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FOREWORD

So… I wrote a book.  Yay me! 
              Hopefully, you’ve either read or are planning to read that book.  This pleases me greatly.  This was originally written as a web serial novel at www.unillustrated.wordpress.com so, before anything else, I want to thank everyone left comments, criticisms and advice for me during that process.  Their support meant a lot to me, still does.  I think it’d be fair to say that if not for the positive response I received, there’s a good chance I would’ve given up and spent my time playing Diablo III or something instead.  So yeah, thanks!
              Hope you enjoy.
 




MONSTER

 Final interview with Alan Reyd,
Excerpted from Heroes and Monsters
 
I'm the guy that gave him his name.  I was the first one to call him Monster.
I... I don't really know what else to say.
I know I agreed to talk about it, but... shit.  Okay.  I guess I'll just start then, tell you how it happened.
I was a camera guy for Apex studios.  This was a while back.  The country hadn't split yet, no East and West.  It was just the United States.  Anyway, we were in LA, working on the pilot for some stupid teen drama.  I don't even remember the name anymore.
It was the middle of the day.  We'd been working all morning, trying to finish as quick as we could.  The director was some kinda big shot or something, had to fly out to New York for a movie the next day.  Only reason he was on a crappy little show like that... it was because his nephew was one of the leads.  Or he would have been, I guess.
So I'm standing there, and I'm waiting for the twenty four year old chick they've got dressed up as a teenager to remember her lines.  All about how her boyfriend's lyin to her or something, when this guy walks in.  He wasn't a big guy, just kinda average sized.  Dressed pretty weird too, all in black leather, like those motorcycle guys wear.  The ones that do the jumping and stuff, not the street gangs.  He's got this big helmet, all metal and with no visor or anything.  It's just got a narrow little slit in front of his eyes.
At first no one notices, I don't even know which door he came through.  This guy walks right up to the director and just stands there.  The director's name was... Mitchell Tanning? Turner?  Fuck.  Anyway, Mitch turns around and asks the guy what he's doing on the set.  This is a film studio, so weird clothes don't exactly stand out.  Some guy getting in a director's face?  That stands out.  So Mitch is just startin to tell him off, his face is getting all red, when his phone rings.
Like I said, this is a while back, so cell phones were still those big clunky things, the size of your hand.  No one had em built into watches or whatever yet, and they're still really expensive.  So instead of yelling, he answers the phone.  He listens for a minute, and his face goes from red to white, just like that.  His eyes get all big and he says something I couldn't hear.
That's when the guy in black stabs him in the gut.  Mitch just folded up, slumped over the knife.  I got no idea where he had the thing before that.  It was a big one, like a hunting knife or one of those ones guys in the military carry.  So, everyone starts shoutin and runnin one way or the other.  The normal people are running for the doors, screaming for help and all.  The heroes rushed him.  Even that chick, the one who couldn't remember her lines, tries to stop him.  The cowards, like me, we just froze in place.
He killed em.  There were maybe four or five guys, and that actress, brave enough to go after him without hesitating.  Well, he just stabs them, too.  And he's fast, like I could see what he was doing but I couldn't track it.  I've seen the video since then.  It's just neck, face, chest, he steps to the side then back, back and they're all down.  Never laid a hand on him.  While that's going on, all those regular people, the ones who ran for it?  They couldn't get out.
I mean, this was California, right?  Back when the states still meant something.  We had all kinds of fire safety laws and stuff.  So, there's at least three doors, and all of em are supposed to be unlocked.  Not one of em will open for these guys.  He just walks from one group to the other, calm as if he's walkin down the street, and he kills them too.  Most of em he stabs in the back or he cuts their throats, but anyone who tries to fight back... he gets them in the stomach.  I could hear em screaming.  They all died... but the ones who fought back?  They didn't die quick.
After that he starts going for the stragglers.  Some of us try and hide, but he just walks up and kills em.  Eventually it's just me and a woman from crafts.  Mary?  I didn't know her or anything, just saw her around every now and then.   So it's me and her, trying to get a door open.  I've got a crowbar that was lying around somewhere, I still can't remember picking it up, and we're both pulling on it.  The door won't open though.
So, I see him walking over, and I see the door, and I see Mary pulling on the bar as hard she can.  I know there's no way we're getting out of this.  There's no way we're gonna stop him.  But... I see a way I can live a little longer.  I... oh God help me!  I pushed her back towards him.  The last thing I saw of her was her face.  She just looked so surprised, or maybe confused, like she doesn't get what's going on.  He cuts her throat from behind and she kinda falls down on her knees.  Her face goes blank, then she sorta slumps to the side, and I know she's dead.
Then he points at my camera.  I'm standing there, shaking and begging him not to kill me, and he goes on pointing.  Eventually, I get what he wants me to do.  I walk back over and get the camera pointed at him and running.  He just stands there, at first.  When he finally talks, his voice is all messed up.  It's hoarse, raspy.  Like a guy that's been screaming at a concert or something, but worse.
"A man who does this..." and it's hard for him to talk, you can hear the pain in his voice.  It's still scary as fuck.  "What do you call such a man?"
And he's waving that big knife around, pointing at the bodies and the people that are still dying.  I don't remember answering but you can hear my voice on the video.  I know I sure as hell thought it.
"M- Monster."
Then he just nods his head, like he's got what he came for, and he walks away.  That door me and Mar-, we were trying to open?  He just walks up to it, turns the knob, and walks right out.
Oh, and the director?  Mitchell whatever?  The phone call that he got right before Monster stabbed him, it was from his wife.  Apparently, he'd been at the guy's place before he came to the studio.  Gutted his wife and killed their son.  She spent the last couple hours of her life crawlin across the floor...  I can't even imagine what it musta been like.  Then she finally gets to the phone, can't have been thinking right at this point, and she calls her husband.  Just in time so that her bleeding out is the last thing Mitch heard, what he got to think about while he was dying from that knife wound in his gut.  Least that was what the papers said, that last little detail that made him a household name.
Fucking Monster.
 



 

CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTIONS

Downtown
Vanessa stood outside Adama's Coffee on the first floor of the Tennamen building.  Sure, it was a huge chain and there were more convenient locations, but this was the one where she'd first met her husband.  They made it a point to have lunch here at least once a week.
She had to drive through lunch hour traffic from the other side of the downtown area but he was the one running late.  Why could he never make it on time?  The man worked in the building across the street.  It shouldn't be that hard.
There was a thunderclap.  She looked up at the sky, squinting against the sun's light that reflected off the glass and steel of the area's high-rise buildings.  She couldn't see any clouds, no sign of rain.  Weird.  There it was again, louder.
People were leaving Adama's and a small crowd was starting to form.  Someone was pointing.  What did they-?
Oh.
There were two men in the sky.  One of them was a stranger, just a humanoid figure covered in blue fire.  She thought she recognized the other, the one wearing a bright green and yellow costume, complete with cape and mask.  Gravitar, maybe?  He was supposed to be pretty powerful, but he was new.  Vanessa didn't know anything more than the name.  
She smiled.  Her husband disagreed, but she'd loved superheroes since she was a little girl.  That was when Gravitar punched the blue man, hard enough that she could feel the shockwave and hear that sound that wasn't really thunder.  He fell to the street and landed on a taxi, crushing it.
Oh God, there'd been people in the cab.
She started to move forward, determined to help, but there was something holding her back.  It was her husband, late when it didn't matter but he was always there when it did.  He had a grip on her wrist and he was shouting.
"We have to get inside!  It's not safe!"
The burning man's hands were visible, sticking up from the cab's roof.  A stream of blue fire shot out, missing his opponent but striking one of the nearby buildings.  The fire seemed to stick to its windows and Vanessa could see the glass melting.  The building’s entire side seemed to be sinking in, like a sandcastle too close to the water.  She stopped fighting her husband's pull.  More people were coming out to watch and some of the crowd was trying to get back in.  They couldn't make any progress.
Vanessa heard the sound of thunder again, people screaming and the tortured shriek of metal pushed past its limit.  She was falling, the world spinning around her.  Her husband's grip was gone.  Had she tripped or-?  She hit a window, broke through.
There were other people all around her.  Broken glass and blood and broken bodies.  What was wrong?  She couldn't think right.  She heard thunder, followed by a flash of blue light.  Was that right?  Lightning was supposed to come first.  
There was her husband, crawling towards her with blood on his face.  He looked so scared.  She smiled to let him know it was okay.  She loved him so much.

Private Housing
Isaac examined his new residence, a large two story house.  The lack of a driveway or paved streets stood out.  Everything about the “neighborhood” was like that.  Normal on the surface, a little off once he looked closer.  The houses were well maintained and widely spaced.  Light shone through the windows.  However, the roads were packed dirt walkways and there were no power lines or telephone poles.  Instead of a distant city center, there was a single, massive stone spire. He’d just spent the last twenty minutes walking from the tower, so he knew the dirt road was surprisingly free of dust.  Definitely a little off.
The only thing he wanted now was to settle in and relax at what would be his home for the next few months. He tried his key and, not surprisingly, it worked.
“Hi, I’m Hector. You Isaac?” asked one of the two Hispanic kids playing video games on the couch.  They were eerily similar, even wearing the same thing.
Twins?
He passed by a stairway, into the shared space that served as the building’s living area.  There was a bedroom to the door’s right, furnished but empty of personal belongings.  Just past the living room was a kitchen and a room with the door closed.  Probably another bedroom.
“Yeah.  How'd you know?"
The kids both smiled.  Hector’s brother spoke up.
“You're the last one to get here.  Jason and Kelly already grabbed the upstairs rooms on your side, so the bottom room by the door’s yours. Kelly brought a bunch of stuff so probably won’t be done unpacking for a while.  Jason might be sleeping or reading.  He got here a couple days ago but he doesn’t seem like a real social guy, you know?"
Isaac nodded his understanding, a bit taken aback by the detailed answer.
"Got anything other than the one bag?”
Isaac hefted the item in question.  Once, he would’ve thought of it as heavy.  Now, it held everything he owned and he barely noticed the weight.
“No, just this.”  He wanted to ask the kid’s name but there was something bugging him here.  “Hang on.  Jason, Kelly, you two and me.  These buildings are rated for six and you said I was the last one in.”
The twins, both looking away from their game now, nodded in synch.
“Do we have an empty room or something?”
A knowing grin sat on both faces as they answered in perfect unison.
“Oh, no. I paid extra to get three for myself.  I tend to take up a bit more space than most people.”
As he realized what the twins meant, what Hector meant, it finally hit Isaac.  This was a training program for people with superpowers.  If it seemed like things were only a little off, it was because he wasn’t paying enough attention to see the real differences.
The next morning, Isaac woke up a good half hour earlier than he’d planned but didn't mind.  The smell of fresh coffee and the sound of bacon frying was a better greeting than his alarm.
Several sets of his training uniforms had been issued before his arrival.  It was a lightweight but durable pair of pants and a long sleeved shirt, black with the Citadel’s logo in white over the left breast.  Not forgetting to turn off the unneeded alarm, he dressed for the day, then left his new room.
Isaac entered the kitchen and was unsurprised to find Hector, busy at the stove. Another of his new roommates was seated at the table.  The boy somehow managed to make his uniform look like something from a prep school. He was smaller than Isaac, probably about average height, with a slim build and gelled blond hair.  Isaac thought he looked like a swimmer but he wouldn’t have sworn to it.  The only thing that detracted from his well-groomed, neat appearance was a pair of dark, wraparound sunglasses.
“Morning guys. I’m Isaac.  Nice to meet you…?” he trailed off, unsure which of the two possibilities this was.
“Jason. A pleasure to meet you as well, Isaac.”  The kid’s smile was polite enough, but seemed a bit distant.  Hector had been right, definitely not the social type.  “Do you mind if I ask you something?”
“Sure. “ Isaac looked to Hector. “Okay if I grab some coffee?  I’m happy to chip in as soon as I figure out where we can get groceries around here.”
“Not a problem, man. I already ate, so this stuff is for you guys.”
“Hey now, you don’t need to do that.”
“I agree.” Jason added.  “However, Hector has prepared breakfast every morning since I arrived.”
“Just makes sense to me, guys. I already go through so much food that feeding three more mouths doesn’t really matter.  Not to mention, at least one of me is pretty much always awake.  I don’t want you thinking you lost the roommate lotto, so I figure I should do something to make it up to you.” Hector slid a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon in front of Jason and another to an empty place at the table, presumably for Isaac.
“Sorry, Jason. Didn’t mean to get distracted.”
The boy just shrugged.  "I simply wondered why you chose to join the Citadel."
Isaac sat down to his surprise breakfast.  “I assume you really mean, why did I join at my age?”  The coffee was instant and the eggs had a bunch of stuff mixed in with them.  A forkful convinced him that Hector could easily find work at a restaurant if the Citadel thing didn’t pan out.
“That is correct. I was given to understand that the average age of trainees was twenty one.  You appear to be in your mid-thirties.  Someone your age would normally be expected to already be well along their path in life.”
Isaac took a bite of bacon while he decided how much to say.
“I used to be an accountant. The company I worked for went under and my powers popped up.  Seemed like the thing to do.”
“Reasonable.”
The following silence wasn’t exactly uncomfortable, but Isaac was still happy to hear heavy footsteps from their final roommate.
“Hi everyone. I’m Kelly.”
If anything, he was younger than Jason, but Isaac couldn’t think of him as a kid. Probably because of his size.  Kelly was almost as tall as Isaac and a little wider.  He had blond hair, blue eyes and his smile was every bit as big as the rest of him.  Rather than a uniform, he wore sweats and a loose tee shirt.
“Jason.  We met last night.”
“I'm Isaac. Nice to meet you.”
“Sorry, wasn’t trying to listen in, but did you say those eggs are for everyone?”
“Eat up.” Hector grinned as he handed over the last of the food and began cleaning the dishes.
“I still have to change before class. It’s just the welcome speech today, right?”  Kelly was wolfing his food down so fast Isaac worried he’d choke.
“That is what the schedule shows. However, I doubt that will require the full, eight hour period.  We should expect some form of training as well.” Jason answered.
“See you then. Thanks for the food!”  With that, Kelly’s plate was bare and he was on his way back up the stairs.

Instruction Area
Isaac looked around the large auditorium style room, unable to see Kelly. The other three had left immediately upon finishing breakfast and he hadn’t seen the cheerful young man since.  The room lights dimmed and an older woman took the podium with the help of a cane.   Isaac gave a shrug and settled down.  Kelly was legally an adult; he could look after himself.
“Welcome to the Citadel.” Isaac was startled to recognize the speaker.  “I said that to most of you during your interviews.  Now I’m saying it to you as a group.”  She wasn’t much older than him.  There was grey in her hair but that wasn’t new.  It was her clothes and the mannerisms that had changed.  Now she wore the same uniform as him, with the colors reversed, and she clearly needed the cane to walk.  He found the latter difference disturbing.  “My name is Melody Shift and I am the Citadel’s Director of Training.
“As Citadel operatives, you will be the primary protectors of this country. Most of you already know this, or think you do.  What you don’t understand is what you will actually be doing.  Contrary to popular perception, you will spend relatively little time fighting empowered criminals or invasions from the Battlegrounds.  You are not the army.  You are cops.
“People get into drunken bar fights. They beat their spouses.  They rob convenience stores.  They rape and they steal and they kill for a thousand reasons and for none at all.  Some of those people have powers.  Ordinary law enforcement cannot deal with them, not safely.  Ninety nine out of a hundred days, as stationary operatives or as part of an intervention team, that will be your job.
“On the other days, you’ll deal with the next Tyrant or King in Winter. Monster will be the one robbing a convenience store or maybe you’ll have to fight that invasion after all.  People will remember the first ninety nine.  Those are the ones they see and those are the ones that affect their lives.  You cannot afford to fail them on those ninety nine days.  On that last day, if you fail them, they will not remember.  Their lives will be over.  You cannot afford to fail then, either.
“That is who you must become.  The ones who protect.  Those who cannot afford to fail.”  Cane or no, there was no frailty in her now.  “You aren’t those people yet, but you will be.  We will teach you and shape you.  We will not allow you to fall short.”
When she was finished, the room was silent. Isaac felt the burning in his forehead that meant his power was active, saw the barely visible glow that meant it was near its peak.  As he tried to calm down, and wiped moisture from his eyes, he missed the introduction of two others.  A man and a woman, each wearing a white shirt and black pants, had joined the Director on stage.  The man was speaking softly.
“-the first phase of your training. This includes Physical Conditioning and Basic Combat.”  The speaker was clean shaven, with light grey hair, dark eyes and skin a little lighter than Isaac’s.  “Please meet me outside the auditorium.  I will be pleased to show you the training area.”
“Wait.” The woman interrupted before they could begin leaving.  “Coach Achala is usually a little too focused on your combat training.  Everyone meet back here tomorrow at eight for Ethics.  You should all find an assignment waiting in your boxes tonight.  Finish it and have it turned in at least 2 hours before then.”
She was a little shorter than Achala, with long brown hair and glasses.  They set off her lightly tanned skin very well.  She reminded Isaac of a sporty librarian.
“I apologize for my haste.” He bowed slightly.  There was grace to the movement, a tranquility that Isaac found appealing.  The woman just smiled.
“Not at all. We’ve worked together before so I know what to expect.  There’s nothing wrong with taking your job seriously.  Just try to remember that we have to do ours too.”
“I stand corrected.”

