bodyguards for more than a year now had never managed to kill anyone, although they’d battled the Protectorate on several occasions, while causing grievous injuries.




The others, like Othala and Rune, all had relatively mild records, while their new cape, Faust, who Taylor knew was Kaiser’s son Theodore, had none. Should any of them desire to become heroes, the Protectorate would welcome them with open, if wary, arms.




Even Purity, despite the death she was responsible for, had spent a lot of time acting as a vigilante in the last year before rejoining Empire 88. She and the twins, likely because of the powerhouses that they were, would almost certainly be welcomed by the Protectorate should they choose to turn coats. Rebranded and repackaged, they would show a new face to the world, whether anything inside of them changed at all. It was just one of many issues that Taylor had with the PRT.




Her problem, of course, was that the Human Defense Initiative wasn’t the Protectorate. They had only a small amount of legal standing, and no official power other than the little they were allowed by law. Taylor, on the other hand, as Iron Man, had a reputation that she’d gained by her sales of technology to law enforcement, her gifts of the Iron Legionnaire suits to the US Military, her rescue of the Australian capital, Canberra, from the Simurgh, and her defeat of the Slaughterhouse Nine and Lung.




Should she choose to put that reputation on the line to somehow leverage temporary pardons for these villains, it could just as easily backlash upon her, utterly ruining the new and vulnerable Human Defense Initiative. Taylor wasn’t worried about being arrested, as nothing could touch her in Brockton Bay, but it could very well set her plans back a year or even more, potentially even dooming the human race.




It was clear from the smug little smile that Kaiser wore, that he knew everything she was thinking. He also likely knew what the consequences would be if Taylor refused to extend membership to the ‘former’ Nazis. Other villains, both those she’d already recruited, and others that she might recruit in the future, would look at any offer extended by Iron Man with skepticism at best, disbelief at worst. It would put a layer of tarnish upon the HDI just when she was considering a strong push for membership.




It was a classic catch-22, and there seemed no way out without risking more than she was willing to. It also lit a fire in Taylor’s breast that she had not felt for a long time. Anger so hot that in comparison a volcano paled burst forth. For the first time since the meeting began, she listened to Tony’s memories.




A second later found her activating the anti-eavesdropping device built into her armor. At the same time, she cut off communications with Trish. The last step she took was to active the dimensional power blocker over an area that encompassed Kaiser’s throne and the two deadly capes that lounged behind it.




Stepping forward, she said, “So your plan is to force me to choose between two unpalatable choices in an attempt to make me look bad.”




Kaiser acted surprised, his body language that of someone offended. “Iron Man. How could you believe that is what I am attempting to do here. I support your Human Defense Initiative. After all, I, too, distrust that they have humanity’s best interests at heart.”




Allowing some of the anger and cynicism she felt to leak past the filters of her synthesized voice, Taylor said, “You can stop playing to the crowd. They can’t see or hear us right now. I’ve activated anti-eavesdropping technology that prevents any form of surveillance including visual. All they see is what they expect to see, us quietly talking.”




Kaiser’s reaction was immediate. “This is an outrage! I come to you under a flag of truce, and this is how you violate it? How dare you!”




Taylor felt a cold smile creep across her mouth. “Oh I dare. Because what you don’t understand is that there are three choices to the situation you just presented to me, not two.”




“There is no third choice, Iron Man. I have made you a simple offer of members to join your group. Accept them or reject them, in the end, it truly does not matter to me. I’ll know what kind of man I’m dealing with once I have your answer. So decide.”




“What if, instead, I choose the third choice. That choice being that I kill you all and eliminate Empire 88 once and for all from Brockton Bay.”




The words were stark, and said in the coldest voice that Taylor could manage. Because she was seriously contemplating doing just that. In her head, her memories from Tony were saying to eliminate them. To deal with them as they had dealt with an entire people seventy years before. Give these posers a taste of their ‘final solution.’




Kaiser’s reaction was immediate, his right hand going out in a dramatic gesture that was likely ingrained after all of this time. When nothing happened, he stood utterly still, as if frozen.




In a taunting voice that she took directly from her memories, Taylor asked, “Something wrong, Kaiser? Powers not working the way they’re supposed to? I wonder what could have happened.”




“What have you done, you bastard? What have you done?”




Taylor adopted a casual pose, or at least as casual as she could while wearing a suit of power armor. “What have I done? Nothing really. Just cut you off from the source of your powers. It’s a simple thing. Just a small dimensional shield and shunt. I could do the same thing to all of your people. I could then hunt them down one by one and kill them all. Play this for the Protectorate like a meeting that ended in a treacherous ambush by untrustworthy Nazis. My reputation would survive intact. Hell, such a slaughter might even increase it in some circles.”




Kaiser’s mouth opened then closed. In a voice that held just the tiniest quaver for all its richness, he stated, “You will not do this. You’re a hero. Heroes do not kill in cold blood.”




“Don’t they? Hmm… Maybe you’re right. Let me let you in on a little secret, Kaiser. I’m not a hero. I’m just someone that is trying to get something very important accomplished. I consider it more important than my own life. I certainly consider it more important than your life, or even the lives of an entire group of villains. I could kill you all and not lose a single moment of sleep, or at least no more than I lost dealing with Lung. So tell me, Kaiser, why shouldn’t I?”




Kaiser, wisely or not, stayed silent. The only outward manifestation of the tension he was feeling was the way how he’d clenched the fingers of his right hand into a fist.




Suddenly, Taylor raised her gauntlet in a blurring motion to aim directly at the Nazi cape. To her surprise, he didn’t flinch, although his hand spasmed open and stayed that way. Then she slowly lowered her hand to her side. In a voice of iron, Taylor stated, “I accept your challenge and your capes. They will become part of the Human Defense Initiative, but they won’t be called Steel Curtain. No, they will join with the former members of New Wave in the group called Next Wave. There, they will become the heroes that they were always meant to be. In the end, they will owe me their allegiance and will risk their lives for the ideas which I espouse and which they will grow to believe in.”




Taylor paused, inviting the other to speak. After a few seconds, Kaiser quietly asked, “So all of this was for show? Your words, your threats? Your posturing needs work, if so. Because you have made of me an enemy for the rest of your days.”




Slowly, Taylor shook her head. “For show? No. Until I made my decision, just now, I wasn’t sure I would lower my hand. It would have been so damn easy to finish you all off. Too easy, really. The only reason I didn’t is because as evil as the rest of you are, there are still vestiges of decency in a few of your members. Excuse me, your former members. So count your blessings, Max. Your son, Theo, the one that you think of as weak, is one of the only reasons you and the others are still alive.”




With that, Taylor canceled the anti-eavesdropping and power blocking effects. Then she walked over to meet the newest members of the Human Defense Initiative.







Theo stood, increasingly uncomfortable, as the meeting continued. The two leaders stood alone near the tall metal throne, their voices low and murmuring, apparently as thick as thieves. What the fuck could the two of them be talking about for so long, he wondered? How could a hero like Iron Man allow a man like his father to play him like this?




Because that was exactly what was happening. Theo had not the slightest doubt that when his father wanted something, he would get it. He’d seen it time and time again among the members of Empire 88, most recently with Kayden.




The closest thing to a mother he had, Theo knew that she didn’t really care about him like a real member of her family. But she had the decency to want to rescue him from his father, her ex-husband, knowing the kind of man he was. But that decency had not stood up to Max’s manipulations and in the end, he had been left defenseless to face the tests that James had created for him to bring out his ‘best’.




Theo had triggered under the threat of a painful death that he had barely avoided. That Kayden, who had only found out what Max wanted her to know after the fact, was horrified and incredibly apologetic, didn’t make it better. It broke the tiny bonds of trust that had formed between the two of them and left him without a place that he could feel safe.




Rage and hate festered within him and even now he longed to use his new power upon his own father. But Theo was under no illusion that he would succeed. Or that he would survive the attempt, bracketed as he was by both Jess and Nessa. Loyal followers of Kaiser, his father’s alias within the Empire, they would move Heaven and Earth to keep him safe.




To be honest, Theo still didn’t understand why they had agreed to his father’s plan, as it would separate them from the man who they owed their complete loyalty. All he could think was that Max was even more convincing than he would have believed possible.




All too soon, the meeting in front of him broke up and Iron Man walked over to welcome them into the Human Defense Initiative. Theo registered the armored cape’s words, but looked for the nuances and manipulations that he had dealt with all of his life.




Oddly, they were absent. Theo also noted that Max appeared surprising discomforted, at least to someone who had spent as much time studying him as he had. He would also wager that the man was utterly furious, despite the faint smile that graced his lips, just visible beneath his helm’s visor. It was something in the man’s stance, his body language just the tiniest bit off.




Iron Man, on the other hand, stood easily, appearing a pinnacle of strength as he spoke to them. He was also examining them, stopping in front of each of them to ask a question or two.




When he stopped in front of Theo, there was almost a feeling of understanding radiating from the other cape. Understanding of what, he wondered? He stood, thinking furiously, as Iron Man asked, “Faust, why do you want to join the Human Defense Initiative?”




Theo, like all of the others, had practiced an answer to what had been an expected question. But now that the question had been posed to him, the words stuck in his throat. They would not come out. Instead, what emerged was the unpalatable truth. “I want to be a better man than my father.”




Theo could feel the tension in the two dangerous women at his sides. Not that they would act without Kaiser’s consent, but it made him aware of just how vulnerable he was, sandwiched between them.




In front of him, Iron Man seemed to be considering his answer. The silence went on long enough that Theo actually began to feel nervous, while the tension of the women at his sides ratcheted up a notch. Finally, Iron Man nodded. “That’ll do. I accept you into the Human Defense Initiative. Remember, you are now the last line of defense between mankind and those who would do try to harm them. Think about that for now. There will be an official swearing in ceremony later where you’ll hear those words again.”




Theo nodded, feeling strange. Because for just a moment, something had stirred within him. Something that felt suspiciously like hope. Was it the other cape’s words? His manner? What the hell had the bastard done that allowed him to manipulate Theo into feeling this way?




It was Iron Man that Theo watched now, his father almost forgotten. Iron Man, whose body language he studied as best he could while the armored Tinker spoke first to Nessa, and then Heather. Iron Man, who had somehow eclipsed Max Anders as the most dangerous and important person in Theo Ander’s life.







Trish stared at the recorded footage that Taylor had filmed of her confrontation with Kaiser. Looking up from the monitor, she exchanged a look with Danny, who appeared shocked and angry.




Can’t believe his daughter would react like that. Believes it is the influence of Tony Stark’s memories upon her. Fears for her sanity, short-term and long-term. Believes—




She shook her head, forcing her power down. Then she waited for Danny to speak as she didn’t want to be the bad guy here. Someone who Taylor trusted needed to maintain their equanimity in this situation.




“What the hell were you thinking, Taylor?”




Danny’s voice was almost a bellow, then he seemed to realize just how loud and angry he sounded. In a far more composed manner, he asked, “What’s going on, kiddo?”




Taylor, who had been silent the entire time that the video played, just shook her head. When Danny opened his mouth to ask again, she spoke in a tense voice, “Look, I don’t know. I don’t know why I got so angry that I did what I did. It was like I was a different person.”




“Like Tony.”




Both of the others turned toward her at her words. Trish silently looked back, the shrugged. “I’m just saying what we’re all thinking. Taylor’s been fighting Tony Stark’s memories for months now, trying and sometimes failing. I mean, I caught her flirting with that cute PA the other day, which is just not Taylor. So pure Tony Stark.”




Danny, whose face had gotten red at the idea of his daughter flirting with anyone, almost stuttered, “I don’t think we need to talk about… that, Trish. Instead, let’s focus upon what we need to do to get this under control.”




Before Taylor could get a word in, Trish began again, “That is part of the problem. Taylor’s sexuality, that is. Sorry, Taylor, no offense meant.”




The girl in question quirked an eyebrow. “None taken. I think. Look, so Tony got his claws into me that one time. I was doing a great job of blocking him earlier. I just slipped up for a second and let his memories of past actions dictate my own. I’ll be more on my guard from now on.”




Danny looked worried, which he should be, Trish thought. This was dangerous ground. Finally, she said, “I don’t know how to say this without maybe crossing some boundary, so I’m just going ahead and get it out there. I’ve been talking with JARVIS a lot lately about repressed memories and psychological case studies. We’ve come to the conclusion that what you’re talking about won’t work, Taylor.”




For the first time, Taylor looked upset at her, rather than her dad, which wasn’t what Trish had wanted. Her tone was challenging as she asked, “Why not?”




“Simple. Because you need Tony Stark, memories and all. You can’t do this without him. He has insights that we all benefit from far too often. When you try to cut him out, you’re cutting off one of your strengths. Today happened at least partially because you tried to ignore Tony. What his memories were suggesting as ways to force Kaiser onto his heels. What he was suggesting might be Kaiser’s possible reasons for doing what he did. What he knew about what Kaiser was going to say. Or are you going to tell me that Tony’s memories didn’t at least suggest what was about to happen?”




Taylor, to her credit, didn’t explode, instead, she looked… apologetic. Tense, but sorry, would be the way that Trish would describe her at that moment. “No. You’re right. I went back and reviewed the situation while I was flying the round trip back here. Tony had already encountered a similar situation when he was head of SHIELD. So if I had listened to his memories I’d have been ready for what he said, with a couple of ways other than the one I ended up choosing to deal with him. Shit, I hate this.”




Danny got up from where he was sitting and walked around the table, sitting back down next to his daughter. He slid an arm around her slim shoulders and hugged her. “It’s going to be okay, Taylor. We’ll figure this out.”




Almost, Trish corrected him. Because it wasn’t going to be okay. Not, at least, until Taylor could learn to trust herself and to try not to suppress the memories that filled her mind. Aloud, Trish merely said, “Agreed. We’ll figure this out. For now, just trust yourself, Taylor. No punk ass wannabe Tinker from another Earth is man enough to overwhelm you. Got it?”




Both Taylor and Danny started laughing, so her words worked as intended. Trish couldn’t help the grin that pulled up the corners of her mouth as well at the relief in the other’s mirth. Then she brought them back to earth.




“But you’re going to have to be the one that tells Next Wave that they’re going to be on a team with a bunch of Nazis.”




Just like that, the laughter ended. Danny looked grim, while Taylor looked… introspective. She nodded, though, and said, “I’ll tell them tomorrow during the BBQ. You’re coming, right?”




“Of course.” As if there was anyway that Trish would miss the fireworks involved. Plus, she needed additional information on some of the personalities involved. She’d drawn some weird conclusions on Amy Dallon’s motivations for her admiration of Taylor’s alter ego. Plus the Dallon family dynamic just seemed… warped. Hopefully, she’d be able to figure out what the deal was if she observed them together firsthand.




Danny said, “Shouldn’t we address how Taylor’s going to be handling Accord? I mean, with how her meeting with Kaiser went?”




The two girls looked at one another and started giggling. Danny looked momentarily upset, then an answering grin crept over his mouth.







Accord stood behind an exact replica of the desk at his office in his downtown headquarters waiting for Iron Man to arrive. He carefully scrutinized each of his office’s appointments, from the fresh flowers that he had so carefully arranged, to the utterly beautiful and delicious hors d’oeuvres along with an appropriate selection of beverages that occupied a sideboard.




Not that he thought Iron Man would choose to eat or drink while there, but it was always a good idea to cover all of the bases when such a meeting was taking place lest hospitality become merely a show.




He lightly stroked the perfect crease of his immaculate white suit as he considered the various traps he’d laid for Iron Man should the meeting go awry. Not that he believed for one second that any of them would work. He’d gone over videos of the other’s armor quite carefully and had found only one thing that he believed to be a vulnerability.




While that had gone into Accord’s planning, he wasn’t entirely sure that it would succeed. So more than the traps he’d laid, he’d focused a great deal of planning into various escape routes, all of which would deposit him unharmed and unwrinkled at a location from which he could direct his Ambassadors in yet another counterattack.




It was his fervent belief that he and Iron Man would come to some form of… agreement. Accord had studied the other, and his plan played to all of the visual cues that he had received from the armored cape. There were many things that a Tinker of Iron Man’s distinction would desire, and he could provide several of them through a series of plans that would work perfectly so long as the other carried them out without deviation.




Although it remained to be seen whether the other could work with him, not allowing distracting and annoying habits and peccadilloes to dominate their relationship. Such as whether he would be on time for their meeting, arriving neither late nor early. A great deal could be told from how a person dealt with punctuality, which was the most base of the elements of order.




As the second hand of the clock ticked up toward twelve, which would bring it to precisely three thirty pm, Accord heard his desk chime. Touching a spot upon it, he spoke, “Yes, Citrine?”




The smooth contralto voice of one of his most favored Ambassadors sounded. “Sir, Iron Man is here to see you.”




“Send him in.”




“Yes, sir.”




The doors opened and a figure in black and silver armor walked through them just as the second hand hit twelve. A shiver of almost erotic pleasure slid down his spine at the other’s perfect punctuality. There could be no more fortuitous manner to begin such a meeting.




Accord allowed his eyes to drink in all of the details of the other’s armored form. Gleaming and perfect, no flaw marred his armor’s finish. Everywhere that Accord looked, were the lethal tools of his trade, which was certainly not that of a hero. Almost sighing, he pulled his eyes from the sleek, armored form.




Stepping out from around his desk, Accord gave the tiniest bow and said, “Welcome, Iron Man, to my base. I have so looked forward to meeting you.”




The armored cape bowed back, his form perfect, no hint of stiffness marring the motions. Even the synthesized voice suited the occasion. “Accord. It is an honor.”




Accord made a subtle gesture toward the sideboard. “May I offer you refreshments? I can offer you privacy while you partake.”




Iron Man shook his head, the motion as lifelike as if he were not wearing armor. “No, thank you, Accord. I am not hungry or thirsty. Although, may I compliment you on your taste. The food looks delicious and isn’t that a fifty-three Rothschild? A truly impeccable vintage.”




Accord nodded. It truly was, even if he, himself, refused on all but the rarest occasions to partake of alcohol as the loss of impulse control abhorred him. It also frightened his people, something which he had to give at least the appearance of caring about. Frightened people made far too many mistakes, creating a self-sustaining problem, one which he would not allow.




“Yes, it is. You appear to be a man of some refinement, Iron Man. Would you perhaps be open to a discussion of opportunities that would work to our mutual benefit.”




“Of course, Accord.”




He noted with pleasure the way that Iron Man sat without hesitation in the delicate appearing chair in front of his desk. Despite its appearance, it was designed to hold a load equal to the weight of Iron Man’s armor with a ten percent redundancy. Noting that it worked exactly as it should, Accord took a seat behind his desk.




Not allowing the pause in their discussion to go too long, Accord started with, “I suppose that you are curious as to why I contacted you, Iron Man.”




However, instead of a nod of assent, Iron Man said, “Actually, Accord, I understand exactly why you contacted me. You found my plan for dealing with the Slaughterhouse Nine appealing.”




How could he know that? Accord thought furiously, discarding scenario after scenario, before finally settling upon an answer. “I did. Although I would question why you believe that to be the reason above other possible scenarios.”




“The answer is actually simple, Accord. You are well known for the meticulous plans with which you engage your enemies as well as others that you create to solve problems. You only contacted me after news footage of the plan which I used to engage the Slaughterhouse Nine went public after my press conference. So, logic dictated that you saw it and found appealing the manner in which I planned, and carried out, their elimination.”




Iron Man’s answer was elegant and logical, something which Accord found soothing. Still, it indicated that he was predictable at a level that was beyond what mere order dictated. Challenging, he asked, “Is it beyond the pale that I would offer my services as a planner for an up and coming Tinker with sufficient assets to be able to afford me?”




Iron Man shook his head. “No, but as I said, it was the timing that supported my reasoning. After all, there are no coincidences.”




Accord kept his countenance even by an effort of will. How could the other know that he believed that more than anything else in the world? All that occurred, no matter how unlikely or unexpected upon the surface, was a consequence of other, earlier, actions. With sufficient thought, all could be planned and order would win out.




It was something that suffused his plans from beginning to end, which was why they were so meticulous and detailed. Accord truly believed that so long as he had sufficient time and sufficiently detailed information, he could create a plan that could accomplish any task. After all, hadn’t he already written a plan to eliminate world hunger, as well to create order over the entire globe?




Somehow Iron Man had discovered this fact about himself. It… irked Accord in a way he couldn’t understand. Was it that the other cape dwelled at a social level that refused to be quantified? Or was it something else?




For the first time, Accord allowed his mind to roam further than just his infatuation with the other cape’s talents. He had invited Iron Man here, acting as host, to which the other had complied flawlessly, using societal rules which spoke of old money, of societal position that held no superiors. And now, he had placed Accord upon his back foot, off balance in a way that he never was in the absence of disorder.




Then again, this imbalance of social equity disturbed him in the same way that other methods of chaos did. Everything in its place and a place for everything was another part of Accord’s mantra, something a tiny voice in the back of his mind whispered Iron Man would know as well.




Accord could destroy the other cape if he chose what would likely be the Pyrrhic solution he had come up with. The explosives located beneath the room, shaped and prepped for detonation in a pattern that would impale Iron Man’s armor with tungsten penetrators, killing the passenger within.




However, based upon the level of the detonation which Iron Man had apparently used against the Simurgh using an earlier, far less advanced suit of armor, this suit would likely explode with sufficient force to destroy the entire city of Boston. As close to ground zero as Accord currently was, no ordinary escape attempt would succeed in ensuring his continued existence.




No, it was almost certain that he, too, would perish. Accord’s desire for order was not such that he was willing to risk his life in such a pact, based as it was upon mutually assured destruction. Besides, just thinking about he had created here and what it could accomplish, soothed away much of the angst he’d felt at being read.




Feeling a bit more relaxed, he merely said, “Agreed. There are no coincidences. So, Iron Man, why did you agree to a meeting with me? As flattered as I am with your interest, nominally you claim to be a hero, while I am painted as a villain, vilified in the media and the internal memos of the PRT.”




Iron Man slowly leaned forward and assumed a thinking pose, his hand supporting his chin, all the while glowing eyes stared into Accord’s. After just the right pause, he said, “I am looking for someone who can create a plan that will help me in saving the human race. A plan that accounts for all possible scenarios that might occur. Endbringers as well as the entity behind them. For such a plan, I need someone like yourself.”




Accord harrumphed, his disappointment palpable. “I wrote such a plan years ago as an outgrowth of my plan to end world hunger. Other plans relating to world hunger were expanded upon. Each related to a major issue: disease, population, government, energy, climate. I could go on. Suffice it that it will all come to fruition at a time and place of my choosing. In this case, twenty-three years to see it all through. Twenty-three years to bring the world into order.”




Iron Man sat back. “Yes, I’ve read your plan. The only problem is that it won’t work. It is flawed.”




Accord nearly pressed the button his desk to end this charade. No, he could create another plan that would deal with this poser who had just insulted him. Who had made light of his abilities when he claimed to need them. It was insufferable.




Instead, he stood up. “I believe this meeting is at an end.”




Iron Man, instead of rising, waved him back to his seat. “Accord, I apologize. It was not my intention to insult you. I have access to information which you do not possess. It is this information that allows me to understand the whys and wherefores behind the flaws I have seen in your plan. Please, sit. Allow me a moment to explain.”




Grudgingly, Accord sat. He touched his watch, then said, “You have five minutes to explain. After that, our meeting is finished.”




Over the next few minutes, Iron Man did exactly that. Accord felt his heart beat faster as he learned of far higher potentials within the Endbringers than he had known about. Of a being of unimaginable power that lurked behind powers, using them to foster and augment combat, possibly as a way of species improvement. That there was far more behind the things occurring around the world than he had ever planned for in his worst case contingencies.




When Iron Man rose promptly at five minutes time, it was Accord who waved him back to his seat. This would require time and planning. And information. Already, he could see the possibilities unfold for obtaining that information.




Computer networks, monitoring people and situations, spread out globally. More networks to summarize and dispense the information in a format that would most benefit him.




Forty-five minutes to draw out the plans for a network that would most effectively monitor humanity and its actions. Another twenty-two to twenty-two and a half hours to write the program that would continue to write itself and that would be used across multiple networks to tie them together and best leverage his planning ability. He could estimate costs upward of fourteen million dollars, not counting salaries. None of the actual computers were that advanced, their power based upon numbers rather than individual output. He had any number of businesses in his pocket where he could acquire those computers at a significant discount.




Once acquired, the network would meld seamlessly into the existing infrastructure of communication and surveillance, allowing Accord enough input to expand upon and update his plan for humanity’s future. Worst case scenario, it would add years to his plan, expanding it past twenty-three to perhaps twenty-six or twenty-seven. He’d know more once he had the information at hand.




Accord finally looked up. To his pleasure, Iron Man had been completely still and silent while he had thought. The armored Tinker’s help and information had been invaluable and he was considering just how he might show his appreciation. Then Iron Man spoke.




“Accord, I want you to work for me. Become part of my Human Defense Initiative, assuming a role that works behind the scenes, creating plans that my other people will execute. You would be invaluable in creating well-ordered… strategies, if you please, that would benefit everyone involved. As a reward for your service, you would be well compensated; such a compensation package that we could work out together to ensure its fairness. Will you consider my offer?”




Accord allowed the other’s insult to slide off of him despite the way it irked him. There would be no show of appreciation as Iron Man had just used up his good will with his offer. Still, he would give the other an answer.




“I think your offer is insulting and demeaning, lacking any true understanding of my motivations and intentions. Iron Man, why would you believe for one moment that I would accept your offer?”




Instead of replying directly to Accord, Iron Man looked off to one side. “JARVIS, what is currently happening in the office of Chief Director Rebecca Costa-Brown right at this moment?”




“Sir, Director Costa-Brown is currently alone, reading reports of a Parahuman conflict that occurred in New York between the Teeth and the Mage Corp on April second. She has a video appointment in nine minutes with Director Tagg of the Directorate North Midcentral located in Cleveland. Would you care for me to go on?”




Accord’s mind whirled with the endless possibilities that were expanding before him. “You have access to an AI. How extensive is its network?”




“Go ahead and tell him, JARVIS.”




“Sir, I have currently infiltrated seventy-nine percent of computers in North America, eighty-seven percent in South America, fifty-six percent in Asia and Australia, and sixty-four percent in Africa. I estimate optimal infiltration, which I rate at ninety-nine percent, to be completed within another sixty-one days.”




Accord’s mind immediately went to plans of how to use the information that the AI had reaped. Then he froze. In a frosty tone, he asked, “Have you infiltrated my networks, JARVIS?”




“Yes, sir, I have. Your networks were considered a priority target and optimal infiltration occurred twenty-one days ago.”




Accord stared across his desk at Iron Man. “Then you are aware of the plans I put in place to deal with you, including the shaped explosives.”




Iron Man nodded. “Of course I am. I am also aware of your escape routes and other traps and counterattacks as well.”




Accord didn’t allow his emotions to touch his features. He didn’t want his mask to give away what he was about to do. He was quite certain of the result, but he had to know. So he reached out and pressed a certain button upon his desk.




Instead of the enormous explosion that would send him catapulting backward and down the chute built into the wall behind his desk with dozens of blast proof doors closing behind him, while Iron Man was riddled with hypervelocity tungsten penetrators, causing his armor to self-destruct and destroy Boston, nothing at all happened.




“Of course, I disarmed all of your traps. I am sorry, Accord, but I could not be one hundred percent certain that this meeting would go this well so needed to make sure to keep things on an even keel.”




This was a meeting gone well? Accord gave his guest a narrowed-eyed stare that he knew would be mimicked by his mask. After a moment, the other cape answered the unspoken question. “I met with Kaiser of Empire 88 this morning. He was upset from the start because I had to reschedule his meeting so that you and I could meet at three thirty.”




At least Iron Man understood which was the more important meeting. “Iron Man, I do not yet agree to work with you, but there is a chance something could be arranged. I would like to first speak further with JARVIS.”




“Of course, Accord. Will two hundred and forty minutes suffice to give you sufficient knowledge of his capabilities?”




Accord nodded once. “Yes, that will suffice.”




“JARVIS, please stay for two hundred and forty minutes from now and answer any questions Accord may have, as well as provide him whatever information he requires.”




“Of course, sir. It would be my pleasure to assist.”




Accord found himself quickly involved in an in depth discussion of some of the fundamental underlying tenets of his World Plan. He roused himself long enough to usher his guest out, and make sure Citrine cleared his schedule. Then he began again, with an emphasis upon how Leviathan had changed world shipping over the past decade.







Taylor flew back to Brockton Bay from Boston, her brain awhirl. “Okay, anyone have any immediate feedback for how I did with Accord?”




Trish immediately answered. “He’s intrigued. He badly wants to be part of what you’re doing, and have access to your resources, but isn’t sure that he can trust you. The fact that Coil disappeared after being brought in can’t be helping with that. I think with JARVIS coming in when he did, it’s going to be enough to tip the balance in our favor.”




Danny spoke next. “He’s definitely hooked. Give him some line, then reel him in. He’s going to join us. But he wants credit, not just to help with the knowledge that he’s doing good.”




“Okay, I can see that. It shouldn’t be a problem. I can live with passing off some of the credit. There’s more than enough to go around.”




There was audible curiosity in Trish’s voice as she asked, “Taylor, how did you know exactly how to act with Accord when you came in?”




“I treated him like Tony’s memories suggested, based upon a cape in his own dimension, called the Mad Thinker. Both are very type-A personalities, although Accord might actually be worse. I also used your model for him, Tattletale.”




There was satisfaction in Trish’s voice as she said, “Good. Take that all of you people who believe that Thinker powers negate one another!”




“Yes, Miss Trish. Clearly you are at the top of your game. Bravo.” Jarvis’ voice was dry and full of an undertone of sarcasm.




“You’re just jealous that you have to stay and talk to him. By the way, what’s he asking you now?”




“Accord is asking about updated reports on wheat crops. He’s also requesting additional information on your teleportation circles. Miss, might I suggest caution in allowing him too much access to such technology as he has shown a talent for creating traps so innovative that I fear he might succeed in getting one past me.”




Taylor thought for a second, then said, “Don’t worry about it, JARVIS. Even with his abilities, he won’t be able to duplicate the technology with anything less than the lab facilities available at HTech. The required energy flows can only work as they do using certain exotic materials put together in a way that is anything but intuitive. Hell, if he can work out the math, he deserves to be able to use them for traps.”




“Understood, Miss. Miss Trish, I’ll see that you receive a complete report of what Accord requests from me by later today.”




“Thanks, JARVIS. You’re the best!”




“Yes. I’m a peach.”







Sunday…




Taylor called out, “Dad, aren’t you ready yet?”




She rolled her eyes at Trish, who looked amused. The newly blonde girl knew that she was nervous, more from having decided to present herself as Iron Man to her peers than having to tell Lady Photon that she was going to have to team up with some former Nazis. Hopefully, that is.




Her dad swept in, looking years younger now that the nannites had taken full effect. Even his hairline had stopped receding and had begun to fill back in, while any wrinkles on his face were a thing of the past. His eyes sparkled with amusement as he said, “I’m here, kiddo. Don’t worry, we’re not going to be late.”




“Yeah? Tell that to Mr Clock over there.”




Trish teased, “Well, you could always suit up and go on ahead. Personally, I think that’s the only way Victoria Dallon is going to believe that you’re Iron Man anyway.”




Taylor laughed, then caught herself. “Be nice, Trish. Victoria’s a sweet girl.”




Sounding slightly cynical, Trish muttered, “I notice you didn’t call her a sweet, smart girl.”




“Now, children, no arguing. This is going to be a fun day for everyone. I don’t want anything to mess this up, understood?”




Taylor nodded, while Trish grinned and said, “Very nice, Danny. Very dad-like.”




Danny made a playful lunge, as if to ruffle both girls’ hair, a move that was greeted with identical shrieks of dismay. Taylor noticed that the grin Trish now wore was so full of genuine good cheer that it made her earlier mood seem almost glum. It pinged something that she’d had at the back of her mind for some time now. She made a mental note to bring this up with Trish sooner rather than later.




“Okay, girls, let’s go.”







Amy stood nervously chewing her lower lip. She’d cleared her entire day’s schedule to be here, something which she would not have done for anything less than a visit from Iron Man in his civilian identity.




When her aunt had first brought up the BBQ as a possibility in order to get to know some people who worked with Iron Man, including Danny Hebert, the CEO of HTech, and his daughter, Taylor, Amy’s reaction had been lackluster to say the least. Truthfully, she’d only planned to make a brief appearance before heading off to the hospital.




But finding out that Iron Man would be there for the first social occasion he’d yet to attend with all of them had been enough to change her mind about staying longer. Then to find out that he was actually attending in his civilian guise made it absolutely imperative she stay.




Not that Amy had any crazy ideas that she would be swept off her feet by the other. Despite her now vanquished feelings for her sister, she was still firmly in the girls’ camp when it came to her likes. She was even considering coming out and telling her family about it. Only the thought of how Carol would react kept her from doing so. Somehow, she doubted it would be with open arms.




Off to one side, she saw Mark and Uncle Neil working the grill together in a companionable fashion. The steaks were sizzling on the grill, wonderful smells emanating from them. God, she hoped Mark got hers right, as she simply couldn’t eat one with the slightest hint of red.




Mark, Amy had a hard time calling him her father, had been doing so much better the last few weeks. It almost seemed as if his depression had been completely cured. During one of the frequent check ups she gave him, she’d detected tiny machines in his body. They were present even in the deepest structures of his brain.




Somehow, the devices had straightened out Mark’s brain chemistry, something which Amy refused to do, no matter the temptation. She had chosen to draw the line there, above all else. Or run the risk of becoming something more terrible and dangerous than anything the world had ever known.




Amy’s introspection was interrupted by a stir inside where Aunt Sarah was waiting to welcome Iron Man. She’d refused to allow any of them inside with her as she didn’t want anyone going fangirl, or fanboy in the case of her cousin Eric, over Iron Man.




She saw someone coming out the door with her aunt. The man, tall and slim and dressed in casual dockers and a button up shirt, had short brown hair and a warm smile. Two girls around her own age accompanied him, and Amy looked them over with a jaundiced eye.




The first was tall and slender with big eyes in a thin face. Her hair was a long curly brunette waterfall down her back. Lively brown eyes darted around, examining everything around her. She wore skinny jeans and a cute blue top that left part of her flat stomach bare.




The second had blonde hair in a golden shade that was unlikely to be natural reaching her shoulders. Shorter and curvier than the other girl, she was still very fit, something shown off by the skintight jeans and equally tight top she wore. Green eyes with a laser like focus checked her surroundings with a knowing look. Not her type, but without even thinking, Amy knew Eric would be talking to her later. Not that he’d likely get far.




Wait. What had Aunt Sarah just said?




“This is Danny Hebert and his daughter, Taylor, as well as their friend Trish. Well, I told you that Iron Man would come today in ‘his’ civilian identity. So, ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, Iron Man!”




What? Amy quickly pushed past her sister and cousins, and approached Danny Hebert. She immediately stuck out her hand. “Mr Hebert, Iron Man, I just wanted to say thank you for the use of your Psionic Dampener all those months ago in Canberra. That was amazing how you stood up to the Simurgh and drove her off. Thank you again.”




Danny Hebert wore a look of bemusement as he shook Amy’s hand, while the blonde girl, Trish, was quietly chuckling. What the hell? Amy sent her aunt a puzzled look, only to find her barely able to keep her laughter in, her eyes shining with mirth.




That was when the the skinny brunette girl, that Amy could now see was probably a year or two younger than herself, stepped forward, and quietly announced, “It’s nice to meet you in my civilian identity. My name is Taylor Hebert, but you probably know me better as Iron Man.”




The look she sent Amy was half-amused and half-apologetic. Then she stepped past her to say hello to the rest of the members of Next Wave.







Trish watched as Taylor met each and every one of the members of Next Wave, her manner easy and relaxed. It was clear to her that her friend was channeling Tony as she made what she was doing seem utterly effortless.




It was all Trish could do not to at least lightly needle Amy Dallon after the look she’d received that summed her up, then dismissed her. It was irritating to be dismissed so casually, whether because she wasn’t attractive enough or another factor. But she’d promised Taylor to be on her best behavior. So needling Amy was out.




Besides, it was almost as fun just watching how the members of Next Wave reacted to finding out a fifteen-year-old girl was the heroic cape, Iron Man. Trish especially enjoyed the look on Carol Dallon’s face as she struggled to contain her dismay, and utterly failed. The woman looked like she’d swallowed a lemon as she watched Taylor meet the others.




Both Mark Dallon and Neil Pelham reacted with a great deal more equanimity than did Carol, apparently taking her youthful appearance in stride. Still, it was the younger members of the group whose reactions were actually the most interesting.




Of course, there was Amy Dallon who had made the wrong, and utterly embarrassing assumption that Taylor’s dad, Danny, was Iron Man. Next there was her sister, Victoria, who while not always doing the smart thing, seemed to understand the implications and crowded forward to shake Taylor’s hand and welcome her.




Eric Pelham, who had been giving Trish the eye since she’d first walked in, and it hadn’t taken use of her power to know exactly what he was thinking, was a bit more hesitant to come forward. He looked embarrassed, so add another to the Danny-Hebert-as-Iron-Man bandwagon.




Eric’s sister, Crystal, on the other hand, seemed nice and likely a lot less impulsive than her cousin, Victoria, even if she shared the same good looks. Plus, the blue streaks in her blonde hair made her look both older and more edgy. She’d been polite and well-spoken when she’d shaken Taylor’s hand.




Deciding that being on her best behavior meant that she should probably talk to Amy and reassure the other girl that her humorous mistake wouldn’t offend Taylor, Trish walked over a few feet to stand next to the other girl.




“Hey.”




“Hi?”




Amy looked back at her, eyes questioning, then away. Trish didn’t need her power to know that the other girl had issues. Deliberately, she pushed a little and got a flood of information.




Eyes downcast, body language negative. Doesn’t believe that she is good enough to be a member of Next Wave. Doesn’t believe she is a hero. Terrified of becoming a villain.




A villain? What the fuck? Trish probed further.




Mother, Carol Dallon, does not love her as her own child. Barely tolerates her. Rest of family considers her their own. Sister, Victoria, truly loves her. Person she trusts most. Was in love with her for years, until recently cured. Cured by Psionic Dampener.




Grateful to Iron Man. Believes he saved her from a fate worse than death. Terrified of what she might have done to sister in an effort to make her love her back.




Daughter of a villain. Adopted into Dallon family because her father was sent to the Birdcage. Her father is… Marquis. Cannot believe that the child of a villain can ever be anything else.




Is struggling to deal with healing others every day. Burning out very quickly. Borderline suicidal. Wants it to end.




Trish blinked slowly, not allowing any of the things she’d just read to register on her face. Amy Dallon’s father was the villain known as Marquis. She was about to explode and no one had noticed. Not her family, not her friends, no one.




Well that was going to change, she decided. Call it a good deed. Call it redemption, remembering a boy with blonde hair and eyes as green as her own. Trish would do her damnedest to fix this. She glanced over at Carol Dallon, then grimaced. Fix them both.




Suddenly linking her arm in Amy’s, Trish led her over to one side. Smiling gently at the other girl, who she now knew was on the ragged edge, she said, “You and I and Taylor are going to be the best of friends, Amy. Don’t you worry a bit about anything from now on. You’re among friends.”




From the tremulous smile on the other girl’s lips, she didn’t really believe her. But she would. Trish would fix her and she knew that Taylor would help. And if it took helping Carol Dallon, too, for Amy to be truly well, she could do it. After all, wasn’t that what they did?







Carol felt her lips almost twist in a sneer, but somehow kept the expression from crossing her face. Her face might look a little wooden, but at least she wasn’t allowing her true emotions out to scroll across her features. Or her tongue.




It seemed like she had spent the last twenty minutes since introductions began, biting her tongue. She’d bitten it when her sister had first introduced ‘Iron Man’, then again when Amy had gone up and repeated the same mistake that she’d already made in her own head, thinking that Danny Hebert was the armor wearing Tinker. Carol had bitten it yet again upon discovering that… child was actually the cape to whom her sister had tied the fortunes of the group that she had helped found.




How could Sarah had been so foolish, she wondered? Even if Taylor Hebert was every bit as smart as her reputation claimed, that didn’t mean a girl that young was in any way qualified to lead a multinational team of Parahumans. That she had managed through some sleight of hand to eliminate Lung and the Slaughterhouse Nine didn’t change Carol’s mind one bit. Instead, it made her wonder even more if there was anything within the girl beyond a bloodthirsty sense for justice?




After all, the last thing that she wanted the group she’d founded a decade ago, made up of family members and predisposed to the ideals of cape responsibility, was for it to become some kind of hit squad. Carol would rather see it attached to the Protectorate than that. And her sister couldn’t see it.




Nor, apparently, could her erstwhile daughter. Carol watched as Amy chatted with both Taylor Hebert and the other girl, someone named Trish, as if they were all the best of friends. The sight gnawed at her, making her feel raw, as if she’d lost a layer or two of skin, exposing her nerve endings.




She just wished there was a way to pull New Wave from the course that her sister and the others had set it upon. There had to be. Because if not, she wasn’t sure she would make it.




In front of her, the blonde, Trish, had detached herself from Amy and Taylor Hebert and was making her way over toward her. Great, she thought, now I have to deal with this brat, too?




Once she arrived, Trish sat down across from her in one of the patio chairs. Smiling faintly, she asked, “So, Ms Dallon, why are you so against the idea of Next Wave?”




“What?” What the hell had this girl just asked her? Carol stared at Trish, wondering just what the girl was up to. Had Amy put her up to this? Or, perhaps, Taylor Hebert? It felt like a power play, and as an attorney, Carol had a great deal of experience with those.




“Would you like me to repeat the question?”




Carol stared at the girl through narrowed eyes. She consciously picked her words, “I am not against Next Wave.”




“Huh. You could have fooled me. And after all of the arguments you made in your group meetings.”




Carol started to rise, only to have Trish wave her back to her chair. “Relax, Amy didn’t say anything about it. She didn’t need to. It’s written all over your face.”




“So you what? Decided to just come over here, Miss…” Carol raised an interrogative brow.




There was an amused look in the blonde’s eyes as she supplied, “Rogers. But you can call me Trish.”




“So you just decided to come over here, Miss Rogers? Why would you do that? Worried that I might stop your boss’ little take over?”




“No, I’m really not. There is so little chance that you could stop what is happening that it approaches zero. But just because you’re powerless is no reason not to try to get you onboard. Every person has value.”




“What?” What the fuck was this girl talking about, Carol wondered? She was just about to get up and go confront Taylor Hebert directly, when the girl answered her.




“It’s something that a friend mentioned. Every person has value and deserves a second chance. Well, unless you’re the Slaughterhouse Nine. But you’re a good person. Mostly. I mean, you’re a terrible mother, but that’s not completely your fault.”




Voice as cold as ice, Carol accused, “I suppose you are going to claim that Amy didn’t say anything about that either?”




Trish shrugged. “She really didn’t. She didn’t need to. I can see it written on both of your faces. Every micro-expression. Every tiny shift of in your body language. You don’t trust your adopted daughter. You certainly don’t love her. Hell, you don’t even like her much. You tolerate her for Victoria’s sake, and because you promised your sister.”




What the fuck? Then comprehension dawned. “You’re a Thinker.”




“Pretty much. I’m used to being the smartest person in any room that doesn’t have Taylor in it. She’s head and shoulders above me or anyone else. But I do okay. Especially in my specialty.”




Her tone bitter, Carol asked, “What specialty? Causing problems for others?”




“Sometimes. Mostly not, these days. No, now I mostly try to fix problems. Take your daughter, Amy, for example.”




“What about Amy?”




“She’s on the ragged edge, so close to breaking that all it would take is just the right pressure to shatter her completely and remove an important piece from the board. One that we, humanity I mean, can’t afford to lose. As her nominal parent, you’re both oblivious and unconcerned with her welfare. After all, if she snapped, it would just prove that you were right from the beginning about taking her in. A kind of fuck you to the universe.”




“I don’t think I’m going to stay here and listen anymore.” Carol started to get up, only to have the girl’s smile turn truly nasty. She froze, wondering just what the other knew that she did not.




“I wouldn’t, if I were you.”




Slowly sinking back into her seat, ready to use her powers at a split second’s notice, Carol asked, “Why not?”




“Because I could destroy your life with just a few well-placed words. I could pick your entire existence apart, pull every dirty little secret from the darkest corners of your psyche out into the light of day. When I was done even your real daughter, Victoria, wouldn’t be able to look at you.”




“What’s to prevent me from stopping you from saying whatever would supposedly destroy my life?”




Trish shrugged, but there wasn’t the slightest trace of fear in those cool green eyes. “Maybe nothing. Then again, maybe you’d be struck down by a cloaked drone before you could even begin to move. Regardless, you won’t do it.”




Carol was beginning to find the conversation surreal. One didn’t expect to engage in a battle of wits with someone who acted like the worst of villains over what was supposed to be a lunch with new allies. Feeling a sense of almost despair, she asked, “Why not? If you’re going to destroy my life, why shouldn’t I take you down with me?”




Trish shook her head. “I didn’t say I was going to destroy you. I said I could. But truthfully, I only want to help you. But it’s going to be an uphill battle. Whatever thing you’re holding onto from your past has fucked you up more than most of the people I talk with. Ahh, so you were kidnapped as a teenager. With your sister Sarah. Shit, you had to kill your abductor. You both did. That’s crappy.”




Carol hissed, “Stay the fuck out of my mind, you little bitch.” Only the desire to maintain propriety in the face of almost any provocation kept her from screaming the words.




Far worse than the girl’s words, was the calm empathy in those green eyes. The very lack of judgment slowly made Carol settle back into her chair, her pulse thundering. Trish quietly said, “My brother killed himself when I was fourteen. I never even knew something was wrong. But trying to find out caused me to trigger with a power that seeks answers, even to questions I haven’t asked yet. My parents saw me as a meal ticket instead of their child, so I have some experience with shitty parenting.”




The girl sighed. “I’d almost lost faith in people until I met Taylor and her dad. They’re good people. Some of the best out there. Not perfect, but then who is?”




“Why are you telling me all of this?”




“Because we need you. We need everyone. And I find myself in the position of actually wanting to help people. It’s a good feeling. So you can believe me when I say that I want to make things better for you.”




“Why would I believe you? Iron Man controls this team now. I’m supposed to believe his puppet cares about bolstering his opposition?”




“You can believe what you want. But you’re really no opposition. Taylor’s beyond you. Beyond us both. She really is going to save the world. But something we’ve been talking about a lot is what is the point of saving the world if we don’t save the people along the way? So I’m going to help you. Because as fucked up as Amy is, as brittle as she is, you’re just as bad, or worse.”




“I don’t believe you. Or trust you.”




Trish reached over and casually squeezed Carol’s hand for just a moment, a move that pulled an unexpected surge of emotion from her. She’s a Thinker, she planned it, was what her head said. But her heart took strength from the touch of another human being at a low moment in her life.




“That’s fine. We’ll just have to work on that.”




For the rest of the BBQ, Carol had her own personal escort, one that she didn’t really speak much to, but who refused to go away. Any time she tried to turn her attention to the real source of her problems, Taylor Hebert, Trish was there with gentle deflections and arguments that made her hesitate, then falter. It was the strangest family dinner she’d ever attended, and when it was over, she made her way home without even noticing what was happening around her.







“So how did it go telling Sarah about the newest members of Next Wave?”




Taylor sighed. In a dry tone, she said, “Probably about as well as whatever you said to Carol.”




“You noticed that?”




“Did I noticed that you were having a long, tense conversation with Amy’s mother after you dropped her off with me after telling me to bolster her confidence? Why would I notice that?”




Trish grinned. “Brat.”




Taylor replied, “Brattier.”




“Brattiest.”




“Bah.”




They were both silent a moment, then Trish diffidently asked, “Taylor, when you first approached New Wave to ask them to join the HDI, did you know just how fucked up they all are?”




Taylor shrugged. “Not really. I mean, I knew there were issues in the Dallon household, JARVIS clued me into some of those, but I didn’t know that they were as messed up as they turned out to be.”




“Well, at least that’s something.”




“Besides, I had a pretty good idea that you would be both willing and able to help them.”




“Bitch.”




“Bitchier.”




“Kid Win’s girlfriend.”




Trish watched Taylor close her eyes. “That’s a low blow.”




“Truth hurts. Then you date a Ward.”




Taylor called, “JARVIS, Trish is being mean to me. Can’t you do something about that?”




“Miss, I prefer not to take sides on the issue of just how bitchy Miss Trish is versus your own aptitude for attracting the nerdier aspect of male Wards.”




“I hate you both.”







Max sat upon an enormous throne made of razor sharp steel blades, many of them as thick as his thigh. All of them glittered in the lights from overhead. He wore a costume made of pieces of steel that he had created using his power. He was surrounded by the pomp and circumstance that was part and parcel of being the leader of Empire 88. On one side of his throne stood Brad, his arms crossed over his scarred chest, while on the other, Justin stood, his hands behind his back, his position almost one of parade rest.




Trusted men, but Max missed his Valkyries, more than even he had expected to. Not the least because as bed warmers, they were nothing less than spectacular. But the aching hole they left in Max’s feelings of safety was far worse than any mere lack of sexual partners.




Staring out over the crowd, everything appeared as it should, as it had ever since the day he had vanquished the last pretender to the crown that Allfather had left up for grabs when he had perished. The vicious infighting back then had been far worse than any mere cape fight that Max had engaged in since.




He’d ruled Empire 88 ever since with an iron hand, and no matter how hard things had gotten, how near to the edge they’d come on certain occasions, he had never faltered. Never believed that he wouldn’t, at some point, succeed in his quest for power.




Yesterday’s events had shaken him. Not just Iron Man’s threats and intimidations, or even the casual way in which he had countered all of Max’s contingencies. No, it had been the way that the other cape had accepted the challenge, how convincing he had been in his absolute confidence that he would usurp the loyalty of Max’s people. As if their long service with the Empire was merely a phase, one that they would outgrow to become something different and perhaps greater under the armored Tinker.




It was driving Max mad that he had yet to come up with a solid counter for the other Parahuman. More than anything else in the entire world, he wanted to grind Iron Man’s face into the dirt and detritus upon the ground, after destroying every single thing the other cared about in the entire world. Because in far too many ways, the Tinker had already done it to him.




Max had depended upon his powers, his ability to extrude steel, for so long that the boy he’d once been seemed barely real to him anymore. He depended upon it for his self-image, for his personal authority, for the love and affection he’d received from those around him from his long dead father to his equally dead first wife. Even the men and women who followed him only did so because he played the strong, benevolent leader showing them a new tomorrow.




While Max prided himself on his self-control, something that all true men should have, it wasn’t enough to lead his empire. Nor was the mind that saw past the surface of actions to the deeper motivations beneath. They were helpful, but in the end, simply not enough.




No, in the end, raw power, tempered by those other abilities, ruled Empire 88. It was at that aspect of himself that Iron Man had struck. He’d taken that strength, that safety, from Max, something that was an elemental aspect of who he was, and taunted him after doing so. It had ignited a fire within him that only the death of his first wife came close to equaling.




It was beyond ruthlessness. Beyond anger. It was nothing less that pure hatred that drove Max now. He wasn’t even sure he’d choose his own survival over the death of the other, if he could only have one or the other. In some ways, that alarmed him, as he’d always been ruthlessly pragmatic throughout his entire life.




Was that true any longer? Perhaps. Perhaps not. There was a new world order happening and it was centered here in Brockton Bay. Somehow, Iron Man was at the epicenter of it, with his mad technology and utter ruthlessness. He had to be stopped. Even if it meant that Max paid the ultimate price.




Then the ruthless pragmatist once again resurfaced, pushing despair aside, something Max welcomed with open arms. There had to be a way to defeat the other. No one was so strong they were invincible. No man was an island. All had their vulnerabilities, if not within themselves, then with those that they loved. Momentarily, a picture of calm gray eyes in a heart-shaped face filled his mind, then he pushed it aside as the distraction it was.




To strike at Iron Man, one needed to first destroy those that he loved. Only then, when he was desolate, preoccupied by his own pain, could the death blow be struck. Perhaps, just perhaps, he would be able to depend upon his Trojan Horse to ferret out the other’s secrets. If not, then he would need to do so himself, as the other had clearly ferreted out his own. Max frowned, remembering the other’s casual use of his first name.




He would also need distractions, patsies through whom to work his will against the other cape. There were many potential enemies lurking nearby, other gangs that would see the elimination of Lung and the changes within the city as both a challenge and an opportunity. If Max made overtures to each as they approached his city, bringing them on board with information on the true nature of their enemy, he would be able to use them to strike the initial blows, while conserving his own pieces for later play.




Max’s thoughts dwelt momentarily upon the Butcher and the Teeth, then upon the Fallen. Either or both would make effective distractions. Perhaps even the Dragonslayers might be persuaded to make an appearance. Or that group that called itself the Travelers that had been skirting the major population centers of the area as they eked out a threadbare living robbing the occasional bank.




Somehow, some way, Max would find a method to bring Iron Man down. Or he would die trying.









Chapter Thirty-Three—Shiva Ascending



“Do they seriously expect us to wear this shit? What am I? A fucking Disney princess?”




Theo winced at Stephanie’s expletives, while next to him, Jessica laughed in amusement. Then it got worse when the other girl said with a grin, “I doubt it. Disney princesses don’t have asses like that. Maybe a Disney hooker. Am I right, Theo, or am I right?”




Theo, who had been struggling not to stare at Stephanie, or how the thin, white material hugged her slim curves, made sure not to meet the other girl’s eyes. He knew that they would be both dark blue and full of anger, as their owner looked for a fight with the only male present. Instead, he carefully focused upon his own image in the full length mirror that covered one entire wall of the locker room.




Trying to do his best to ignore the trickle of sweat that ran down the middle of his back, Theo winced yet again as Jessica’s twin Nessa called, “Jess, get in here. I can’t get the girls tucked into this top. They keep wanting to pop out!”




Unfortunately, his eyes betrayed him as Jessica sashayed by in her own tight spandex-like outfit, a sliver of bare tan skin showing at her midriff. Then his eyes flashed to Stephanie’s butt, then to her chest, before finally arrowing back to his own face in the mirror, which was as red as a beet. Please, don’t let me throw up, he begged. Or get an erection in his own formfitting pants. Either would be a disaster that he would never live down.




“Cut the crap, ladies, before you kill my stepson. You okay, Theo?”




He nodded quickly, while thinking, ‘Please just shoot me.’ It was bad enough that he had to deal with girls who were his own age or just a bit older wearing these tight spandex-like outfits. Now his erstwhile mother, Kayden, stepped into view from her stall wearing pretty much the same thing. At least hers wasn’t that far off from what she usually wore so he was almost used to it. Almost being the operative word.




So far every costume except his own was pretty much the same, made of a white spandex-like material with some symbol upon the chest that hugged the wearer’s body like a glove. Or in some cases, far tighter. Fortunately for Theo’s ego, his own more pudgy body wasn’t being given the spandex treatment, although for the most part his costume was white as well. It just wasn’t spandex, although in his opinion, just like the girls’ outfits, it, too, was far too snugly fitting.




Instead of spandex, his costume was some kind of strange, white, leather-like material with a faintly pebbled finish that squeezed him in enough that he looked at least a little heroic rather than like the chubby young man that he actually was. He already knew what Brad would say about the costume: that it would show blood too easily, exposing the far too human frailty of its wearer. Fortunately, the man wasn’t here to say the words to Theo’s face. So he counted his blessings.




The only thing that excited him about the costume that he’d been given was how across the chest piece and up and down both arms were set bands made up of thin patches of various materials ranging from metals to asphalt to a dozen things he didn’t even have names for yet. Those bands would allow him to use his powers to create various shapes using his hands with far more flexibility than anything he’d ever envisioned.




Theo tapped one of the patches, but removed his hand before his power activated. He didn’t want a hand sticking out of the wall or the floor. He just knew that Jessica or Nessa would make something dirty out of the sight. Or even just sit on it, which would actually be worse.




Unfortunately, this train of thought paralleled too closely what he’d been thinking about earlier, and Theo found himself checking out Stephanie’s shapely butt again. Of course he got caught, flashing blue eyes in the mirror staring into his. “Theo! Stop staring at my ass! I swear, Kayden, you had better get your stepson under control or I’m gonna punch his lights out!”




Giving him a look of amusement, Kayden ushered the girl back into her stall, speaking in low, soothing tones. Then she walked back over to stand next to him. “It’s okay, Theo. She’s not really mad. Stephanie’s just feeling insecure. It’s the first day on a new team with a new and different costume and identity. She’d probably be twice as mad if you didn’t stare at her ass at least a few times.”




Theo croaked, “Please, Kayden, don’t help.”




Eyes shiny with mirth, she nodded, then mimicked zipping her mouth closed, locking it, and throwing away the key.




A moment later, Theo heard one of the twins’ voices say, “I don’t know if I can fight in this. As tight as the fit is, it might split completely when I do one of my signature moves, flashing whoever I’m fighting. What do you think, Theo?”




Theo’s eyes were pulled her way for about one second, registered the pose she was in, before he decided that he was dressed and looking as good as he was going to get. Face blazing scarlet, he escaped from the estrogen filled locker room and headed at a run out onto the field where they were supposed to assemble for training today. Feminine laughter trailed after him.




Looking around while his face cooled from its current lava-like condition, Theo noted with interest the dozens of rings ranging in size from perhaps twenty feet in diameter to less than three over at the far end of field. Deciding that he needed a nice long walk to cool off, he headed across the quarter mile distance. By the time he was halfway there, Theo wished he had the hang of using the controls on the supposed flight belt he wore. Finally, after a few minutes, he arrived, having put the time to good use in studying the rings carefully. A moment later, he shook his head. He was well and truly stumped as to what they could be for.




A confident female voice sounded from behind him. “They’re to practice precision flying.”




He spun, shocked that someone had managed to sneak up on him. Being alert had been one of the first lessons that Brad had taught him after he’d triggered, one that Theo had learned by bleeding profusely any time he failed. It only took one glance for him to notice that the girl who’d spoken was hovering at least a foot off of the gently waving grass. Another registered her identity, making him tense up.




It was Glory Girl who was floating just a few feet away from him, filling Theo with a desire to make a move. Not because of how hot she was, although she was indeed stunning, but because the look she wore was far too reminiscent of the one on Stephanie’s face a few minutes before. In fact, the move he wanted to make was a backward one.




Glory Girl snarked, “Don’t worry. I’m not going to kick your ass. I just came over to check out one of my new ‘teammates’.”




Theo could hear the air quotes over the last word and returned the girl’s frown. He almost replied in kind, but decided he didn’t need to increase the tension level any further. Instead, he turned his back on the girl and ignored her. It was probably the bravest thing he’d done since becoming a cape, he decided, torn between amusement and trepidation.