The Tower
The group of trainees had spent the better part of two hours following Coach Achala around the Citadel complex. The above ground portion, the Tower, was a soaring needle of stone and metal that put most skyscrapers to shame, contained classrooms, administrative spaces and housing for permanent on-site personnel.  The ground floor was a massive, open space, filled with a series of large, glowing squares.  He called them “Gates.”  Coach explained that they were each linked to another Citadel facility and made long distance, instantaneous transport possible.
“How come they aren’t used more?” 
Apparently, Isaac’s mind wasn’t the only one that boggled at the possibilities.  The grinning questioner was a youngish white girl with short brown hair, freckles and glasses.  She practically vibrated with energy as she waited for an answer.
Rather than speaking, Achala merely looked around the open room, noting the masses of Citadel personnel entering and exiting the various gates, then gave an inviting smile.
“I meant for civilians. I had to sit on a bus for hours to get here from San Diego and I had to fly there on a plane.  Why not just hop in a Gate back home?”
“I apologize, I have not learned all of your faces yet. Can I ask your name?”
“Jenny.” She beamed.  The entire group was now focused on her.
“Your full name please.” Her grin got even wider.
“Jenny Awesome.”
“May I ask why you chose it? You need not explain your powers.”
“It’s cause I’m awesome!”
The coach blinked. “Of course you are.”  He smiled again.  “To answer your question, it isn’t practical.  The gates are made by a single, powered individual.  He can only maintain a certain number and they are limited in size as well.”
“Oh.” She seemed disappointed but that restless energy was still there.  The broad, cheerful grin was too.
“We use them to make travel for Citadel members more convenient, but that is not their true purpose. They enable rapid response during a crisis.”
Below the Gate Room was a series of equipment storage areas. They were informed that they would have full access to these, after they demonstrated proficiency.  Lower still, they came to the exercise areas.  Isaac couldn’t call them gyms, they were just too big.  Row after row of equipment, some of which he didn’t recognize, left him stunned.  He’d thought his college had an impressive facility but any one of the rooms they passed would’ve put it to shame.  
There were two rooms reserved for his group.  In one was a large track, roughly the size of a football field, surrounding a series of martial arts or aerobic mats.  The other, at least as large, held a collection of equipment.  Most of it was familiar to Isaac.  The rest was obviously meant to accommodate people with more than human abilities.  Overclocked treadmills for speedsters, magnetic repulsion to simulate bench pressing multi-ton weights, things like that.  It was pretty impressive.
Their final stop, after the outdoor firing ranges, was the Sparring Field.
“These are combat rooms.”
The group was outside, gathered around Coach Achala. 
“Each is a dome, a hundred feet across.  The walls and floor are a granite composite, at least a foot thick.  There are two doorways, on opposite sides.  All events within are recorded and can be played back at a later time.  They are maintained and operated by Annabelle Molder, the Citadel’s groundskeeper.”  
He indicated a blurry, humanoid form on a wooden tower in the center of the field.  It was surrounded by dozens, maybe hundreds, of the combat rooms.  Jenny started waving, enthusiastically, and the rest of the group followed suit.  Isaac wasn’t sure, but he thought the distant figure waved back.
“While you are on the Sparring Field, please treat her word as equal to Director Shift’s. Elsewhere, treat it as equal to mine or Instructor Catherine’s.”  A hand shot up from the crowd.  “Yes?”
“How come you call everyone else by their first name but you use the Director’s last one?” Isaac couldn’t see the speaker but the voice sounded male.
“Among Citadel personnel, using the first name with a title is considered basic courtesy. Using the last name instead is a sign of deep respect.”
“What about civilians?” Another voice he didn’t recognize.  
“Address them with respect and use the form they find appropriate.”
“No, I mean, what do we make them call us?”
The coach’s face grew stern, the first sign of displeasure he’d shown. “We do not make them call us anything.  We are their guardians and protectors.  We are their servants, not the other way around.  Do not forget that.”  He seemed to relax as he spoke.  “When in a professional setting, we ask them to use our last names.  In a personal one, it is up to you.”  
When he was done, the coach turned and spoke, quietly, into his communicator.  “I will show you a short recording of a training match from a previous group.  Afterwards, you will have some of your own.  Please allow this example to guide your own efforts.  Your matches today will help establish your combat rankings. In part, they will determine your eventual assignments.”

The Sparring Field
With those words, the dome behind Coach Achala almost seemed to disappear and the group spread out to watch. The doors opened and two girl in training uniforms entered through each side.  There was no sound.  The picture, however it was being displayed, was utterly lifelike.  The only thing that indicated it was a recording, rather than just watching through a clear wall, was the title floating in between the two girls.
MS vs SS
The girl on the left, presumably MS, seemed to greet the other. They spoke briefly, then set themselves in fighting stances.  At some unheard signal, both girls rushed forward.  The second, S.S., was moving with inhuman speed.  Her feet tore deep holes in the stone floor and shredded her shoes.  When she reached M.S. she threw a wild punch.  
The first girl blinked out of sight, reappearing behind her opponent.  She sent a short, vicious kick to the back of SS’s knee which dropped her to the ground.  Isaac watched, appalled, as she kicked at the downed girl repeatedly.  The blows were focused on the chest or head and nothing was held back.
The beating continued until the apparent victim managed to get ahold of a kicking leg, just above the ankle. She squeezed and Isaac would have sworn that he could hear MS scream as bone broke.  She fell, vanishing and reappearing on the far side of the dome before she hit the ground.  
SS was on her feet almost immediately, again rushing towards her opponent with that blurring speed.  MS raised her head, looking directly at the oncoming girl, then disappeared again.  This time she reappeared about a foot to the side of the spot she’d been.  SS’s rush turned into a tumble, narrowly missing the still prone teleporter, as she lost control of her movement and slammed into the dome itself.
SS’s impact had left a sizable dent in the wall and chunks of stone surrounded her fallen body but Isaac couldn’t see anything obviously wrong with her. It shocked him for a second.  She’d been moving fast enough that he could barely track it and hit a granite wall hard enough to break out multiple pieces the size of his fist, but there wasn’t a mark on her.  Intellectually, he knew he could’ve done something similar.  In fact, he was pretty sure he could’ve hit harder.  It was still incredible to watch someone else do those kind of things.  What came next shocked him for a different reason.
The fallen strongwoman’s arms and legs were concealed by her black uniform, but they didn’t look right.  They lay oddly, had the wrong dimensions.  Four of what he’d assumed were fragments of the wall were actually bloody pieces of meat.  The other girl struggled to get up on her working leg, then moved slowly closer.  She stopped just outside of arm’s reach and said something, waited a moment, then seemed to repeat it.  The fallen girl, SS, just looked up at her.  White faced with pain, she eventually spat out a single syllable and the picture faded back to a plain stone wall.
No one had moved or spoken during the entire viewing. Shortly afterwards, a babbling cacophony erupted.  “What the hell was that?”  “She could have killed her!”  “She was crippled!”  “How’d she do that?”  Isaac couldn’t tell who said what or which she some of them meant.  All of the noise stopped just as Jenny, speaking slowly but with obvious sincerity, made her own statement.
“That. Was. Awesome.”
The coach nodded. “Yes.  I show this to all my students.  It is the best demonstration for new fighters that I have seen.  Neither trainee had any combat experience.  Both trainees held nothing back.  They pushed themselves to the limit.  The one who lost didn’t yield because of the pain.  The muscles in her arms and legs were removed.  She could no longer walk or fight.”  A voice from the crowd interrupted him.
“She crippled her! How the hell can you call that training?”
Achala took a moment to find the voice in the crowd. The speaker was a male who looked to be in his early twenties, on the small side.  He had the strait black hair, bronze complex and facial features that Isaac associated with the Pacific Islands.  “Your name please?”
“Duncan Nightmare.” The boy replied defensively.
“Duncan. Both learned valuable lessons.  One, never to under estimate an opponent because she lacks obvious offensive powers.  The other, that the ability to teleport small objects can be extremely dangerous when used to teleport only part of an object.”  He looked around, assessing each of his students.  “She used that same lesson to take and hold the top combat ranking in her class.
“Please remember this. Your training matches are meant to prepare you for real combat.  Your opponents are unlikely to balk at using lethal force.  We keep healers on hand so you can train with that in mind.  One will be assigned to each room we use today, and each of your matches in the future.  You must speak to your healer before you begin.  
“They will explain what will constitute acceptable damage for that fight and anything exceeding this will be reviewed by staff.  Accidents will set back your training.  Deliberate infliction of lethal harm will see you expelled and imprisoned.”  The coach’s tone turned sorrowful.  “I have lost students to both categories.  I would not wish to do so again.  Please be careful.”
After that, he introduced the trainees to the staff healers who would be present for the day, explained the format of the matches and assigned the first four pairs of fighters.  Isaac wasn’t one of them but Jason was.

Isaac wondered how long it would be before he had to fight Hector. The two had been paired for the first round but, with more than sixty trainees and only four healers, they were forced to wait until one of the initial pairs had finished.  As it turned out, that wait was only a little more than a minute.  
One of the healers, a white man in an all gray uniform and protective mask, called them over by name.  He introduced himself as Andrew Healer and asked if they had any defensive abilities or weaknesses he needed to know about.  Hector answered as Isaac hesitated.
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll stay out here during the fight so Isaac won’t have to hold back.  I should be fine, no matter what.”  As he spoke, he stepped to the side while standing perfectly still.  Just like that, two Hectors stood, facing the healer.  Isaac had known the boy was a duplicator, but this was the first time he’d seen him split off a new body.
“Um. Pretty high end strength and durability, as long as my shield’s up.  If something gets through it, I’m just a normal human.”  Isaac finally added.
“A force field of some type?” the healer asked him. “Will that stay up if you’re knocked out?”
“No, I have to concentrate to maintain it. It doesn’t take much effort but it goes away if I’m asleep and the testers said the same thing should happen if I pass out during a fight or something.”
Andrew considered this for a moment. “Okay, doesn’t sound like we should have anything complicated here.  Trainee Isaac, you win if you kill or render helpless all copies of Trainee Hector in the room.  Given his abilities, there are no constraints on your use of force.  You will forfeit the match if, at any time after the doors close, you voluntarily leave the dome, break through the walls entirely or speak the phrase ‘I yield.’  You may also tap the ground or your opponent if you wish to yield but are unable to speak.  
“Trainee Hector, you win if you render helpless Trainee Isaac.  For the purpose of this match, your definition of lethal force includes destruction of his head or torso and full amputation of one of his limbs.  Significant damage, short of physically removing a major organ, is permitted.  You forfeit the match if, after the doors close, a copy of yourself leaves the dome, the copy which remains outside interferes in any way or any copy speaks the phrase ‘I yield.’
“I will monitor the match from here, on a smaller version of the wall screen you saw earlier. Trainee Hector, during regular training matches it won’t be an issue, but during the placement exercise your external copy may not watch this or any of the other matches in progress.  Can I trust you to hold to that?”
“Yes sir.”
“Both of you, pick a door and go inside. They’ll close automatically.  The match starts when you hear a tone.  If it rings again, stop immediately."
As he passed through the door, Isaac tried to decide what he thought about Andrew’s air of practiced efficiency. He’d obviously given that speech, or one like it, a hundred times or more.  He took a few steps into the room and stopped.  It was comforting.  The man responsible for their safety clearly had experience.  
He relaxed his shoulders and knees, spread his feet and raised his hands into a familiar boxer’s stance.  It was also disturbing.  A professional healer had spent so much time watching Empowered beat the hell out of each other that it was now routine.  Isaac met Hector’s eyes from across the dome.  He concentrated on his power, felt it burning just behind his forehead, and the world took on a silvery glow around him.  There was a loud, high pitched tone.
Hector was standing still, loose and relaxed, with a cocky grin. Then he was running forward at the same time.  There were two of him.  He split to the side then did it again.  Four now, then eight, then too many to count charging at Isaac.  Hector swarmed over him, punching and kicking, trying to tackle him at the knees and just piling on.  There were too many bodies for Isaac to count.  
He hit a few at first, aiming for limbs or the stomach.  Even though he was holding back, he could feel his fists sink in with far too little resistance.  Isaac was breaking bone or worse with every punch and he could barely feel Hector’s attempts to hurt him.  There was red mixed in with the silver of Isaac’s world now. He worried at first. Was something wrong with his power?  
Its glow often varied in intensity, brighter when he truly exerted himself, brightest of all when he was in the grip of strong emotion.  He’d never seen the world turn red though.  “Oh God. Shit.”  He wiped at his face.  It wasn’t his field that was red.  His hands were.  His face was.  
Everywhere he looked he was covered in blood.  “Hector!  Stop!”  Isaac was half buried now but he could see a half dozen Hectors dancing around him, splitting off new clones who charged forward with a manic grin and eager screams.  “Please, Hector!  Don’t make me-“
“C’mon man, this is what we’re here for! Test it.  See how far you can push!”  Every single Hector cried out at once.  “You’re a killer now.  Try and have fun with it.”
“No. No. No! No! NO! NONONONO!!”  Isaac screamed and screamed and started flailing around himself.  Every time he moved his arms he felt that little bit of resistance, like he was wading in warm water.  He wasn’t a killer.  He was here to learn.  He had to protect them, like he’d tried to before.  Failure wasn’t an option.  He’d failed her and he couldn’t bear the thought of-
For the second time in Isaac’s life, the world turned white. He lost himself, for a little while.
Isaac came back with a startled gasp. He was kneeling on the ground.  No, he was kneeling on Hector’s broken body, covered in blood and… other things.  Looking around, he saw more like it.  None of them were moving.  “It’s over?”  The doors were open.  He stood up slowly.  Nothing hurt but his throat.  
He’d been screaming.  He remembered that much.  As he picked his way over the corpses, some in piles, some laying alone, Isaac tried not to picture any other faces on them.  Just let them stay Hector and he’d get through this.  He was at the door, stepping through and shielding his eyes from the sun with his hand.
“Hey man, you okay?” Hector.
“What. The fuck. Was that?” His forehead was burning now.  If that little bastard so much as curled his lips…
“Sorry. I’m sorry Isaac.  I didn’t… I didn’t mean to freak you out like that.”  He didn’t reply.  Just waited, barely aware of Andrew Healer standing nearby.  “I just figured… I couldn’t hurt you normally, right?  Maybe if I could mess with your head a little… you said you had to concentrate to be strong, you know?  I didn’t think it’d hit you that hard.”  
There was worry in Hector’s face.  Isaac didn’t respond, just stared.  There was fear in Hector’s face, too.  Isaac turned away, ignoring Hector’s continuing attempts to apologize, and went to wait for his next match.