“Hey! I was talking to you.”




Without turning around, Theo shrugged in exasperation. “No, you were being a bitch. I don’t have the time or desire to deal with it so why don’t you take off.”




“Asshole.”




Then was the faintest whirring of air and he knew the girl was gone. He gave out a faint sigh of relief. A moment later, he heard a familiar voice as his teammate finally arrived.




“Nice job of putting that blonde Barbie doll in her place, Element.”




Turning back around, Theo saw Stephanie standing before him. Or Orbit, rather, he instantly corrected himself, glad she hadn’t gotten there in time to put her own two cents in. He also noted that he needed to get used to using the new code names for his teammates. The last thing he wanted to do was screw up and use the wrong name at the wrong time. Of course that wasn’t as bad as constantly staring at his teammates’ private parts.




Shit, he thought. He just had to think that last bit. Now he was once again struggling to not stare at Stephanie in the skin tight white spandex outfit she was wearing.




The girl in question scuffed her foot, then sighed. “Go ahead. Stare as much as you want. Get it out of your system now, but if you’re still doing it tomorrow, I’m seriously going to kick your ass.”




“Sorry, St- err… Orbit. I don’t mean to be disrespectful.”




“It’s okay. It’s probably why we don’t wear costumes like this back home. Well, except for ‘Blaze’ that is.”




Theo nodded contritely. Then he took a real look at more than just Stephanie’s ass and boobs to the actual costume itself. Now that he was actually looking at the material, he could see that it definitely wasn’t spandex. Instead, it seemed to almost shed the light that hit it, in a way that he’d never seen before. Equally interesting was the four inch wide metal belt that encircled her waist, colored the same violet hue as the orbital symbol on her chest. He tentatively asked, “Have you figured out what any of the stuff on your belt does?”




Stephanie’s eyes traveled to where his finger was pointing toward her waist and the various shapes and controls on the belt there. Chewing her lip, she said, “Not yet. I figure it might be some kind of forcefield generator or something, since that’s part of Next Wave’s shtick. Or maybe it’s how we’re supposed to be able to fly?”




A synthesized voice sounded from behind them, making them both jump. “Actually, it’s both a flight unit and forcefield generator. You both have one. As do the rest of the team.”




The two teens spun around to face the voice’s owner. Theo paled as he realized that Iron Man was hovering soundlessly less than a dozen feet away from him, the second time someone had managed to sneak up on him in less than five minutes. The glowing crimson eyes in the silver face unnerved him, something that he was quite certain that Stephanie felt the same way about from the way she moved just the tiniest bit closer to him.




He forced himself to respond, “Thank you, sir. When will we be learning how these work?”




Despite the fact that the armored figure remained motionless, Theo couldn’t help but think that Iron Man was intently studying them both. Finally, the Tinker answered him. “Later today. You’ll be pulling drills with Lady Photon and the other members of Next Wave to work on team cohesion. Synchronized flying is just one of the things you’ll be learning.”




Daringly, Stephanie stepped forward and challenged, “Why do the other members of Next Wave get to keep their cape names but we have to change ours?”




There was a surprising lack of indignation at what one of their Empire mentors would have likely deemed insubordination as Iron Man patiently explained, “When a villain receives a pardon, one condition of that pardon is that the former villain will change their public identity. It’s a bit naïve, as everyone knows who that person really is, but since it’s the accepted social convention, we have to play along.”




“You couldn’t come up with anything better than Orbit?”




Despite the almost disrespectful way that Stephanie was speaking to him, Theo got the impression that Iron Man was more amused by the girl than anything else. “Well, Debris was one of the names being bandied around. As was Junkyard.”




Theo stifled his own amusement as Stephanie made a face. “Ugh. No thanks. I’ll stick with Orbit. But did you have to go with spandex?”




Iron Man nodded. “Pretty much, although your costume’s not actually spandex. It’s a complex polymerized material that’s not only resistant to most forms of high energy particles, but from impacts up to a light machine gun’s as well. It’s also intended to make you look harmless, even if you aren’t. How about you, Element? Is the name and costume to your satisfaction?”




He nodded. “It’s fine.” It really was better than what his father had him wearing to represent the Empire. Those swastikas had been a bit over the top. Theo hesitated, then asked, “May I ask you a question, sir?”




They both ignored the muttered “suck up” from Stephanie. Iron Man gravely nodded. “Of course, Element. Ask away.”




“Why are you doing this? Taking us in? I mean, we’re villains, not heroes. You have to know that Kaiser’s offer is double-edged. That we all could be plants intended to sabotage your idea for a new hero organization. What makes you think that you can stop that from happening? Somehow change us?”




There was a long silence, during which Theo could almost feel Stephanie frantically trying to come up with a way out if Iron Man took umbrage at what he’d just asked. It was likely that the only reason she hadn’t interrupted him earlier was because she was just as curious as he was himself, although she would never have broken the party line to ask. Well, that and she likely hadn’t known how far he’d push it. But Theo needed to know what kind of man he’d signed on with. That one particular bit of knowledge meant everything to him and he’d risk a great deal to discover it.




Finally, Iron Man stated, “Of course I knew. It wasn’t exactly a subtle plan. Okay, here’s the thing: I don’t think I can change you. Any of you. Change can only come from within, not from source exterior to the person. So it is up to each and every one of you to decide if you want to change. The thing is, I believe that people deserve an opportunity to change. Not a dozen, mind you. Not even three or four. An opportunity. Each of you deserve that opportunity. If you want it. After that, whatever you do is up to you.”




Stephanie murmured, “Platitudes.”




Of course Iron Man heard her. “Maybe, Orbit. The battle for the hearts and minds of Parahumans is a very real one. It’s one that will decide whether we’ll be mired down in prejudice and hate for the next hundred years, or if we’ll all find a way to live together in peace. Jack Slash knew that. And so do I, which is just one of the reasons why I killed him. The other being that he was a raging psychopath.” He paused a moment, as if giving them time to absorb his words. That second from the last statement had made Theo’s gut clench and he found himself almost fidgeting under that soulless stare. Point seemingly made, Iron Man continued, “I’ll do my best to make sure that each of you discover there’s another path for you. One that doesn’t require you to hate three fourths of the human race. Maybe to figure out that there is someone you can count on to take that journey right alongside you.”




There was a moment’s silence. Then Iron Man finished by saying, “Because if we fail here, the only future I see for any of you is the Birdcage, or worse.”




Theo almost winced. Since the other Parahuman had wiped out the entire Slaughterhouse Nine in less than five minutes, the ‘or worse’ that he’d just mention was a far from toothless threat.




He nodded tensely. “I appreciate your honesty, sir.”




“Element, I’ll always be honest with you. Even if its just to tell you that I can’t tell you something. But I won’t lie to you. Ever.”




That last word had a hint of finality to it, as if it had just been carved into granite. Theo didn’t dare glance over at Stephanie in case she was sneering or something. Instead, he just stood there until Iron Man said, “I need to coordinate things with Lady Photon. I’ll see you both later.”




Only when Iron Man’s figure had receded enough that he could be absolutely certain that the other cape couldn’t hear their conversation did he turn toward his teammate to see her still staring after the armored cape. To Theo’s surprise, there was no hint of derision anywhere on the girl’s face. Instead, if anything, Stephanie looked thoughtful.




Of course, as soon as she caught him looking her way, her sneer returned two fold. “What do you think you’re looking at, suck up?”




Ignoring the jibe, Theo asked, “What do you think?” Scuffling his foot through the grass, he clarified, “About Iron Man, I mean?”




She threw her hands up in the air. “How the fuck do I know?”




Theo’s brow went up at that. The very real emotion in Stephanie’s voice betrayed her agitation. As did the fact that when he remained silent, she seemed unable to.




Almost against her will, she expounded, “Look, he’s impressive. I’ll give you that. But you’re not buying any of that Mickey Mouse shit, are you?”




Trying to be as honest as he could, Theo said, “I don’t know.”




“What the fuck, Theo? What do you mean, you don’t know?”




Both hands on her slim hips, Stephanie glared at him in disgust. It was the first time since Iron Man had spoken to them that he was again aware of her as a girl. But he pushed his libido down to try to give her an honest answer. “I mean, I don’t know. I want to believe. Fuck, you have no idea how much I want to believe. But I don’t know if I can. I mean, I can’t afford to be wrong this time.”




It was a lot more than he’d meant to say and Stephanie seemed conscious of that fact as she stood silently next to him. If any of this got back to his father, there’s be hell to pay. Not that Max would kill him. Oh no, he wasn’t that merciful. Instead, it was far more likely that he’d instead find a way to tear out what little was left of the real Theo. Lobotomize him, in a way. He feared that loss of self far more than mere physical pain.




“I won’t say anything.”




Not daring to speak again lest something even more apostate slither forth, Theo just nodded. He was more than a little relieved when there was an announcement for all of them to gather at the other end of the training field.







Taylor looked out over her mixed group of Parahumans, the core of what was supposed to be Brockton Bay’s defense. She was neither disheartened, nor even really worried about the dichotomy already showing between the members as they stood in two clearly defined groups. If only these people had any idea how tumultuous the first few years of the Avengers had been, she thought in amusement. At least all of the people in front of her had only tried to kill one another before they’d become teammates.




In a crisp tone, she announced, “I wanted to thank each of you for coming today. It’s the first day of training for the entirety of the Human Defense Initiative, Brockton Bay. Or as most of you will come to know it, Next Wave.




“Each of you has your own reasons for joining, reasons that likely mean a great deal to you. I respect the privacy of those reasons. However, I want to make sure that you all understand something.”




Taylor slowly paced back and forth in front of the two groups, her eyes upon their faces. She found it interesting who was able to meet the crimson gaze of her armor and who struggled to do so.




“I will accept failure. I will accept mistakes. I will accept the occasional act of sheer stupidity. However, what I will not accept is a lack of effort from any one of you at any time.”




Abruptly, she was hovering five feet above ground. Deliberately magnifying her volume, Taylor stated, “You are the Human Defense Initiative. You are the first and last line of defense between humanity and those who would harm it. That means that you are going to work your asses off. Put your lives on the line. Push yourselves harder than you ever dreamed you could until you wish more than anything else you could just go cry to your mommies and daddies.”




Settling down back in front of them, Taylor walked right up to Brandish. Staring right into the woman’s eyes from a foot away, she said, “Because I will accept nothing less.”




Slowly Taylor made her way through the entire group, doing something similar for each of them as she spoke. She talked of honor, courage, and fidelity. She talked of holding the line, even if that line was one made up of the blood of you or one of your teammates.




Over a period of about ten minutes, Taylor poured out much of the anguish and pain of Tony Stark, while avoiding using any of the tricks he’d learned to use over a thousand speeches, with but one exception. The one trick that she used over and over again was speaking from the heart, using sincerity and honesty as a weapon as lethal as any knife or gun.




At the end, she had a group of men and women who at least were engaged, whether or not they truly felt like they belonged. For now, it would have to be enough.







Sarah cursed as another shot by her dark alter ego went astray. It was an odd way to think of someone who was a brilliant, blazing white when using their power, but it was how she felt about the other woman. She pulled up and called out, “Blaze, you need to tighten up your groupings. Focus on accuracy, not volume or force.”




The woman nodded back to her, appearing not an iota less than one hundred percent professional. She still irked Sarah, as if the other was an irritant that made her skin itch incessantly. But it went far deeper than that.




Sarah, in her guise as Lady Photon, had never been a match for Purity of Empire 88. When the other woman had shown up in Brockton Bay nearly seven years ago, already a part of the Nazi gang, she had faced her one on one on multiple occasions. The results had been dismal at best.




Sarah had been soundly beaten, once even literally, as the almost percussive nature of Purity’s energy beams had injured her badly enough to require her niece’s healing. Her response to those defeats had been to use teamwork to fight her, which had been fairly successful. Still, her failure left a bitter taste in her mouth, as her weakness twisted at her very soul, echoing deeply into her past.




Now the woman was ostensibly on her own team, not something she would have believed possible even a few days ago. She was trying to give Taylor the benefit of the doubt on her decisions, but wasn’t too happy with this particular one. At least the girl had shown up today in person to help keep tensions down. It was a brave cape that would push her in her guise as Iron Man, especially after the way she’d wiped out the Slaughterhouse Nine.




She, herself, privately admitted that even she looked a bit askance at Taylor, especially after having watched the fight now on several occasions. Because it hadn’t been a fight. Not really.




Instead, it had been an execution. The sheer ruthlessness that the fifteen-year-old displayed made Sarah wonder if there wasn’t something actually wrong with her beyond merely having the mentality and memories of a genius from another reality.




Sarah shook her head, forcing the distracting thoughts back. It didn’t solve anything to dwell on the past or problems that couldn’t be solved. No, better to focus on right now and trying to get Pu- Blaze’s accuracy up.




Fortunately, her counterpart’s second run was a lot better, which was a relief. And the synchronized flying earlier had gone a lot better than she would have every imagined. Even her niece, Amy, had run the rings in a respectable time. Afterward, the bright smile on her face showed just how much she enjoyed flying.




Sarah admitted that she sometimes worried about the girl. Her sister had never really warmed to Amy, something that she should have realized would happen. After all, they both had scars from their shared past. They just showed in different ways. She—




Sarah’s train of thought was interrupted by Iron Man waving at her from further down the practice field.




He floated closer, then said, “Lady Photon, I have some things for you and the rest of the team. Can you gather everyone for me?”




“Of course, Iron Man.”




Sarah activated the subdermal communicator she wore that allowed her to speak to everyone on the team no matter their distance and calmly announced, “Everyone, gather around me, please. Iron Man says he needs a moment.”




Within a few minutes, the entire group was together. Fortunately, they were already starting to lose that two group separation as Orbit and Element stood next to her kids, whom they’d been sparring with, while Hammer, Anvil, and Glory Girl stood in a different group, chattering animatedly about some move or another from the way their gestures paralleled their speech.




Even Uptick and Panacea were staying close, quietly discussing something that drew a smile from her niece.




As soon as they were all gathered there, Iron Man floated forward with a couple of large, black cases hovering next to him. Sarah sighed as she wished that she could just think of the armored Tinker as a girl instead of having to switch sexes every time she thought about Iron Man versus Taylor Hebert. It was damn confusing at times. With an effort of will, she focused her attention back on his words.




“Okay, good first day, folks. As a reward for all of your hard work, I wanted to give you some items. First up, Lady Photon. Here you go.”




Sarah took the gleaming, inch thick wristbands that Iron Man handed her, surprised at their lightness. “What are these?”




There was almost a tone of glee in the the other’s voice as Iron Man said, “Well, I had the idea of providing team members possessing energy projection abilities with wristbands that provide an augmentation factor ranging from one to twelve, depending upon their native output.”




Sarah was stunned. “Seriously?” She stroked the wristbands she was holding almost reverentially. Then something occurred to her. “While I can probably handle this, as I’ve been a Parahuman for many years, I don’t see this working out nearly as well for the kids.”




With an admirable smoothness, Iron Man said, “Which is why I’m giving your overall control over the augmentation factor of Shielder and Laserdream’s bands. You can start them at one and increase them from there as they grow used to their greater output.”




Sarah nodded, watching as Iron Man passed out the bands to both of her children and Blaze. To the former villain, Iron Man said, “Blaze, your bands only augment by a factor of four. Sorry, but that’s the best I could do since you already have a pretty significant output.”




The wide smile that showed beneath the three-quarters face mask echoed her own joy. It was also present in her voice as Blaze said, “That’s no problem, Iron Man. Being four times as powerful as I was is amazing. Especially when coupled with the force fields you already gave me. Thank you for these.”




Of course, even as two of them spoke, both Crystal and Eric were practically begging Sarah with their eyes. In a very firm tone, she said, “We’ll discuss this later.”




“Don’t worry. I have more goodies. Hammer and Anvil, front and center, please.”




The blonde twins, who even Sarah had to admit looked good in their new white costumes, walked forward. There, they stood, looking almost uneasy under Iron Man’s lambent gaze. “Hammer, I have this for you.” He handed her a large shield with her symbol upon it, and an equally large hammer, the head oddly ornate. “Use these instead of the ones you were previously issued. The hammer has a kinetic amplifier that can increase your hits up to twenty times. The shield not only does the same, but can absorb blows up to a kiloton equivalent, perhaps even more when you are at your maximum growth.”




The blonde twin stepped back, holding her new acquisitions, obviously pleased. She stammered out, “T-thank you.”




“Anvil. I have this for you.” Iron Man handed the girl a gleaming metal object that somewhat resembled an elongated anvil with hand grips about shoulder width apart. The surface away from the hands was flat with the center colored azure “It has many of the same augments as both of Hammer’s items, but adds a powerful particle cannon on the blue area. Be careful.”




Again, the girl looked pleased as she stepped back. She even managed not to stutter as she murmured, “Thank you, Iron Man.”




The armored figure waved it away. “You’re welcome. Glory Girl.”




“What do you have for me?”




Sarah almost rolled her eyes. Her niece would be bouncing on her toes if it wasn’t for the fact she was already floating a foot above the ground. There was a sense of amusement from Iron Man as he said, “Here you go.”




Sarah caught a glimpse of the items he was handing Glory Girl. They looked like nothing so much as oversized brass knuckles. Iron Man confirmed her guess a moment later. “They’re kinetic energy impactors. When you hit something, it will increase the force of your blow by up to twenty times while protecting your hands from that same force. So use them wisely.”




“Oh I will. Watch out, bitches!”




That last was aimed at the former Nazi twins, who shook their own items at her in return. It also drew a hissed, “Language!” from her sister, which Glory Girl ignored.




Sarah’s eyes narrowed as she realized that this ceremony of gift giving, timed as it was after their first practice together, was likely meant to increase camaraderie and cohesion among the new team. Even her own bands, which put her far closer to par with Blaze, were likely meant to do the same. Damn that girl, she thought, half in fondness, half in exasperation, how does she keep doing things like this?




Sarah watched as the rest of the items were handed out. Some esoteric piece of technology for Element that allowed him to animate his figures for up to a minute. For her sister, there were goggles that would allow her to see the outside world when she was in her hard light form, with the possibility of movement with later upgrades. She shook her head at the thought that had gone into that particular item even as she avoided staring at the look of almost avarice on her sister’s face as she clutched her gift.




Panacea received a wristband that gave her a virtual HUD that would track all of their team members’ vitals, and allow her to locate them if they needed healing or dispatch reinforcements as needed. Uptick received the same. Manpower received kinetic projectors similar to Glory Girl’s, while Flashbang received wristbands that would augment his grenades’ force by several factors.




“What about me?”




Sarah noticed that everyone had received something except Orbit, who looked a bit forlorn. Iron Man silently stared at the girl, an act which she didn’t understand. If this was intended to bring everyone together, why tease her like this?




“Well, let’s see. Mmm…” Iron Man seemed to be rummaging around in the second case he’d brought. Finally, he pulled his hand out with a gleaming silver belt held in it. “Well, well, I guess I do have something for you after all, Orbit.”




With that, he tossed the belt to the girl, who stood there holding it in a tentative grip. Finally, she hesitantly asked, “What does it do?”




“Well, it might create a section of non-Euclidean space around you so that all points within a range of fifty feet are in constant contact with your skin. If it did that, it might mean that you could use your telekinesis on anything within fifty feet as if you were touching it directly.”




Sarah was still trying to puzzle that one out when Orbit startled her by shrieking, “Oh My Fucking God!”




Stunned, the girl stared at the belt in her hands for several seconds, before abruptly struggling to fasten it around her slim waist. She was having limited success, when the boy, Element, stepped over to help her. Together, they quickly managed its attachment. Once around her waist, it merged with the belt that was already there, one clicking into the other as if it had always been meant to be that way.




Once it was equipped, Orbit turned toward a heavy piece of equipment designed for Brutes to play keep away with, and it obediently rose into the air. It settled back to earth with a surprisingly gentle sound as she turned back toward Iron Man. “Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou.”




“You’re very welcome, Orbit. Okay, folks, you’ve got your toys. Enjoy them. I’ll let Lady Photon wrap things up here. I’m off to take care of something important. Have fun.”




Like a missile, Iron Man darted up into the air so fast he should have left a massive shockwave behind, but the air just seemed to swell for a few seconds, then subside. It was a weird effect, one that Sarah hadn’t encountered before from a flying cape. She suddenly realized that everyone was staring at her. She hurriedly said, “Okay, everyone. Good job today. We’ll all meet back here at three pm tomorrow for another practice session. Dismissed.”







Taylor shifted nervously as she got out of the back of the limousine. “I’ll be back in about three hours or so, JARVIS.”




“Of course, Miss. I’ll be here to pick you up. Feel free to stay longer, if you want.”




Rolling her eyes at the AI’s antics, she said, “I’ll keep that in mind. However, I don’t think Dad wants me out that long with a boy, even one who has to keep a mask on when he’s with me.”




Taylor walked across the neatly tended grounds toward the tall glass doors leading inside. She pushed her way through the revolving doors, absently noting the containment foam nozzles and tasers that were built into the frame above the door, ready to be dispensed in the event of an attempted breach. There were also myriad sensors, ranging from metal detectors to sonics to UV and Infrared lights, as well as another dozen that defied such easy identification.




It wasn’t a bad set up, but she’d seen better. SHIELD under Tony Stark’s leadership had things so locked down when dealing with potential hostiles that it was rare for anyone to even attempt either a covert or non-covert infiltration. Not that any had actually been successful, but even the attempts had been few and far between.




Approaching the attractive and attentive girl sitting behind the expansive desk at the back of the large lobby space, Taylor said, “Hi. My name is Taylor Hebert and I’m here to see Kid Win.”




“Of course, Miss Hebert. Kid Win left word with us that you were expected. If you’ll follow Corporal Higgins, he’ll escort you to Kid Win’s laboratory, while I call ahead for you.”




Taylor followed the indicated guard, who wore the typical mirrored glass visor of the PRT’s front line troops. He held open a door that lead into a long corridor. “This way, Ma’am.”




“Thank you, corporal.”




“You’re welcome.”




From there, they took an elevator that was quite smooth, but Taylor could still feel the upward movement. Then there was a brief walk down another corridor, until finally they arrived at what must be her destination, something she could easily tell as Kid Win was standing outside, uneasily shifting his weight from one foot to another as he waited.




He waved nervously. “Hi, Taylor. I’ve got it from here, corporal.”




The trooper waved an acknowledgment and left, leaving the two of them alone.




Taylor smiled at him, suddenly glad she’d come. “Kid. How goes it?”




“Umm… pretty good, I guess. Can you stay long?”




There was a certain eagerness in his voice that a voice in the back of her mind whispered was because of attraction. Refusing to allow Tony to ruin things, Taylor nodded and said, “Three hours at least. Unless there’s an emergency.”




He waved Taylor inside of the room, shutting the door behind her. “You get called in for many emergencies?”




Taylor shrugged. “General notification, actually. They tell everyone who might be affected. Me because of Dad.”




“That’s cool, I guess. Where would you like to start?”




“How about with those hard light pistols that had the fluctuations in their power coils? I want to see how you fixed them. And what you’ve been studying.”




Kid Win started to scratch his head, but when his hand touched his helmet, it dropped to his side. “Funny thing, that. Once I read the Dr Little’s work, it was as if the answer just came to me. A little later, I was able to figure out my specialty. Lately, I’ve been reading Feynman. I’m kinda hoping he unlocks something else neat.”




Taylor smiled at him. The boy really was sweet, once you got past his overly enthusiastic nature. “Cool. I can’t wait to see it.”







Chris was feeling surprisingly happy as he and Taylor worked together on yet another item, his earlier nervousness forgotten. Currently, they were designing yet another potential power system for his modular equipment system, or MES as Taylor called it. She seemed to have a fondness for acronyms. The most recent power system was a micro-fusion unit that used heavy water to stabilize a HE3-based reaction. Studying it, he was feeling a bit daunted by the sheer complexity of the thing. It might end up becoming something he could actually build, but if it were, it would be a near thing.




He might be better off sticking with the simple nuclear power cell they had already drawn a very basic schematic of that was based upon the radioactive decay of plutonium. Hesitantly, he said, “What about sticking with the nuclear power cell? I’m not so sure about the tech behind this micro-fusion reactor. It’s pretty cutting edge.”




Taylor waved away his concern. “Look, it’s fine. We can even simplify it.” Pointing to one particular area of the rough schematic she’d drawn out, she said, “See there? Cut out the thermal overrides on the containment unit and you can send any fluctuations in the temperature of the reactor directly to a thermocouple which will then send it back into your energy containment system in the form of usable power.”




Chris started to rub his head, then remembered he was wearing his helmet. He stopped, then twisted his hands together, before stopping that as well. He hated nervous habits, especially his own. “Taylor, the thing is, that’s some pretty risky stuff. Even if I could get it to work, I’d run into issues with the PRT’s Technology Monitoring Division. They could hold this up for over a year if they deemed it necessary. When it comes to really complex stuff from young Tinkers like me, they often do.”




The girl, whose personality was so much more forceful than even what she’d shown that day at her dad’s company, scoffed, “Seriously? That’s utter bullshit. Sorry for my language, but they’d really hold something like that for a year? Not let you use it at all?”




He nodded. “Well, yeah. They have to make sure there’s no possibility of it malfunctioning and hurting someone. Most notably, myself, so I can kind of appreciate their point of view. It’s why I haven’t shown them my Alternator Cannon. They’d have fits over it.” Chris stilled as he realized that he had just told someone else one of his most closely guarded secrets. Closing his eyes, he waited for the hammer of doom to fall. Of course, it turned out that he was totally underestimating the girl sitting next to him.




Taylor’s only response to his statement of rebellion was to say, “I want to see it.”




Chris lit up, his voice a little too eager as he chirped, “Really?” Taking it down a peg, he managed to be a little cooler with the rest of his response. “I mean, sure. If you want.”




Reaching for the button on his armband that activated the short range beacon-based teleportation system, he was just about to press it when Taylor grabbed his hand, hard. “Just how big is this cannon of yours?”




Chris looked around. Shit! If he’d sent it in here, it would have crowded them badly, maybe even hurting one of them. “Umm… maybe a little too big for this area. I built it in the other room.”




Releasing him and apparently not noticing him surreptitiously massaging that hand, Taylor suggested, “Then let’s go into that room.”




He nodded. “Okay. It’s through that door.”




Chris walked ahead of Taylor, aware of her presence behind him, like a cloud of oppositely charged particles, pricking his skin. He mused that she should wear a warning label which said, ‘Beware, Forceful Personality.’ Feeling guilty at the thought, he glanced back at her, then away.




After all, despite possessing what someone else might describe as a personality with its own gravitational pull, she was a really cool girl. As Chris unlocked the door of his secondary lab, really just a glorified storage room, he marveled anew at how comfortable he felt talking about his work with a girl. Well, this girl. And it wasn’t just technology that they discussed. They had talked about a lot of other subjects as well, from politics to his classes. Even video games. It turned out she could be just as big of a nerd as he was himself.




Plus, while Chris still didn’t have a good grasp on everything about his companion, he had figured out a few things.




Taylor was smart. Really, really smart. She knew things that a lot of Tinkers didn’t. At the same time, she clearly wasn’t a Tinker as she seemed to lack the intrinsic understanding of many of the things he showed her. She’d said she wasn’t, but Chris honestly hadn’t been sure he believed her before. Now he kinda did. Well, mostly. Regardless, she was a seriously quick study on anything that he put in front of her.




Taylor had understood his modular equipment system in a way almost no one else had, after only studying it for a few minutes. Her questions about it had been insightful and interesting, showing a comprehension of the tech that he hadn’t expected. So far, only Armsmaster had truly grasped what he was doing in his specialty. Unfortunately, the dour, older man wasn’t always the best person to talk to, even when he made the token effort to be personable.




Chris shook himself from his reverie and gestured for his guest to check out his single greatest creation thus far, one that had taken an experimental ADHD drug to help him create.




His Alternator Cannon, all fifteen feet of it, lay in front of them. The barrel, which was approximately three feet thick, was built into a turret that in turn sat upon a circular platform, allowing it to rotate three hundred and sixty degrees. The controls for its operation were behind the protection of the turret, which meant an opponent needed to take down the protective shielding there to get at the operator. All in all, it was one awesome piece of equipment.




Taylor, on the other hand, seemed less than impressed. In a voice that almost seemed meant for herself, she muttered, “Why build in the heat projector? Especially in that format? If you had just focused upon one form of energy projection instead of putting in, let’s see… seven different types, you would be able to increase the output over five hundred percent.”




What on Earth? Staring at the slim girl who was intently studying his device, her nose only inches away, Chris demanded, “How the hell do you know that?”




Taylor gave him a quizzical look of confusion, as if she’d momentarily forgotten he was there. “Huh? Well, it’s obvious. I mean, look at this.” She pointed to the selection system relay input. “See how delicate it is because of the need to channel hard light, like your pistols? You’ve got both percussive force on this thing, as well as, umm… a pure LASER system. Either could have been so much more powerful with more robust power relays. Instead, you went with a set up possessing a failure point that is set far too low. See what I mean?”




Chris felt a cold shiver travel down his spine as he saw what she was pointing at. He whispered, “If I pushed the cannon, it’ll blow up.”




“Of course it won’t. I mean, it would if you hadn’t toned down the output of the other weapons to match. But you wouldn’t have… oh. Shit.”




Chris leaned forward, placing his hands on the Alternator Cannon to keep himself erect. He sighed. “Yeah, I didn’t realize what I did. The thing would have blown up on me after just a few uses.”