Isaac realized it was a bad idea for a large man, covered in blood, to walk up to a group of nervous teens and brood. That they were a group of teens that were about to fight an Empowered opponent in what amounted to a near death match didn’t make it better.  In retrospect, Isaac should have realized this before all the startled gasps and shying away started.  
There were at least ten feet between him and every other trainee.  Except Jason.  His roommate hadn’t exactly stepped up to defend him from their silent, or at least muttered, accusations.  Jason had just greeted him politely then continued to quietly wait for his second match.  Eventually, Isaac couldn’t stand the awkward situation anymore and decided to distract himself.
“How’d you finish so quickly?” he asked. Jason looked up, not startled but, apparently, not expecting the question, either.   “You were done in less than a minute.  Did you get lucky and draw an easy match?”
“Anna Insight. She yielded immediately after the doors closed.” Jason still had that same polite, distant tone to his voice
“Huh, weird.” Neither seemed able to add much to that.  Isaac abandoned any attempt to talk with the boy and tried to clean himself up a bit instead.
There were small towels and water nearby. Isaac hadn’t seen it happen, but either Coach had stashed the materials here earlier or someone had brought them out during his match with Hector.  He tried not to think about the fiasco, just focused on getting clean.  Wet a towel.  Wipe his face.  Rinse the towel.  Wring it out.  Do it again.  Time passed…
He heard his name called and dropped the red colored rag.
Isaac returned to the combat domes in use to meet another of the healers and his next opponent. He noticed that the dome he and Hector had used earlier didn’t seem to be part of the rotation any more.  When he got near enough, Isaac recognized the girl standing next to the grey clothed healer.  It was Jenny.  As soon as he approached, she turned to him.  She was still smiling but now it was gentle rather than exuberant.
“Are you okay?”
“Fine. None of its mine.” He answered.
“That’s not what I meant. Are you okay?”
He was startled. Just talking to him, she’d completely changed.  Earlier, questioning the Coach, she’d been shaking with energy and barely suppressed excitement.  Now she was… different.  She hadn’t known his name until it was called but there was so much warmth in her voice.
“No. I’m… Hector didn’t stand a chance.  I’ve never really fought all out since I’ve had my powers and I didn’t expect… I didn’t mean to do that kind of damage.”  She just nodded, eyes intent on him.  The healer stood nearby, in gray clothes and face mask, apparently content to let the two finish before she tried to start the match.  “I know I didn’t really hurt him.  The bodies weren’t really people, just clones or however his power works, but it still felt real.”
 
“What do you mean, not real?” she interrupted for the first time.
“Hector’s a duplicator. He sent in a copy of himself to fight and that copy made more.”
“So you were basically fighting a bunch of normal people?”
“Yeah. They weren’t strong enough to hurt me, but my first punch… I put my fist through him.  I swear I didn’t mean-“
“I know.” She interrupted again, voice free of judgment.
“He just kept coming. He was goading me and I… well, I lost control.”
“You said you couldn’t really hurt him?”
“Yeah. I think, basically, he wasn’t in the room with me.”
“Good thing it was him then.” She said, looking up at him.
“I… yeah. I guess so.”  For the first time since it happened, Isaac felt himself relax.  He looked at her smile, still warm, gentle, and he felt the tension just flow out of his shoulders.  How the hell?  She was just a kid.  She hadn’t even said anything he didn’t know already.
“It’s cause I’m awesome.” Her smile returned to the enormous, bright thing it should have been while he just gaped at her.  He laughed.
“Yeah. I guess you are.”
Isaac’s new mood stayed with him through the beginning of Jocelyn Healer’s well practiced speech, up until Jenny answered the healer’s first question.
“Nope! Physically, I’m a normal girl.”  Part of him heard the rest of the Healer’s speech.  Part of him was aware as he walked to the dome and through the door.  
The rest of him was consumed with the knowledge that if this fight went the same as his last, Jenny wouldn’t be waiting for him outside the dome like Hector had been.  It only got worse when he heard the starting signal.  Jenny ran straight at him, just like Hector.  He readied himself, determined not to let that happen again.  When she was close enough, he reached out, grabbing at her arms.
Jenny’s smile was nothing like Hector’s had been. Isaac saw it as she jumped over him, slipping between his arms with effortless grace.  She pushed off his shoulders, to get extra height, and knocked him forward.  It didn’t hurt, of course.  But, combined with his own forward momentum, it was enough to send him crashing to the stone floor beneath him.  
He pushed himself back up and turned to face her in a crouch.   She bounced in place, from one foot to the other, cheerful and eager.  Her smile was bigger than ever.  He felt a pain in his lip and reached up to touch it.  There was a little blood on his finger, fresh.
“What the-?”
She was on him again, lunging forward to punch him in the nose. It wasn’t a very good punch.  He’d been an amateur boxer in college and pretty much everyone he’d ever fought hit harder than her.  Still, it hurt.  He fell to the ground, surprised by the pain.  He couldn’t figure out what was wrong.  He shouldn’t even be able to feel her blows, much less have a bloody lip.  She skipped to his side.
“How-?” And then she kneed him in the side of his head.

Private Housing
Isaac walked back to his shared home, unsure what to think. The obvious explanation was that Jenny Awesome was a Null, someone who could shut down or negate powers.  That didn’t feel quite right though.  Regardless, she’d been correct.  It was a good thing he’d fought Hector first.  
He’d hesitated too much against Jenny, but if he’d fought someone else beforehand he might have really hurt them.  Even another Strong type might have been badly hurt if he’d lost control.  Exact numbers weren’t really available, but he knew he was well into the upper percentages of Empowered strength.  Isaac still wasn’t sure how he felt about Hector, though.  How could the kid have gone from being so nice at breakfast to… that?
Jason had beaten him home. Either he'd lost his second match as quickly as he won his first, or the boy had just needed less recovery time after losing.  Regardless, he was on their porch with a man wearing the uniform of a high end delivery company, signing something on a clipboard.  They turned to face him when they noticed Isaac’s approach.
“Hello Isaac. Would you mind helping me with this?”  Jason indicated the larger of two packages, much larger.  “This one is too heavy for me to carry, and Mr. Henries is not allowed to bring it into my room for liability reasons.”
“Sure, no problem.” Isaac eyed the plain, brown box.  It was the size of a refrigerator.
“Thank you.” He finished filling out the form and thanked the deliveryman, Mr. Henries.  Then, Jason picked up the smaller of the two boxes and held the door for Isaac.  
Hefting the box took little more than an act of will for Isaac, maneuvering it through the door and up the stairs without damaging anything was the difficult part.  By the time he had it in Jason’s room, the other box was open.  It had a large number of small plastic tubes, a like number of rubber stoppers and some containers of what looked like blue oatmeal.  Isaac’s box actually was a refrigerator.
Isaac should have wondered what Jason wanted with a separate, full size refrigerator and blue oatmeal. Any other day, he would have asked.  Instead, he responded absently when Jason thanked him for his help and went back downstairs to his own room.  He took a long, hot shower, then got into bed.  He was asleep before hearing either of the other two return.
 




CHAPTER 2:  FIRST LESSONS

The Sky
The peregrine falcon is the fastest member of the animal kingdom, reaching speeds in excess of two hundred miles per hour during their hunting dives. Kelly couldn’t break one fifty, yet.  Her flight form was heavily modeled after the famous bird but something changed when she scaled it up to a larger size.  Or maybe the loss of speed was from something more subtle?  She knew the texture of her feathers, the bone structure and muscle assembly all played a role.   
She’d studied up on birds and bats, dinosaurs and airplane wings.  It was pretty much her first reaction after she realized that her powers weren’t limited to the human form.  Everything taught her something she could use to fine tune her flight form and who wouldn’t want to fly?
It was hard to tell time when she didn't have a watch but she was pretty sure her first class was about to start. The foot traffic around the Tower was picking up and most of the added volume was in all black uniforms.  She turned to make one final loop before landing, not able to resist tinkering with the tail feathers a bit.  
The sky went dark around her, something else was in the air with her, something huge.  She dove frantically, almost losing control as she went as close to straight down as she could.  She changed back to human right before she hit.  Her legs broke on impact but she was fixing them even as she looked up.  Her jaw dropped in awe.
It was a dragon.
A dragon.
There was a giant, red, fire breathing dragon circling the Tower’s stone spire. Well, technically, it wasn’t breathing fire just now but Kelly had no doubt that it was capable.  It was big and beautiful and terrifying and everything she’d ever imagined a dragon should be.  It circled around in a long, lazy loop, just like she’d been about to make.  
The great beast landed and disappeared with a little popping noise and where it had been there was just a girl.  No, not quite the same spot.  The new girl had appeared maybe twenty feet to the side.  Short, but not as short as Kelly, she had red hair in a pixie cut, freckles and a pug nose.  She was wearing a trainee uniform.  Kelly remembered reading that there were at least four classes of trainees at any given time, sometimes even more, but they must be in the same one because Kelly kinda recognized her from the fight thing yesterday.
She wanted to go up and say hi to the other girl, but come on. The redhead could turn into a dragon and Kelly couldn’t even get her flight form working right.  While she hesitated, she could feel her face changing.  Her nose was a little different and there was a tingling sensation on her face.  She concentrated and managed to stop it before her hair changed too.  She liked the blonde pigtails she had now.  By the time that was done, the girl was gone, off to class.
“So you’re the bird! Hi!”
She looked up and there was another girl, backlit by the morning sun, hovering just a few feet off the ground. Kelly raised a hand to block the light and get a better look.
“Uh… yeah. I’m Kelly.”
The new girl was tall and kind of skinny.  Not model skinny, just regular skinny. She had that dirty blonde or light brown hair that was always so hard to describe.  Her face was pretty normal, nothing special just sort of plain.  Except for her eyes, they were a little off, too widely spaced or a little too big.  Kelly wasn’t sure.
“Samantha Soar. Nice to meet you.”
She landed and took a step forward, one hand out to shake. Kelly took it, a bit surprised.  No one back at her old school had ever been this nice to her.  Of course, this was a training base, not exactly a school.
“I saw a giant bird yesterday morning and I almost freaked out. I thought you were a real bird and you were just frickin huge!  I don’t do anything but fly so I was kind of afraid I wouldn’t be able to do it around here.  Like, you were big enough to eat me so I couldn’t go up anymore because then I’d be in your territory.  But I looked it up and the biggest bird in the area is a vulture or buzzard or something like that.”
Kelly needed a moment to process all that.
“There was a dragon. It was a huge, scaly monster... and you were scared of me?”
It was actually kind of flattering.
“Kerry, you mean? Sure, she’s big and all, and I guess kind of scary, but she’s obviously a person.  Dragons aren’t real unless some nutcase Richards type made a Dragon Bomb but I think I’d have heard about that.  If you’d been a real bird you might’ve been dangerous to me but she was obviously empowered.  So, she must be in the Citadel and that means she’s on my side and it turned out you were too!  Plus, I met Kerry while we were waiting to fight yesterday and she was really nice.”
Kelly was starting to get Samantha’s rhythm down.
“Don’t we need to get to class?”
“Oh, yeah. Let’s go.”
“You fought a dragon yesterday?”
“Well, no, not really. I mean, we got paired up in the first round but we were two of the last to go so we had plenty of time to do some talking.  I told her what I could do and she told me what she could do and it was really obvious who was gonna win, right?  Like I said, all I can do is fly.  What good is that in a fight, especially against someone who can do that?  But she was really nice and promised not to hurt me.  
“When we started, she just turned into a dragon.  But not that one, she didn’t have wings and she was kind of dark green and snaky.  Then she just sort of pinned me down with her hands and I shouted out that I gave up but there wasn’t a noise and I remembered I had to say ‘yield’ and that was it.”
It was now or never.  Either she was going to make friends at the Citadel or she wasn't.
“That does sound nice. Do you think you could introduce me?” Kelly asked.
“Sure!”

Instruction Area
Kelly and her training mates were waiting for Instructor Catharine to begin. She had arrived and taken her place behind the podium at almost precisely eight AM.  Rather than begin speaking immediately, she had been fiddling with a big stack of papers.  Her long brown hair was in a bun today.  Combined with her glasses it made her look stern, in control.  Kelly watched as the Instructor looked around and was surprised at the differences she saw in the others’ behavior.
Samantha was fidgeting nervously.  Jenny was talking to Kerry with a quiet intensity that made her wonder what was going on between them.  Isaac and Hector were both waiting, notebooks and pens ready.  Jason looked perfectly attentive.  He was staring straight at the Instructor, notebook out, paying no attention to the room around him.  She thought there was something a little strange though.  It took her a moment to figure it out.  He wasn’t moving, no twitches, no shifting of position, nothing.
“Good morning, Trainees. I am Catherine Verres, a member of Citadel support and your instructor in Ethics.”
Her voice was clear to every member of her audience, some kind of amplifier or something. Kelly couldn’t see a mic but by now she’d figured out what having a regular name meant for a Citadel member.  Instructor Verres didn’t have sound projecting powers.
“Yesterday, I sent you each a questionnaire, describing various scenarios. I have here the responses from everyone but the members of your class who elected to leave Citadel training in the interim.”
A hand shot up, Jenny.
“Yes?”
“What do you mean? People quit already?”
“Yes. Three members of your training class chose to leave the program after your matches yesterday.  There is no blame in it.  We screen our applicants heavily but not everyone can face a beam of energy that cuts through steel without flinching.  Some wounds can’t be treated by our healers, not immediately.  Do you understand?”  She waited for murmurs of assent before continuing.
“The purpose of this class is not to teach you a specific system of ethics. Frankly, you’re all too old to change your basic beliefs.  You already have your own ideas of right and wrong.  The only problem is, most of you have never thought about them.  You don’t really know what you believe or what your priorities are.  
“My only aim is to force you to fix that, to make you understand why you believe what you do.  If you can, you’re less likely to hesitate when faced with a crisis of conscience.  Keeping that in mind, let’s move on to the scenarios I gave you.  I will read them aloud, one at a time, along with a selection of your answers.  Please watch the screen as I do.  I will not reveal the names of the responders.”
A white square appeared on the wall behind Instructor Catherine. It was at least a dozen feet on each side and Kelly couldn’t see any source of light for a projector or a screen for something like a TV.  She was just thinking of Coach Achala’s recorded fight yesterday when a bridge appeared.  No, it was a freeway overpass.  She could see cars and roads and buildings and stuff so it was probably a picture from some city she’d never been to.
“You are in pursuit of an Empowered criminal. This is his first known crime, a nonviolent theft.  He has a strong offensive energy power but no means of enhanced movement or defense.”  Now the cars were moving.  Just like yesterday, it was incredibly real.  Kelly could’ve sworn it was just a giant window and she could actually see a real city through it.  When she realized which scenario the Instructor was describing it made her a little sick.  
“The chase lasts for some time but you have finally caught him.”  A bright red light obscured the overpass, after it faded the supports were badly damaged.  Kelly could almost hear the drivers’ panicked honking.  “He lashes out, endangering the lives of a large group of nearby civilians.”  One of the supports collapsed and the freeway started to crumble.  She could see people still on it, trapped in their cars.  “It is within your power to help save them or stop the criminal, but not both.”  The scene froze.  “What would you do?”
The entire class was quiet, still. All traces of inattention or fidgeting were gone now.  Kelly remembered her answer from last night.  She knew what the right one was, then and now.  It was still obvious, but it seemed to matter more.  Had she really thought about it before writing?  Had she taken this seriously?
“Most of your responses fell into one of three broad categories. I will give examples of each and then we will discuss them.  First, prioritize the criminal.”  The scene resumed motion, the overpass was collapsing.  “This trainee said, ‘I’d catch him.’”  
A man in a crude mask and torn remnants of a costume ran into view, chased by another man in the black and white of a Citadel operative’s uniform.  “’Just because he didn’t do anything before doesn’t mean he won’t later.’”  Kelly watched in dull shock as they fought, red blasts flying out to no apparent effect on the operative.  
“’If he does the same thing again, it’ll just put even more people in danger.’”  Eventually, the fight was over.  “’Better to stop him the first time.’”  The criminal was on the ground, not moving.  “’That way I save more people in the long run.’”  The freeway's remains weren't moving either.
The scene reset. The operative and the criminal were gone.  The freeway was up again, still on the brink of collapse.  “The second category, prioritize civilian lives.”  The scene started moving, the overpass collapsing, and an operative flew into view.  “Save the people.’”  The operative was surrounded by a purple glow that seemed to stretch out and hold the collapsing supports in place.  “’If I don’t do that, then what’s the point of the Citadel?’”  
The scene faded out and was replaced by another.  The same guy, the Empowered criminal, was sitting on a couch in a trashy looking apartment.  “’After the people are safe we can find the guy again.’”  The man looked at the door, then stood up to answer it.  There was a cop on the other side.  “’We have to keep people as safe as possible.’”  There was another blast of red light.  The scene cut to an outside view of a large apartment complex.  
Kelly watched, horrified, as the blast tore through the building’s wall, ripping a hole from one side to the other.  The scene stopped after the building had collapsed.  That had been her answer, more or less.  Save the innocent, even if you had to let the bad guys get away.  Now, she wanted to cry.
The scene reset. Kelly could hardly bear to watch it all again.  “Third, your power makes the question irrelevant.”  The bridge started to collapse.  The bad guy ran past.  “’If I can save the people and I can catch the crook, I can do both.’”  A golden shape blurred past the fleeing criminal and on to the bridge.  Kelly saw that he was down on the ground.  His mask was gone and face was all bruised and his hands were cuffed behind him.  She wasn’t sure but she didn’t think he was conscious.  
“This is the only type of answer that I won’t accept.”  The golden blur moved on and off the concrete structure as it collapsed.  “Some of you will have a power that seems to negate a given scenario.”  By the time it was done, there was a crowd of people, left behind by the blur, at a safe distance from the wreckage.  “None of you have a power so great that you can negate them all.”  The scene faded out and wasn’t replaced.
“Anyone who wishes to change their answers may send me a new response tonight. Take this seriously.  These scenes aren’t real but they are all based on real events.  Refusing to think about them now means you’re more likely to hesitate, to make a mistake you might not be able to live with when something like this happens in the field.”

Training Area
Kelly was one of the first trainees to arrive for Physical Conditioning.  One of the benefits of her power was that she could change from one outfit to another with less effort than it took someone to comb their hair in the morning.  Coach Achala and a man in the now familiar Healer’s outfit were there before her, waiting in the center of the track.  
The healer was sitting in a little folding chair, like something you’d take to the beach.  Achala was just standing there, relaxed and smiling his friendly little smile like he didn’t have a care in the world.  She liked him better than anyone else she’d met that worked in the Citadel program because he was just so nice.  Sure, he’d had everyone fighting yesterday but hey, that’s pretty much what they were here for.
It didn’t occur to Kelly that before those fights, Achala had given his students a very practical, very brutal demonstration to serve as their standard.  It wouldn’t have changed what came next but she might not have felt quite so betrayed.

“How many laps!?” demanded that Duncan kid.  She hadn’t liked him much yesterday but she had a lot more sympathy now.
“As I said, one hundred and five laps.”  Achala didn’t seem annoyed at the question.  He was just smiling that same little smile.  Kelly didn’t think it was quite so friendly anymore.  “You may use your powers to help, but you must actually run the distance.  Flying in a circle or teleporting from one point to another will not count.”  Kelly, along with about half the other trainees, moved to the track and started jogging.  The rest just sort of milled around.  
“Please begin.  This will be the only assigned exercise for the day.  Class will continue until everyone has finished or given up.”  A few of the stragglers perked up.  Coach’s smile faded a bit.  “Please note, refusing to partake in training will be considered a statement that you wish to quit the program.”  Everyone was moving now.
Jenny was still smiling, not in a smug way or anything.  She just seemed really cheerful and determined.  It was like she had to do something hard but she was certain it’d work out okay in the end.  The weird thing was, Kelly noticed that whoever was near her seemed to relax a bit and kinda run in time with her for a while.
“It’s a marathon.”  Hector had fallen into place next to her.
“Huh?”  Three laps in and her legs and stomach were starting to hurt.
“One oh five laps.  If the track’s about the same as a football field, that’s an actual marathon.”  In the black shorts and tee-shirt that were their exercise uniforms, Kelly could see that Hector was in a lot better shape than she'd thought.
“How. Did. You. Know. That?” she asked.  She was really out of breath so she started upping her muscle tone and tried to make the little sacs in her lungs bigger.  It was hard to concentrate while she was running but after a moment she felt it working.  Her stride got smoother and she was breathing better.
“Just looked it up.  A couple of me are back in my room.  Doing homework.”
“That’s nuts!”  Breathing was a lot easier now, but that just meant she actually had to be careful not to yell.  She and Hector kind of split to each side to pass a chubby kid she hadn’t noticed before.  He wasn’t doing too good.  “So we can either run a marathon or we have to quit?  On the first day of real training?  What the heck?”
“I know.  I’m in pretty good shape but not marathon shape.”  Hector turned his head to look at Duncan.  
The guy was running flat out, really fast, and he was the first person she’d seen that was smiling who wasn’t Jenny.  Well, and some of the people who were running near Jenny for a bit.  But his was different, not cheerful at all.  It was mean and nasty looking.  
“Well, anyone with Strong or Speed style powers is gonna be okay.  I don’t know why they didn’t warn the rest of us.” Hector said.  As if to emphasize the point, Isaac ran by.  It didn’t even look like he was trying hard.  He didn’t smile or wave or anything.
She knew he was mad at Hector.  He’d just left this morning, without eating any of the food Hector made.  When she’d asked him what that was about, Hector had just said he’d made a mistake during their match the day before.  She didn’t see any reason for Isaac to be mad at her though.
Four laps now.
“Did you do sports or something?  You must be in really good shape.  I don’t see how splitting up would help you here.”  Now that she was in a better condition herself, Kelly was feeling pretty good.  Just running was boring though.
“I tried out for pretty much everything.  Didn’t make the football team but I did soccer, basketball and baseball.”  Hector still wasn’t winded.  It was pretty impressive for someone who was basically normal.  Well, his body was.  His bodies were?  Whatever.
“How did you have ti- oh.  Never mind.”
“What about you?”
“No.  I wanted to do soccer but they wouldn’t let me.  Cause of my power.”  That wasn’t really it but it didn’t hurt as much if she put it that way.
“Oh.”  Hector probably got it.  He was really smart.  But he didn’t seem to care, so she was okay with that.
They were starting to catch up to the chubby kid again.  She felt bad for him.  He was really working hard but he obviously wasn’t going to be able to do this.  She could change her body however she wanted and this was still tough.  He’d only just started and he could barely keep moving.  The boy flickered.
“What the-?” she said without thinking.  The boy had just sort of changed his posture from slumped over to upright with no in between.  It was like bad stop motion from an old movie or something.  Now he was running easy, like he’d just started out.
“Huh.  Weird.” said Hector.  Just then, a dragon, only a little one, it was about the size of a car and didn't have wings, came running past them.
“Yeah.  Don’t get me wrong.  I love being awesome, but some of the other powers here are really cool.”  Apparently, Jenny and her group had caught up to them while they had slowed to watch Kerry.
“Definitely cool.” Kelly laughed.  She decided she liked Jenny almost as much as she liked Hector.  Now that she was here, running didn’t seem so boring.
Five laps.
This was actually kind of fun now.  Kelly had already stretched out her legs to make her stride longer and expanded her rib cage to get more lung space.  Now she was trying to figure out if it was safe to make her bones hollow, like in her flight form.  
Less weight should make distance running easier but they might break if she tripped.  Everyone else in the little group that had seemed to form around Jenny was just bouncing along in happy silence.  It was kinda cool.  She didn’t know most of these guys but they were definitely running together.  Their feet were even hitting the ground in time with each other.
“Wait.” Hector broke the silence.  “Does anyone else hear that?”
Jenny started giggling, all broken up like she was trying to keep it in.  Hector was staring at the other girl now.
“Do… Jenny do you have your own theme music?” he asked.
“You can hear it too?” someone else added.
Jenny just started laughing.  Really loud.

Everyone finished.  Kelly could barely believe it.  
All the people with physical powers finished relatively easily.  The chubby guy had just finished his last lap, cheered on by a group of five that she assumed were his roommates.  Apparently, his name was Drew.  
She decided to go say hi and congratulate him.  Kelly stopped moving when she got close enough to get a good look.  He'd lost at least ten pounds since they started.  What the heck?
"Everyone!" Coach Achala called out.  "If I could have your attention.  Congratulations.  You have just run a little more than twenty six miles."  He paused as a couple of the others gave a half-hearted mixture of cheers and groans.  "Please thank my friend, Stanton Aid."  He gestured to the man in healer's greys.  
The guy just nodded his head, not even looking up from the book he'd been reading.  Wait, this guy was just relaxing with a book while they ran a marathon?  That was kinda messed up.
"His ability literally aids anyone in the same room as him."
Oh.
"It doesn't make you faster, or stronger.  It simply allows you to endure.  Your recovery is boosted as if you possessed a low level regeneration ability at all times."
That was, Kelly didn't even know what that was.  She'd never even heard of a power like that.
"He has consented to be present during your Physical Conditioning sessions for the next two weeks."  The Coach's voice grew serious, lost a bit of its ever present warmth.  "I am afraid that after that you will have to make the run on your own.  Those of you without powers that directly benefit you in this should take steps to maximize your gain in the meantime."  He paused for a moment.  "Perhaps carry weights with you for the next few days?"
Was that... was he joking?
"For now, you have an hour to eat and refresh yourselves.  Basic Combat will begin then."
In a daze, Kelly joined the crowd filing out of the room.  If this was what the man did for their first day of what amounted to gym class, what did Coach Achala have in store for a super powered self-defense course?

Lunch at the Citadel cafeteria passed in a blur.  Kelly was dimly aware of the other trainees, but was too busy eating to pay much attention.  Samantha and Kerry sat next to her but she couldn't talk to them much with her mouth full of food.  Jenny joined them after she tried to talk to Isaac for a little bit.  He was off by himself, apparently not in the mood for company.  
Hector was part of at least three groups.  Jason was in one of them but he didn't seem to say much.  By the time Kelly made her third trip through the line and finished eating, she had to run to make it back down to the class's exercise area before Basic Combat started.

Kelly wasn't the last one back, but the only person to come in after her was a big guy with a light pattern of scales and no skin.  It would have looked kinda neat on him but he had that whole "don't mess with me" vibe going.  
Isaac had the same vibe, a little, but on him it might just be because he was older and, yeah, because Kelly hadn't ever really known a black man before.  Together, that was a little intimidating.  Oh well, she'd have to work on that.  He seemed like a decent guy when he wasn't mad, so she'd just have to make an effort and get to know him better.
Coach Achala called everyone into a group and began explaining his plan for combat training.  It was... well, it was just crazy.
"You will work in pairs for the day.  One of you will be naked, with your hands bound and head covered.  The other will strike you.  You may not attempt to dodge or block.  Neither of you may use powers.  Tomorrow, we will reverse the roles."  Kelly was shocked that no one had walked out the door or started yelling yet.  "I realize some of you cannot turn off your abilities.  I have arranged today’s pairs in such a way that this should not matter."
Kelly went numb at the thought.  Naked didn't bother her.  Technically she wasn't wearing anything right now.  The clothes she had on were just a part of her body.  She had as much control over them as her hair or hands.  But being blind?  Having her hands tied?  Not to mention just standing there while someone was hitting her?  She'd been helpless before.  She didn't like it.
"Sir?" she asked.  "Can I... can I ask why?  I mean..."
"Kelly Protean, yes?"
"Yes sir."
He was smiling at her.  He wanted her to... and he was still smiling at her?
"I cannot teach you to be fighters in a month.  But I can give you the two most valuable tools a fighter needs."
He actually sounded sad.  Kelly didn't even know what to say.
"There will be two lessons today." he said, loud enough for the entire group to hear.  "Some of you will learn what it is like to hurt another person.  Some of you will learn what it is like to be hurt."  He just let the brief explanation sit there.  That was supposed to make sense?
"So... if I let someone tie me up and hit me... that'll make me a better fighter?"
"Yes." he said simply.
Apparently, he thought that really was enough of an explanation.  She almost left.  A lot of the others were pretty clearly thinking the same thing.  But if she had to choose between letting a crazy person have her beaten and not being an operative... well that really wasn't so hard a choice when she put it like that.
"Okay."

Kelly didn't know her partner for the drill, a boy named Greg or maybe Craig.  It was pretty obvious why they'd been paired up.  He was almost as short as she was.  They'd been assigned to work together but neither one was interested in making small talk.  He looked away when she took off her clothes.  Or, well, when she reabsorbed them, really.
She put on the head cover herself.  It was just a black sack.  The cloth was rough.  She could breathe okay, but she couldn't see anything.  Kelly turned around and put her hands behind her back.  She didn't know if... Greg, it was definitely Greg.  She didn't know if Greg was staring at her when he tightened the little plastic zip tie things or not, but he was definitely going to have to for the next part.
They stood on the mat, facing each other.  Kelly was pretty sure she was facing him.  She didn't know how long they just stood there before they started.  She could hear everyone else moving around.  Some of them had started already.  There were little cries of pain or surprise.  Someone had just fallen down.  A girl was crying, just a little.  How could she hear something so quiet when the room was so loud?
Oh.
Eventually, he hit her.  Not hard, but she couldn't balance right like this and she fell down.  Falling without being able to catch yourself with your hands really hurt.  He helped her back up.  Then he hit her again.  She was a bit more ready and his punch was even lighter this time.  She didn't fall down so he hit her again, the shoulder this time.
Kelly had to struggle not to hunch over, try to protect herself.  She wanted to get big.  She wanted to grow spikes on her skin or armor or extra eyes or something.  He hit her again, harder, and she fell down again.  It hurt this time too.  Her stomach was sore.  So was her butt and her hands.  
He helped her back up.  He tried to say something but she wasn't listening, couldn't.
...
It went on for a while.
...
Coach Achala made Greg start hitting her harder.  She hated him.
...
She felt her nose break.  She screamed and started choking.  Greg was shouting for a healer but she was already fixing it.  Coach Achala said that she shouldn't do that again unless she thought her life was in danger.  She hated him.
It stopped for a little bit while he talked to Greg.  When they were done talking something was different.  He wasn't hitting her as often and maybe not as hard but she fell down more and they seemed to hurt more.  It was like... no it wasn't just like that, he'd actually told Greg where to hit her so that it would be the most effective.  She hated him.
...
It was over.  He said they could stop and go home.  She didn't listen to anything else, just changed to her combat form.  It ripped through the ties and she tore off the hood thing and then she was running up and through the halls until she was outside and she could see the sky.

The Sky
She was flying.  It didn't matter if she wasn't as fast as a peregrine falcon.  She didn't care if there was a dragon above her or a girl she barely knew trying to get her attention.  Kelly closed her eyes, felt the air parting over and under her.  She was flying.  For now, that's all that mattered.

Private Housing
Kelly landed on the roof, changing back to human.  Well, kind of human.  He stretched out his arms, elongated in what he thought of as his climbing form.  The window he'd left unlocked was easy to open and the tail helped him keep his balance while he slipped through it.  
He could hear his roommates, talking downstairs.  They didn't sound happy.  Kelly didn't blame them.  He wanted to go join them but... no.  Not yet.  The flight had helped but he needed to do something more to feel normal again.
Kelly got rid of the tail and the claws, changed his proportions back.  He switched his clothes to shorts and a tee shirt then searched the room for his cellphone.  When he found it, he did the only thing that had always made him feel normal, no matter what his body was at the time.
"Mom?"
 