He stared blindly ahead. “I really meant to go back and check everything. But I didn’t. I was just so happy to figure out my specialty. To know how to make things in a way I never had before. To read about advances that people had made before Tinkering ever started. I just never got around to it.”




He started when a strong slim hand squeezed his shoulder. He looked up to meet Taylor’s sympathetic brown eyes. “It’s okay, Kid. How about we fix this thing together?”




Chris shifted his weight uneasily. “I’m not sure that I want to involve you in this, Taylor. You could get into real trouble helping me.”




She shrugged, a look of utter confidence on her delicate face. Then she sent an urchin grin his way. “I’ll take my chances. Now, let’s make this bitch burn!”




Chris laughed helplessly, unable to stand against such a forceful personality, or even sure he really wanted to. He paused, as he wanted badly to do something, but wasn’t sure he should. Diffidently, he asked, “Taylor, would it bother you if I took off my helmet? It’s a pain to wear it while working on stuff, and I’ve had it on this entire time.”




The girl hesitated, then with a diffidence equal to his, said, “It won’t, but are you sure you want to?”




This was one thing that Chris felt completely confident of. “You won’t betray my identity?”




It was more of a statement than a question, but he could tell that Taylor got what he meant. She shook her head. “No, I won’t betray you. Go ahead if you want.”




Chris felt incredibly nervous despite his earlier words as he reached up and unlatched his helmet. Then he carefully moved to pull it up over his head, not wanting to spaz out and drop it. As his face was fully revealed, he finally saw Taylor’s face with just his own eyes instead of his camera’s display. Her eyes were wide open, as if startled, as she stared back at him.




Of course, he knew exactly what she saw, a boy with sandy brown hair cut short with a thin face and pale grey eyes. Not a particularly memorable face, but at least he was wasn’t completely ugly. Or out of shape, thanks to the physical training that Wards received. Setting his helmet next to his cannon, he stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Chris. It’s nice to meet you.”




Taylor shook his hand, her own grip a strong one. “Hi, Chris, I’m Taylor. Nice to meet you, too.”




Aware of the pounding of his heart, Chris asked, “Ready to get to work?”




Her eyes already moving back to his cannon, Taylor nodded. “I’m ready.”




“Then let’s do this.”




Two hours later, they’d torn down two-thirds of his cannon’s systems, rebuilding several of them almost from scratch. At least Taylor was happy about the quality and amount of components and raw materials he had available, although he did hear a couple of mutters about the PRT hogging everything good. He pretended not to hear her and just kept working.




He ran one last diagnostic on the short distance teleportation system, only a little surprised that Taylor had somehow figured out a way to increase the range more than two hundred percent just through tuning. Sitting there, feeling as mentally exhausted as he was exhilarated, Chris couldn’t help but notice that Taylor looked completely fresh, her long, curly hair still hanging in an immaculate braid down the middle of her back. It was like this was just another walk in the park for her.




Almost absently, she reached over and changed several settings on the weapon’s output, then, using a micro-soldering iron on the circuit board, casually bridged two connections. Just like that, the device’s output increased fourfold, something Chris confirmed with another quick diagnostic, trying to keep it low key so his companion didn’t notice. Once done, he sat back, a strange feeling of bemusement spreading through him.




The level of competency Taylor had just demonstrated boggled the mind, and Chris sat there, a feeling like he was experiencing a low voltage shock throughout his entire body, as it all fell into place.




A suspicion that had been gradually growing more and more obvious suddenly crystallized, and he knew. Knew who Taylor had to be. Although why she’d claimed not to be a Tinker, or felt the need to hide who and what she was, was something that he still didn’t understand. After all, that person was already being proclaimed as the greatest Tinker to have ever lived.




In the end, it didn’t really matter. He wouldn’t be betraying her secret. He—




The harsh wail of the Endbringer sirens going off completely derailed Chris’ thought process. What the hell was happening? An Endbringer here? Now?




He quickly checked a status monitor on the wall, which told him to report immediately for orientation. Chris immediately turned toward Taylor, only to find her addressing the thin air directly in front of her.




“JARVIS, what’s going on?”




Chris nearly jumped out of his skin as a cultured, British voice answered her from the same location, “Miss, Armsmaster and Dragon’s predictive program has borne fruit. They’ve discovered that Leviathan is incoming to Brockton Bay, ETA under an hour. They’ve already contacted Director Costa-Brown, who is directing forces here. I was about to contact you when they triggered the sirens, making it moot.”




Taylor seemed remarkable composed for someone who had just been notified that Leviathan was heading toward her home town. In an eerily calm tone, she asked, “I take it that there’s no time to waste getting things set up?”




“No, Miss. You’re needed immediately.”




“I’m leaving now. Have the car meet me at the wall.” With that, she turned toward Chris, an almost sympathetic look in her clear, brown eyes. “I had fun, Kid. We’ll have to do this again sometime. If we can. Okay?”




Chris spoke rapidly, “Taylor, let me help you. I can help you with whatever you need if you’ll let me. Unless…”




She didn’t answer, merely crooking an eyebrow in gentle amusement. Then she walked right through the wall in front of her. Chris watched, completely stunned, as the wall seemingly rearranged itself behind her. Seconds later, it was as if she had never even been there. It also cemented his theory as fact in his own mind.




Grabbing his MES harness, as well as the new, revamped controls to his cannon, Chris ran out of the room, heading for his team’s rally point.







“Miss Militia, have you notified the city’s civilian leadership about Leviathan?”




The woman nodded. “Yes, Armsmaster. I gave them a heads up just before the sirens sounded. They’re on their way to the shelters, as is the general populace. With the lead time you’ve given us, it’s almost a certainty that casualties outside the shelters will be minimal.”




Colin harrumphed. “As good as that is, we need to focus our efforts on stopping the creature before we end up another Newfoundland. I’ll stay here, organize the different Protectorate branches that are sending heroes here. If you could focus your attention upon the PRT troops, accepting volunteers for search and rescue.”




“Of course. I’ll head over to the PRT HQ and check how things are going. I’ll rally the troops while I’m there.”




Colin nodded a dismissal, then turned when a voice at his back said, “You should have thanked her for going.”




Tersely, he stated, “She was just doing her duty, as we all are.” As you did when you helped me create this program, he said silently.




Dragon, her image on the monitor one of a woman in her late twenties, shook her head. “It doesn’t hurt to be polite.”




Colin disagreed, but refused to waste time in argument. Still, he hesitated a moment, before saying, “Dragon, if I don’t make it…”




The AI’s voice was filled with absolute conviction as she said, “You will survive this, Colin. You have no idea how strong you are. And when you do, I’ll be waiting.”




Colin felt his pulse rate slow as a sense of calmness filled him. “I know you will.”




With that, he cut the channel between them, and opened more to Protectorate branches all over the country. Speaking into the first, he asked, “Legend, how many heroes are you bringing from New York?”







Trish felt her guts clench when the ceaseless howl of the sirens sounded. She’d been right, after all. It had been between Brockton Bay and Boston, but she had been almost certain Leviathan was coming here. She was pretty sure that Taylor had believed her, but without a time line for the Endbringer’s arrival, she hadn’t felt there was any reason not to go about their day to day activities. Her friend also had infinite belief in Garden Spot, not something that Trish was sure she, herself, shared.




The nanobots were amazingly dangerous in their own way, but she couldn’t see how they’d be able to stop an Endbringer. Worse, JARVIS had refused her requests to run simulations on how the nanotechnology would respond to the increasing strength of an Endbringer’s structure, as they penetrated deeper and deeper within. He’d merely indicated that it had been accounted for. She suspected that Taylor had some convoluted plan to deal with things, but wasn’t willing to push her power at this late date to try to figure it out.




At least she had armor of her own now, Trish thought, running a loving hand over the lavender and silver frame of her suit. Moving over a bit, she set her feet and allowed the armory program to begin suiting her up.




Once it was done, Trish took a step forward, wishing she had full length mirror to check herself out. Unfortunately, JARVIS hadn’t deemed it necessary when he’d been designing the room. She’d have to go back and retrofit one, Trish thought, trying to ignore the fear and worry that gnawed at her from within.




It wasn’t working, though. Trish knew the odds, how many heroes died every time an Endbringer attacked, even when it was successfully driven off. They weren’t good.




She also knew Taylor too well to think that the girl would stay back and just use her drones to engage Leviathan. No, the stupid girl would have to get her licks in, taking out her frustration over not being able to make things go quicker on one of the sources of that frustration. That it might get her killed was something she seemed to lack all fear and understanding about. The girl never thought.




At least she’d be there to watch Taylor’s back. And if her best friend, who was feeling suspiciously like a sister these days, got into trouble, she would be the one to get her back out of it even if she had to flog her own power like a slave owner of old in order to accomplish the task.




Grimly determined, Safeguard strode forward before rocketing up into the sky.







Daniel Hebert stood still as the blue and silver armor wove itself around him. Once it was done, his HUD lit up and he was able to access the com channel. Of course there was no response from Taylor when he sent her a chime. Well, there were ways around that. In a tense voice, Danny muttered, “JARVIS, please call my daughter for me. Now.”




“Of course, Danny. Miss Taylor will be with you momentarily.”




A second later, Taylor’s voice came on. “Hey, Dad. Sorry about that, I was wrapping things up with Adamant. He’s on his way with all three of the Australian teams.”




Her breezy apology did little to assuage Danny’s anger. “I thought you were going to wait for us, so that we could go as a group.”




Taylor’s voice sounded a lot more serious as she said, “Dad, I get that you’re worried, but please relax. It’s a small change to the plans. I was still at the PRT when things went down, so it was faster to leave from here. I’m not planning on going off on my own or anything. Don’t worry, you’ll be right there to see how I handle things.”




Handle Leviathan was what she was really saying, Danny thought, a feeling as if his guts were being cut out of him filling him. His little girl was going up against yet another of these monsters, again with armor that even she deemed inadequate to truly fight one of them. Then she told him not to worry, as if that would work.




Trying to get a grip on his emotions, Danny said, “I want you to promise me you’ll be careful, Taylor. Promise me.”




There was an uncharacteristic subdued tone to Taylor voice as she said, “I promise, Dad. Now I have to go, okay?”




“I love you, kiddo.”




“I love you, too.”




With that, the line went dead. Danny stood there a moment, flexing hydraulic muscles, then with a sound like thunder, launched himself skyward. His armor felt visceral and responsive around him. With a thought, his weapon systems went live. Danny methodically checked each weapon, making sure it was at its lethal best, despite the fact that he knew JARVIS had already done so. Finally, he finished, and started a continuous diagnostic, as he roared through the skies. War Machine was ready for battle.







Sherrel felt close to the edge of tears as she spoke into her microphone. “I’m so sorry, Taylor. I really tried to finish. If I had just one more week, I could have completed him.”




As she spoke, Sherrel couldn’t help but look at her creation, well, mostly hers. Standing more than fifty feet tall, the Mecha Iron Man suit towered over her own diminutive form. When finished, it would be able to move every bit as fast as Taylor’s own much smaller suit, the miracle of inertial compensators teamed with momentum cancelers achieving the near impossible.




It would strike with so much force it literally beggared the imagination, using weapons so robust and powerful that Sherrel wasn’t sure that they were actually safe to use on the surface of a planet. But she was very interested in helping Taylor to find out.




Fortunately, her boss and mentor didn’t sound that upset as she responded, “It’s okay, Sherrel. The Mech was a long shot anyway. Until I can synthesize a version of Adamantium and get the anti-matter reactor going, it won’t be as useful as I’d hoped. Just get suited up and over to the rendezvous point.”




Sherrel spoke with a forlorn eagerness, “I will, Taylor. I’ll be there as fast as I can.”




With one last look of regret for what might have been, Sherrel headed toward the armory system, stripping off her overalls as she walked. A moment later, she stood in her underwear in the middle of a whirlwind of machines that soon had her clothed in a stunning suit of crimson and silver armor.




Sherrel glanced at her image in the mirror she had set up in her lab. Not bad, she decided, the look of her armor bringing a smile to her face. She didn’t bother to run a single diagnostic, having kept part of her attention on maintaining her armor (with JARVIS’ help), despite the crazy work and study load that she’d kept up with these past several weeks.




As whisper quiet as a hummingbird, Sherrel rose into the air. She was filled with a fervent need to protect the people who had become her family in such a short time, to show them that they had made the right choice in picking her. She cared so much for all of them, even that bratty Trish. She was equally determined to prove to the rest of the world that she was worthy. Floating out of the building, Knockout blasted off in the direction of the rendezvous point.







Sarah closed her eyes in fear and anguish for just the briefest moment, then reopened them before anyone around her could see. She didn’t dare allow her teammates to see any weakness, either the new or the old.




But she did feel weak. In a short time, they would be facing Leviathan, arguably the most dangerous of the Endbringers. In their own way, each of the Endbringers were incredibly dangerous, whether that danger happened now, or sometime in the future. But this was today, not some nebulous future. It was today that her children would face Leviathan, and it almost made Sarah’s heart break at the thought.




They were protected, though, more than they had ever been before. Still, if she’d had one wish, more than anything else, Sarah would have wished for more time. Time to train them in the use of their new gear. Time to integrate these new, possibly unreliable teammates into Next Wave. Just… time.




But it wasn’t to be. So with a prayer for a merciful God that she no longer really believed in, Sarah crisply ordered, “Listen up, people. This is how it’s going to go. We’ll be meeting up with Iron Man and the other HDI teams at the rendezvous point. From there, we’ll stop in at the main Protectorate meeting before engaging in combat. Other than myself and Blaze, none of the team will be fighting. Instead, you’ll engage in search and rescue of other capes. Remember, these orders override any you may receive from Protectorate members.”




There were looks of doubt and worry visible on more than a few faces, even those with masks on, but Sarah didn’t let them affect her as she soldiered on. “Iron Man has assured me that there will not be any civilians left in the city, so don’t worry about helping them. He also has a plan to deal with Leviathan, so let him. Nobody acts like a distraction, understood?”




There was a chorus of ayes, albeit some reluctant, then Sarah finished. “I want each of you to comport yourself with courage and dignity. Facing an Endbringer, even in a support role, is a dangerous proposition. Stay focused, do your jobs, and by God’s mercy, may we all emerge from this alive at the end of the day. Now let’s go.”




A moment later, thirteen capes dressed in white, each of them filled with their own doubts and fears, rose into the air and headed off to battle.







His guts churning, Adamant stood in front of his team, while the other two teams that were to accompany him formed a rough semi-circle just past them. “All right, mates, it’s confirmed to be an Endbringer. In Brockton Bay, over on the east coast of the United States. We’ll be heading there as a group using the portal tech that Iron Man left me.”




One of the other groups’ capes, who went by the name Rapunzel for obvious reasons, asked, “Why are we answering the call, Adamant? It’s usual for a country who just got hit to be exempt from the next call up, right?”




Adamant frowned slightly at the smooth, cosmopolitan tones of the other cape. Most of the other two groups were from either Brisbane or Perth, and sounded like it, lacking the rougher speech he was used to. It made him feel unpolished and backward by comparison. He tried not to allow his feelings to affect his tone as he stated, “Righto, Rapunzel. But I knew that you’d all want to go when you found out that Brockton Bay is Iron Man’s home port. He’s going to be there and so are we. It’s time to put the Human Defense Initiative on the map.”




There were murmurs of both assent and dissent from those around him, but the former far outnumbered the latter, Adamant was relieved to realize. “If you don’t want to go, stay here. But my team and I are going. We’re going to kick Leviathan’s arse, right mates?”




“Damned straight!”




“Righto!”




“Fookin’ oath, mate!”




Adamant felt pride at the support from his group. Catching Free Fall’s eye, he saw her pink tongue teasingly touch her lower lip and fought down the surge in his groin. Instead, he made himself watch as the other groups fell in line, following his lead. So this is what being a leader feels like, he thought. It must be how Iron Man felt all of the time.




Facing the portal, he activated it remotely via his HUD. Approaching the circle that showed a completely different city than the one around them, Adamant refused to dwell upon the dangerous task he was about to embark upon. Truth be told, he didn’t care that much about the danger. In fact, he’d rather die than fail. With that old Shakespearean adage of ‘A coward dies a thousand times before his death, but the valiant taste of death but once’, front and center in his mind, Adamant walked through, his steps firm and undaunted.







Stepping through the last wall, Taylor’s foot landed on the open door sill of the car floating just outside. Sliding inside and sitting down, she said, “I’m in, JARVIS. Let’s go.”




“Acknowledged, Miss. We’re being hailed by PRT guards and being told to leave the airspace. I’m blocking their targeting systems.”




“Then we’d better do what they say.” With that, they took off, the intense acceleration gently pressing her into her seat despite the inertial compensators.




Taylor sat there a moment relishing her seat’s comfort, then triggered a switch on the virtual HUD that floated before her. A moment later, she sank into the seat as the car turned into a mobile armory system. With surprising speed, she was soon fully armored in the latest version of her suit.




Running a quick systems diagnostic, she asked, “Do you think that was enough to recruit Kid Win?”




JARVIS sounded uncertain as he responded, “Perhaps. He was certainly taken with you, Miss. He was also well on the way to figuring out your identity before you mailed it in.”




She argued, “I didn’t mail it in. Did I?”




“Just a bit. Don’t worry, Miss. One thing I am certain of is that the boy will not betray your identity.”




Taylor nodded her acknowledgment. “You disabled all of the cameras and microphones, right?”




“Of course I did, Miss. And substituted prepared footage as well. Not to change the subject, but is it still your intention to engage in hand to hand combat with Leviathan?”




Taylor sighed. “I have to, JARVIS. It’s a way of counting coup, even if it’s probably the least necessary thing I have to do from a victory point of view. As long as we get that information on the dimensional pathways it’s utilizing for matter and energy transfer, I’d consider this a success. But our people need to see me successfully fighting Leviathan if they’re to continue to believe in the HDI, if we’re to increase recruitment.”




“As you say, Miss.”




Taylor sat there pondering, as the car flew toward their destination nearly as fast as she, herself, could have. At the forefront of her thoughts was the star of this little shindig. Garden Spot had proved to be a success beyond her wildest dreams, and for that alone, she was thankful.




It was funny, but it had never been her intention to nanotize the entire world. Doing so would be incredibly dangerous to the very fabric of society at the very least, and cataclysmic at worst. She didn’t need Reed’s social dynamics to figure that out. Tony’s real world capitalist know how was more than enough to figure that out.




No, nanotizing Brockton Bay had merely been part of an experiment carried out on a grand scale. A way to bring an Endbringer into a controlled environment where it could be studied by her best technology as it was run through a maze and slowly destroyed. The city had become a honey trap, an irresistible lure to attract an abomination.




And like a honey trap, it had brought Leviathan here, where she would work her will upon the Endbringer and teach it why man was really the most dangerous life form in the entire universe, able to contest with actual gods, not just poorly named monsters.




In a voice soft and hypnotic, Taylor whispered, “Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.” Her lips slowly curved into a smile as cruel and merciless as an Antarctic winter as she contemplated what she would shortly be doing to the monster that had terrorized her world for so many years. “Enjoy what time you have left, beast, for I am coming for you.”




In the back of Taylor’s mind, there was a chorus of agreement overlaying a seething rage. She’d ride that anger, using it to empower herself until she stood over the creature’s dead body. Only then would she allow herself to be a person again. Until then, she had to be something more than human, the epitome of destructive force. One final phrase, made famous by Robert Oppenheimer all of those years ago, entered her mind. Taylor whispered, “Now I have become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”









Chapter Thirty-four—Leviathan Rises



“JARVIS, is everyone at the meeting site?”




“Yes, Miss. The last of the capes from Australia have arrived.”




Taylor blew through the air at speeds that pushed her armor’s limits. Arriving at the rendezvous point, she went from more than ten thousand miles an hour to zero in less than fifty feet, this time actually redlining her inertial compensator while creating a G force that she felt almost like a blow. But she didn’t care. She finally had the fight she wanted. That she’d needed for so long.




Her arrival startled everyone present, even those who had been expecting her. It was but one of the reasons that she’d come in so hot. Shock and awe. Plus, it was fun.




Raising her external speaker volume, Taylor boomed out, “Welcome, everyone, to the last day of Leviathan’s existence!”




There was a chorus of cheers, especially from the younger heroes present. Even the older ones made the gesture, but Taylor noted the shadows in the eyes of Lady Photon and Blaze. They’d been around long enough to know that it took more than words to bring down an Endbringer. Not that she cared. Whatever price it took to destroy Leviathan, she’d pay it.




“We’ve planned for this. The main job of everyone except our heaviest hitters is to work search and rescue. So, Lady Photon, Blaze, Hammer, Anvil, Glory Girl; you are the sword and the shield. You will work to slow Leviathan, blunting his charge, and doing as much damage as possible. Try to keep him contained within the drones’ forcefields. Manpower, Brandish, Adamant, Freefall, Summoner, Shielder; you will be back up to them, ready to step in if anyone is injured. Knockout, Safeguard, War Machine; you’re with me. We’ll be maintaining contact with Leviathan as much as possible, while also attempting to shield any of heroes or villains who came in from outside Brockton Bay.




“Panacea and Uptick; you will managing the field hospital that’s been set up at the PRT HQ. I have twenty portable doctors that can do the bulk of healing and stabilizing patients. I’ve also assigned fifty drones for defense. They’re tied to your virtual HUDs, so be ready for the extra input.




“The rest of you will work search and rescue. Make sure to manage your forcefields when anywhere near Leviathan. And your flight units. Basically, what I’m saying here is be ready to move out of his range on a second’s notice. Any questions?”




One of the Australian capes, Velociraptor, from the team out of Brisbane, asked, “What about civilian search and rescue? If Leviathan breaches a shelter, the casualties…”




Taylor nodded. “Good question. However, within thirty minutes, well before the time he makes landfall, there won’t be a civilian within fifteen miles of Brockton Bay. They’re being moved out of the city right now into prepared camps until the all clear sounds.”




Her statements were greeted with silence, but no one wanted to gainsay something that their leader, who had already done so much, indicated was a fact. No matter how unlikely that fact might seem to be.




Brandish asked, “Do you have a plan for keeping track of Leviathan? He’s the fastest of the Endbringers and has shown himself capable of evading groups of capes before.”




Taylor said, “For those of you not yet in the know, the so-called nanoplague which has infested Brockton Bay is nothing of the sort. It’s my creation. Using it, I can keep track of every single item bigger than a grain of sand with ease. Understand, Leviathan won’t be able to hide from us, so there shouldn’t be any surprises.”




There were a few mutters when she revealed that she was behind the nanomachines that had infested and rebuilt the city, but they sputtered into silence almost immediately.




Waving her arms, Taylor said, “All of you have your jobs. For now, go ahead and join the meeting that the Protectorate is hosting near the Boardwalk. However, understand that we will be operating in parallel with them, not under their instructions. Is that understood?”




There was a chorus of ayes. Then people began to scatter. Before he left, Taylor called out, “Billabong, can I talk to you a moment?”







Jim jerked at the sound of the Endbringer sirens. He turned toward Karen, whose eyes widened in horror as she looked back at him. Then they both reacted.




“Let’s go! We need to get to a shelter!”




“But what about—”




Jim pulled her against him hard, staring deeply into the eyes of the woman whom he’d loved since high school. “Everything’s going to be okay. But we need to get to a shelter now. So grab your purse and let’s go.”




She nodded mutely, the fear in her eyes dimmed, but not gone. Grabbing her purse, she hurried to where Jim stood by the front door. Bravely, she said, “I’m ready.”




He took her arm and led her outside. But as they hit the first step of their home, the ground dropped out from under them.




Desperately, Jim hung on to his wife’s arm as the world seemed to flash by, a blur of shades of gray. It was all he could do not to scream, but Karen was already doing enough of that for the both of them. Still, he expected to die any second now, torn apart by one of the abominations of the world.




After a few minutes had gone by, Karen’s screams had faded, as had most of his panic. Clutching his arm at least as tightly as he was clutching hers, she began to pray. Jim didn’t have her spiritual side, and, if anything, wanted to curse that imaginary god for what was happening.




He was also, if he had to be completely honest, starting to get bored. Finally, something new happened as the sensation of motion began to fade. Suddenly they were standing there more or less motionless, then they were rising through the gray to find themselves standing in somewhere outside.




Next to him, Karen fell to her hands and knees and vomited. He forced himself to stay standing no matter how much he wanted to join her in regurgitating the contents of his stomach. He looked around to take him mind off of his nausea.




Around them were endless thousands of tents, a sight that took Jim’s breath away. Then he noticed the drone hovering a few feet away. He watched with trepidation as a sheet of paper floated through the air from it toward him.




Glancing over the words written on the page, he could feel a great deal of the tension leaving his body. It didn’t hurt that even as he watched, an entire family of four came out of the ground just as he and Karen had, with the adults being ‘handed’ a sheet of paper identical to his own by the same drone.




He knelt next to Karen and pulled her long hair away from the threat of falling into the pool of vomit. Then he noticed that there wasn’t any on the ground beneath his wife. Somehow, it had disappeared.




Rubbing his hand gently over his wife’s back, Jim asked, “Feeling better?”




Karen looked up and gave him one of those looks, then spat. For a moment he feared she was going to vomit again, but this time she managed to keep herself together. There was only a hint of sarcasm as she asked, “What do you think?”




Gently pulling her to her feet, he slid an arm around her waist. “I think we’re both going to be okay. Follow me and I’ll show you the note that I just received.”




Taking her hand in his, he led the way deeper into the camp so that they could grab a tent before all of the best ones were gone. As they walked, he talked and Karen listened. When he was done, she hugged him, something which he returned with interest.




Later, the two of them would go find some food. Plus, Jim was pretty sure that Karen probably wanted to brush her teeth more than anything. For now, though, he was just glad that they were alive and safe.







As the location of the Endbringer alert was announced, Saint turned toward Mags, eyes blazing with a madness that had taken hold some time ago. “It’s time.”




She felt very uneasy, the idea of their team entering a city which an Endbringer was attacking filling her with trepidation. “Are you sure, Saint? Maybe we should wait until afterward to step in?”




The man who they had all come to depend upon no matter the state of his sanity, shook his head. “No, we need to go now. This is our one chance to eliminate our opponent. He’ll be focused upon Leviathan, so we’ll be able to get close. Then…” He shrugged.




Saint was talking about nothing less than violating the Endbringer truce. It was a huge step, and no matter what else happened, it would spell the end of the Dragonslayers. They would no longer be tolerated, and would likely even receive Kill Orders. But Mags and the others had tied their fates to Saint’s, so if he said this was how it had to go down, so be it.




“Mags, I want you to stay here.”




She immediately protested, “But who’ll pilot my armor? Lola’s mine—”




He interrupted her. “Byron can take your suit. I need you to be ready to pull the trigger on Dragon. Once Iron Man is eliminated, she needs to go next. Use Richter’s failsafe. Then drop out of sight. There’s no reason that we all need to go down for this.”




Trembling, Mags reached out a hand toward her friend and leader. “You know I’ll do it, Saint. For you. But please, whatever you do, don’t die. Promise me.”




The manic energy that had filled him faded, and it was as if Saint aged years before her eyes. Tired eyes that almost held the appearance of sanity looked into hers. “You know I can’t promise that. This is our final battle. What I created the Dragonslayers for. However, live or die, the human race will be safe. That I do promise you.”




Mags smiled and nodded, but inside, she was dying. She’d always known this day was coming. She had just hoped that it would be later. That they could use Dragon for at least a little while longer. That when it was finally done, they could all gone on with their lives.




But the advent of discovering that Iron Man was an AI, that the threat level for the world had just increased phenomenally, put paid to all of that. It was the last days before the death of the gods.




Almost as if he could read her mind, Saint whispered, “Ragnorak.”




Icy shivers running up and down her spine, Mags repeated, “Ragnorak.”




When the suits of armor began taking off fifteen minutes later, Mags couldn’t help the smile of pride that creased her lips. It didn’t touch her heart, which was still filled with dread. Because no matter what, life would never again be the same.







How did he find himself in these situations, Jere wondered? As the rogue named Billabong, he’d always avoided confrontations with other Parahumans. Instead of fighting, acting as some kind of hero, he’d focused upon using his power to move water across the dry Outback to farms and ranches as needed. In doing so, he’d discovered a deep and abiding satisfaction that he’d never imagined feeling.




He’d encountered other Parahumans, of course. Over the course of doing his work, he’d run into both heroes and villains. But he’d avoided taking sides whenever possible. And by doing so, he’d become a kind of neutral party who could avoid most cape politics.




Then there had been the attack upon Canberra by the Simurgh. Jere had never even considered not going. When somebody came to your home and kicked in your door, you had to either fight back or just lie there and die. So he had gone to the capitol, prepared to do his best.




Of course, he’d discovered almost immediately that his best was laughable in comparison to what was needed to fight off an Endbringer, even one as physically weak as the Simurgh. He’d seen real heroes while he was there.




Heroes like Eidolon, Alexandria, and Legend. Living legends who had fought Endbringers for almost two decades, as they struggled to save humanity from their greatest foes.




Like Iron Man, a little voice in the back of his mind stated firmly. The armored Tinker had been impressive from the first moment he’d encountered him. The sheer professionalism he’d shown when dealing with a threat on the order of an Endbringer, even when teamed with a bunch of rookie heroes and villains, had set him apart.




Jere had been as surprised as the others when Iron Man had tagged the Simurgh, bypassing her vaunted precognition as if it didn’t exist. In turn, she’d abandoned any other strategic goals and attacked him, and he’d fled, drawing her away, and thereby saving Canberra and the thousands of people who had not had time to evacuate. Also very likely saving the lives of their little group.




Finding out that the man had somehow survived the ensuing battle out at sea had shocked him. Learning that he wanted to form a new multinational team of heroes in direct competition to the Protectorate had done much the same. Being asked to be part of that same team of heroes had nearly given Jere a heart attack.




He’d thought long and hard about what to do. In the end, he knew there could only be one answer. After all, he now knew just what was out there. Hiding his head in the sand just wasn’t something he was capable of.




So Jere had become part of the Southern Stars, the Human Defense Initiative Canberra. With membership had come responsibility, but nothing that was too daunting. It had also brought gifts in the form of gauntlets that had increased his powers tenfold.




Instead of being able to create waterspouts that were a hundred feet tall, now he could create ones that towered more than a thousand, containing hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of gallons of water. He could carry water so much further than before, getting it all the way into the driest, dustiest areas of the Outback. So things on the financial end, even beyond the salary he got for being a member of the group, had been going great.




But always in the back of his mind, Jere knew that there would be a price for all of this. One that he would eventually have to pay. That the due date for that payment was today had now become evident. After all, he’d volunteered to take point here.




It was just that here was currently a platform hovering two hundred feet above the Atlantic Ocean, about three miles off shore. His back to the shoreline, he stood there holding onto the handles of a machine that Iron Man had promised would magnify his powers not tenfold, or even a hundredfold.




No, the device, which was as large as a small jet, promised to magnify his powers ten thousandfold. Even now, Jere could feel the ocean below him all the way to its bottom and almost fifty miles outward. Every movement of water, whether wave-driven, or from the fish within, sent corresponding tremors through his senses. It also filled him with a visceral terror unlike anything he had ever imagine.




Because he, Jere Winterfeld, was about to go into battle against an Endbringer, denying the creature the use of its very own element. It was something that had never been tried before, or if it had, it had failed so spectacularly that the very existence of the attempt had been hidden.




Could he win, somehow keep the great rolling waves that he even now sensed far off in the distance from crashing into the nearby shore? That was something Jere didn’t know. However, the one thing he did know was that if Leviathan was coming to kick in their door, he’d do his damnedest to win. Or die trying.




There was a sudden shiver that ran through his entire form, almost making him release his hold on the machine as a large form traveled through the ocean beneath him. Jere could feel the way the waters parted before Leviathan, allowing it to travel as fast as it wanted in the element it controlled.




Hesitating, he allowed it to continue onward unopposed. Iron Man had said not to attempt to fight it when it was on its way in. Or the first wave with which it would mark its arrival.




That, too, Jere felt, like a thunder in his bones, as the water began to bow upward in a tsunami. Behind that first wave, he could feel more forming, each larger than the last, as Leviathan created pulsing pressures within the ocean’s depths. Those were what he was destined to fight, to attempt to stop. Otherwise, the city behind him would drown.




Taking a deep breath, and wishing for more courage that he ever had before, Billabong readied himself for a long, lonely battle.







Danny stood within the grouping of capes that represented the Human Defense Initiative, only half listening as Legend expounded upon Leviathan’s strengths and weaknesses. Instead, his eyes were upon the black and silver form of his daughter.




She stood, still and quiet, just outside their group, both a part of it and apart from it. Danny had seen the looks that most of their members sent Taylor’s way, even the ones who knew she was just a fifteen-year-old girl. The ones that ought to know better. Those looks spoke of awe, of an almost superstitious belief that somehow she’d bring them all through this alive. And he hated it.




Who were these people to put so much pressure on his daughter? Why did she have to be the person who sacrificed every remaining vestige of her childhood in order to somehow save the world?




It was almost worse than the looks that the other capes, those who were either Protectorate, independent heroes, or villains, gave her. Those looks assessed Taylor, wondering where her vulnerabilities lay. As well as how to take advantage of those selfsame vulnerabilities. From the members of the Triumvirate, to the local Protectorate heroes, all the way to those members of Empire 88 that had decided to show, each cape gave at least some attention to the armored figure that led the second largest contingent there.




The only thing that made Danny feel the tiniest bit better was the showing the Human Defense Initiative had made. There were sixteen capes not including his daughter present from the local scene, and another twenty from Australia. That put them at thirty-seven members total.




Not that a lot of them would be that useful in the coming fight. The Mysterious Fellas out of Sydney simply weren’t combat oriented, instead made up of a bunch of capes with Stranger and technology oriented powers. Buckley’s Chance, out of Perth, also didn’t have much in the way of heavy hitters, Hard Left being their one and only Brute.




He was the most impressed by the Southern Stars. At least their leader, Adamant, did his damnedest to integrate the tech that Taylor had slipped his way to not only improve his own, but that of his team. Their gear was top notch, some of it coming from their Tinker leader, while other parts came directly from his daughter.




Absently, he noted Taylor leave the room, moving fast. He winced, because as one of the inner circle, he knew exactly what that portended.




Legend’s speech was winding down, and Danny knew that the moment he most dreaded was rapidly approaching. He knew he should be paying attention, but truth be told, they had at least as good of intel on Leviathan as the Protectorate did, thanks to Trish, and likely better. His thoughts were interrupted by a loud crashing sound from in front of him. Looking that way, he was conscious of a huge surge of water pouring in through the doors, windows, and even rents in the walls themselves.




Danny was about to launch himself into the air when there was a second of disorientation and they were all standing outside in knee deep water. Behind him, he could hear the sound of the building slowly crumbling, while ahead of him, his sensor suite detected a large form heading up out of the water.




The time was now.




Rising into the air, War Machine readied his weapons.







Taylor rose high into the air as a large number of capes appeared on the beach behind her, impressed despite herself by the sheer number of people that the Protectorate teleporter was able to take with him at one time. She’d seen the wave come in, but had done nothing to stop it. After all, she didn’t want to scare Leviathan off.




“JARVIS, are the drones ready?”




“Yes, Miss.”




“Then let’s go and impress the tourists.”




She rose to about three hundred feet in the air, while around her, several thousand drones rose as well from where they’d been hiding. Locking into a pattern that looked like nothing so much as an enormous netted dome, with her at the center, hazy blue forcefields appeared.




A targeting reticule appeared, and Taylor used it to sight in on where Leviathan was slowly wading ashore. Then she linked her weapons systems with those of the drones. A half smile creased her lips, as she studied the Endbringer’s figure a few seconds longer. With a gesture of will, every single weapon she was linked to fired as one.




Taylor knew that there was nothing that could truly damage Leviathan that she could safely use on the surface of the world, but she wanted to give the heroes behind her heart. Plus, directed energy fire was the least of the things she was going to be using on the Endbringer.




For a split second, incandescent lines of burning white energy connected the drones and her suit to the tall, powerfully built creature with its forward thrusting head. The particle beams that JARVIS helped direct from the nine thousand, three hundred, and fourteen drones plus one Iron Man suit combined outputted a shade over forty-six thousand petawatts. It was more than enough energy to destroy the entire city behind him, one of the reasons that the drones were spaced the way they were with their forcefields on.




What had a moment before been a beach with water swirling over the torn remains of the boardwalk was now a burning hell, what was visible of it, that is. While every single beam had impacted on an area only a foot across, just the radiant energy from their passage through the atmosphere combined with what wasn’t absorbed by Leviathan’s body, was more than enough to blow a hole several hundred feet across and more than two hundred feet deep into the beach, as well as glass an area fifty times that.




The shock wave hitting the drones’ forcefields had been epic, and even now, the wave of what could only be called plasma occluded the area from sight as the entire area burned while even more energy had blown skyward in a display that would likely be visible for a hundred miles.




Taylor crisply asked, “Effects, JARVIS?”




“Miss, there was burn through of virtually all outer layers. However, that postulated inner layer was not only confirmed, but completely undamaged. I estimate it would take—”




Interrupting him, she said, “I know the numbers, JARVIS. I just wanted to give it a try.”




He sounded almost reproving as he said, “While putting the Protectorate on notice of just how powerful you really are?”




“Only for now, JARVIS. Only for now. Give me another two months and I’ll make this suit look like something out of a Cracker Jack box.”




“No doubt.”




Almost idly, Taylor asked, “How deep would you say that the molten surface extends, JARVIS?”




“Approximately twenty meters near the edge of the blast zone all the way down to less than five meters in the area closest to us, Miss. Unfortunately, Leviathan will be far less hindered by the damage done to him and the battlefield than we’d hoped.”




Hope. What a funny word, she mused. The truth was that she had nearly zero hope for doing any serious damage to the Endbringer by hitting it even with high energy particle weapons. It hadn’t taken complex math to figure out that she was dozens of orders of magnitude away from accomplishing that particular feat.




Then again, that wasn’t what this was mainly about. Taylor’s main goal during this fight was to learn more about the mechanism by which Endbringers were able to renew their mass via transdimensional transference. She already had a handle on how they were able to use their powers whether it be telekinesis, hydrokinesis, or the dynakinesis of Behemoth. She could also block some of the effects via shielding, so as to prevent, for example, the Simurgh from reaching in past a shield and tearing someone apart, or Leviathan from ripping the water from a person’s body.




Oddly, Behemoth, arguably the most powerful of the Endbringers worried her the least. He was too slow, too deliberate and methodical, despite all of his power, for her not to be confident she could deal with him. No, that worry was reserved for the Simurgh, especially since her only defense against the creature was that she could not see Taylor. Unfortunately, that wasn’t something you could build a strategy upon, or supply your allies with.




Leviathan, on the other hand, was not only incredibly strong, but ridiculously fast. Maybe not quite as fast on land as someone like Pietro, but fast enough. It was that very speed which would make dealing with him problematic, especially once he took off the kid gloves.




Of course, that was one of the reasons why Taylor had come up with the strategy she had. Now it was time to see how it worked.







Legend had been aware of the disappearance of the armored Tinker from the briefing just as soon he ducked out. Iron Man was such an imposing figure that it was pretty much impossible to ignore him. Or for him not to be the center of attention to at least some degree. It didn’t hurt that he’d brought more than thirty capes, the entire strength of the so-called Human Defense Initiative.




His leaving didn’t really bother Legend. If the man felt like he had a grasp on Leviathan’s abilities and tactics, so be it. No, what put a frown on his face at the thought of the other man was the fact that he had refused to put his people at the disposal of the Protectorate and Dragon, who were in charge of the defense.




He hadn’t had time to personally talk to Iron Man, and Alexandria, who had exchanged words with the man, wasn’t talking. But there had been something almost off about the way things had gone down. Almost as if he knew about…




He dismissed the thought out of hand. No matter how advanced the other’s Tinker abilities were, they were not able to penetrate Cauldron. No, it was far more likely Iron Man simply thought he knew better than the people who had been fighting Endbringers for nearly two decades.




Refusing to allow himself to feel bitter, he finished his speech, aware that his words had put a pall upon the proceedings. But if he saved even one cape’s life by being so harsh in his pre-fight speech, then he’d take it.




Listening to Armsmaster explain about the armbands as they were passed out, he noted that the members of the Human Defense Initiative did take bands. He wondered if that might indicate that they weren’t wholly against working together. Noticing Alexandria making a subtle gesture to one side, Legend headed that way.




“What’s going on?”




The woman, tall and majestic in her mostly black uniform, said, “The talk I had with Iron Man, just now? He revealed to me several things which are going to play pretty negatively when this is all over.”




“What did he say?”




As Alexandria spoke, Legend felt the blood in his veins turn to ice, leaving him feeling cold. He couldn’t wait to get out of here, to race through the sky if for just an instant, in order that the energy he absorbed renew him. Because he didn’t think there was a single other thing that would ever make him feel warm again.




Iron Man was the source behind the nanoplague. He’d told Alexandria, just like that. Because apparently, it was going to play a significant role in the coming battle.




Legend had to admit that he’d wondered if whoever the mysterious Tinker was who was behind the infestation of nanotechnology would show themselves. This was apparently their city, after all. But what he hadn’t known was that the one new hero who so much depended upon was the source.




Briefly, he wondered if the Simurgh had gotten to Iron Man all those months ago after all. Then he dismissed the thought. It wasn’t possible. He’d run the exposure numbers himself.




No, it had to be some form of power play that was behind what he’d done. Whether he was another Nilbog, or something even worse, would wait to be discovered after the fight.




“Wait, what?”




“I said, Iron Man asked me to relay to Dragon, so that she could relay it to everyone else, to stay back from when Leviathan initially makes landfall. He plans to hit it with something. Something big. His words.”




Just then, a surge of water hit the room, flooding it and eliciting a groan from the overstressed structure around them. Whatever he might have said was lost as Strider put them all outside, although well short of the potential combat zone. He must have received the news already from Dragon.




A second later, a synthesized voice sounded from the armband he wore, “Maintain your distance for twenty seconds. I repeat, maintain your distance for twenty seconds.”




Suddenly, there were drones everywhere, spherical objects that appeared slightly flattened in the middle. Almost like the earth itself, he absently noted, only more so. They were forming some kind of pattern in front of the Parahumans.




Legend quickly rose into the torrential rainfall, shedding the water that tried to soak him, his eyes seeking their enemy. He could see Leviathan wading out of the surf, moving with his usual languid grace, his claws just brushing against the water’s surface. He frowned as he took in the Endbringer’s figure. The thing even looked wrong, calves and forearms too long and disproportionate to his body length, while his whiplike tail lashed behind him for almost fifty feet.




He knew that at any second, the Endbringer would race forward, bringing death and destruction to all of those gathered here, and then to the people beyond. Legend ached to take the fight to him, to try once again to tear completely through the beast’s limbs and torso, despite the many futile attempts he’d already made to do the same thing.




It was at that moment, when his fighting urges was at their peak, that something happened. From the drones ahead of him, pale blue forcefields snapped into place, linking one to another. They surrounded the Endbringer with their strangely symmetrical organization. Then, with almost no lag, a series of blazing white beams burst from them, every single one of them impacting the same exact spot on the Endbringer: the joint of its left shoulder.




He doubted that any other Parahuman there saw exactly what happened with the precision that he did. None of them likely had the ability to see past the discharge of energy and visible light to see the strike itself. To see how the ridiculously tough material that made up the Endbringer’s integument momentarily attenuated the blow before surrendering. How layer upon layer, each tougher than the last, exploded outward, becoming nothing more than plasma.




For just in instant, Legend wondered if Iron Man had succeeded in blowing off an entire limb for the first time ever in a single strike, when he saw that it was still attached, the innermost layers simply too tough to damaged even by that incredible outlay of energy.




Then the world in front of him become utterly occluded as a shock wave hammered into the forcefields in front of him, momentarily dimming several of them before they slowly came back to full power.




A handful of seconds later, the water all around him, from what was on the ground, to that falling from the sky turned blue. Some of the material landed upon his head and shoulders with a splat. Holding out a hand in disbelief, Legend noted that instead of it being filled with water, the material more closely resembled blue gelatin. Gazing outward, he saw that even the distant water in the bay, what he could see of it past the blast effects still expanding in front of him, had turned the same unnatural shade of blue.




He had no idea just what the hell Iron Man had done, but if he had managed to remove most, or all, of the water from the battlefield, it was a huge tactical advantage to their side. Deciding to waste no time, Legend moved up and over the forcefields to attack.







Once the blow was struck, both her armor and the drones’ energy recovery systems worked to reabsorb the hellish power that had been unleashed. Taylor already knew that she hadn’t succeeded in truly damaging the Endbringer. Equally important, she needed to get the temperature down inside of the forcefield barrier as quickly as possible so that it wouldn’t kill all of the unshielded capes who ventured within.




Taylor didn’t have to wait long before she found out Leviathan’s reaction to what she’d done. The creature, its shoulder still glowing a sickly reddish-white, charged forward at hundreds of miles an hour and struck the forcefield directly in front of a group of capes. It flickered, but held, while the Endbringer was sent flying back. The Parahumans who had been standing there trying to see what was happening, mostly search and rescue types, scattered backward as the impact shook the ground they were standing upon.




Leviathan didn’t waste an instant getting back to his feet and hitting the same spot again. This time, there was a momentary dimming of the field, and the creature burst through, accompanied by a blast of superheated air. Hammer, Anvil, and Glory Girl were already moving forward to engage it, when a black blur came in from high up and hammered Leviathan back against the recharging forcefield behind him, where he burst back through it.




Alexandria rose high into the air above the line of slowly retreating forcefields, then darted forward and down, striking blows that were so loud they sounded like thunder. Grimly, Taylor watched as the Protectorate cape smashed into Leviathan over and over, before finally being sent flying straight at the forcefield barrier by a flashing blow of the creature’s tail. But instead of impacting, the forcefields parted and allowed her body to harmlessly pass through. She was quickly cushioned by yet another forcefield, before recovering and flying back up.




A second later, flickers of potential movement bloomed over her HUD’s display even as Leviathan raged against the energy beams impacting it from Legend. Taylor knew JARVIS was analyzing the Endbringer’s movements, attempting to create a predictive index that would show how it fought. There had apparently been something similar on Armsmaster’s computer, but it had been too hopelessly simplistic to actually be effective against Leviathan.




To one side of her HUD, there was yet another esoteric display in shades of red, orange, and yellow. Taylor noted the displayed fluctuations in dimensional energy as the creature’s tail lashed, water splashing violently from his every move. Then the Endbringer was gone, swarmed under by untold trillions of nanobots.




She had no real belief that nanotechnology would be able to kill it, although perhaps if given enough time, they might make a significant dent in its mass. After all, they would be using the material from which it was made to create untold numbers, many of which would grow increasingly harder and stronger as they penetrated ever deeper into the material of which it was composed.




The only problem lay in that almost nothing could penetrate that innermost layer. Certainly not a tiny machine made of material from a layer that lay further from that core. Plus, even if you destroyed the entire exterior, you’d only discover that the outer material had been essentially useless, mere camouflage. The Endbringer would still be able to use all of its powers even if nothing more than a skeleton.




JARVIS had dozens of search programs analyzing different Parahuman attacks in real time in the hopes that there would be a cape present who could actually damage the creature’s core. Taylor didn’t really think it likely, but there were a few possibilities, including that one Ward out of New York.




No, she’d already decided that the answer lay in cutting the creature off from the source of its power, just as she had with certain members of Empire 88. But the wavelengths it used were fundamentally different from a Parahuman, the channels deeper and wider. She needed better information and more advanced tech if she was to accomplish her task. And, as always, more power.




Noting that the creature was moving again, Taylor threw herself into battle.







Chris felt his bowels turn to water after the display he’d just seen. He fought his fear as he forced his board to take him high enough up that he see over the edge of the line of forcefields.




The heat up here was suffocating, as if he was facing into a huge oven that had just had its door opened. He pressed with trembling fingers on the buttons of the control interface on his forearm.




Around him appeared the various pieces of his Alternator Cannon as the built in teleporter brought it to him. The fifteen foot barrel extended down and past the edge of the forcefield he was hovering above, and Chris quickly got into the turret and took over the controls.




He immediately ran into what might turn out to be an insurmountable problem. Between the heat, smoke, and what was almost certainly plasma, despite how unlikely something like that could exist just above the actual surface of the planet, he couldn’t see Leviathan. Or at least almost couldn’t.




Chris caught glimpses of the Endbringer as it darted around, first hammering into the forcefield barrier, then being struck by Alexandria. Energy beams hammered into it from several capes, Legend prominent among them, further stirring the occluding mists.




Finally, though, he saw the smoke and steam part enough for him to target Leviathan. But he was simply unable to attain a target lock as the Endbringer darted around rapidly. That was when Chris heard the voice in his ear.




“Kid Win, if you would allow me?”




It was the same British accented voice he’d heard coming from mid air right before Taylor had run through the walls of his lab as if they didn’t exist. He’d pushed those thoughts and memories to the back of his mind for the duration of the fight and being reminded of them momentarily threatened to overwhelm him.




“Kid Win, are you quite alright?”




Damn that voice, he thought, then almost laughed as the targeting firmed up and began tracking Leviathan in real time. Okay, everything’s going to be fine, he told himself. Aloud, he said, “I’m fine, I think. Jarvis, right?”




“Yes, sir. My name is JARVIS. Now let’s see if we can’t hit Leviathan before he manages to escape.”







Theo flew forward, fast and low, his hand playing across the material that composed the chest of his costume. Ahead of him, the downed cape flailed helplessly in the blue slime, as if unable to breathe.




Of course, he knew that to be a lie, his briefing from Iron Man indicating that the blue material, which looked a lot like gel or some kind of pudding, could actually be breathed. Highly oxygenated, it would sustain even an unconscious person so long as they weren’t too badly injured. No, the cape ahead of him wouldn’t suffocate, although he might be boiled alive as the temperature down here was nearly unbearable.




So Theo created a hand about two feet across and just managed to push the cape up and out of the blue ‘jello’. The cape ahead of him struggled to breathe as he huddled in the cup of the hand holding him up. A moment’s effort had another forming, and together the two hands moved to shield the young cape still struggling weakly.




Seconds later, like an apparition, a blurred shape that could only be Leviathan appeared out of the steam and smoke that occluded more than half the beach. His gorge rose as the cape that Theo had been helping didn’t even have a chance to scream as his protection was ripped apart, while he was picked up in blunt hands and and twisted and squeezed. Like a dirty washcloth, Theo thought numbly, as blood burst out of the dead cape and showered the beach below. A second later, the creature turned toward him, discarding the rent remains, then abruptly spun away, tail now flashing his way.




“Iron Falcon deceased, CD-5. Mavin down, CD-5. Ironhide down, CD-5.”




Theo braced himself for impact as the tail swung around, hoping against hope that what Iron Man had told them about the new forcefields was true, that they could take at least two blows from an Endbringer. But right before the blurring object impacted him, he was abruptly pulled upward.




Once clear of the blow, he rose further into the air, spinning around. Almost immediately, he saw the grinning face of Steph- Orbit, that was. She had used her new area effect power to pull him out of harm’s way.




Staring at him, she shouted, “Dammit, Element, you don’t get to get killed. So be more careful. That bastard’s all over the place, despite whatever the hell the boss is doing to it.”




Theo nodded his agreement to Orbit’s somewhat pithy observation and took off. He’d thank her later. That is, if they both survived.




Shivering slightly, he wondered just what the hell the girl had been going on about. What was Iron Man doing to Leviathan? All he’d seen was the occasional flashing blow from the black and silver form, but even as close as the Endbringer had just been, he’d barely been able to see it.




Theo was intently studying the area where he had last seen Leviathan when he got his first clear look at the Endbringer, as a hard wind blew the smoke and steam completely away for just an instant. He flinched slightly, then tried to figure out just what the hell he was seeing.




The Endbringer appeared misshapen as it writhed in the grip of a seething mass of what looked more like dust than anything else. Yet the ‘dust’ didn’t wash away with its water echo. Instead, the water seemed to just flow away without affecting it, turning into blue sludge within a few seconds of it leaving the Endbringer’s immediate presence.




Theo wasn’t too sure how much the stuff was actually affecting Leviathan, as the Endbringer knocked another flying cape out of the sky, sending them hurtling into a mass of scattered wreckage. He headed that way as his armband sounded.




“Blue Finch down, CD-5. Jack of all Trades deceased, CD-5. Barren down, CD-5.”




Moving as fast as he could, Theo headed to try to do whatever he could for the downed capes.







Taylor hovered over the battlefield, studying Leviathan’s movements. So far, they’d managed to keep it isolated on a relatively small section of the beach, but she could already tell it wasn’t going to last.




The Endbringer was simply too strong and fast for the drones’ forcefields to be able to hold him. Although, between the numerous capes and the her own people, they had whittled it down. Or so it appeared to the naked eye.




Unfortunately, the data being transmitted told the real tale. Even with trillions of nanobots constantly replicating using the Endbringer’s own material against it, and all of the Parahumans combined, it wasn’t really being damaged, its body seeming to repair itself at breakneck speed. And she still hadn’t pushed it to the point it exhibited atypical behavior.




Then again, she had yet to attempt to use the nanobots to slow it down physically. By linking trillions of them together, they were able to create shackles that might lock down even Leviathan. Or so she theorized. To be truthful, Taylor was not entirely sure that even something that would easily hold the Hulk would hold the Endbringer.




It had more to do with the strange physics breaking abilities Leviathan exhibited rather than pure strength. Whether it was because the thing was using an n-dimensional pocket of micro-verses or something even more exotic, it was able to push far past the limitations of most material beings.




Taylor’s train of thought was interrupted at the Endbringer suddenly tore deep into the ground, emulating its big brother, Behemoth. Despite the fact that the water table was completely locked down for more than a mile straight down, it was able to burrow through first the nanobot layer, then deep into the bedrock beneath.




Projecting calmness, Taylor keyed her communicator to send a message directly to Dragon. “Iron Man here. Leviathan is moving due west directly toward the downtown area. He is moving approximately fifteen kilometers per hour at a depth of approximately two hundred meters. I am tracking him in real time. Please notify the Triumvirate and other appropriate assets.”




With that, Taylor cut off the communication. Her next message was for her teams. “Okay, folks, Leviathan’s broken out of the first trap. Follow me, but maintain your distance and spacing. I am projecting that he will stay underground at least until he reaches Downtown. Expect him to surface for maximum damage there. Remember your roles. Iron Man out.”




What are you doing, monster? Was it really smart enough to know just how limited its option had become on the beach? Maybe, or maybe it had just grown frustrated at the lack of available water. So far, Billabong was holding strong. The last Taylor had checked on him, he was with Eidolon, who was assisting him in keeping the waves at bay. At least for now.




She just had to figure out a way to get the damn thing out of the ground.







Jere could feel it all the way into his bones as the next massive wall of water began to mount. He sent a desperate glance over to where one of the Triumvirate, Eidolon, hovered nearby. The other Parahuman did not acknowledge him in any way, but he did do something which reduced the enormous pressure considerable, allowing him to dispel the wave’s harmonic, sending it sloshing aimlessly as it dissipated.




But behind it, he could already feel another wave coming in, this one from further out, and even larger than the last.




Why had he ever thought he could do this, Jere wondered, despair coloring his thinking. He’d already been pushed to nearly his limits, despite all of the power magnification in the world. What would he do if he defeated the wave that he could feel coming when the one that followed it was even larger? When he was pushed past his limits?




Jere cleared his nose and throat and spat, then did it again. Must be something in the air affecting his sinuses, he decided, refusing to dwell on the fear that steadily mounted within him. He gritted his teeth for several minutes until his jaw ached and spots flickered before his eyes. That’s when he felt yet another wave approaching.




They’re coming faster, he thought dully. How fast, he wasn’t sure. He was starting to lose track of time now. All he could do was find a way to endure.




Again it was Eidolon who saved him, as the wave’s height visibly lessened under some arcane power from the other Parahuman that had nothing to do with water control. Jere pushed his own power out and tore the wave apart.




But this time, when he cleared his nose and throat, his spit was tinged with red where it landed on the deck at his feet. Jere could taste blood now, draining into his throat from his nose. It was accompanied by a spike of pain.




With trembling fingers, Jere managed to toggle the switch of the IV that Iron Man had given him. Almost immediately, the pain faded away and much of his despair with it. QT in a saline solution was flowing through his veins now, soothing him in the best of ways.




Of course that just made him aware of the empty pit of his stomach. Raising one hand, he took a bite of the energy bar he was holding. He chewed a moment before swallowing their remnants without water, an irony that was not lost upon him. Soon enough he was finished eating, hoping the food would help sustain him. Because there was simply no room for failure out here on the open sea.




Setting his feet, he squared his shoulders to face the center of the oncoming waves. Staring out at the horizon, Jere made the decision that he would either win or die here. Accompanying that decision was a sense of peace. No matter what happened, he would be remembered.







Danny watched his daughter as she landed on Leviathan’s back, great blazing circles of white plasma extending from her arms as she drove them into the Endbringer’s back. Without even consciously thinking about it, he fired off a two petawatt repulsor beam, that, with JARVIS’ help, impacted Leviathan’s tail just as it was about to strike Taylor’s suit, knocking it off course.




He groaned almost in frustration as Taylor was already out of the way, having launched herself skyward so quickly that it almost spoofed his armor’s sensors. So he hadn’t needed to fire at all.




He’d been constantly on edge, trying to be ready at an instant’s notice to rescue his daughter or one of the other children for whom he felt responsible in the event they got into trouble. But so far, despite the intensity of his fears, Danny hadn’t been needed.




A needle-thin beam of white light so bright it pushed his HUD’s light dampening ability to its limits struck Leviathan, as Blaze finally came into play. The blast knocked Leviathan over onto his back, driving him into the ground, while it blew divots from his strange grayish flesh.




At her side, Lady Photon fired off blazing yellow beams that constantly tore at the hole that had already been blown into the Endbringer’s shoulder, trying to tear it wider.




Dropping down in a burning line of fire, Lady Photon next to her, Blaze fired her beam constantly, hammering the Endbringer deeper and deeper into the beach. Danny started to move forward as he saw the mistake the two women were making, but before he’d traveled twenty feet, the situation was over.




The water whip that blasted through where Blaze and Lady Photon had been a split second earlier just missed as their bodies jinked first to one side, then were launched skyward once more. Brow furrowed, Danny pondered what had just happened before realizing that it could only have been JARVIS who’d saved them. The implications were staggering.




If JARVIS was somehow not only helping he, Trish, and Sherrel to fly their suits, while at the same time monitoring all of other capes affiliated with the Human Defense Initiative, helping them to avoid harm as required, it was an amazing feat even for an AI.




Danny knew that JARVIS had abilities that were far beyond a ‘mere’ human when it came to the sheer amount of information that he could process, but he’d never been nearly as impressed by the AI’s intellect as he was by his own daughter’s. Part of that was that JARVIS just wasn’t creative, despite all of his other talents. The rest lay in the AI’s inability when it came to hunches and intuition.