CHAPTER 3:  TURNABOUT

Private Housing
Hector woke himself up early, so he could get breakfast started for himself as well as the other people in the house.  He made oatmeal first.  He had a big pot, so he could make enough.  He went upstairs to check on his mother.  She was still asleep, resting happily.  He didn't bother adding anything to it, just a little butter.  After setting that out, he got out the ingredients for pancakes.
Eggs might have been easier but, given the last two days, everyone could use a good breakfast.  His alarm went off.  Time to get to the restaurant, he was opening today.  Don't forget the coffee.  Isaac seemed to really need it in the mornings.  Another him served out the oatmeal and he started eating.  There was one more thing he had to do.  He knocked on Isaac's door.
He could hear movement on the other side of the door.  Good, at least he hadn't woken the big guy up.  The door opened, just a crack.
"Yeah?"
"It's Hector.  Can we talk for a bit?  Before the others are up, I mean."  
Isaac didn't say anything for a moment.  The door opened a little more, just enough for Hector to see his face.  He left the house, starting the walk to the Citadel proper and its armory.  Isaac hadn't shaved yet.  He wore a white tank top with his uniform pants and boots.  It made him look less controlled than normal.  Hector remembered what the man was like when he cut loose, less controlled was not a comforting sight.
"Yeah.  That's... that's probably a good idea.  Come in."  The door opened further as the big man stepped back.  He sat on the edge of his bed while gesturing towards the room's only chair.  Hector closed the door as he entered, then took the proffered seat.
"Look-" Isaac started, before Hector finished sitting, "-about what I said the other day. I, uh, I overreacted."
Okay, that wasn't how Hector had expected this to go.  He'd provoked the guy into a killing rage during a sparring match, one where Hector was in no conceivable danger, and Isaac was apologizing?  "No, I-"
"You were trying to win."  The older man spoke right over his attempt to interrupt.  "Trash talking is part of the game.  If I don't have my sh- my stuff together, that's not your fault."
"Um.  Well, okay.  I just wanted to let you know, I pushed too hard."  Hector was watching Isaac, carefully.  The man's reaction had been unexpected enough that Hector had done some research, trying to figure it out.  Hector was humming to himself as he washed his car.  Most of his lives didn't need one, but he'd always wanted one.  San Diego was just spread out enough to justify the expense.  
He didn't like what he'd found.  "You told us that morning, you were empowered as an adult."  Isaac sat back, his face blank.  "I didn't really get the implication at the time but now...  Yeah.  Now I do."
"What do you mean?"  Hector didn't like the look of Isaac's face.  That wasn't just blank; that was cold.
"I didn't... I didn't go looking for your story or anything."  Not quite a lie.  He hadn't looked for it specifically, but he'd still stumbled across it.  "I just... did some research on how different ages affect the process, okay?  Most of them are during puberty, high emotional turmoil and all, right?  Younger than that, you tend to get the weird powers.  The ones that change your body or mind or something..." 
Isaac was relaxing a bit.  He started humming along as he washed up after his own breakfasts.  Oatmeal was easy to make, but it could be a pain to clean if you let it set.  Isaac seemed more comfortable with the path Hector was on.  Good.  "... but with adults, it takes a strong trigger.  They're more in control of their emotions, so it has to be something really intense.  The flipside being, their powers are more traditional, something about stronger preconceptions of how they're supposed to work.  People that empower as an adult also tend to be stronger.  A lot stronger."
"Yeah.  Don't spread this around, but my testers said I was about as strong as anyone on record."
"Wow.  Yeah, that's...  I'm sorry.  I don't know what happened to trigger you, but I get that it wasn't just being stuck on the side of the road with a flat tire and no jack."  Okay, that was a lie.  He knew exactly what Isaac's moment of extreme emotion had been.    Why did the keypad never seem to work?  He couldn't open if he couldn't get in.  "Whatever it was, it had to be pretty bad and I'm guessing... I'm guessing something I said or something about the fight put you back in that moment."
"Yes.  It was... it wasn't anything you said, exactly... just... my state of mind at the time I guess."  Isaac was leaning in.  He looked frustrated and intense.  Not a good combination.
"Look, don't take this the wrong way, but are you getting help?  I mean, the Citadel has to know what it was like and the psych interviews are really thorough, so..." he trailed off, not really knowing how to finish.
"I've got an appointment with Citadel Support for it on Saturday."  The frustration was gone, replaced by confusion.  "Hector, at first I thought you were just a nice kid but now, well, you don't really come off as a typical high school grad."  Ah, that question.  Hector laughed, short and sharp.  Maybe it was just a little bitter.  Humming along, he finally managed to get the door open.  Time to get to work.
"Isaac, how old do you think I am?"
"I'd guess eighteen to twenty just looking at you.  Why?"
"Well, you're not wrong.  I was born in ninety six.  But you're not right either.  How long have I lived since then?"
"What do you...? Oh."
"Yep.  There's a reason I went with Hector Hive." he said, emphasizing the last word.  "I'm not a Multiple or Duplicate.  Every one of me is distinct, individual, but we also share experience.  I won't bother telling you how many of me there are right now. But trust me, I've lived a lot more than eighteen years."

Breakfast that morning was subdued.  Hector could live with that; it was better than yesterday's awkwardness.  He made sure to set out a larger helping for Kelly.  The shapeshifter had really been packing it down during lunch.  
Hector didn't want anyone to get less than they needed.  He set his mother's morning medications in a little plastic cup, set the cup next to her plate and carried her tray up the stairs.  He was humming a little tune that'd been stuck in his head all morning.  He barely gave any attention to the others’ quiet conversation about the day's training.
"I hated it.  Being helpless, it just bothers me.  I know that's not profound or anything but-"
"Hey, don't worry about it kid.  No one your size is used to it.  Nothing wrong with that."
"Personally, I found the Ethics portion to be more distasteful.  I came here expecting to fight and, sometimes, to lose.  I did not expect to have my motivations questioned."
"Hey guys." Hector called for their attention.  "We should probably head out.  If we wait much longer we'll have to run.  Pretty sure we'll get enough of that already."  Quiet groans were his immediate answer.  Kelly left the table then paused on his way up the stairs.
"Isaac?  Are you and Hector okay?"
"Yeah.  We're good now."
"I'm glad.  I don't know what happened, but I didn't like it when you were mad at him."  Kelly paused, tense and nervous.  "Was there... was there something I did that made it worse?"
"What? No! No kid, I never had anything against you."
"Oh.  I guess... I just thought, maybe you were mad at me too.  I'll go get changed now.  See you guys in class."  Kelly disappeared, leaving behind the sound of heavy footsteps on the stairs.
Isaac looked around, his brow crinkled with worry.  "Did I really come off as that angry?  I don't even remember seeing him yesterday."
Those sunglasses made it hard to read Jason's face, but Hector would've bet the other boy looked just as surprised as Hector felt.  How had Isaac not figured this out?  Luckily, Jason answered before Hector had to try to come up with something appropriate.  He smiled to himself.  His car was clean, now it was time to start the waxing.
"Isaac, I think, perhaps, you should have a talk with Kelly about his power.  It might save you some... consternation later."

Instruction Area
Hector looked over the room, trying to decide where to sit.  He saw a spot near Kelly, in the back, and moved towards it.  There was another, next to that Drew guy, and he decided to get that one too.  Jason had picked a seat that was further off to the side than most of the trainees.  He might want to sit by himself.  Not a bad idea.  
Hector looked for another empty area, then got a chair he thought would leave him without neighbors.  He was the first one at the armory.  He hadn't expected much of a line at this time of day, but he'd thought there'd be at least a few others.  Three was enough, for now.  He'd want more when he got to Physical Conditioning, but he could just take care of that on the way over.  
Instructor Verres- no, Instructor Catherine came in.  It still seemed a little weird but calling someone by their first name was the polite thing to do, here.
"Good morning.  I'd like to pick up where we left off, yesterday."  Huh, no warm up, just right to business today.  "Pretend you're a villain.  Ignore whatever moral compunctions you would normally feel about a given criminal act.  What would you do?"  Wow, the restaurant had been trashed.  What the hell?  She reached for the stack of papers at her side.  If anything, Hector thought it might be a little larger than yesterday.  Maybe some of the rewrites were a bit more thorough?
"First response: 'I'd head up to the Capitol Building and murder the Western President.'"  There were a few scattered chuckles.  "Ambitious.  Given the powerset of the individual in question, I'd say about a ten percent chance of success.  Class One threat."  
The chuckles stopped.  
"Of course, that only takes into account what I personally know about the WP's security detail.  I'd be surprised if there wasn't more.  Odds of the subject surviving for more than a week, assuming success, effectively zero.
“Second response: 'After spending a month or so doing the research, rob every bank in LA, simultaneously.'"  Hector suppressed a grin.  The laughter was louder, but different, too.  Nervous?  "There are a number of safety precautions listed that I won't go into.  I'd actually give this one a high chance of success, at least for most of the banks."  She smiled.  There wasn't much humor in it.  
"Class Two threat.  Taking into account those precautions I mentioned, I'd say about a month before death or capture.  Less, if there's significant civilian casualties."  He chatted with Mom, cheerful as he cleared away the remains of her breakfast.  Mornings were both her best and her worst times.
"Third response: 'Pick a city on the Battlegrounds border, then show off in public.  Wreck a building and take out any cops that show up or something.  Then, I declare myself the newest Lord of the Battlegrounds and rename the city after myself.'"  Any pretense at humor was gone from her face and her voice.  
"Hm.  Given powersets and the nature of Stationary operatives in border locations, Class Two or Three.  Depends on the city and the building."    "Assuming the operative in question is ignorant of the responder's powers, their response is likely to be unnecessarily vigorous.  Chances of success or survival are effectively zero."
Hector tuned out, just for a bit.  He was done with the permission forms.  The armory guy walked him over to the certification range with some pistols and a couple boxes of ammo.  The hims by Drew and Kelly were both paying attention.

Certification Range
The first step was always safety.  Hector checked his earplugs.  They had a good fit.  His glasses were in place.  There wasn't anyone else on the range.  The second step was familiarity.  He picked up the pistol he'd been given, careful to keep it pointed downrange.  Safety was on, he pulled the slide to make sure the chamber was empty.  Good.
Hector didn't recognize the gun, not even a brand, but the mechanism was smooth and the pistol itself was surprisingly light.  Maybe a little too light?  Recoil might be a problem.  He set the weapon aside for the moment and began loading the magazines he'd be using for the certification shoot.
Hector was ready. He inserted the first mag, chambered a round, took a two handed grip and set himself in his firing stance.  After a short wait, he heard the same tone used to signal the start of a sparring match.  A target silhouette, just a simple outline on a stick, popped up at the five yard mark.  
Hector took his time with his first shots.  This was just the practice phase.  He got five shots each at five, ten and fifteen yards to familiarize himself with the weapon.  Good thing, too.  His second shot went wide.  He'd overcompensated for the gun's weight.  
Turns out, it doesn't matter if your weapon is a little light when it doesn't have any recoil.  None.  He hadn't thought that was possible.  Not without some kind of stabilizer, and he didn't see anything like that.  Guess that meant this thing was built by a Stark or a Richards type, or at least designed by one.
The practice shots were done.  He changed magazines and set himself for the real thing.  It started out the same.  Targets popped up at each range and he fired at them.  The only difference was, this time he only had three, five and seven seconds to hit each one, five times.  
After that, a target appeared, farther back.  Maybe thirty yards?  Outside his range.  At least, if he wanted to control where his shots went.  It rushed towards him and, when he thought it was close enough, he started firing as rapidly as he could.  The slide locked, meaning he was out of ammo, just before it passed the five yard mark and disappeared.  
He reloaded as quickly as he could.  Three magazines left.  Targets began popping up and then withdrawing rapidly at random intervals and locations.  He had to 'disable' as many as possible.  Hector stuck to center of mass, headshots were for video games, and tried to get each one twice.  Eventually, dummy targets began appearing.  
Red silhouettes popped up at the same time as the black.  Sometimes, one would swing up to block the other and sometimes one would appear by itself.  Hector was careful to hit only the black, even passing on shots when he wasn't sure he could hit the right one.  He was down to three rounds in his last magazine when he heard the tone announcing the test was over.  
He safed his weapon, removing the magazine as well as the round in the chamber, then set them both down as he waited for the Citadel Support guy to return.  The gun's barrel was pointed down range.  The last step was always safety.
"Not bad, kid."  John Soans was a big man in his forties.  
He had the kind of bulk that meant he used to have a lot of muscle and had let it turn to fat.  He also had the air of no-nonsense competence that meant he'd been a range master for some time and hadn't let any stupid teenagers hurt themselves or others.  Hector appreciated the latter quality a great deal.  
"You passed, barely.  Most people don't do so well on their first time."
"Great!  So that means I can check out a weapon for duty use?  Including training matches?" Hector asked, smiling.
"Yep.  That includes training matches.  Same rules for lethal force as shooting lasers out of your toenails or whatever. 
"Is there a limit to how many I can have out?"
"Just what you can use, son."
Wax on.  Wax off.  Heh.  He never got tired of that.
Hector's smile got bigger.

Instruction Area, Citadel Hub
Hector had to fight to keep the smile off his faces.  He was pretty sure Instructor Catherine wouldn't appreciate it.  He sat in the chair, next to Mom's bed.  They were watching TV together.  Given what she was describing, it might bug the other guys, too.
"'After practicing on animals and the homeless enough to master my powers, I would join the Citadel.'"  No one was laughing at this one.  "'Once I was accepted, I would act like a regular trainee or operative.  During the first Class One or higher event for which I am at the Citadel proper, I would murder the assembled personnel.  After that, I would make my way to the Battlegrounds.’"
He let the outside door shut and went looking for the phone.  The restaurant's manager, Rick, was not going to be happy about this.
"’The confusion caused by the unchecked event should provide enough distraction to let me get away.  Killing any Citadel Operatives or law enforcement that I encounter on the way makes sense, but I would not go out of my way to do so.  When I have reached a city within the Battlegrounds, not a Border city but one well established, I would contact the Lord and petition to join him in a position of power and respect.'"
Instructor Catherine looked up, when she was finished reading that one.  "I have my doubts about the subject's ability to make it through the application process.  As you will remember, the screenings are quite thorough.  That said, the subject has gone through the same thing.  
It might be doable.  If it is, I'd rate that as a Class One or even an Extinction level threat.  Depends on what the crisis is, when he makes his move.  Please note, the powerset involved wouldn't rate more than a Class Three, at most, under other circumstances.
I'm not bothering to read the thirty or so variations on 'rob a bank.'  Does anyone notice a common theme?" She looked around the room, waiting for an answer.  "You.  Anna Insight I believe?"
"Yes ma'am."  
She looked vaguely familiar.  His car sparkled in the early morning sun.  It might be just a little economy model, but to him it was a thing of beauty.  The girl who'd fought Jason on the first day?  
"Planning and scope, ma'am.  The majority of the scenarios described spur of the moment crimes.  There was very little planning or forethought.  Those that did mention preparation, tended to be on such a grand scale that the likely response from Citadel, or other law enforcement, would all but guarantee their death or capture shortly afterwards.  Is that correct?"
"Yes.  That's not quite universal, here or in the real world.  However, most Empowered criminals tend to assume nothing can stop them.  They just attack whatever target seems most appropriate to them.  A bank or police station, something high profile and impressive.  
“On the other extreme, you get what the media insists on calling supervillains.  Empowered that realize they can be beaten in a straight fight, but think they can take on the world if they have the right plan.  They tend not to think of the consequences of success.  There is one more thing.  Did anyone notice it?"  Instructor Catherine searched the class for another volunteer as Anna sat down.  "Go ahead."
"The response." Jason said.  It took the cops almost an hour to show up.  While they were waiting, Rick had him call the rest of the staff and tell them not to come in for the day.  
"When the scenario failed to mention taking bystander survival into account, or when the described goal was essentially murderous, you always emphasized lethal force as the probable response.  If it was something small scale, and the description included a sense of caution regarding civilian casualties, you rarely mentioned lethal force and emphasized arrest or capture."  He sat down after he'd finished speaking.
"Exactly.  Again, not a universal, but very common.  You'll get a better explanation next week, during your Procedures training, but that's basically right."
Hector didn't like the mood of the crowd, as the trainees filed out of the room.  The only conversations were quiet and intense.  All around him, faces were grim.  Apparently, he was the only one who hadn't been taking the scenes Instructor Catherine described seriously.

Training Area
The attitude in Physical Conditioning today was totally different.  Everyone with physical enhancements, the ones who could run a marathon without effort or bench press a car, seemed bored.  They just moved onto the track and started running when Coach Achala told them to.
There was a little grumbling from the folks with less conventional abilities, but nothing like yesterday.  It seemed like a lot of people had spent some time figuring out how to make it easier.  Hector saw one guy, heavily tanned, with dark brown hair, raise his arms and let loose some kind of black mist.  Maybe it was a powder?  
Tendrils, of whatever it was, reached up and anchored themselves in the ceiling, at the center of the track.  Then the guy just took off at a jog.  Hector was pretty sure he was using the tendrils to support himself, but didn't have a clue how they worked.
Others had their own tricks.  Drew had lost at least another ten pounds and was running easily, now.  Samantha was moving way too fast to be running normally, and her stride was much too long.  He started picking up around one of his bedrooms.  There was barely room to walk between the mattresses.  Probably, she was just flying at ground level and pretending to run.  Coach Achala didn't call her on it so Hector figured he was expecting that sort of thing.  Good.
Hector finished his first lap, running all out, and switched off with one of the other five hims waiting by the start point.  Normally, he'd complain about having to pick up after a bunch of slobs.  When he was the slobs in question, that didn't work so well.  No single body would have to run more than four and a half miles, with a nice break in between laps.  In total though, Hector would have run the full length.
Jenny had a group formed up around her.  They all seemed pretty cheerful.  No tricks with them, though.  Well, not tricks to make the run easier.  Hector watched as, laughing, they did a single, simultaneous cartwheel.  The group didn't even break their stride.  He really had to figure out how her power worked.
That was when the him that had been at the shooting range got back.  Without a word, he walked up to the group of Hectors waiting by the track and started handing things out.  They each attached a holstered pistol and two magazine pouches to their belts.  The newly arrived Hector left as soon as the one running had switched out and received his own equipment.  He still had to get back to his room and arm the hims there.