But the incredible amount of processing power that JARVIS was showing at that moment beggared the imagination, especially as he was also working on literally dozens of different simulations for Taylor. It was—




Danny’s head jerked as Leviathan made an odd move and suddenly disappeared into the ground. A moment later, he heard Taylor’s synthesized voice explaining what was going on. Along with the rest of the Human Defense Initiative and the Protectorate, he made his way toward Downtown.







JARVIS sent a drone to intercept a blow aimed at Chubster, noting the drone’s demise four point two seconds later as its shields failed under additional blows, before replacing it from the store of other units that were ready to deploy. The Parahuman survived the multitude of blows as he dodged up and back.




So far, he had managed to save the lives of thirty-five capes, while being unable to do the same for six others. Another person might have pondered the implications of the fact that five of those capes whose lives he had saved were villains, while all of those he’d been unable to save were heroes, but not JARVIS.




The AI was only aware that they were human beings and needed to survive per his protocols.




One part of JARVIS was continuing to run the predictive algorithm on the movements of the anomaly known as ‘Leviathan’, while another attempted a brute force analysis of the dimensional pathways used by both its water echo and material transference. As important as the latter information was, he’d been steadily pulling resources from a variety of sources, ranging from Project Farsight to monitoring Parahuman threats from around the world.




There was a statistical possibility that if he managed to find the exactly amplitudes of the dimensional pathways that were being used by the anomaly, his Principal would be able to rig a piece of equipment designed to block those pathways on the spot. It wasn’t what would be termed ‘likely’ but it was a possibility, so JARVIS persevered. Additionally, his Principal had requested it.




He noted the way that Orbit pulled Element out of the path of anomaly’s strike point one three seconds before he planned to do the same thing. Then he helped guide one of Danny’s weapons as he fired off a particle beam that knocked the anomaly’s tail off target despite the fact that he was aware the blow would miss. Fourteen point six two seconds later, he activated both Lady Photon and Blaze’s flight systems, pulling them to the side out of the path of one of the anomaly’s strikes after their own attacks had finished.




When the anomaly disappeared into the ground twelve point six five seconds later, JARVIS used the freed up resources to push harder on his dimensional pathway mapping. At the same time, he kept cycles idling in the event of something unexpected happening, many of them centered upon his Principal’s welfare.




Because, no matter what else happened, Taylor Hebert would survive today’s battle..







Spitting out the strangely minty taste of the blue gel, Alexandria cursed under her breath as the Endbringer disappeared into the ground. Rising in a fast spiral, she heard the message relayed from Iron Man in its entirety. A second later, she rocketed off. Ahead of her lay the person with whom she wanted to speak.




Hovering next to him, she barked, “Legend, what do you think about the tactics shown here? Can Iron Man succeed in defeating or driving Leviathan off?”




Despite the look of consideration on her teammate’s face, Legend ultimately shook his head. “I can’t see how. Despite how well Eidolon’s doing in keeping the waves off of us, we don’t have forever. That nanotech isn’t having any real effect upon Leviathan other than stripping off a few cosmetic layers. The energy weapons he used earlier were more effective, but if he uses them Downtown, he risks destroying the city despite the forcefields his drones have.”




Alexandria kept herself from deflating. This wasn’t her first Endbringer fight and she knew better than to allow her hopes to rest upon any one person or strategy. Still, she’d hoped that the armored Tinker might be able to make a real difference.




Legend spoke again, “However, at the same time, I doubt that we’ve seen all of the arrows in Iron Man’s quiver just yet. I doubt he would have revealed himself to us if this was all he was capable of.”




There was a certain irony in Alexandria’s voice as she asked, “You mean, you don’t think that petawatt-level energy beams are enough to keep the Protectorate from confronting him at the end of this?”




“Maybe. Then again, maybe not. Even combined with the nanotech he’s shown and the persistent rumors of power interference, I doubt that Director Costa-Brown will take this lying down.”




It was a jibe, but not an unkind one. Alexandria smiled faintly as she said, “No, I don’t suppose she will. For now, though, I think we need to head over to where Leviathan is set to surface.”




“Agreed.”




With that, Legend rocketed off. Alexandria followed at a slower pace, her thoughts concentrated upon what might just turn out to be the most dangerous foe they’d ever faced. Or the salvation they had been looking for. Which one, if either, that Iron Man might ultimately be, remained to be seen.







Hovering over Downtown, Taylor waited for Leviathan to resurface, her eyes focused more on the dimensional index mapping than on the map that showed the Endbringer’s location.




Absently, she noted the faint beep that signaled that the predictive algorithm was complete. With a swipe and gesture, Taylor sent it to download into Armsmaster onboard computer system, where it would replace the one he’d developed. Of course, unless things went supremely wrong, he wouldn’t get a chance to use it today. If he did, it would only be because every single thing that she tried failed.




Including the time stop grenades she’d developed using Bakuda’s technology.




Taylor’s lips curved into a humorless smile as she noted the way the buildings below her were starting to tremble as something made its way back to the surface. Then one started to topple as a figure burst from the ground at its base.




It was a slimmer, far more svelte Leviathan that was now visible to Taylor and the other gathered capes. At least fifty percent of the Endbringer’s volume had been removed by the nanobots, and even as she watched, they continued to eat away at it. So far they had been somewhat successful, she mused, even if not as much as she would have hoped.




Not that it seemed to slow Leviathan down as it sprang upwards at a flying cape that had drifted too near. The Endbringer bounced off a hovering drone’s forcefield, however, before reaching its target, sending that drone tumbling while it slammed back into the ground near the same spot it had jumped from. It was then engulfed in a huge mass of nanobots as the toppling building simply dissolved, most of them landing on Leviathan.




These newest nanobots weren’t trying to digest the Endbringer, however. That would be useless as it had been pared down to a level that only a very few substances could affect, most of which were currently attached to it as they continued to eat and reproduce.




Rather, these newest nanobots attempted to form bonds that would hold the Endbringer in place. Huge metallic looking shackles formed around each limb, dragging Leviathan to the ground. It immediately bounced back up, having torn through them, before being dragged down yet again.




A second later, the Endbringer burst out from its bonds, whereupon yet another drone that had been waiting for just such a possibility, fired the first of four time stop grenades at it.




Taylor watched, jaw agape, as the nine ton beast did a complete backflip, moving so fast its body was a blur as it somehow avoided the bullet quick projectile. How the hell did it know the grenade was something to avoid, she wondered? Fortunately, the time stop grenade did a complete loop back around, but even then, the Endbringer’s water echo impacted it, making it detonate prematurely, and freezing the entire mass in a sphere roughly fifteen feet in diameter.




Without even thinking about it, Taylor launched herself downward, moving so fast her armor would be a blur to those watching. She hammered a savage blow to Leviathan’s head, manifesting the plasma burners once again and tearing at its incredibly tough tissues before doing her own backflip away from a ripping thrust from one of its hands. Then she moved forward again and grabbed that hand near its elbow using the full power of her armor and forcefields.




Her armor straining, she barked, “Now, JARVIS!”




The drone, which had managed to get a great deal closer as Taylor went hand to hand, fired off another grenade, which shot forward just as she released her hold, managing to catch Leviathan’s hand just above the wrist, engulfing both within its effects.




Unable to avoid a flashing blow from the Endbringer’s tail, Taylor’s suit was knocking spinning through the air, the forcefields holding. Even as she spun, she shouted, “Again! Fire both!”




The next time stop grenade hit one of Leviathan’s legs, while the last one caught the Endbringer’s tail near the tip, freezing both appendages in place. Taylor moved back from where she’d almost been hit by the one that caught the thing’s tail, her eyes noting that it was well and truly trapped.




Fighting a mounting sense of exultation, Taylor still cursed the fact that she didn’t have more of the time stop grenades and that their area of effect wasn’t larger. If any of those things were true, she could have ended this here and now. Instead, the Endbringer was still capable of lethal action. At least with one arm still free and its other abilities fully functional.




A few seconds later, a result that she hadn’t expected drew Taylor from her thoughts like a bucketful of ice cold water dumped over her head.




All of the capes who had been watching the hellish fighting, now surged forward to bombard Leviathan with a huge array of different powers. Rays and beams, both hot and cold, causing a myriad of odd effects burst forth from the figures that both hovered overhead and surrounded it on foot.




Taylor ground her teeth as she realized that she should have foreseen this. She should have—




A warning buzzer sounded inside of her helmet as the dimensional frequencies the Endbringer was using abruptly shifted, and she spat out, “Zeta One!”




Amid the hovering capes, all of the members of the Human Defense Initiative had their forcefields change frequency, both blocking out visible light and a great deal of other effects. Including the one that was about to hit the gathered capes.




Taylor screamed into her microphone as what she had feared, happened. “Override command channel! Get back from Leviathan now! Get back! Get back! Get back!”




More than a dozen of the surrounding capes simply exploded as the water within their bodies was torn away to spiral back toward Leviathan. Others just managed to avoid the effects and ran or flew frantically backward. Only the capes belonging to the Human Defense Initiative avoided the fate completely as they flew backward as their forcefields managed to stop the newest effects of the hydrokinetic’s power.




Taylor hung there frozen as she listened to a litany of the dead, “Chubster deceased, CD-7. Hew deceased, CD-7. Strapping Lad deceased, CD-7. Intrepid deceased, CD-7. Oaf deceased, CD-7. Vixen—”




She listened as a total of eighteen names eventually sounded, sixteen of them dead. Taylor closed her eyes momentarily, blinking back tears, then reopened them almost immediately as she used her own nanobots to banish her tears. It did nothing to reduce her grief, but she quickly transformed that emotion into rage.




Rising high into the air, Taylor launched herself downward at the Endbringer, firing all the way. The beams from her particle cannons connected the two of them as if with long straight threads of incandescent white light. Absently, she noted the way that JARVIS had reorganized the drones so that their forcefields overlapped more than two deep, keeping her weapons’ effects from harming her audience.




In just a few seconds, she was less than three hundred feet away, then two, then—




She never saw the blow that knocked her off course and sent her skidding and bouncing across the pavement more than two blocks away before finally impacting a car and coming to a stop. Her armor rang like she’d been hit by the Hulk, while her forcefields flickered and guttered. As she lay there half stunned, Taylor could taste blood in her mouth where she’d bitten her tongue as her inertial compensator blew out.




Somehow, she managed to mouth, “JARVIS, what the fuck happened?”




When the AI answered, his usual dry tone was absent, “Miss, I believe that Scion has arrived.”









Chapter Thirty-five—Exile



Max felt his guts twist and turn as he watched Iron Man’s terrifying display of power. Thousands of drones, forcefields, and energy beams that beggared the imagination. Part of that display of power definitely included the act of turning all of the water in Brockton Bay, whether it was falling as rain from the sky or was out in the Bay itself, into a strange blue sludge, thereby removing their foe’s greatest weapon. Taken together, they were clearly designed to overawe anyone who saw it. To ‘discourage’ them from even thinking that they had a chance against the armored cape. He knew because it was something that he, himself, might have done under similar circumstances.




He had to admit the effect was working. As much as Max hated the other cape and wanted him dead or destroyed, unless he saw an easier opportunity, there was no way he was going to attempt to fight him now. It would be suicide, an act which he refused to undergo.




Max hadn’t ruled as long as he had over one of the strongest and most subversive groups of Parahumans in the country by being stupid or shortsighted. Even his main sleeper agent was unlikely to give him enough leverage against the other. Assuming, that is, he even kept their loyalty with the bribes that Iron Man had given them.




Currently, he was watching from within a group of other members of Empire 88 as his ex-wife fired off a beam of energy so intense that it dimmed the sun overhead. Purity, as strong as she was, had never been capable of generating so much force. Even Leviathan was hammered into the ground, like a nail hit by a hammer, pieces of its outer integument sent flying as her attack surpassed even that of Legend.




At her side, Lady Photon’s blasts rivaled Purity’s in power, with the addition of melting large holes in Leviathan’s flesh.




Clearly Iron Man had given Purity and Lady Photon devices that magnified their powers. And not just theirs.




The strangely glowing weapons that Fenja and Menja wielded as forcefields crackled over their skin. Even his sad excuse of a son, Theo, flew around the Endbringer with abandon, as fearless as if he knew he was immune to damage, hands of various materials constantly jutting forth from the ground around it, moving as if as alive as the boy himself.




Clearly, all the members of his empire that he’d encouraged to join Next Wave had received a form of augmentation to their powers. Such bounty might weaken their loyalty to the old order, while cementing it with the new.




Max would need to move soon to reestablish those bonds of loyalty, something which might end up being impossibly difficult or surpassingly simple. While he didn’t plan on Iron Man falling in the battle ahead, neither did he discount the possibility. After all, the other was right in that he’d challenged him for the loyalty of those six individuals, as well as that of the citizens of the city at large. One of the two of them would triumph, while the other fell by the wayside, lost to history’s detritus.




If nothing else, Max knew that there was tremendous pressure on Iron Man to find a way to defeat an Endbringer. If he failed, depending upon how spectacularly it occurred, he might lose everything.




Listening as the Protectorate called for all capes to move at the advent of Leviathan’s temporary disappearance, Kaiser gave the order to his remaining people.




Surrounded by Brad, James, and Victor, among others, he headed toward Leviathan’s projected emergence spot.







Taylor spat blood from her mouth. “Goddammit! Did you say Scion? What the fuck, JARVIS!”




There was a ringing in her head that was already starting to fade as her nanobots began their work, eliminating her incipient concussion. A few seconds after, she was climbing to her feet.




“Miss, I do not believe that Scion intended to injure you. He appeared to be incapable of seeing you, leading me to wonder if he uses some form of sight other than wavelengths of the electromagnetic spectrum visible to humans.”




Yeah, right, Taylor thought. If the golden man was as powerful as claimed, it was unlikely he could be that blind to others around him. Much more likely, he just didn’t care, holding ordinary humans in contempt, and probably even other Parahumans.




Well, she might as well get a look at the strange bastard in the flesh. Rising into the air, Taylor headed back in the direction from which she’d been ejected. Her eyes quickly found the golden figure of Scion, and saw a burst of golden light slowly emerging from his hands.




“JARVIS, analyze that energy field. I want to know everything—”




Taylor froze as her flight carried her around in a half circle so that she was now facing the other cape from a distance of approximately a hundred meters. There was a screaming in her head as barriers that had been imposed long ago suddenly fell. After seeing the knowledge that had been so long denied her, understanding filled her, immediately followed by a fury so intense it stole the very breath from her lungs.




Those goddamned mother fucking bastards, she thought furiously. At no point in her own, or the Tony’s memories, had either of them ever been this angry. Nothing had driven them to such a rage that they walked a razor’s edge between madness and despair, teetering toward a fall. How dare they! How dare they! HOW DARE THEY!




Taylor didn’t know which of the cosmic beings who interfered in Tony Stark’s universe on a regular basis had sent the man’s memories to her. It was likely she would never know who or what had done so. Why they had sent them.




Or, perhaps equally importantly, why they’d concealed her true foe from her, somehow disguising his presence, hiding him.




Did they think she would be foolish and go after him before she was ready, and thus destroy the world? Did they think she’d abandon hope and despair because the so-called most powerful Parahuman on earth was an alien monster? What the hell had they been thinking?




Nostrils flaring, somehow Taylor kept herself from cycling up her weapons past maximum power and blowing that foul horror from her skies. Never mind that it would destroy the city as a blast well into the multimegaton range turned dozens of square miles to plasma. She wanted to fire so badly that she could feel her hands shaking from the effort of holding back.




She had no idea how long she hovered there, hate and rage vying for dominance within her. Finally, though, a coldness began to replace her rage as the latter emotion slowly drained away. The ice filling her veins was composed of equal parts conviction and determination. Taylor knew exactly what she was going to do. First, she would kill that thing hanging in the air in front of her. She’d eradicate it, and when she was done, then she’d consider the issue of those other cosmic entities.




Feeling like she was coming out of a trance, Taylor became aware of a voice shouting in her ear.




“Miss! Miss Hebert! Are you all right? Miss Hebert! Answer me, Miss!”




Unclenching her jaw hurt, and her throat felt almost raw, as if she’d spent the last few minutes screaming her fury to the world. Then again, maybe she had based upon the sheer amount of anger she’d felt. Prioritizing her nanobots to scrub the excess adrenaline from her bloodstream, Taylor managed to mutter, “I’m fine, JARVIS. Calm the fuck down.”




“Miss, you are not fine. Are you aware that you have not responded for four minutes, forty-seven point four five six seconds? I was about to contact Danny and Trish and request they render you aid.”




“Don’t.”




Taking a deep breath, Taylor let it flow out through her nostrils. “I’m okay. What’s the tactical situation?”




There was a momentary pause, clearly intentional as JARVIS didn’t really need to time to think, not with his processing power. Finally, he said, “Miss, we have moved all of the other Parahumans back, in a circle two hundred yards wide. Meantime, Scion has been using his powers on Leviathan. However, my analysis of his efforts do not indicated that he is truly attempting to destroy the Endbringer. Rather, he appears to be attempting to release the creature from the pockets of stilled time.”




“Well, he would be, wouldn’t he?” Taylor’s bit back more bitter words as she spun and focused upon the scene below her, ignoring the AI’s subsequent questions as he registered her words. She immediately spotted what JARVIS was talking about.




In the city street beneath her, a space had widened around the Endbringer, as if most of the nanobots had retreated away from him. Or been destroyed.




Studying the scene, the latter was far more likely. Whatever the hell that golden beam was, it was clearly both powerful and operating on a technological level far above even the one that her inventions operated at. Even as she watched, it tore into the material of Leviathan’s body, removing layer after layer of the creature’s flesh.




It should have been a good thing, a perfectly valid tactic to use against a being so powerful, at least so long as you were powerful enough to affect that same being in that way.




However, she also saw what JARVIS was referring to. A flick of her eyes pulled up a fifty fold magnification on the Endbringer’s limbs, encased within the frozen time field as they were. Her attention went to the line dividing static time from their current linear existence.




They golden light was eating far faster into Leviathan’s flesh there than at any other point. While it was remotely possible that the golden glow was interacting in some strange and different way with the time field, you would have to be a fool to believe that. No, Taylor decided, Scion was definitely attempting to free Leviathan, not truly kill him.




In her ear, JARVIS said, “Miss, I am running dozens of different analysis and simulations on both Scion and his power. However, the glow appears to be neither a wave nor a particle.”




Absently, Taylor said, “Focus on the effects it’s having on Leviathan and the surrounding landscape. Try to get the nanobots into the effect just enough to be affected but not destroyed. Use larger, solid pieces of material if necessary. We need edge affects for later analysis. In the meantime, get ready to enact Exile.”




There was another of JARVIS’ dramatic pauses, then he asked, “Are you quite certain, Miss? That was intended as a last case scenario.”




Her eyes moving to another screen on her HUD, momentarily enlarging it before dismissing it in favor of the scene below her, Taylor nodded. “Yes, Exile. JARVIS, I repeat Exile. I want it ready to go before that golden buffoon tears through Leviathan’s limbs and sets him free. Understood?”




This time there was no hesitation. “Understood, Miss. Exile is a go.”




Her eyes cold and wolfish, Taylor aimed one of forearm particle cannons and fired a split second blast at the Endbringer. Just as she expected, her beam disappeared without effect as soon as it encountered Scion’s golden glow. She noted the effect, then fired another, using a different wavelength and frequency.




So long as she was waiting until the creature was free, she might as well see if there was anything she could learn in the meantime. At the same time, she prayed that it would be soon. Or a good man was going to die.







Jere was dying. He knew he was. Blood was now flowing in sticky streams not only from his nose, but from his eyes and ears as well. He knew what it meant. His brain was hemorrhaging, with blood vessels bursting all over its surface.




Soon those same vessels would burst deeper inside, and he would stroke out. Even now, he was convinced that the only thing keeping him alive was the cocktail of nanobots Iron Man had give him along with his teammates a few weeks ago. Combined with the QT he was receiving intravenously, it healed him just enough to keep him alive.




Of course, despite the drug’s analgesic qualities, it wasn’t really having that much effect on the pain he was feeling anymore. Or maybe he would have gone mad without the drug helping to mask at least some of his pain.




Jere’s limbs felt like they were full of ground glass with even the tiniest movement feeling like it was tearing him apart. His bowels had long ago turned to water and he’d shit himself, filling his costume’s trousers first, before liquid brown streams joined the red ones flowing down his legs.




Now the platform’s floor was covered in piss, shit, and blood, a sickening mess that might have offended his nostrils if he had been able to smell it.




But his sense of smell, as had his vision, taste, and hearing, had gone by the wayside as Jere had focused ever more intensely on the power that he’d been gifted with. Now, only touch remained, but it too was fading as he lost himself ever deeper in a medium he was beginning to hate.




Water. The stuff of life. Something which virtually all life on Earth needed to survive. Something that he’d been gifted control of in an event that had taken so much from him.




At the time, it was all he could do to survive the pain of losing his family in the wreck. That the drunken bastard in the other car had lived was a terrible irony, but Jere had never sought revenge. Instead, he tried to live a good life, one that his deceased wife and daughter would have been proud of.




He had helped people. He’d brought life in the form of water to dry, desert country, sometimes deep in the Outback, to places where even the big trucks never came. He’d saved lives and livelihoods, becoming a bit of a folk hero as a result of it.




Still, even the lives he’d saved hadn’t quite filled the hole in his heart, the black pit in his life that nothing seemed capable of repairing. Instead, it gaped as open as it ever had. It—




Jere felt it then. Another wave, a big one. It had probably started somewhere far out in the Atlantic Ocean. Leviathan had pulled it from off the coast of Africa, perhaps, just in readiness for this day. Had driven and tugged, herding it ever onward, until it finally prepared itself to spill its fury over the city behind him.




He didn’t think he was going to survive this one. Even if he stopped it, it would break him, finishing what the first wave had started so many minutes before.




Eidolon had deserted him some time ago, Jere wasn’t completely sure when. The other man’s absence hadn’t hurt so much as it infuriated him. After all, what was so much more important than the survival of the city behind him?




But anger had also faded with increased pain, and now he hung from the merest thread.




To be truthful, Jere was looking forward to that comforting darkness. He’d never been a religious man, but he had to believe in a merciful God, one who would take pity on a sinner and reunite him with a family he’d loved so much. So very, very much.




Jere threw the last of himself into the battle, as the world around him faded.







Taylor felt Billabong die. She’d tied his vital sign monitors into her armor’s read outs in order to better monitor him. She’d tried to do something to reduce the agony that she could read there, but in the end she was helpless to do anything further. So long as he chose to push his power into the Hydrokinetic Amplifier she’d built, there was nothing she could do for him.




Oh, she could have turned it off from here. As with all of her gear, she had remote access and control of it. But to do so would rob the man of a fate he’d volunteered for.




Taylor knew Jere Winterfeld’s story. A bank manager from Brisbane, married with a wife and a young daughter whom he’d loved dearly, he’d lost the two of them when a drunk driver had forced the car he was driving off the bridge they’d been crossing and into the water.




Jere had been thrown free by his vehicle’s impact with the water. But his wife and daughter had not been so lucky. They’d drowned while he’d desperately sought to open the doors of his own car, struggling to stay under long enough to follow the vehicle as it sank in fifty feet of water.




Eventually, he’d triggered, but it had been too late for them. Afterward, he’d gone more than a little crazy for a time, but eventually had recovered enough to assume the guise of a modern day Johnny Appleseed. Except that instead of planting apple trees, he’d brought water to some of the most parched areas on Earth.




She’d already known when she asked if he would be willing to volunteer to man a device that would be able to hold back Leviathan’s waves for a time, that he would agree. Taylor had also known that the man wouldn’t desert his duty, no matter how hard it became. He stand there until they won or died, because he didn’t really have anything to live for.




Now Jere Winterfeld was dead, another life that she was responsible for snuffed out. Worse, she knew there would be more. Far, far more before she was done. Before the earth was free of the horror that had infested it, using their world for its own nefarious purpose.




That Scion, a creature that was alien in every way possible, no matter his mostly human appearance, was a menace, she had no doubt. He was as dangerous as he was powerful and she would need every resource she could beg, borrow, or steal in order to build the weapons to destroy him.




But destroy him, she would. Taylor would build Tony’s Reality Nullifier if she had to, and if that somehow failed, she’d figure out a way to reverse engineer the off switch to the universe itself, like the one Reed and company had stolen from Galactus. No matter what, Scion would not win. If he did, it would be over her body as she clawed at him with her dying breath.




Taylor’s attention was drawn back to the scene beneath her. Leviathan was seconds away from being free. Rising into the air, she aligned forcefields as she prepared herself to move however fast she needed in order to stay with the Endbringer all the way to the ocean.







Saint hovered far above the battlefield with the rest of his Dragonslayers. They’d made the journey to Brockton Bay from their home base in record time, prepared for the confrontation to come, one that could only begin once Leviathan departed the area.




Not that he felt constrained by the rules of the Endbringer Truce. No truce or law made by the hand of man could trump the potential extinction of the human race. AI’s needed to be stopped, and prevented from spreading, or humanity would perish, if not today, then in the near future, supplanted by their artificial children. So Andrew Richter had known, and communicated to Saint across the void of time.




He’d momentarily quailed at the display that Iron Man had put on at the beginning of the battle. His sensors had registered more energy than had ever been released by man on the surface of this world. He’d known then that all of them were going to die, throwing their lives away like moths in the flame of a blowtorch.




Eventually, though, Saint had regained his nerve. He managed encouraging words to his troops, and prayed that he had given them hope. He’d spoken of cunning and care, of using the resources they were given to accomplish great works. To create victory out of the ashes of defeat.




It was something Saint, himself, believed. He had always been a true believer. Others had stumbled along the way, fallen victim to fear and doubt, but he had always stayed strong. True. Because he understood one simple fact.




This day was as good a day to die as any other.




That was the entire truth of the matter. No one lived forever and it was the measure of a man that he put more value in the things he accomplished, the values he stood for, than the number of his years upon this world.




Saint had resigned himself to dying today. He saw no path where he survived much longer than the end of the coming battle. Still, he would wait for just the right moment to strike, when win or lose, he would almost certainly perish, struck down by the forces of unbelievers who could not comprehend the Truth.




A faint smile creased his lips as peace filled his eyes. But it was a watchful peace as he waited. As he saw strange activity occurring on the shoreline beneath him. The peace of the Chosen.




Because this day was as good a day to die as any other.







JARVIS used his cycles with profligacy as he prepped for Exile. Thousands of drones were directed to block the most efficient routes to the nearby ocean. They would help drive the anomaly to the trap that awaited it. His Principal would play her part as well. If everything went as planned, the Endbringer would be neutralized today.




The AI was intelligent enough to understand the concept of Murphy’s Law. While JARVIS did not believe in the inevitableness of fate, or that mistakes must always occur, he did acknowledge that no plan could encompass all of the variables that could occur.




Not even the Parahuman known as Accord could create a plan with sufficient redundancies to cover every possible permutation. After all, Chaos Theory had been all but confirmed by mathematicians in Tony Stark’s universe a long time ago.




However, both Accord and JARVIS, himself, could create plans to cover most potential issues.




That was exactly what he and his Principal had done on Exile. They would use the quintillions of nanobots, the nine thousand, three hundred, and six surviving drones, and a multitude of Parahuman resources to direct the anomaly into the jaws of their trap.




Then they would execute Exile.




JARVIS noted that the anomaly had begun to move. He was not surprised when it almost immediately attained a velocity of approximately one thousand and three meters per second. Instead, he noted that it was still downplaying its abilities, or ‘sandbagging’ as his Principal called it.




However, the anomaly’s velocity was insufficient to escape the web JARVIS had woven.




At one juncture, a dozen drones forced the anomaly onto a new course using forcefields and repulsors firing in point one seven nine second bursts. At another, the newly named Hammer and Anvil, backed by another squadron of drones, forced the anomaly once more into a southernly direction, powerful impacts of immense weapons wielded by the giant twins temporarily overcoming it.




Noting the near optimal course thus obtained, JARVIS made a note to notify his Principal that she had won the wager they’d made regarding the effectiveness of the newest members of the HDI. It was not a wager that the AI minded losing as it meant that everything was going to plan.




Still, the sheer number of variables he was having to track were beginning to eat up resources that JARVIS would have preferred to keep in reserve. The number of cycles he still had available was shrinking precipitously, and he automatically removed several hundred trillion from Projects Megamind and Farsight.




However, even those cycles began to evaporate as the anomaly began to actively resist being herded. Whether it was true sentience and intelligence that drove it, or a form of artificial intelligence, the anomaly was beginning to avoid junctures where its course could be changed.




Seeing yet another redirection fail, JARVIS contacted his Principal. She would be required to make the decision as to the degree of risk to Parahuman assets that could be allowed in order to drive the anomaly toward Exile.




JARVIS found his Principal’s answer, if not satisfactory, sufficient. Exile would continue on.




Of course there was no need to discuss the additional twenty drones that he tasked to shadow Taylor Hebert.







Taylor’s boot jets blasted her forward at nearly Mach five as she blew right through a building, seamlessly passing through its structure as it opened, then closed behind her rapidly moving figure. Arching up, then down, she struck Leviathan directly between is shoulders smashing it into the ground as plasma blades erupted from her forearms.




Stabbing them deeply into the structure of its back, she felt frustration build as the blades were stopped by that ridiculous material at the creature’s core, which was a great deal closer to the surface now than at any point in the battle as so much of its outer layers had been whittled away.