Cafeteria
Hector hadn't tried to conceal the handoff or his new equipment, so it was no surprise that the other trainees noticed.  Really, the strange part was that it took until lunch for someone to mention it.  Duncan was the first to approach him about it.
"Where'd you get the guns?" asked Duncan Nightmare.  Mom was out, the combination of medication and food.  He reached over and dabbed at the drool leaking from the corner of her mouth.  Hector smiled.
"I just checked them out from the armory.  I took the test while we were in Ethics this morning."
"Really, they just let you walk around the place with a pistol." he sneered.  Duncan seemed to do that a lot.
"Have you paid any attention to the others?"  Hector looked around for a moment.  "I can see at least three people in the cafeteria carrying the same type of pistol."  Duncan didn't even bother to look.
"Yeah, operatives.  You're just a trainee."
"Duncan, look, I've got no idea what your power is, but just think about some of the people in our class.  We've got a girl who can turn into a thirty foot long lizard, a guy that I know for a fact can put his fist through a person's chest, and someone who can lose better than twenty pounds in twenty four hours."
"Wait, what?  What does losing weight have to do with...?"  Confusion was a nice look on Duncan.  Hector made a little vow to himself that from then on he'd do whatever it took to encourage that.
"They're all things that regular folks can't do.  What's a Stark made pistol compared to that?"
"They let you have a Stark weapon?"
"Nine, actually."  All four of the other Hector's that were eating lunch with the class got up and began moving closer.
"What the hell!?  Who the fuck did you blow for that?"
He walked over to his computer and started up the search engine.  Hector didn't have much on Duncan, but sometimes it didn't take a lot to track down an Empowered. 
"Duncan.  Shut up and walk away.  Now." Hector was tired of the conversation.
"Listen to him, Duncan." said the little red haired girl that no one in their right mind would ever want to piss off, "I don't know what things were like for you back home, or why you've got such a shitty attitude, but no one here's impressed."   When had she come over?
Duncan barely reacted to the building confrontation.  His face relaxed a bit, going from sneer to a slightly sleepy smile.
"Fine, whatever.  Watch your backs, though.  It’s pretty obvious this little bastard is the wannabe bank robber and that creepy roommate of his is the genocide guy."  On that note, Duncan turned to go.
"I will.  I'm always watching my back." said all five of Hector.  The other four had arrived and were blocking the angry Filipino's exit.  "Now I'll be watching yours, too."  Hector parted to let him go.  No one else spoke until Duncan had left the cafeteria.
"Man, what the heck is that guy's problem?" asked Hectors’ would be rescuer.
"No idea.  Thanks for the assist, Kerry." Hector replied.  The cops were finally done.  They'd taken statements from Hector and Rick, examined the doors, then left.  He started to drift back to his abandoned meals, one of him pausing to pat her on the back as he left.
"Don't mention it.  That guy's been giving everyone crap all week."
"Really?" Hector had noticed the way the guy was usually the first to argue with Coach Achala, but he hadn't noticed Duncan with any of the other trainees.
"Yep.  You should've seen the way he went after my roommate, Drew, this morning.  Basically accused the guy of using steroids or something." said the dragon girl.
"Well, to be fair, losing that much weight in a day is kind of weird."
Kerry snorted.  "A day.  You know what his power is?"
"I don't even know his full name."
"Drew Stasis.  He can freeze time for himself.  Doesn't need food or sleep or anything while it's frozen, but he can't move anything either."
"Whoah.  That's pretty cool."
"Yeah, cool.  He's basically spent two months getting into shape.  It may've seemed like a day to us, but from the moment Achala said 'Go.' yesterday, Drew's been running laps by himself."  Her face had gone stern.  "Hours of running, staggering and sweating until he couldn't go on, then resting.  All of that, on a track filled with statues that look like his classmates."
"Wow, that's still pretty cool, but it's also hardcore."  Well, at least now Hector knew what his power was.  Determination.  That time freezing thing might be useful too.  "Makes you wonder.  If that's what the trainees are like, what about the actual operatives?"
They both turned to watch Coach Achala.  He was eating alone, calmly and methodically.  Each piece of chicken was sliced to the same size, chewed the same number of times, and followed with a sip of water.  It should have looked mechanical, instead, it was serene.

Private Residence
Hector had spent the day doing research.  Okay, he'd also attended Ethics and Physical Conditioning, gotten certified in pistols, gone to college level courses in mathematics, computer science, sociology and recent history.  Multitasking was easier when you could be in more than one place at once.
This Hector had assigned himself two tasks for the day.  First, learn as much about his instructors and classmates as possible.  The incident with Isaac had shown him that what he didn't know, could hurt others.  The incident with Duncan had shown him that if he did hurt others, he wanted it to be on purpose.  His second task was both simpler and grander, maximize himself.
Hector had been able to certify with a pistol because there was a shooting range near his house that was sloppy about checking IDs.  He'd spent at least three days there every week for the last year.  That hadn't been because he'd known the skill would be valuable, it was just fun.  Now he had to figure out every possible advantage he could.
The most important thing he'd thought of was also the simplest to accomplish: research everything.  One of him was enrolled at UCLA. That one had split into three, and now at least one would always be in the school library.  Student's access may not sound like much of a resource, but that was literally hundreds of specialized databases at his fingertips.  He could find out any fact he might need to know with a little research.
Some goals were obvious.  Increasing his proficiency with a pistol, adding larger firearms like shotguns and rifles, martial arts, knives, clubs, basically anything to do with fighting, there was training available to Citadel members that cost nothing but time.  He had plenty of that.
Other goals were more subtle.  Carrying a double course load was trivial for him, but the cost would add up.  Auditing additional courses was a good option.  He'd already laid out bare bones degree plans for himself that included psychology, applied chemistry, languages and health sciences.  There had to be more that would be useful to him.
Hector was just a regular human.  Okay, he was effectively a small army of regular humans.  However, if there was one reason for the Citadel to exist, it was that regular people couldn't effectively control the actions of the Empowered.  
If he was going to do his part, Hector had to find a way to push himself higher up the power scale.  Becoming a small army of humans at peak physical conditioning, trained to the limit of the human mind, would be a small step in the right direction.
 




CHAPTER 4:  PERSONAL TIME

Private Residence, Oceanside
The Director looked up from the evaluation results in her hands to consider the young man before her.  They were seated at his family’s kitchen table.  He wore his blond hair slicked back and a dark brown button-down shirt with black slacks.  
There was enough wear on the clothes to indicate that they were in regular use, rather than only for special occasions.  His posture was upright and alert, the very model of an upper-middle class, eager young student.  The only contrast with this image were the dark sunglasses he was wearing indoors.
“Mr. Reed, why should I even consider allowing you to enter my program?”
The boy rocked back slightly, his eyebrows raised and his mouth opened in surprise.  After a momentary pause, he leaned forward, his face and voice firm with determination.
“Ma’am, my academic history is well above average and my parents gave you a list of my extracurricular activities.  I feel I should be well within the criteria of admittance.” There was a hint of anger in his otherwise controlled voice.
“Young man, your parents are no longer in the room.  Anything disclosed during the course of these interviews is considered confidential.  You and I both know that my concerns have nothing to do with your grades.  You will cease this act and tell me why you wish to be a Citadel operative, or your application will be denied here and now.”
The resulting change was subtle, but unmistakable to the Director.  The boy still sat upright, but with a loose, relaxed manner rather than his previous pose of controlled eagerness.  His face was smooth and she was sure it would have seemed unemotional even without the glasses.  The most pronounced change was in the tone of his voice.
“There is no simple answer to that, Director Shift.”  It was utterly monotone.  “You know my family history.  I desire to show that I can rise above it.  Obviously, I also desire success and reward.  Operatives earn both in sufficient quantity.  
“I think, most of all, that my ability is the primary drive.  There is no other socially acceptable avenue within which I can make full use of it.  I realize restraint is necessary, but I have considered this for most of my life and I believe this is the best path for me.”
“The best path for you, perhaps.  What about my other trainees?”  Another woman might have been disconcerted, knowing the potential danger she was in.  Melody Shift was not.
“I am not my mother, ma’am.  I can control myself.” He answered.
She regarded him in silence, considering both his words and the change in persona.
“Fine.  There may be a place for you in the Citadel, conditionally.  You will not use your gift on any trainee, or staff member, without specific permission.  Do otherwise and I’ll see you not only expelled, but executed.  Understood?”
“Yes ma’am.”  Despite the threat, his posture and tone remained unchanged.
“Then here’s your acceptance packet.  Welcome to the Citadel, Jason.”  The latter sentence was clearly delivered out of habit, but she handed over the thick manila envelope she’d brought with her anyway.  She gave the odd young man a polite, if distant, smile and left.  The Director’s mind was already on her next appointment.

Training Area, Citadel Hub
Jason struck his victim again.  He fell, and Jason moved in to kick at him.  There was a crunching noise from his knee.  He gagged and choked when Jason managed to get him in the groin.  The young man stepped back, signaling for a healer.  Once the grey clad woman was done, Jason moved in and resumed.
This was a good training exercise.  Killing would never be difficult, not for Jason, but now he was learning to disable.  A blow to the throat that was too strong could kill, crushing the wind pipe.  Do it softer and the victim would be unable to breathe, the muscles seized up.  He attempted to demonstrate this, a light jab.  He missed, tried again.
Blows to the joints left the limb nearly useless.  He kicked out at the other's knee, catching the cap at just the right angle.  His opponent staggered back, unable to put weight on the leg.  At his current level, Jason was not strong enough to do significant damage with a single punch to the chest.  
He aimed a bit lower, catching his victim just below the rib cage.  This was sufficient to cause him to double over and fall to the ground once more.  Jason went for the head this time.  He was careful to hold back, too hard and the other would die.  
A few light kicks, the motions more like a stomp, and his victim's struggles grew disoriented.  He had already observed that head blows had this effect.  However, the head was hard enough that a blow with his hand was as likely to hurt himself as his target.  Kicking was more effective.
He signaled the healer, again.  She had been waiting nearby and stared at him, rather than her patient.  Jason knew little of healing, but it seemed unlikely that this was normal procedure.  She finished and stepped away, still staring at Jason.  He stepped forward and raised his leg, intent on stomping his victim's foot.  It was possible he could break a bone there, if he hit hard enough with his heel.
Coach Achala called an end to the exercise.
Jason moved forward, removed the covering from Hector's head then circled around to release his hands.  His roommate, still naked, stared at him for a moment.  After a short time, he turned and retrieved his clothing.  As he dressed, Jason took note of the firearm that Hector had begun wearing recently.  He made a note to ask him about it.  Jason had little use for a pistol, but a taser or some sort of stun gun would be another matter.
"We're done for the day, class.  However, I do have something to go over with you, before you leave."  Coach Achala left the center of the room, walking towards the exit.  "Your combat rankings have been sent to your Citadel accounts.  This will be done every Friday.  They will also be on display here, at all times."
The portion of the wall nearest the exit lit up, showing a list of names.  Each one was accompanied by a number, from one to fifty seven.  Automatically, Jason searched for his own name, number twenty nine.  Isaac was higher, nineteen.  Kelly and Hector had come in at forty three and forty seven, respectively.
"As I said before, these rankings won't directly affect your graduation status.  Those who complete this program at first, and those at the bottom, will both be Citadel operatives."  The physical instructor stopped speaking for a moment.  He turned his head from side to side.  Gauging the class's reaction?  
"However, your performance gives us information that we can use to determine your eventual assignment.  They're also a valuable training opportunity.
"Those of you dissatisfied with your current ranking will be glad to hear, you can challenge your classmates to move up."  A new name appeared on the wall, to the left of the rankings.  Achala Juggernaut.  "While here, you may register a challenge like this."  Jason watched as the man reached up to touch his own name, then the number one rank, Gregory Warp.  To the right of the ranking list, a new line appeared.
AJ vs GW  
"You can cancel them like this."  He reached up, touching the new line.  It vanished.  "You may also place a challenge by mailing myself, or whomever takes my place as your combat instructor.  Challenges must be registered before Friday at midnight.  They will take place each weekend at the Sparring Field, beginning at seven in the morning.
“Each of you will receive a list of scheduled challenges, no later than six AM Saturday morning.  Today, you may challenge anyone.  After this weekend, you may challenge within five ranks.  The only exceptions are the top ten. You must be within three ranks to challenge them."
"What about you?  Your name's up there, too."
"Yes, Duncan.  You can challenge your combat instructor, if you wish, but it won't affect your standing.  Also, if you lose a match, you can't challenge again for another week.
“Are there any other questions?"  The Coach's question passed in silence.  "Very well, you're dismissed for the day.  Enjoy your weekend."

Two of Hector's duplicates were waiting, just outside the exercise room.  As soon as the trainees were dismissed, one moved quickly to the duplicate that Jason had been practicing on.  The other waited for the majority of the class to disperse, then moved to stand before Jason.  His hands were at his sides, clenched in fists.
Jason waited for the other to speak, careful to keep a polite expression of greeting on his face.
"What the Hell man?  Are you pissed at me?" he said, voice louder than normal.
"I am not.  May I ask, why did you think I might be?"
The version of Hector speaking to Jason turned his head, looking at the two other Hectors in the room.  Jason's sparring partner seemed to be having difficulty walking.  The other was supporting him.  
"Cause of that." again, his voice was too loud.
"I do not understand.  We had a training exercise."  Jason was confused.  He tried to show it with his face and voice.  "We were partners.  Did I do something wrong?"
"Did you-?  You weren't fighting, man!  That was fucking torture!"
Jason understood.  Hector was angry.  He stepped back, keeping all three of Hector's bodies in view.  He had enough, at the moment, that a single gunshot wound was no threat.  As long as all three were in his field of view, there would not be a second.  He just had to make sure that Hector was unable to get his hands on Jason.  Multiple blows could burn through his reserve rapidly, and a strike to the face could obscure his vision.
"You think just because there's a bunch of me, it doesn't matter what you do to one?  I still feel it, Jason.  It still hurts."  His voice was closer to normal in volume.  He was also speaking more slowly.  Was Hector less angry, or more?
"No Hector, I had assumed you feel pain in the normal fashion."  Give an example, show he understood.  "I saw you stub your toe, the morning before last.  You cursed."
"Then why?  What'd I do to you?  You were trying to hurt me, not fight."  Oh.  That explained the difficulty.
"Hector, I think you misunderstood the exercise.  Coach Achala explained it on the first day.  Today, you were meant to learn what it was like to be hurt.  I was meant to learn how to hurt you.  I am sorry that your portion of the lesson was unpleasant."
"You're sorry?  You-" Hector stopped talking.  He stood there for a moment, not moving.  Jason was unsure what it meant.  "Take off your glasses.  I wanna see your face."
"Very well."  He changed his expression to the one his mother had said was 'earnest,' then removed his glasses.  He placed them in his breast pocket.  Hector looked at him, then stepped back, quickly.  Jason was not certain, but he believed his friend's new expression was 'fear.'  He needed to practice 'earnest' better.  It was supposed to be reassuring.
"What, uh, what's your power, Jason?  Grim doesn't really tell me much.  I looked, but I couldn't find anything on you."  Good.  If Hector was still willing to talk, then Jason must be getting better at reassuring people.  He put his glasses back on, just in case.
"My father suggested the name.  He said it fit, since I drink life with my eyes."
"What?"
"It is a poetic description, but accurate."  He watched, carefully.  If Hector went for his gun, he would need to drop all three quickly.  "If a living thing is within my field of vision, I can take its life.  I seem to store those lives.  They make me stronger, heal my injuries."  This was the point where many had a negative reaction.
"That's... well, honestly, that's creepy as fuck."  Jason was relieved.  In his experience, if violence was to occur, it would have begun by now.  "Are you, um, do you have any lives stored, right now?"
"Yes, I have three left.  I try not to hold many, not during Coach Achala's combat training.  He has instructed us not to use powers, if possible.  I realize that coming without any would be more in the spirit of his request.  However, I feel that would be needlessly dangerous."
"Yeah, I guess... I guess that makes sense."  Jason no longer recognized Hector's expression.  However, his voice was no longer loud and he was speaking with his normal speed.  Jason was relieved.  He was careful not to show this.  It might reveal weakness.
"Can I ask, do you know what your trigger was?"
"I was too young to remember.  My parents told me that they bought me a dog, as a gift."  The two duplicates of Hector that were not speaking to him had left.  The threat was reduced, easily manageable, now.  
"They said that I was very happy with it.  I played with it often.  Shortly after I received the dog, it bit me.  My father was out, working.  My mother heard me crying and came to investigate.  She found no sign of injury on me, however, the dog was dead."
Was that sufficient?  Jason could give more detail, but it might compromise his mother's privacy.  Hector was, potentially, a valuable asset.  Keeping his friendship might be worth it.
"Oh.  How... how old were you?"
"I received the dog on my second birthday."
"Yeah.  That explains a lot."  Hector's face changed again, back to something more normal.  "I'll walk home with you.  I think there's some stuff you might not understand too well.  About other people, I mean."  Excellent.  
Father had never seemed to grasp how different his son was.  Mother had helped him conceal it, but her own difficulties had left her unable to instruct Jason.  Hector might prove to be an even more useful friend than he had thought.
"Of course.  I welcome any advice you might choose to give me."

Private Residence
Jason checked his incubator.  There were six vials, three of which were ready.  First, he added a little water to all six.  Then, he prepared three new vials and made the transfer.  Nine.  His mother had said that the initial progress would be slow but, as the older vials matured, the rate of increase should be exponential.  Having completed the first of his daily tasks, Jason moved to the next.  Dressing, then breakfast.  This should be an interesting day.
Jason arrived at the table; Isaac and Hector were both present.  Isaac had coffee.  Hector was eating.  They were not speaking to each other.  Previously, they had stated that their rift was healed.  Did this silence mean that it had worsened, again?
"Good morning Hector, Isaac." he said.
"Morning."  Isaac did not look up from his coffee.
"Hey, Jason."  Hector stood, and moved towards the stove.  "Just a sec and I'll have your food ready."
"Thank you Hector.  As I have said in the past, it is not necessary to provide it."  This issue left Jason conflicted.  On the one hand, Hector had stated a reasonable motive for the act.  On the other, it left Jason feeling... indebted?
"It’s no problem man." the duplicator replied.  "Like I said, I'm cooking for nine already, what's three more?"
"Thank you."  Jason took a seat.  That was a good point, and one he had not considered, fully.  If Hector was already preparing food for a variable, but significant, number of bodies, then the addition of Jason's meal did not constitute a genuine burden.  He decided that the feeling of debt was justified, but its extent was exaggerated.  He would try to remember to behave accordingly.
"If neither of you minds telling me, what are your plans for the day?" he asked, then began to eat the food that Hector provided.
"You didn't check the schedule?  Mine showed up last night." Hector replied.  Isaac remained silent.  The older man had only spoken briefly.  He seemed to be paying attention to nothing but his morning drink.  Perhaps his dispute was with Jason, not Hector?
"I did, however I was not challenged by anyone."  Was that enough?  No, he should volunteer something.  It would make the others feel closer to him if he exposed a small vulnerability.  "I did not think it wise to challenge anyone else, either.  My current ranking is higher than I deserve.  If my first opponent, Anna Insight, had not yielded, I would probably have lost the match."
Hector snorted.  The food was spicier than Jason was used to.  Perhaps it was bothering his roommate, as well?
"I'm sure you're fine, kid." Isaac had looked up, rapidly, before answering.  He must have been startled by Hector's sudden, sharp noise.  "I don't know what you can do, but if the Citadel took you, then it must be impressive."  If he had trouble sleeping, this might account for the lack of attention.  Perhaps it was a chronic problem.  That would also explain the older man's high consumption of coffee, each morning.
"Well, yeah.  None of us have a fight scheduled this weekend, but that's not what I meant."  Hector stopped speaking for a moment, then continued.  "Most of the scheduled matches are people going after the high ranks.  The number one guy got at least half a dozen challenges."  Jason had not considered the schedule's value, beyond checking to see if he was listed.  "Oh, and that jackass Duncan's taking on the coach.  I hope he gets his ass kicked."
"Which do you mean?"
"Um, actually, either one.  I mean, Duncan's been going out of his way to offend half the class, and Coach Achala's the one who came up with that ridiculous training schedule we're on."  Hector smiled.  Jason was not sure which type of smile it was.  "It’s pretty much win-win.
I'm planning to spend a big part of my day at the Sparring Fields.  Should be a good show."  Hector shrugged.  "Other than that, I'm just going to do some training and play some video games.  You're welcome join me at any of them."
"Thank you.  I believe I will accompany you to the Sparring Fields."
"Anyone seen Kelly yet?  I've been meaning to talk to him."  Isaac asked.  Jason did not know the shapeshifter's location.  Kelly often came and went, without using the door.
"Oh, yeah.  He's off with Kerry and Samantha.  Said something about getting in a flight, before the challenges start."  It made sense that Hector would be aware.  At any given time, at least one of his duplicates seemed to be in the house and active.
"I believe Kerry is Keridwyn Dragon.  Who is Samantha?"  The dragon shifter was both powerful and distinctive.  Kelly was making valuable allies.
"Samantha Soar.  The flying girl?"  He had noticed 'the flying girl', but not known her name.  "She usually spends lunch with Kelly and Jenny."    Initially, he had dismissed her as irrelevant.  Perhaps there was more to her abilities than he realized?  "Anyway, I don't know how many fliers we have, but those three really seem to get a kick out of it.  They've been meeting up to fly in together, every morning."
"I've got... an appointment at the Tower.  If either of you sees him, before I get back, you mind telling him I'd like to talk?"  Isaac asked.  Hector and Jason both indicated their agreement.  "Good.  I'm worried he's been cutting class.  I know this isn't quite the military, but that can't be something they'll overlook.  Not if he keeps it up."

The Sparring Field
Jason and the three Hectors found the area in use by their class with little difficulty.  Other domes were clearly active, but the ones they sought were the same ones they had used on Monday.  Several of their training mates had arrived before them, others shortly after.  The group was most heavily concentrated around three healers and Coach Achala, who was addressing the crowd.
"Yes, you may watch any match in progress.  Each dome will list the combats scheduled for the day, as well as their times, when it is not in use.  I'd suggest you take this opportunity to decide which ones you want to watch."  With that, the coach had apparently completed his speech.  He accompanied one of the healers to a dome.  The other each went to separate ones.
"Excuse me?"  A female trainee had approached him.  "Jason, I mean, Trainee Grim, can I talk to you for a moment?"
"Hey, no problem guys."  The nearest Hector responded.  "I'll just meet you by the dome, okay Jason?"  The four separated.  Evidently, Hector had correctly anticipated the number of combat rooms that would be in use.  He made a note to ask about that.
"You are Anna Insight, yes?"  The one who had yielded rather than fight him.  "It is a pleasure to see you again."
"No.  No it isn't.  Please... don't be mad, but I know when you're lying.  You don't have to."  He looked around, alone for the moment.
"Very well.  It was an empty courtesy.  I had no strong preference between seeing you again or not."  He had been correct.  She was likely a telepath, or something similar.  "Why have you approached me?"
"I... because Director Shift told me to ask you..."
"Yes?"  She had initiated this discussion.  Why was she taking so long to get to the point?
"Monday.  When we...  when we fought, you killed someone.  Before, I mean."  What?  "Fourteen.  You killed fourteen people, just for your own comfort, and to help you in the fight."
"Explain.  How do you know that?"
"It’s my power.  I'm, Insight, right?"  She looked away, then back.  "I see things when I look at people."
"Their minds?  You saw my thoughts?"  It might be necessary to-
"No!"  Her voice was much louder, briefly.  "I can't read minds!  I just see things.  Like, I saw your power, what you can do.  And… and I saw a little bit of what you're like.  Your motivations and- and what you want."
"So you knew that I could have killed you."
"Yes."  Her voice was much quieter now.
"That does not explain your reaction, or Director Shift's involvement.  Many of the trainees can kill almost as easily as I."
"But you didn't care.  You killed those people just to fight more easily, and, I think, because one annoyed you?  I had to tell the Director."
"And she told you to ask me?"  Now he understood.  "I assume that if my answer is not satisfactory, she will carry out her threat?"
"Yes."  She was looking away again.
"How many lives did you say I had taken?"
"Fourteen."
He believed he had understood her behavior correctly.  She refused to look him in the eye, keeping her head down, speaking softly, it was behavior that his books characterized as 'submissive.'  She was afraid of him and did not wish to provoke him.  Jason felt satisfaction.  He rarely understood the emotional reasoning of others so well.
"I killed a fly.  It was buzzing around my face and using my power took less effort than swatting it.  The rest were plants."
"Oh."  She looked up, slowly, then rapidly looked away after she met his eyes.
She already respected his power, now that she knew he would not kill carelessly, perhaps he could recruit her as an asset?
"Would you like to watch the fight between Duncan Nightmare and Coach Achala?"  A friendly gesture should be sufficient to start the process.  "It should be very informative."
"No."  She shook her head.  "I- I don't want to be anywhere nearby if Duncan's going to be fighting.  I'll come back later, for my fight with Warp."  She smiled, then turned quickly and departed.
Jason was pleased.  Though she had declined the offer, it was clear that she was open to a friendship with him.

The match began, like the ones in which Jason had participated, with both fighters speaking to a healer.  Presumably, each was explaining their defensive abilities so that the grey clad healer could determine the correct threshold for lethal damage.  It was impressive that Coach Achala's role as a direct participant did not seem to be changing the Healer's behavior.  In his experience, such respect for procedure was found only when the rules genuinely fit the situation.
The dome's entire wall turned transparent, after the two had entered.  Jason did not know whether this was genuine transparency or simply a real-time image.  Given the quality of video technology that the Citadel had at its disposal, distinguishing would be next to impossible.  Even so, there was still no sound.  
Achala performed a polite bow then spoke to his opponent.  Duncan gave no evidence of replying to the combat instructor.  He simply stood, his customary expression on his face.  Jason had given that expression a great deal of thought.  His initial inclination had been to label it 'contempt.'  This seemed to fit Hector's remarks, however... something seemed wrong with that assessment.  
Jason was just self-aware enough to realize that one of his common emotional reactions to others could be given the same label.  It never evoked a need to act in him, not the way it seemed to do for Duncan.
"Jason.  Hey, Jason."
"Oh.  I apologize Hector.  I was lost in thought and did not realize you had approached." he answered his friend.
"It's cool.  Just wondered if you had any idea what Duncan can do?"  Hector was staring at the other.  His expression was a near perfect match for his mother's description of 'concentration.'
"His performance in Physical Conditioning leads me to believe that he is a Strong type.  However, you should know that as well as I."
"Yeah, but there's gotta be more to it than that.  He's ranked sixth in the class and Nightmare doesn't really fit a Strong type."
"Interesting.  I suppose we shall learn shortly."  Hector's point was valid.  Duncan had consistently performed at about the same level as Isaac.  Yet, Jason's older roommate was ranked much lower.
An audible tone came from the dome.  Jason did not know if that had been the case during previous matches but he was certain it was the signal to begin.  Nevertheless, neither combatant had changed their stance.  Coach Achala was crouched, slightly, his hands up and ready to react.  Duncan was just standing there, his hands on his hips.
Something was wrong though.  Jason could not recognize the cause but the crowd was reacting.  He heard noises coming from the others, and motion.  Most were pulling back from the combat room.
"Hector?"  His stomach was clenched.  "Hector, please."  His heart was beating rapidly and his breathing was labored.  "Hector, I don't know what I'm feeling!"  Jason gripped his friend's arm.
"It's fear, Jason.  Everyone's feeling it."
The combat room was changing.  Its light grew dimmer, the combatants’ shadows grew darker.  It made no sense.  Duncan seemed to be getting larger.  His expression changed.  It was cruel, threatening.  Jason didn't understand.  He was in no danger.  Why was he so affected?
"Jason, relax.  It's not that bad.  Duncan- he's projecting it."
Yes.  Yes, of course.  It was obvious.  How had he not been able to see that?  Jason concentrated on his breathing, his heart, felt himself relaxing.  It took some time.  He was not aware of anything else until he had finished.
Duncan was attempting to extricate himself from the wall, near Coach Achala's exit.  Apparently, while Jason was distracted, he had charged and the instructor had dodged.  Jason wondered why Achala was not taking advantage of his opponent's temporary disability.  
He had merely resumed his stance, having turned to face Duncan.  Soon, the boy had managed to tear himself free.  He advanced more slowly this time, cautious.  The combat instructor's motions were short and quick.  Duncan would throw a punch or a kick, sometimes trying to grab.  Achala intercepted each with a small blow to the other's arm or leg, just enough to throw it off course.
"Why the gloves?"  Hector asked.
"Hm?"  He was right.  Achala was wearing a pair of tightfitting, black leather gloves.  "I had not noticed them.  Nor do I understand their purpose."  He had also added a pair of small pouches to his uniform's belt.
The fruitless exchange of blows ended.  Duncan struck at Achala, a simple straight jab.  The instructor met his fist with an open palm, rather than striking at the forearm and deflecting it.  
It should not have been possible.  The image did not convey sound; the walls were thick stone, but Jason was certain he could hear Duncan’s scream.  His hand and arm had been shattered. Coach Achala returned the blow with a backhanded slap.  
Duncan was flung several feet to the side, prone.  Again, the instructor failed to follow-up on his advantage.  Rather than attack his downed opponent, he stood back.  Jason thought he might be speaking but it was difficult to be sure.  The feeling, the fear, was receding.  It seemed as if the combat room's lighting was returning to normal as well.
Duncan rose from his position on the floor.  His face was malformed.  The jaw was broken, possibly unhinged.  Jason could see blood coating his teeth.  He shook his head, not seeming to care about the pain that motion must have caused him.  Slowly, the trainee stood upright.  He raised his hand, beckoning Achala forward.
"Okay, I may not like the guy, but that takes balls."  Jason would not have phrased the sentiment in the same way as Hector, but he did agree.
Apparently, Coach Achala was not inclined to meet his opponent's request.  He removed something small from one of his pouches. A ball bearing?  The instructor flicked the ball forward, like shooting a marble.  It flew quickly but not so fast that Jason could not track it.  The ball bearing bounced off the floor and came to rest against the combat room's curved wall.
Jason could not hear him scream, not this time, but Duncan's mouth was open and he was clutching his leg.  The missile's path had intersected Duncan's thigh.  Jason had not thought it was moving fast enough to cause injury but Duncan's leg was bloody and misshapen.  He fell to the floor.  Moments later, he began rapidly tapping his hand against the ground.
"Well," Hector said, "now we know what an operative is capable of."
The fight was over.  The view vanished, replaced with a plain stone wall.  The healer moved, quickly entering the combat room.
"You are more familiar with the schedule than me, Hector, which fight should we watch next?"