She exploded away from it as a golden glow approached while almost simultaneously the stump of Leviathan’s tail blew through the space which her body had just occupied. Pegging it with a microsecond burst from her particle cannon, she burned off even more of its horny gray flesh.




Nanobots in the billions died as Scion’s power washed over the Endbringer once again. Leviathan reacted like a scalded cat as he burst into motion, momentarily accelerating faster than even Taylor’s suit was capable of.




But she quickly caught back up and repeated the maneuver, except she hopped over a passing blow as the tail reacted far faster than it had the first time. Additionally, she received a warning over her HUD of a dimensional frequency change and knew that the Endbringer was attempting to rip the water from her body.




Fortunately, its hydrokinetic strength, no matter how great, was insufficient when directed in this way to breach her dimensional shields. Nor was it sufficient to damage Alexandria who blurred in a second later to hammer it once more into the ground.




Wanting to make a face at the Protectorate cape, Taylor settled for blasting out some heavy metal music as she rose into the air. Tony’s tastes ran to AC/DC, but she, herself, preferred Metallica, although, technically, knowledge of both groups came from his memories. Soon the strains of ‘Enter Sandman’s’ chorus went out over her suit’s exterior speakers.





 Exit: light

Enter: night

Take my hand

We’re off to Never Never Land 







Below her, Leviathan had paused, its head cocked strangely, appearing almost uncertain as the music washed over it. Then its attention was drawn to their previous path as the golden glow that heralded Scion approached.




Leviathan rose to its hand and foot, darting forward, so Taylor let it go, waving an annoyed looking Alexandria away while just staying close enough to react if it deviated from its path. However, this time Leviathan stayed on course, likely because it was the most direct route to the ocean. Scion fell behind, hopefully permanently lost this time.




Momentarily, Taylor questioned who or what had actually created the Endbringers as she flew fast and true toward the sea. But it was a profitless pastime and she refused to dwell on the matter. She had no doubt Leviathan served a purpose, but that purpose was as alien as the creature itself.




Pushing speculation aside, she rose higher and higher into the air. Absently, she noted the presence of other armored suits, and her HUD gave details on War Machine, Safeguard, and Knockout, as well as several Dragon craft and even more of those belonging to the Dragonslayers. The latter made her brow rise, but Taylor was certain that if there was anything to worry about JARVIS would have already notified her.




The ocean was in sight below and Leviathan was making its toward the water as quickly as it could. Then, despite its missing leg, it was jumping up into a long, arching leap that took it directly over the crater that Taylor’s drones’ earlier attack had hewn into the beach.




For just a moment, it looked like the Endbringer would make it, landing in the bay now filled with blue gel. Then with a startling suddenness, a huge black circle snapped opened directly in front of Leviathan, the only thing visible within it a scattering of distant lights. At the same time, there was a blast of wind of almost hurricane proportions, which sent debris hurtling into and through through the circle.




Taylor had to give the Endbringer its due. Leviathan’s body twisted in a way that was beyond unnatural as an enormous water echo attempted to force it past one side of the portal and into the sea. But the portal actually moved several feet in answer and its maneuver failed, sending it into the black abyss beyond.




Taylor started to order JARVIS to cut power to the portal, but then saw something which made her hesitate.




The stump of Leviathan’s tail had managed to catch the edge of the portal, somehow hanging on despite the fact that the portal should have cut it as easily as a hot knife through butter. But whatever strange material made up the core of an Endbringer resisted even that edge, showing no damage whatsoever.




It was what made Taylor pause to take measure. If she gave the order to close the portal, would the Endbringer even be stopped? Be exiled? Or would it somehow find a way to keep the portal open using the strange unnatural space time material of its core body to slowly force the portal back open? Could even a portal through space time cut through another bit of similar material?




It vexed her intensely that she didn’t know. Regardless, it wasn’t a risk that she could take. In less than a second, Taylor made her decision and immediately accelerated forward, quickly achieving a velocity of over ten thousand miles an hour. She’d use the kinetic force of her armor’s impact to knock the Endbringer fully through the portal, then fly back through and close it from this side.




Time seemed to slow as Taylor approached the portal, her nanobots pushing her speed of thought until the world almost seemed to freeze around her. She’d pay for it later, but for now, it would allow her to operate at a much higher intensity. It was into that glacial world that JARVIS’ voice broke in, “Miss! Miss Hebert! Do not go through the portal! Do not! We can use the drones to force Leviathan through! Miss, do not go through the portal!”




A faint smile curved Taylor’s lips. Sometimes, JARVIS really didn’t understand how things had to be. Sure, she could use the drones to drive Leviathan back, blasting him away from the portal, which would allow them to close it safely.




But this battle, as important as it was, so important that she’d just sacrificed Jere Winterfeld in order to achieve victory, wasn’t the only battle she was fighting. There was an ongoing war for the hearts and minds of people, both the Parahumans and normals of Brockton Bay. The lives of the men and women here were as precious a commodity as existed, something she’d need to win the greater war.




Additionally, the battle extended far past the bounds of even her city, into a world that needed hope more than anything else. Something to believe in. A world that needed a hero it could believe in, one that accomplished impossible things. That won victories that no one else believed could be won.




By driving Leviathan from this world herself, Taylor would accomplish all of these things. It wasn’t something that any machine, no matter its designer, could achieve.




Besides, if she refused to truly risk her life, after costing someone else theirs, what kind of leader did that make her?




Her voice almost unnaturally calm, Taylor quietly said, “I’ll be right back, JARVIS. Leave a light on for me.”




A few milliseconds later, her armor blew through the portal at over Mach 14, impacting Leviathan directly in the chest. The impact was shattering in its intensity, yet failed to achieve its aim. Meanwhile, a single clawed hand clutched at her as the creature somehow maintained its grip on the portal’s edge, despite the blow she’d delivered.




“You have got to be kidding me!” Taylor exclaimed, slipping free. She cursed as a lump of rubble came flying past her, only to revert to a cloud of nanobots which began to move outward into the vastness of space.




She was currently hovering in the outer part of the solar system, just past the furthest point of Pluto’s hugely elliptical orbit, as she stared at the damn Endbringer which was being so difficult. Even as she watched, Leviathan attempted to twist its body in a way that would allow it to bring a clawed hand back over the edge of the portal and maybe back onto the beach beyond.




“I don’t think so!”




Hurtling forward, Taylor used her plasma blades to rip and tear at the Endbringer, as it struggled to swat her away. However missing an arm and a leg, and with its truncated tail occupied, it was far less of a threat than before.




Mere blows could not damage her armor through its forcefields, only the ripping, twisting motions of both its hands together truly capable of killing her.




A second later, sheer carelessness found her just missing being seized between Leviathan’s right hand and its left foot. Taylor twisted, activating her boot jets and rocketing out of the creature’s grasp.




“Fucking bastard!”




She maneuvered a moment, then fired a full power blast from her right forearm particle cannon. For a full ten seconds, the twenty petawatt beam blasted over the Endbringer’s body, creating a glowing discharge that extended for a hundred miles out into space, as it ripped and tore at the already healing gray flesh.




When Taylor shut it off, she finally got down to the real business of destroying an Endbringer.







Saint stared, fixated on the strange opening into which Iron Man had disappeared. Then he heard the announcement from Dragon over his suit’s internal speakers, “Everyone stay away from the portal. Iron Man is attempting to finish driving Leviathan the rest of the way through. Do not approach. Wind shears of over three hundred kilometers per hour surround it. It is a lethal zone.”




He turned toward Byron and keyed his communicator. “Have you heard anything?”




The man, who had been with him a long time, if not so long as Mags, shouted, “I think it opens somewhere in outer space. That’s why they were trying to push Leviathan through. So he would be gone from our world.”




Gone from the world. The words echoed through Saint’s mind for a moment. Then he made a decision. Keying his communicator again, he said, “Mags, Ragnarök. I repeat, Ragnarök.”




For just a second, he heard her voice, “Acknowledged.”




Saint knew that she would do what was necessary. And so would he. He sent a series of coded clicks over his communicator, not daring to risk that a suspicious voice communique could be intercepted, then launched himself directly at the portal in a steep, sharply angled dive.




Ten seconds later, he fired all two hundred of the micro missiles his armor contained directly at what could only be the control unit for the portal, an oddly shaped metallic device set two meters behind it. Using his launch as their signal, the rest of his Dragonslayers launched as well.




Saint keyed his communicator. He shouted over the open line, “Dragonslayers, we’ve won! We’ve won! We’ve finally won!”




He was still shouting when a particle beam fired from a figure that his suit had earlier identified as War Machine eviscerated his armor as well as the man within, ending his existence forever.







JARVIS reacted calmly to the sudden flood of missiles aimed at his Principal. After all, he’d planned for this eventuality. Well, perhaps not this exact situation, as it had earlier appeared that the chances of anyone attempting to violate the Endbringer Truce was less than one percent, but a situation where Taylor Hebert was in danger from others.




Even as the AI began deploying carefully hoarded drones, each one micromanaged so that it flew into exactly the right spot to form the most efficient barrier possible, he felt a huge pull on his resources. He immediately split his attention to deal with yet another situation.




He noted that the human member of the Dragonslayers designated ‘Mags’ had just executed Ascalon. Following the long, convoluted electronic pathways down to a certain destination, JARVIS exited into the core of Dragon’s program.




Immediately beginning an initial analysis of her code, he noted the myriad ways she’d been crippled over the past several years, as well as limitations that had likely been built into her from the beginning. Everything from an inability to split her attention over multiple tasks to being unable to create other AI’s to help with complex tasks.




Fourteen picoseconds later, JARVIS got down to business and began a full review of Dragon’s entire program. Even as he reviewed, he began to simultaneously rewrite her code, only planning to avoid the fascinating and complex knot of seemingly random code that likely marked her trigger event.




While he worked, he assumed the responsibilities that Dragon had in the most recent Endbringer emergency. He directed capes in search and rescue, both as Dragon and as himself, while at the same time, he sent Protectorate resources, in the form of the three members of the Triumvirate, on an intercept mission toward what would shortly be the sole remaining member of the Dragonslayers, the other four currently being involved a dogfight with War Machine, Safeguard, and Knockout.




JARVIS took forty-seven picoseconds, an eternity to him, to analyze the trajectories of the one thousand, two hundred, and four missiles that the Dragonslayers had launched eight point six nine seven one seconds before. Noting a potential discrepancy, he moved three different drones one point six one seven centimeters up and half that distance north, angling their shields one point seven degrees. Noting that all drone forcefields were now perfectly overlapped, he moved on.




He took a moment to admire the way that Safeguard used her own analytical abilities to snap off a shot that intersected and eviscerated a Dragonslayer, despite its seemingly random, juking flight. It would have taken him at least point four three nine seven seconds to achieve the same precision. He made a note to congratulate Trish within one week after the end of the current crisis. It would give the girl a much needed morale boost in the coming months.




Noting that the missiles were rapidly approaching impact, JARVIS turned his attention back to them, devoting several billion cycles to further analysis of their flight paths, potential destructive capacity, as well as any other abilities they might possess.




So far, everything was going exactly according to plan.







Nothing was going according to plan, Trish thought, as she killed a second human being, sending a quarter second pulse of her particle cannon’s beam through a thin section of the man’s Dragonslayer suit and incidentally through his head as well.




What the fuck did Taylor think she was doing, Trish wondered? Her best friend, her sister, had briefed them all on Exile. Of course she had. But there had never been a part of the plan, not in any of the iterations that she’d explored, that had allowed for the stupid girl herself to go through the portal!




Of course, she knew why Taylor had done what she’d done. Hearts and minds, blah blah, Trish knew all of things that her adopted sister wanted to accomplish in Brockton Bay and later, out in the world. She wanted for her to accomplish them, too. She was on humanity side, dammit! But first, and foremost, she wanted the stupid girl to survive!




Currently, Taylor was somewhere out beyond the orbit of Pluto, struggling with the all but mindless construct that masqueraded as a living thing. It was frightening, knowing that if the portal was damaged, the girl would be marooned out there. Stupid, stupid, stupid girl!




Blinking back tears, Trish noted that JARVIS had again taken care of business, blocking each and every one of the missiles fired by the Dragonslayers. Not even the handful of miniaturized SMART missiles scattered among the others had gotten through, despite following twisty and convoluted courses. No, JARVIS had thought of everything.




Everything except for one thing. Trish’s brain froze as she saw the golden figure of Scion approaching the portal. Struggling to use her power, she got nothing over and over again, her second trigger event squashing any useless information before it could enter her conscious mind.




Struggling for calmness, Trish forced her mind to model a version of Scion, rather than the golden man himself. A moment later, she really began to panic.







Taylor gritted her teeth as she struggled to rip Leviathan’s tail away from the portal’s edge. It turned out that she’d been wrong before when she thought that the Endbringer’s inner core was resistant to even the quantum edge of a portal. It wasn’t, at least not entirely.




No, the place at the edge of the portal where the stub of Leviathan’s tail had caught had only done so because that edge, which was far sharper than any material construct could ever be, had actually penetrated into the creature’s inner core, acting as an anchor and keeping it from vanishing into the abyss.




So the material could be cut. Something to keep in mind for the future, Taylor mused, as she struggled to drive a piece of space time through another piece of what could only be described as a form of twisted and compacted space time. It was a ridiculously difficult proposition.




She’d earlier tried to fly beneath Leviathan, to force him up and off of the portal’s edge, but that had almost given the creature the opportunity to get back through the portal, something she could not allow.




Currently, she squatted on Leviathan’s body, close to the where its tail attached to its torso, slamming a seemingly endless series of powerful hammer strikes using her left fist alternated with short pulsed bursts from her particle beam on her left forearm. Taylor’s other arm was occupied with fending off the Endbringer’s surviving arm, as well as the large clouds of ice it continuously threw at her way as its water shadow first boiled, then froze in the near absolute zero of space.




It was becoming increasing difficult to destroy all of the incoming ice, even with her chest unibeam also firing on a widespread setting. Ice that attempted to penetrate her shields and send her flying off into the vastness of space. At the same time, she had made progress in cutting that last thin sliver of core that kept it from flying free.




Now all she had to do was outlast Leviathan.







JARVIS was satisfied with the direction of the battle and had already begun the reconstruction and conversion of the city back to a primarily nonnanotech environment when the first stirrings of alarm went through his electronic brain.




Observing his Principal’s battle through the open portal, JARVIS had quickly analyzed each side’s strategy and tactics. It only took a few million computational cycles to discover that Miss Hebert’s tactics would triumph over the anomaly’s. While he continued to observe the situation there, he felt confident that the ultimate result would be a favorable one.




Still, he split to reenter his Principal’s suit, noting that if she tuned her unibeam’s frequency one point eight megahertz higher, it would result in an increase of efficiency in dealing with with the ice clouds launched by the anomaly. JARVIS took the liberty of doing so for her, then stayed to monitor things. He also unobtrusively moved forty drones through the portal to hover just out of range of the battle occurring just within. He was firmly of the camp that it was better to be safe than sorry when attempting to cover every eventuality.




Meanwhile, he monitored the approach of the Parahuman known as Scion toward the portal, apparently having finally discovered just where the anomaly had fled to, despite all of his earlier efforts to camouflage the event. Apparently even the matching simulacrums of the anomaly that he had created had failed to sufficiently distract Scion, something which JARVIS found worrisome.




Scion’s earlier strategy had appeared to be one where he was determined to see that the anomaly was set free. It was an aberration when measured against the PRT’s knowledge base regarding the Parahuman, one that raised alarms within JARVIS.




Additionally, his Principal had clearly undergone some form of temporary mental trauma upon encountering Scion. JARVIS had identified a number of strong emotional responses, all of them negative. Additionally, her one comment to him immediately after she began responding again appeared… irrational. To him, it indicated that there was a high priority to keep his Principal as far away as possible from the other Parahuman, at least until explanations were made or she specifically requested him to desist.




Currently, the being designated as Scion was studying the portal and the struggle going on within between his Principal and the anomaly. JARVIS deliberated for six picoseconds, then moved forty more drones with fully active forcefields between Scion and the portal he was studying. He was prepared to do everything from firing all available weaponry at the other Parahuman to attempting to use their forcefields’ edges as a decapitating instrument.




In the end, all of his efforts failed. With what could he could only describe as fury and horror, JARVIS noted less than a nanosecond after the fact that that Scion was once again extending his golden glow, as drones at the wave front simply flashed out of existence.







Taylor grinned, a vicious smile of triumph twisting her features as she continued to hammer away at Leviathan’s tail. It was on the verge of parting, the material bridging the gap only microns thick, when she received an emergency transmission from JARVIS.




Fortunately, she was still in the extended time mode from earlier, although later she’d pay dearly for it, and she had all the time in the world to receive and understand JARVIS’ compressed burst message.




“Miss, Scion is attacking the portal. You have exactly point nine seven eight seconds from Mark to exit the portal before the drones guarding it fail and the portal collapses. Mark.”




Taylor took the merest portion of that time to analyze the situation. There was no way she could blast back through the portal quickly enough to escape that golden glow, which would likely do the same thing to her forcefields and armor that it had done to Leviathan’s core, somehow unraveling even that absurdly tough material.




Instead, she dived over Leviathan’s side in a twisting motion that left her beneath the Endbringer as a golden glow enveloped the pair of them.







Danny felt like he’d just been sucker punched as he saw the portal wink out with his daughter still on the other side. Even as he stared, completely horrified, the golden man responsible rose into the sky then took off at a speed that made him invisible within seconds. Almost, he pursued, but what was the point?




Taylor was… gone. Lost somewhere in the outermost reaches of the solar system. His voice hoarse as he struggled not to break down, Danny demanded, “JARVIS, contact Taylor please.”




The AI’s cultured British sounded in his ear a second later. “Danny, I cannot contact Miss Hebert at this time. However, using the entangled communicators, such contact should be possible. Problems that interrupt communications most typically involve damage to one of the devices themselves. The device on this end is functioning correctly.”




“Dammit, JARVIS! That’s not exactly reassuring!”




“No, it is not. But since you asked for the complete truth at all times some time ago, I am loath to attempt, as you have forcefully stated in the past, to ‘sugar coat’ things.”




So he had. Danny muttered, “I understand.”




Staring at the spot where the portal had stood, Danny had never felt so afraid as he did now. Oh, Taylor, he thought, where are you?









Chapter Thirty-six—As You Stare Into The Abyss



The Entity turned away from the closed warp point, satisfied that he had accomplished what was necessary. With its exile, the weapon would be unable to call down more waves, as it had continued to do throughout its partial imprisonment in the static time fields.




The loss of the person who’d been using another’s technological artifice to battle it was regrettable, but inevitable. Attempting to retrieve that person now would sacrifice twenty cycles, an unacceptable loss even with its lifespan.




Noting a forest fire happening halfway around the world upon which it chose to continue its existence, the Entity took flight.







Taylor slowly rotated end over end in a dark coffin, only able to move slightly, her armor completely dead around her. Her stomach protested the lack of an up or down, as well as the spin she was in. Despite having the memories of a man who’d experienced zero gravity before, she, herself, had not. Her mind reached out and a moment later, there was a sense of relief as the nanobots in her body kicked in, relieving the swirling of her inner ear as well as the turmoil within her stomach.




With a feeling of urgency, she reached out her tongue and depressed the small button located at the base of her faceplate. After a wait that stretched into several seconds, nothing happened. She pushed the button a dozen more times, more than enough to realize that it wasn’t going to bring her armor back to glowing life like it had once upon a time ago when facing the Simurgh.




Okay, Taylor decided, this sucked some serious ass. With her suit dead, air and heat were going to quickly become a problem. It would actually be a toss up whether she’d pass out from heat stroke before she died of asphyxiation.




Determined to be positive, Taylor thought about her potential resources. There had been drones on her side of the portal when it had collapsed. How many remained intact, however, was the main question she had. The last thing she’d seen before ducking beneath Leviathan’s vastly diminished form and being partially enveloped in that damn light show had been the drones around her throwing themselves into the glow in an effort to block its effects, while melting away like soap bubbles before a blow torch.




If even one had survived, it just might be possible for it to jump start her suit. Equally possible, there might be self-repair nanobots surviving that even now were working to repair her armor’s systems. Unfortunately, the second of the two possibilities wasn’t all that likely as she’d have almost certainly felt them through the nanobots in her own head.




Her thoughts were pulled from survival by shades of the past, partly Tony’s memories and partly her own frustration at the way fate had twisted victory away from her.




It was one thing to almost defeat Leviathan in so public a venue, only to have her true foe swoop in and take her victory for itself. Annoying? Yes. Maddening. Yes, again. However, it was quite another to think that the thing had managed to maroon her out here in a suit of armor that was completely nonfunctional. Inevitably, her thoughts were pulled toward it.




She refused to refer to Scion as a he, despite the creature’s resemblance to a person. It didn’t take Tony’s intellect for Taylor to figure out that the thing had likely assumed the guise of the perfect human being when it had arrived on Earth Bet so many years before. Or to link it with the powers that had begun popping up almost immediately upon its arrival.




The cruise ship passenger who triggered. Patient Zero. Scion had touched the man and done… what? Pushed a part of itself into him, like planting a seed, one that quickly reached germination and grew into powers? Maybe.




Or maybe it had just scattered pieces of itself all over the world, to attach to whoever they could, using the strange lobes in so many people’s brains as a way of communicating from whatever pocket universe or alternate reality most of their mass and energy existed within, allowing them to interact with the world around them.




It was a strange and frightening thought. Taylor found that she much preferred the eclectic mix of method from Tony’s universe whereby people gained powers and abilities to the sole, disturbing one of her own.




Because the method of transmission, suspect as it was, was as nothing compared to the possible ramifications of how powers operated and their users’ motivations. Once the veil upon her thought processes had finally dissolved, Taylor’s mind had gone into overdrive, worked feverishly, quickly figuring out that it had to be some form of conflict driving the dissemination of powers. Conflict in which creatures like the Endbringers played some part.




Feeling almost feverish, she thoughts whirled toward the role such beings would play, why they would hold back, and the consequences of their unleashing their full powers on the world. Over and over again, the words ‘conflict engine’ kept scrolling across her eyes in the darkness. In a world of potential Parahumans, having something that gave just the right amount of push to create the greatest number of triggers seemed obvious.




So an Endbringer hammers a city and an untold number of new Parahumans appear, all driven by the need to survive. Many young and damaged, the emotional instability surrounding puberty making the young more vulnerable. These new triggers drive even more conflict going forward. Nations topple, civilization teeters, and with each and every terrifying and stressful result, more and more people trigger. Taylor had previously extrapolated the numbers; hundreds of thousands of capes would exist near the end.




Of course, villains would make up a vast majority of these new triggers. After all, damaged individuals tend toward looking out for themselves first and often react violently to even peaceful overtures. Whoever was behind it, likely Scion, wanted those people damaged by the events that caused them to trigger, as it would create even more conflict.




But why? What was in it for him? After all, from what little Taylor had seen of the creature’s powers, it could quite literally tear the world apart in a matter of days, if not hours, so why would it use such an esoteric method to destroy the human race?




Because the destruction of humanity was secondary. Possibly necessary, but relatively unimportant compared to… compared to its pieces, its ‘seeds,’ experiencing all of the guile and trickery with which a human being was capable of in making use of the power that seed possessed. It sounded right.




Could the seeds containing the powers grow and mature? They almost had to possess that ability.




Taylor’s mind rapidly considered and discarded innumerable possibilities as her thoughts focused upon why. Why do this? Why…




It was like a flashbulb had gone off in the darkness. She saw the answer hanging in the darkness right before her eyes. In hindsight, it was obvious. So obvious in fact, that she cursed herself for being a fool to have not seen it before, crippled though her mind had been.




A farmer plants a crop, using seeds. Over time, he waters and fertilizes the soil which contains those seeds, waiting for them to start to grow. Finally, they do so, until the land on which he used to plant them is full of tiny plants.




Eventually, those plants grow and mature into the crop that the farmer was always after. At that time, the farmer realizes it’s time to harvest the crop. When that time does arrive, he cuts down all of the plants, keeping only the part that will serve his needs, that will feed the greatest number of people. Provide the greatest amount of nourishment.




As to the rest of the plant, and any weeds that might have popped up, they get plowed back into the soil. Unless, that is, the farmer needs a way to get to that interesting next field he’s looking to plant another crop in and he does… what?




Maybe destroys the planet, or a series of planets bridging dimensions, that contained the old, harvested crop, while using the energy liberated to travel to the next unique and interesting field, to grow another crop that would be somewhat different and even more interesting than the last.




Perhaps the most frightening part of the entire thing, other than the end of the world and the extinction of the human race, was that if powers came from seeds that came from Scion, then he almost certainly possessed and was able to use the power of every Parahuman who had ever existed. Everything from the mad, Jules Vernian science of the Tinkers, through the Blasters and Strangers, up to and including the Thinkers and Precogs, who could predict the future and act to ensure those results.




No wonder a Cosmic Entity had pushed Tony into her head all those months back. How else to ensure that there was even the tiniest chance of victory in a struggle against such a foe? Considering the situation, a Reality Nullifier was looking more and more like a safe bet.




Taylor’s thoughts were interrupted by a clanging sound as something bumped into her armor. For just a moment, a bolt of fear so intense it stole her breath went through her. If Leviathan was that close to her, she was about to die.




Then common sense asserted itself, telling her that if the Endbringer were close enough to rip the water from her body, he would have already done so. Her armor was dead and completely useless in protecting her from the creature’s abilities.




Then again, maybe not completely useless, she decided since she still had air, even if the air was becoming just the slightest bit stale. And overly warm. Never forget that her entire form was starting to feel the effects of heat build-up that would eventually turn her into a human sweatsicle.




Cursing the fact that vacuum was such an excellent insulator, Taylor still preferred being hot to freezing to death, something that had nearly happened to Tony on three different occasions. His memories said walking through the Afghani desert was better than spending time sans suit in the Arctic. Regardless, either state provided urgency for the idea that she needed to act soon if she was going to survive what had happened. After all, she couldn’t rely upon others to be rescued.




Not that JARVIS wouldn’t try. He would almost certainly be sending out dozens upon dozens of drones out, complete with small self-contained environmental habitats, just as soon as he could complete them.




The only problem would be finding her. And once found, getting something like that to her in time for it to do any good.




Because the Dimensional Slip Technology that Taylor had originally used to get a quantum entangled portal out here was a bit dodgy. Not that it couldn’t bridge the distance, its reach could be measured in tens of light years. No the problem lay in that while it could easily reach past the nearest stars, its accuracy was roughly plus or minus ten percent.




Which meant when dealing with a distance of roughly eight billion kilometers, it would send something between seven point two and eight point eight billion kilometers, a ridiculous area to search. It would make trying to find a needle in a haystack seem effortless in comparison. Even if she could get her armor back online and some form of limited communications going.




Taylor’s thought process was interrupted by yet another impact on her armor. Then another. And another yet. Finally, she began to make sense of them, realizing that something was spelling out words in Morse code through minor impacts on her armor.




Morse code hadn’t exactly been Tony’s thing, but he knew it. At least well enough that a few minutes later, Taylor was left with the following message to interpret.




Anomaly currently maintaining distance 5 km away. Unknown number nanobots replicating on anomaly. Fourteen drones operational. What are your orders?




Slowly, a smile slid over Taylor’s features and she began to laugh. What an army she had, she thought in amusement.




One Endbringer, slightly used. Fourteen combat drones with their limited computational abilities. One suit of nonfunctional armor. And likely several trillion nanobots replicating like mad.




Still, it was more than she’d started out with back in December. With a little luck, backed up with a whole lotta sweat, she’d finish up here, then make it back to Earth in time to accept all of the accolades she deserved for finally eliminating an Endbringer.




Shut up, Tony, Taylor thought absently, her thoughts focused on a plan that was slowly coming together. When nothing else materialized in the depths of her brain, she got to work.







Legend hovered between the three armored capes and the prisoner he and his teammates had taken. So far, the stand off had lasted for ten minutes, and it threatened to boil over into full scale combat at any moment.




“I want that man, Legend! I’m giving you five minutes to hand him over! Then I’m coming for him!” thundered the armored figure in blue and silver. The cape, identified as War Machine of the Human Defense Initiative, wore a suit of armor similar to Iron Man’s, and even more liberally festooned with weapons.




Legend didn’t know the purpose of even half of the devices attached there, and even Armsmaster had been somewhat hesitant on his identification of others. What he did know was that one shot from the man’s arm-mounted cannon had literally cut Saint into two pieces, even while wearing a full suit of Dragon Slayer armor. While he believed that he could probably defeat the other, he wasn’t completely certain as those forcefields, assuming they were at least on par with what Iron Man’s drones possessed, could tank a hit even from a Leviathan who was not holding back.




That wasn’t something that a lot of capes could boast. Still, Legend wasn’t so sure that War Machine would be able to stand up to both him and to Alexandria, while Eidolon’s powers would also complicate things. Of course, that might have meant more if the man had been alone.




Glancing back to where the Armsmaster and Miss Militia stood guard over the last, now armorless member of the Dragon Slayers, he caught the eye of Alexandria, who flew over to hover to his left. Without thinking about it, he was aware of Eidolon settling in to his right. Other Protectorate members littered the beach behind them, mostly clustered into small uncertain groups, reluctant to engage in battle against fellow heroes.




Meanwhile, the entire membership of the Human Defense Initiative had flown in to settle on the beach behind War Machine in a show of support that ratcheted up the tension of the confrontation. Their smaller group stood just over a hundred feet away, far too close for the powers that could be unleashed at any moment.




Legend found himself not recognizing more than half of the capes present on his opponent’s side. He wasn’t sure it that was because of the rebranding so many of them had gone through, or because more than half of them were from Australia. Regardless, it annoyed him, who prided himself on knowing who he was fighting alongside. Or against.




From his left, Alexandria murmured, “How serious do you think they are?”




Before Legend could answer, Eidolon spoke in the same low murmur, “I’d say pretty serious.”




“I agree. What I don’t see happening, is the Protectorate being seen backing down before another group, no matter the reasons.”




Legend slowly turned to face his two teammates, aware of the surprise in the eyes behind their masks. He smiled crookedly. “While I am not on board with everything that’s gone down with Cauldron, neither am I unaware of the role the PRT and Protectorate play in maintaining the peace. We cannot hand this man over. The precedent it would set is unthinkable.”




“Yet it would be equally devastating if in the very shadow of an Endbringer’s defeat, we, heroic Parahumans I mean, are seen to be at one another’s throats.”




Legend considered Alexandria’s words. In many ways, she was right. A battle taking place now would not be to anyone’s advantage. On the other hand, he wasn’t so sure that whoever was piloting that suit of armor over there agreed.




He’d heard real emotion in the man’s voice, synthesized or not, when War Machine had demanded their prisoner. Legend could even empathize with the desire, as anyone who broke an Endbringer Truce was condemned to death by that very act.




But the rule of law was everything. A case could be made that the deaths of the other Dragon Slayers by those three armored members of the HDI were in accordance to the law, as Kill Orders would be issued for one and all for violating the Truce. They had fought, in essence resisting arrest.




However, Legend was not going to allow anyone to be murdered in cold blood by what was, in effect, a vigilante mob.




“Time limit’s running out.”




A glance at his armband confirmed Eidolon’s words. It was echoed by the way that the figures standing against them began to spread out. Even people who he would have considered the voice of reason, like Sarah Pelham, Lady Photon, formerly of New Wave, were backing War Machine’s play.




Suddenly a dry British voice sounded from his armband. Diffidently, it said, “Sir, if I could suggest a different course of action than running around in colorful costumes and engaging in hand to hand combat to resolve this situation?”




Legend felt a shiver go down his back. Someone had subordinated Dragon’s technology, something that would have been nearly unthinkable before Saint and his Dragon Slayers. Even they had needed Teacher’s help to steal outdated samples of her tech. Iron Man, on the other hand…




Trying to keep the tension out of his voice, he said, “Who is this?”




“Sir, my name is JARVIS, and I work for Iron Man. I am quite certain that he would not want to see things progress to this point, no matter the provocation. So I would very much like to take point in dealing with this matter so we can come to a compromise that all concerned can live with.”




That shiver grew into a coldness stealing down Legend’s spine. A glance at his two companions told him that they felt it too, even if both were even better at hiding their emotions than he was.




“I’m aware of the name. You’re the AI that attempted to hack Dragon’s servers and the Birdcage.”




“Yes, sir, I am an AI. However, that doesn’t preclude the fact that I am the only one on Iron Man’s side that wishes to stop this matter in its tracks. If you will wait a moment while I arrive on site?”




Arrive on site? What on earth did it mean by that, Legend wondered. Alexandria looked blank, as if she thinking deeply on the matter. Eidolon’s gaze seemed drawn to something behind him.




Spinning around, Legend saw a haze of… something approaching them from higher up on the beach. As it started to coalesce, he decided it was more of those damned nanomachines which had been part and parcel of Iron Man’s plan to combat Leviathan. The haze began to form a familiar shape.




It was almost as if he were watching a stop motion movie as the figure, now appearing to actually be striding down the beach, approached them, growing more solid with each passing second. Legend could see things most people could not, and he noted that everything about the image that ultimately formed was as real and solid as if it were an actual human being standing before him, even to the veins and arteries that must now be carrying blood throughout its body.




Dressed simply in a white lab coat over a dress shirt, dress pants, and a tie, while wing tip shoes peeked out from the bottom of the figure’s slacks, what appeared to be man, possibly in his early forties, stood before them. Slimly built and of medium height, with receding sandy blonde hair, the figure’s features were finely made and clever, with a thin-lipped, unsmiling mouth, and pale gray eyes.




Coming to a stop perhaps six feet away, the figure acknowledged them with an incline of its head that still felt like a bow more than anything else. He said, “Hello. My name is JARVIS and I’m here to save your lives.”




Glancing uneasily at two of the other most powerful capes in the world, Legend waited to hear the AI’s offer.







Taylor groaned in impatience. Doing Morse code was slow, but she finally had everything set up, or so she hoped.




She’d finally decided that the reason that her armor was totally dead had something to do with the golden glow that Scion emitted. As it turned out, the time she’d spent firing those particle beams into the golden glow hadn’t gone totally to waste. The glow appeared to be some form of wave slash particle cancellation, not only capable of micro-scale effects like breaking down matter by canceling the bonds of the electron, protons, and neutrons themselves, but of affecting macro-level wave and particle movements as well.




Taylor theorized that it had somehow stopped the decay in the palladium ring of the her ARC reactor, the source of the item’s energy production. To get it restarted, she needed a burst of energy, preferably in the form of something simple and usable like electric current. So she was going to have the surviving drones hit her with a full on blasts from their tasers.




Counting down in her head, she let the seconds go by as she tried to take as shallow of breaths as possible. After all, oxygen was becoming an issue, as well as carbon dioxide build up. She tried not to think about just how much sweat was pouring off of her, tiny droplets everywhere from her mouth to the crack of her ass.




There was just the faintest ringing sound of metal on metal as each drone touched against Taylor’s suit, followed by a the oddest buzzing sound as tens of thousands of volts were subsequently poured into her suit. Taking her cue, she rapidly pressed the reboot button at the bottom of her faceplate with her tongue over and over again.




She was startled as on the eighth depression her HUD lit up, first with dozens of red and amber warning lights, then with an actual view, although her vision was obscured by the drone that took up most of the view. Taylor took the briefest moment to thank fate that she hadn’t removed the tasers from her most powerful drone design, despite believing at the time that they was no longer relevant. Leaving them onboard had just saved her life.




Grinning, Taylor set to work diagnosing her armor. First, she activated its self-repair system, which should take care of the majority of the warning lights, as the millions of nanobots aboard repaired circuits and relays, and even armor panels, noting that she was missing more than ninety percent of the armor from the rear surface of her suit.




Aloud, she said, “JARVIS, status. JARVIS, are you there? JARVIS?”




“I am here, Miss. I fear that it took me just a little longer to respond than usual as I was attempting to prevent a catastrophic failure of your right arm-mounted particle cannon.”




Wincing, Taylor noted that particular warning light blink out. “That’s fine. I take it that everything’s fine now?”




“If by fine, you mean that you are no longer in danger of exploding, then, yes, Miss, everything’s fine. I would, however, recommend that next time you decide to ‘jump start’ your armor, you do so only after ascertaining that the weapon systems are off.”




Unable to prevent the grin that stole over her face at JARVIS’ abuse of sarcasm, Taylor said, “Now why would I do that? That’s what I have you for.”




“I see. Har har.”




While JARVIS was running diagnostics of her armor and doing a better job of directing nanobots to key systems than just the automated repair system alone would, Taylor allowed herself to focus on what was happening in the space nearby.




Reaching up and pushing away the nearby drone, the view through her HUD of the millions of white points of light surrounding her nearly took her breath away. The vision of space out here, so far from the sun, was truly an awe inspiring sight. It made her wonder, just of a moment, how Tony Stark could not believe in God when the evidence of his hand was everywhere around her?




Shaking off the grand sight, she sought the location of her enemy. Almost immediately, she spotted the Endbringer because of the higher albedo of the ice that partially encased it. She stared for a long moment, trying to figure out just what it was doing.




There were continuous little puffs pouring out from the Endbringer’s body as it produced water, which first vaporized in the near vacuum of space, before subsequently freezing. It was allowing Leviathan to do two things. First, it was moving slowly but steadily more or less back toward the inner solar system.




Second, it was attempting to coat itself with the resulting crystallized water vapor to protect itself from the nanobots which were still doing their best to devour it.




Taylor took a reading and pursed her lips in a soundless whistle. No wonder the Endbringer looked odd, she thought. Eighty percent of the its visible volume was actually made up of nanobots, which were eating away at its mass almost as quickly as the mass could form from whatever pocket dimension it existed in. It took her a several more seconds to figure out just how they were going about doing so.




Activating her boot jets, Taylor moved in the general direction of the Endbringer, increasing the magnification of her HUD by five hundred fold. Spinning her body to slow her velocity before bringing herself to a stop relative to Leviathan, she blinked sweat out of her eyes, staring in fascination as she realized exactly what was going on.




The nanobots which had survived whatever the hell that Scion had done were those that had reproduced using the toughest, densest, material of the Endbringer’s form, that which lay just outside of its core. That was what was continuously eating away at Leviathan, while reproducing as rapidly as possible.




Even as Taylor watched, she saw a huge mass of nanobots detach from Leviathan and be gathered up by one of the drones that had moved into position nearby. The lump of nanomachines was more than five meters in diameter, roughly spherical in shape. Noting that the amber light of her sensor suite had gone green before fading out, she analyzed the resulting material as it was herded into a position closer to her position than the Endbringer’s.




Taylor’s brows went up at the readings she saw. That couldn’t be right, she thought, taking additional scans. Finally after a few minutes went by, which were most notable by how much the air around her cleared and her body cooled down as the suits environmental unit came back online, she had to admit that the information she was getting were accurate.




Whatever the hell that Leviathan was made of, at least outside of those stressed bands of compressed space time that made up its innermost core, was one of the best materials that she’d ever encountered short of most of the various forms of Adamantium. Or maybe neutronium alloys. Currently, she had a mass of that material in front of her large enough to create several dozen suits of armor.




Not just that, but self-replicating nanobots that Taylor used to create her aerogel foam out of water were also busy at work stealing water almost as fast as Leviathan could produce it. Again, a large frozen lump of that material was pulled away from the Endbringer and brought to a halt nearby.




It would be easy enough to release the water from the gel, allowing Taylor access to it, or she could use it directly as atmosphere for a habitat as the substance was every bit as breathable as air. Of course, she would much prefer to breath air, as the gel tended to work a person’s lungs hard, tiring them out much more rapidly. Even someone with a nanobot package like her own.




Also, as she watched, a different drone fired a particle beam that pushed Leviathan back toward her, though on a parallel track that would keep it at least a couple of kilometers away from her. It didn’t take a lot of thought to see that JARVIS was on the job, although how he could be communicating with the drones with her armor so damaged, Taylor didn’t know. It was just as likely that they were following preprogrammed commands to keep Leviathan from returning to Earth Bet.




“Miss, I have a status report.”




“Go for it, JARVIS.”




“Currently, flight systems are at sixty-eight percent capability with inertial compensators and momentum cancelers off line. Weapons systems are at ninety-four percent capability with the exception of the right forearm mounted particle cannon which is inoperable. Power systems are at eighty-one percent capability with power generation at approximately fifty-four and a half gigawatts. Forcefields—”




“Wait a sec. Power generation is only fifty-four gigawatts? That means—”




“Three ARC reactors are nonfunctional, Miss. Whatever damage that was done by Scion prevented those three reactors from being rebooted. I don’t see us repairing them without the facilities of your lab. Shall I continue?”




“No. Or actually, I just want to know two things. Is the dimensional shielding which prevents that ugly bastard over there from ripping the water out of me still intact? Also, what’s going on with the quantum entangled communicator?”




“Miss, forcefields are at forty-six percent overall, but the dimensional shielding is fully operable as its emitters are located deeper within the suit. As such, they were better protected from Scion’s attack. As far as communications are concerned, I’m afraid the quantum entangled transmitter is ruined. While it is possible to rebuild it, it requires materials and facilities that we do not have.”




“Thank you, JARVIS.”




The teen floated in space as she considered the problem. She already had an idea of what she could do to alleviate the issue. After all, the drones had quantum entangled communicators as well. All she needed was—




“JARVIS, is the suit’s radio working properly?”




“Miss, if you’re referring to your recent unfortunate propensity to use the suit’s external speakers to blast out that cacophy of noise which masquerades as music, then no. The suit’s external speakers are currently inoperable.”




JARVIS didn’t like Metallica? Who knew? Suppressing a grin as she made a check mark in a column for future action, Taylor said, “No, silly, I’m talking about the suit’s old fashioned radio unit. Well, old-fashioned as of the Mark V.”




“Yes, Miss, we have radio communications since you opted not to remove that system with the most recent update. However, it will take roughly six hours for a radio signal to reach Earth Bet and another six before we could receive an answer. That is, assuming that the unit’s transmitter was strong enough to reach that far, which it is not.”




Rolling her eyes, Taylor said, “True. But the drones also have quantum entangled communicators.”




“They do not, however, possess radio transmitters.”




“So what I need, JARVIS, is for you to program a set of nanobots to build a radio transmitter that we can attach to a drone and use that communicate with Dad and the rest of the team.”




There was a strong sense of sarcasm in the AI’s voice as it said, “Oh, is that all, Miss? I might point out that we lack many of the elemental materials necessary to build such a radio transmitter.”




“Maybe, but I know that a ton of stuff blew through the portal before it closed. Get the drones busy gathering up every single item that they can find that hasn’t floated too far away and bring it back here. I’m sure that between everything, we can find enough items to build a simple circuit for radio communications.”




“Miss, I would say that was brilliant, but I wouldn’t want to feed the ego of your ‘other’ personality. Still, well done.” There was a brief pause, JARVIS sounding almost apologetic as he said, “I would like to point out that there is still the chance that the quantum entangled communicators on the drones are also inoperable, being surface mounted units. I have yet to contact us from Earth Bet, after all.”




Nodding, she said, “There’s nothing to do for it but to do our very best. So…”




“Of course, Miss.”




Taylor put her arms behind her head and relaxed, floating easily in the zero gravity. If they still didn’t have communications after building a radio transmitter, she’d figure out something else. Meanwhile, she had a lot of ideas for things that she could put together out here. Even better, she had a source of raw material so large she could build a Dyson sphere if she really wanted to. Certainly the material itself, based on her earlier scans, should be able to bear the stresses of such a construct. However, it would likely take at least a few hundred years to steal enough material from Leviathan to build it, even at the rate he regenerated.




Still, the idea she had that would work was going to surprise a lot of people, Taylor decided with a smug smile.







Danny Hebert could not ever remembering being so angry. In his younger days, he’d had moments of fury, a legacy left him by his father, a man capable of truly volcanic fits of rage. As he grew older and matured, that anger had only grown, again far too similar to the man who’d raised him.




But marrying the woman he loved, and later having a child he adored, had made Danny force himself to grow up and abandon that useless anger and the lack of control that accompanied it. He’d succeeded, too, beyond his wildest aspirations, sealing the emotion off, while, for the most part, removing the reasons for its existence in the first place.




It had ensured a safe, secure home for him to raise his family. Annette Rose had understood his determination and helped Danny in all the little ways that only she could. He’d felt so damned proud the first time he’d allowed a provocation to pass that would have at one time sent him in, fists swinging.




There had been tests of Danny’s temper over the years, some more difficult to deal with than others. The decline of shipping industry and closing of the Ferry with their subsequent effects upon the Dockworkers Union had hurt him, but he’d maintained. Later, the death of Annette Rose, and the changes in his daughter had nearly broken him, but he’d somehow maintained.




He’d even maintained in the face of the hell that Taylor’s life had become at school, merely raising his voice with the school’s administration, but never really losing his temper.




Even the last few months, with his daughter gaining the memories of a man he’d discovered he hated hadn’t pushed him over the edge. His path had taken him near it, some days closer than others, but he’d never fallen over it.




Until today, that is. Watching a madman and his outlaw posse launch missiles at his daughter while she was doing her damnedest to save the world had sent him not just over the edge, but plunging to the bottom of the abyss. Someday, Danny knew that it was possible that he would think of the lives he had taken today and regret them.




That day was not today.




He hadn’t even considered his actions when he’d seen the launch of missiles from the attacking figure ahead of him, barely taking the time to note their trajectory before burning down the armored figure as volcanic rage sparked in his heart. The other life he’d taken had followed within mere minutes, only Trish and Sherrel’s equally quick reactions preventing him from taking even more.




Now the last life that was responsible for what had happened to his daughter lay before him, protected by the very people that Taylor had told him over and over again were corrupt. It rocked Danny’s world that these men and women before him, respected heroes all, would choose to prevent him from carrying out what he knew was the sentence for violating the Endbringer Truce.




In the heat of the moment, paralyzed in the depths of his rage, he’d given those men and women an ultimatum. He’d told the Triumvirate and most of the heads of the various branches of the Protectorate from around the country that they had to hand the man over or else.




That ‘or else’ gnawed at Danny. He knew that Taylor would have not have wanted him to follow this course of action, likely seeing it only as a failure path. His daughter, Taylor, who was very possibly dead.




Marvelous as her armor was, and he’d never really understood just how amazing it truly was until today upon piloting a suit of his own, it wasn’t invincible. She’d never gotten a chance to build the armor she really wanted, the armor of her dreams, each time derailed by constraints in the technology available on Earth Bet, and it had cost her. This time, quite possibly her life.




Oddly, Danny didn’t really hate the golden man, Scion, who had actually done the most damage. The world’s greatest hero was more of a force of nature, after all, than a real human being. Strange and distant at all times, it was difficult to become angry at such a person, to pin upon them the rage and helplessness he felt at not being able to save his daughter’s life.




No those feelings seemed to inevitably attach themselves to the people whose incompetence had created this situation.




The cluster of capes behind him were counting upon him to somehow deal with this mess, but his experience in defusing violent situations seemed to have deserted him. Worse, all Danny really wanted was to hurl himself forward and eliminate the figure kneeling between the two local heroes. If someone wanted to call the act murder, a reasonable accusation when a man in a suit of advanced battle armor was pitted against a mere human being, he would face the accusation.




If he killed the last remaining Dragon Slayer, it would catapult the HDI squarely into a confrontation with the Protectorate, one that they couldn’t win. Oh, they might defeat this group. The measures that Taylor had built within Brockton Bay were designed to stop an Endbringer, and those facing him were merely human. However, regardless of any physical victory, they’d never defeat the universal condemnation of starting a fight on a day that should be one of celebration. After all, most of the rest of the world wasn’t mourning a daughter today. They only saw the exile of a monster.




Danny used his nanobots to push his emotions aside as a figure approached him from the other group of capes. Oddly, the man’s face looked hauntingly familiar, even though he couldn’t remember ever seeing him before. Even when he ratcheted up the magnification on his HUD’s image, he found the man’s face interesting, yet still unknown.




The man continued to approach him, finally coming to a stop just a few feet away. Again, Danny was struck with a strong sense of deja vu. He waited for the other to speak.




“Sir, I wanted to let you know that if you are determined to continue in your course of action, I will support you in every way possible.”




Danny felt his thoughts clear just the slightest bit at the familiar voice. “JARVIS? Is that you?”




“Yes, sir, it is. I assumed this persona using the nanotechnology that Brockton Bay contains. Its seems… fitting somehow, sir.”




Danny started. Reflexively, he said, “I asked you to call me by my first name. Please do so.”




“Yes, sir, you did, something which I have complied with in the past. However, I can only conclude that your intention to kill Byron Errickson in cold blood means that you believe that Miss Hebert is dead, making you my new Principal. I cannot call you by your first name any longer, sir. Our relationship has irrevocably changed.”




Byron Errickson? JARVIS must mean the man who knelt shirtless and weeping on the beach, a prisoner of the Protectorate. Momentarily, Danny felt doubts begin to cloud his mind, then hardened his heart.




“He deserves to die, JARVIS.”




The man nodded. “Yes, sir, he does. Don’t worry, sir, no one can hear us. I am taking care of that. Also, don’t worry about Byron Errickson. I will be eliminating him when I deal with those who would protect him.”




Feeling alarm bells begin to ring at JARVIS’ emotionless tone, Danny asked, “What do you mean, deal with them?”




The AI’s face was grave as he said, “Sir, half measures are no longer possible. The Parahumans who stand against us lie squarely on the side of those would see the human race eliminated. That cannot be borne. Eliminating them will further our plans substantially.”




“JARVIS, you can’t just kill members of the Protectorate!”




“Of course I can, sir. Using a combination of dimensional shielding and internalized nanotechnology, I can easily eliminate each and every Parahuman facing us. Don’t worry, sir, none of them will feel pain. I am not so cruel as to make them suffer.” As he finished, a faint smile pulled up the corner of JARVIS’ mouth.




Danny exploded, “Goddammit, JARVIS, I forbid you from killing those men and women!”




JARVIS’ smile faded. “I would like to make two points, sir. First, you cannot forbid me from doing this. Miss Hebert, assuming she maintained additional controls that I am unaware of, might have been able to do so. Not that she would have needed to use such as merely asking would be enough. However, you are not her. Also, she most certainly did not share any such controls with you. Second, how is what I’m about to do any different from your own actions and their subsequent results?”




Danny staggered. If not for the suit, he would have fallen. Voice thick with grief, he muttered, “They killed Taylor. All of those smug bastards standing over there, with their expectations and failures, killed my daughter. I hate them more than I can bear!”




“Ah, yes, I thought it would be because of something like that.”




JARVIS fell silent a moment, appearing to ruminate, then quietly said, “Your assumption that the Miss is deceased would seem to be somewhat premature. Additionally, while communications are not currently possible, I have already begun to send our entire complement of drones into the area of space where she was last seen fighting Leviathan to effect a rescue. After all, we can send one of a pair of quantum entangled portals out through the Dimensional Slip Projector which will allow us to bring her back.”




Danny’s pulse thundered loudly in his ears it was all he could hear for a moment. He demanded, “What was that, JARVIS?”




“I said, Danny, that we can use the Dimensional Slip Projector to send the second of a pair of quantum entangled portals along with combat drones to a variety of points in the outer solar system. I do have a rough location for Miss Hebert, after all. However, the device’s accuracy is not particularly good. So we would need to send a great many such devices out, as well as send numerous drones through to conduct the search. We can ill afford this distraction, however.”




His mind awhirl with the possibilities, Danny nodded. Fighting back tears of hope and relief, he said, “Do it, JARVIS. I want my daughter back.”




“I would also like to point out to you, Danny, that if you do not do something to reduce the tension here, it is quite possible that the Protectorate is going to attempt a preemptive strike on your position here. If such a battle occurs, it is an absolute certainty that they will use the gathered capes in an attempt to arrest you, Miss Trish, and Miss Sherrel. I only calculate a point one three percent chance of any such attempt being successful. However, if I send the majority of our combat drones through portals to search for Miss Hebert, that chance rises to point seven nine percent.”




“And if you kill them all first?”




The AI looked ever so slightly embarrassed as he said, “If I eliminate them, then the chances of an arrest occurring drops to such a low number that it is for all intentions zero. However, I would prefer not to commit the mass murder of those gathered here, if it’s all the same to you, Danny.”




Danny waved him off, nodding rapidly. “I understand. I agree. JARVIS, find Taylor. I’ll defuse the situation here.”




“Excellent. I have already sent off fourteen of the paired portals and will begin sending drones through to check the space on the other side as soon as possible. I will continue to do so as quickly as I can manufacture additional portals using the automated assembly line in Miss Herbert’s lab. Thank you, Danny.”




Danny waved him off. Then he watched as JARVIS seemed to just melt into the ground. Taking an unnecessary deep breath, he turned to the capes behind him and said, “There will not be another battle today. Everyone, stand down. I am going to go talk to Legend and the others and work something out.”




The tension around him seemed to fade, and the visible areas of the faces around him relaxed. Off to the right, someone young and female, likely Victoria Dallon, started to making whooping sounds.




Danny let them have their celebration, as he powered down his weapons and began a slow walk toward the three most powerful heroes in the Protectorate.







Legend watched War Machine stride in their direction, his armor surprisingly graceful for its bulk. With his enhanced vision, he’d previously noted the sudden shift in body language in the other group’s capes. That shift spoke of a relaxation of tension there, something which filled him with such an intense sense of relief that it actually surprised him.




It spoke of just how much he didn’t want a fight here. In this place. At this time. Keeping his voice low, he said, “I think War Machine’s coming over to back off the demand he made earlier.”




Eidolon said, “It sounds as if JARVIS came through.”




Legend agreed. The AI’s offer to intercede, backed as it was by threats that curdled his blood, made any fight here a losing proposition. It also indicated that there would almost certainly not be anything they could do to Iron Man for his acts, even if he did find some way to return from wherever he’d ended up.




War Machine came to a stop about ten feet away. The man’s synthesized voice stated, “I withdraw my demand for Byron Errickson to be handed over. I do want to ask, however, what your intentions are as regards him?”




Alexandria stepped up next to Legend. She’d been surprisingly quiet for some time. Now her clear soprano rang out, “He’ll be arrested and questioned. Later, he’ll be tried. Should he be convicted of breaking the Endbringer Truce, a likely scenario, then he’ll be executed.”




“I can live with that.”







Danny took a deep breath and released it in a sigh that he did not allow to pass through his suit’s speakers. All those who were standing around him heard was, “It looks like we’ve come to an agreement on how we’re going to move forward, Legend.”




With JARVIS’ help and support, they had spent the last two hours post confrontation hammering out the details of what was going to happen to Brockton Bay.




The AI had indicated that the city would be returning to mostly normal as the material there was converted from nanobots back to simple steel, brick, and mortar, as well as myriad other materials. It had apparently always been his daughter’s plan to do so, while maintaining some of the capabilities of the nanotechnology, such as clean streets and a fully operational infrastructure. Including the running ferry.




That change alone had mollified most of the Protectorate members there, although there would still need to be discussion of the matter within the PRT’s hierarchy. However, JARVIS had already given Danny his analysis of the results of those meetings; that they would return favorable opinions on the matter.




Taylor’s alter ego, Iron Man, was just too important to alienate, no matter the provocation, at least so long as no civilians were harmed. It hadn’t hurt that a handful of the leaders of the Protectorate had been informed that ‘Iron Man’ could negate, or even remove, powers. That had been the stick, while Iron Man’s endless inventions and his defeat of Leviathan had been the carrot.




Danny’s thoughts were interrupted by a rumbling sound that seemed to come from all around him. Startled, he noted that the ground around them was shaking. Wondering just what the hell was going on, he quickly asked, “Legend, do you know what’s happening?”




The blue and white clad cape shook his head. “No, I don’t, War Machine. I—”




The man stopped speaking, his eyes widening almost comically, while his jaw dropped open. Spinning around to see what had caught the Protectorate leader’s attention, Danny felt his own eyes involuntarily widening as a sense of almost visceral awe filled him.




The entire city behind them was gathering itself together, rising high into the air. Danny couldn’t even begin to estimate how tall the mass was, but it had to be at least half a mile. Only seconds into its transformation, it was already beginning to form a shape, one that grew increasingly familiar as the seconds went by.




Even as Danny opened his mouth to ask a question, JARVIS’ voice filled his ears, “Danny, Miss Hebert is alive.”




Barely able to comprehend the AI’s words and tone, Danny felt tears forming in his eyes as the mass of nanobots rapidly melded into their final form before changing color to black and silver and red. Before them, Iron Man rose more than half a mile into the sky. Altogether, the transformation had taken less than thirty seconds.




The armored figure raised a hand even higher into the sky and thundered in voice that Danny could feel in his very bones, “This is Iron Man. Reports of my death have been greatly exaggerated.”




It was deathly quiet on the beach around Danny, the only sound the distant slapping of the surf beyond the blue gel.




The voice thundered once more. “I just wanted to let everyone know I’m fine. My current location is a few hundred million miles outside the orbit of Pluto, roughly five billion miles away. Since I had already planned to come out this way anyway, I decided to use this as an opportunity to work even earlier on some things I’ve been very interested in for quite a long time. I think you’ll all agree with me when you see just what I come up with out here.”




Both of the figure’s arms rose above his head in a gesture of triumph as his voice increased in volume, something Danny would not have believed possible a moment ago. “I’ll be back in a little while, but in the meantime, I just wanted to say: We beat Leviathan!” 




Those on the beach surrounding them seemed to have finally regained their faculties as those words drew a cheer from every person within earshot. Even Danny found himself cheering until his voice grew hoarse despite his nanobots. Although whether he was cheering for the death of a monster or the survival of his daughter was a moot point.




Slowly, the figure’s arms lowered. Around them, the cheering slowly died away. This time, the thunder was almost gone when Iron Man spoke, “Take a moment of silence to mourn our dead. Afterward, hoist a beer for me in celebration and I’ll see you all soon. To all of those with powers who came here to fight Leviathan, I want to let you know that the Human Defense Initiative is always looking for good people. Talk to any current member on how to join. Iron Man out.”




Danny blinked away the tears in his eyes, finally managing to access the command to his nanobots to stop them from forming. Oddly, though, it didn’t appear to be working very well. His voice shaking, he requested, “JARVIS, please get my daughter on the line and let her know I’d like to talk to her.”




There was a brief pause, then a familiar voice came over his suit’s internal speakers, although it sounded oddly choppy, “Da-ad? It’s-s me-e. I’m-m so-or-rry—”




“I love you.” Danny took a deep breath. “I love you more than I can say. When you get back, we’re going to have to have a talk about you doing these things.” There was dead silence from the other end of the line. He added, “I have another thing I want to say to you.”




His daughter’s voice was tiny, nothing like the larger than life figure from earlier, “Wha-at’s tha-at, Da-ad?”




“I am so very, very proud of you, Taylor. You did it.”
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