"Good afternoon, Kelly."  Jason greeted his roommate.  She was, like him and Hector, waiting for Gregory Warp's first challenge match to begin.
"Hey Jason.  Hector." she replied.  "This's Sam and Kerry."  They all exchanged greetings, Jason being careful to keep his face pleasant and meet their eyes.  Well, as best he could, removing the glasses would undermine the point of a polite greeting.
"What brings you two over?"  Kelly asked them.
"It only made sense." Jason answered.  "Gregory Warp is both the highest ranked combatant and the one with the most challenges.  I hope to learn a great deal from watching him fight."
"Nope." said Keridwyn.  "He's the one that took me down.  No offense to anyone here, but as easily as he beat me, you're not going to learn anything from watching him take down the small fries."
"What position did you earn?"  Perhaps she was resentful that an early loss had left her in a rank below that which she thought she was due?
"Second."
"I see."  She must have been genuinely impressed by his power then.  "What is the nature of his ability?  I can think of few things stronger than turning into a dragon."
"I get that a lot.  Flight, phasing and an energy beam strong enough to cut through the dome walls."
"That is quite a formidable combination.  How did your fight go?"
"It wasn't even close."  She snorted and he had no trouble recognizing her expression as 'disgust.'  "I tried to grab him but my hands went right through.  Then he flew straight up, cut one of em off with his beam and told me to surrender.  I did."
The fight began, not long after their conversation had begun.  Gregory, Kelly said he preferred Greg, was a small man.  In truth, he was the only trainee Jason had seen that was about the same size as Kelly's female form.  His opponent, George Dragon, was a large, male trainee with scale like skin.  He grew wings from his back before entering the dome.
"No relation."  Keridwyn asserted.
Both trainees behaved very oddly, during the fight.  Greg turned and ran to the side as soon as the tone sounded.  Once he had reached the wall, he lounged against it and relaxed for the remainder of the match.  George looked up and began breathing fire, paying no apparent attention to his opponent.  Shortly, he stopped letting out bursts of flame and began leaping around the dome, ducking and dodging, despite the lack of any clear threat.
"That little bastard!"  Kerridwyn said, much louder than normal.
George raised both hands above his head, shouting something.  Most likely it was 'I yield,' as the match ended and both fighters left the combat room immediately afterwards.
"He's just an illusionist!  I though he was a real powerhouse or I'd have gone after him again."  Kerry seemed unduly surprised by the revelation.
"You said his beam was strong enough to cut through the wall."  He pointed out.
"Yeah, so?"
"I take this to mean that when you thought he removed your hand, you also thought he blasted through the wall?"
A number of people had gathered around George after he left the dome.  Jason could not tell if they were mocking him or commiserating with his loss.
"Only a little, but yeah.  I wouldn't have given up if I didn't think he could do real damage.  And how did he cut off my hand if it's just illusions?" she objected.
"I do not know.  However, if he had really fired an energy beam through the wall, he would have been disqualified."
"I... I didn't even think about that.  You're right." she agreed.  "Your name was Jason, right?"
"That is correct."
"I'll remember it."

Gregory Warp's next few fights were very different.  Rather than dodge imaginary attacks, his opponents simply collapsed to the ground.  Some staggered to the side or made some attempt to attack him first, all of which missed.  A few vomited.  After a short period, either they yielded or Greg would render them unconscious by using his hand to block their nose and mouth.  Jason and the others watched three such victories before he grew bored.
"Kelly, I nearly forgot to tell you.  Isaac wishes to speak with you, when you have the opportunity."
"Yeah." her voice was quieter than usual and she was looking down.  "Hector told me earlier but he wouldn't say what it was about."
"I believe Isaac disapproves of some of your decisions and wishes to encourage you to change your behavior."  Oddly, Samantha and Keridwyn both stepped forward and placed a hand on Kelly's shoulders.  "I do not believe I will learn anything further from watching these matches.  I will see you both, back at our home."  Kelly was still looking down, Samantha was speaking softly to her and Keridwyn was staring at him.  Strange.  "Have a good day, ladies."
 




CHAPTER 5:  PRIORITIES

Residence Area
Isaac was walking home, alone.  His first session had left him feeling raw, like every bit of his soul was exposed, but also clean.  It wasn't a good description but it was the best he could come up with.  He knew that this hadn't fixed anything, that feeling of frustrated rage and black hate was still there, but it felt like a good start.  Therapy wasn't mandatory, not for him, but he'd be coming back next weekend.  He wondered if Jenny would be there again.
It was strange.  She always seemed so happy, full of energy and life.  Then again, if someone didn't know about his incident during combat ranking, Isaac probably seemed perfectly normal.  Self-controlled, maybe a little intense sometimes, but normal.  Isaac didn't know for a fact that she'd been in the medical area for the same reason as him, but it seemed likely.  His thoughts were interrupted by an enormous bird landing in front of him, a bird whose body blurred and flowed, turning into a tiny blonde girl with pigtails.
"Where the Hell do you get off!?  You're not my father; you don't get to have opinions about the way I live my life!"
What the hell?  She was vaguely familiar, the shapeshifter that had had such a bad reaction during their first combat class.  Why- wait, shapeshifter?  Oh shit.
"K- Kelly?" he asked.
"That's Trainee Protean to you, you jerk."  There were tears in her eyes.
"No, oh no, I'm so sorry Kelly."  His mind raced back over everything he'd said, everything Hector or Jason had said.  It seemed so obvious now.  "Kelly, I didn't know!" he pleaded.
"You- what?" her face was flushed, tears running down her face.  What could he-?
"Kelly, think back.  You never told me your power."  Please let her listen, he had to make this right.
"I... but Jason said... you said I was making the wrong choice."  Her voice quiet, broken with sobs.  Oh God, he'd hurt her so bad.
"Just, just give me a minute to explain, okay?"  Careful, this could go so wrong.
"Kelly, I never knew what you could do.  I didn't know your power.  When you got here, you met Jason and Hector first, right?"  She nodded, hurt and betrayal written across her face.  "I bet when you met them, you explained everything, right?"  She nodded again, a little calmer.  "We didn't meet till breakfast, that Monday.  They never told me.  I had no idea."
"You didn't?  But then, what Jason said..."
"Kelly, I only ever saw you when you were a guy and I didn't know what you could do.  I told them I was worried because I thought you were skipping training sessions."
"Skipping...?  Isaac that doesn't even make sense!  This is the Citadel.  They don't take anyone but the best and everyone knows that!"
"Well, yeah.  That's why I was so worried about you.  I thought you seemed like a good kid and I didn't want you getting kicked out."
"Oh."  The anger was gone but she hadn't relaxed yet.  Isaac watched as Kelly seemed to almost shrink in on herself.  "So you really didn't know.  But... but now you do."  She looked up at him, and he could practically hear the part of that sentence she'd left unasked.  Now that he knew, what did he think?
"Kelly, let me tell you a story.  When I was a little older than you, I was in college.  I think I mentioned that I used to be an accountant but I don't remember if you were around then or not."  She shook her head.  "Okay.  Well, I was at WSU, studying for my CPA.  That's where I met Van-" No.  He still couldn't say her name, not even for this.  "My wife.  And I met her best friend Thea.  I wouldn't have met my wife if it wasn't for her.  Thea was on the same degree plan as me, we shared a few classes and she thought we'd get along.  So Thea introduced me to the love of my life.
We stayed friends or more all through school.  Thea was always more my wife's friend than mine, they'd known each other practically forever, but I still liked her.  I was so grateful I would have liked her no matter what."
"Why are you telling me this?"
"Because Thea's parents named her Theo."  He gave it a moment but she didn't react.  "I never understood what my wife saw in her.  I liked Thea well enough, and like I said, I was grateful.  But I didn't ever understand why they were so close."  He stopped speaking, closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  "When we graduated, Thea and I went to work at the same company.  This might be a bit of a surprise, but accountancy firms tend to be a bit conservative.  So Thea couldn't work there, but Theo could."  He felt the bitterness wash over him.  It still felt the same, even though it didn't matter anymore.
"Watching her at work, every day, it hurt.  There was just so much misery in her eyes...  Well, that was when I got it.  I'd thought of Thea as bubbly and cheerful, even shallow.  But knowing that she'd been hurt so badly because she couldn't live the way she wanted... I don't know.  I got it.  My wife didn't love her because she was happy.  She loved her because she'd been through so much but still had the strength to go looking for joy."  Isaac shook his head.  "It's a quality I wish I had a little more of these days."
"What happened?  To Thea, I mean."
"She died."
"I'm sorry.  Thank you...  Thank you for telling me all this."
"It's okay Kelly.  Like I said, you're a good kid."
"You really don't have a problem with me?  I mean, with my-?"
"No.  I don't want you to ever ask me that again cause the answer won't change."  She smiled.  Thank God.  "Although... I've always felt bad for not understanding Thea better.  If you don't mind, when we're both in a better mood for it, I'd like to ask you some stuff."
"Okay."  Kelly smiled at him.  "About you being upset though, I mean, with me skipping classes?"
"Uh huh?"  He started walking home.  She reached up, taking his hand, then walked alongside him.
"I mean, I haven't been, but if I was... I meant what I said."
"Huh?"
"You're not my father.  I've got a really good one and I don't need another."
"I know.  I was just worried because I like you, that's all."
"Isaac?  You're not really my type." she said with a teasing grin.
Maybe he should've phrased that better.

Instruction Area, Citadel Hub
It seemed unlikely, but Isaac had settled into a routine.  His day started with a group breakfast, he and his roommates talking over Hector's cooking.  After that came Ethics, something he didn't think anyone really enjoyed.  Instructor Catherine Verres was very good at setting up no win situations and forcing her students to confront their, often poorly understood, motivations.  
Physical Conditioning wasn't too bad, not for him at least, but it was boring.  That had improved on the third day. Coach Achala had started sending the trainees who wouldn't benefit from the track over to the equipment room.  Isaac had found a reinforced speed bag and weighted bag, enough to resume his long abandoned boxing training.
Combat was different.  Coach Achala's training exercise was effective, but it was also pure misery.  Isaac didn't like being on the receiving side, who would, but he could see the benefit.  He had to restrain his power every time he took a hit.  Being blind and helpless, naked even, didn't make that any easier.  At first, Isaac's field had gone up after every blow.  If his first partner, George, hadn't been so tough, the younger man could've been badly hurt.
Hitting Isaac when his field was up was equivalent to a normal person punching a brick wall.  Isaac was getting better, his power more under his control.  During his last session as an imitation punching bag, he'd managed to go almost ten minutes without using it.  Kind of a strange achievement, but Isaac felt a certain sense of pride anyway.
Class sessions where he was the striker were different.  Attacking someone who was helpless, even knowing a Healer type was nearby to keep things from going too far, that was something no one could enjoy.  Even so, he could see the benefit.  Hurting someone, doing real damage to them and especially with your bare hands, that didn't come easy to most people.
His boxing coach, back in college, had emphasized something similar.  It didn't matter how strong or fast you were, not if you hesitated and the other guy didn't.  This was obviously meant to get the trainees past that initial shock, to inure them to the sensation of hurting another human being.  Good training, maybe, but it was an awful thing to go through.
"What is the greatest threat to the human race?" asked the day's guest instructor, Eugene Sikes.
He was the very picture of a college professor, glasses, neatly trimmed grey beard, he even had the jacket with leather patches at the elbow.  The only thing missing was a pipe.  A few of the other trainees gave the most obvious answers.
"The Bugs!  King in Winter! Tyrant!"
It actually seemed to enrage the little man.
"NO!  The Hive States have never been linked to a single act of aggression towards a human being!  Winter's domain hasn't spread since nineteen twenty six.  The Tyrant controls the actions of every man, woman and child living in Europe but he’s also a hundred and twenty-five years old and lying in a hospital bed.  If not for the constant attention of healing powers he would be long dead.  You aren't thinking about it, try harder!"
The man hadn't even introduced himself, just walked in and begun speaking.  Isaac only knew his name because of the changed schedule they'd received that morning.  The next round of responses seemed less certain.
"Monster?  The Battle Lords?"
"Bah!  Monster is believed to have killed between two and three hundred people, personally.  If you credit him with the indirect effects of his actions, that goes up to about two thousand.  The Battle Grounds have spread, slowly, for the last forty years.  People still live there!  The Battle Lords are a threat to this nation, what's left of it, but not the human race.  Your Director told you the answer already.  What.  Is.  The.  Greatest.  Threat.  To.  Our.  Species!?"
The only voice that answered this time was Jenny's.
"The next one."
"Yes!  Thank you young lady.  Everything and everyone your peers mentioned is a known quantity.  Yes, they are dangerous, yes they have cost many, many lives.  But we know how to deal with them."  Instructor Eugene stopped speaking, looking over his class.  "You people will be the next generation of our Citadel.  It will be your job, your duty, to deal with the next generation of catastrophic Empowered.
“Instructor Catherine has doubtless spent the last week telling you that every mistake you make, every hesitation or lapse in judgment, will lead to a loss of life."  He paused again, waiting for the class's murmured assent.
"Loss of life is not the worst case scenario.  End of life is.  Lt. Commander Byrd's obsession with reaching the North Pole led to his Empowerment.  At the time, he was a naval pilot and explorer.  Now, he's more commonly called the King in Winter.  His very body is a heat sink of such power that everything within three thousand kilometers of him is frozen solid.  Do you understand?  
“Think about the effects that should have had.  Weather, ocean level, the very temperature of the Earth itself should have changed.  But!  But we got lucky.  Russia, Canada and Greenland all effectively ceased to exist as countries.  Temperatures in that region dropped more than a hundred degrees in less than an hour.  Worldwide panic, riots and desperate refugees..."  Instructor Sikes' voice broke off, resumed after he took a moment to visibly collect himself.
"That could have easily meant an end to human life on Earth.  But we got lucky.  Something about the nature of Byrd's power restricted the effects.  Once you get past that line, roughly three thousand kilometers away from Byrd himself, the effect ends.  With the right equipment or powers, you can literally see the cities, frozen and dead, while you stand in the warm sunshine.
Imagine you'd been there.  What if you were in the plane with him, realized what was happening.  Would you have stopped it?  Could you have?  The life of one man, a good man, maybe even a hero, versus the lives of countless innocents...  But what if it wasn't a man?  Make it worse.  A twelve year old child, a frightened, newly Empowered innocent... what would you do then?  She means no harm; she doesn't understand her new power.  Nevertheless, if she has the wrong power, an ability that can't be controlled or shouldn't exist...
That little girl... my daughter... she sterilized everyone within a mile of herself.  It was her first period, she was scared and...  My wife... pregnant women miscarried."  He stopped again, weeping softly.
"The effect was spreading.  The operative stationed in our town realized what was happening but... he couldn't do it."  There were tears on his face but the speaker's voice grew hard.  "He couldn't do it.  He told us, my wife and me, he told us what was happening but he didn't do what was necessary.  So I did."  There was hate in his eyes.  Isaac knew that expression very well, saw it in the mirror.
"You want to be Citadel?  You want to protect us?  That's what you have to do.  Not what's good or just.  An operative does what's necessary.  That's what you're for."
He turned and left the room, silence in his wake.

Instruction Area
Kelly was worried about Samantha, Sam.  She'd been the first friend Kelly made here, well, except for Hector.  The girl was friendly and really nice. That counted for a lot in Kelly's eyes, but her power was... well, it was kind of weak.  What was worse, Sam knew it, too.  She hadn't even tried to put up a fight during her ranking match.  Okay, that'd been against Kerry and she didn't know what her friend could've done against the dragon girl, but still...
This was the Citadel.  If that guy yesterday had gotten anything across to the trainees it was that failure just wasn't acceptable.  They must've had some reason for accepting Samantha for operative training, but Kelly was afraid that if she didn't start showing some kind of potential, they might decide they didn't want her anymore.  She had to help her friend, she'd spent most of their first class in Procedure thinking about it instead of listening to the instructor, but she couldn't figure out how.
"Hey Kelly." Hector said.  Well, one of him.  She could see two more waiting by the track.  He was still running in relays but he was also using fewer and fewer copies of himself to do it.
"Hi Hector.  What's up?"  She'd gotten her running form pretty much perfect.  She could keep this up all day now.
"Well, I saw you on the track and I was wondering..."  They passed Drew.  The guy still had maybe a little extra weight on him but the difference was incredible.  "You mind if I ask you something about your power?"
"Um, well, I guess that's okay."  He wasn't gonna get all weird, like Isaac, was he?  It was better than when she'd thought he hated her but the man just wouldn't stop asking questions.  Sometimes she was a girl, sometimes she was a boy, and a lot of her forms didn't even have a... well, genitalia.  When you could be anything, why not be everything?
"I've seen you flying, your two normal looks, this one and that big caveman looking thing you turned into.  What's your limit?"  That was actually kind of a good question.
"I don't really have one, not as far as I know."
"So you could do a dragon, like Kerry?"
She laughed.  "No.  Well, maybe.  Changing is..." Huh, she'd always just done it.  "Okay, this is kind of hard to explain."  She stopped circling the track and headed over to the Hector's that were waiting by the start.  She was pretty sure Coach Achala wouldn't mind.  It was obvious she wasn't getting anything out of this anymore and he was nothing if not practical.  The bastard.
"I'm not really sure what my limits are.  I mean, I can switch to anything I've been before without much effort but anything new is tricky."  She took a moment to consider the best way to explain.  "Okay, take my running form."  She was nearly eight feet tall.  Her skin was wrapped tight around muscle and bone, no fat at all.  She had thickened veins, an expanded throat and rib cage and really long legs.  The bones weren't quite hollow but they were a lot thinner and lighter than normal.  She'd totally gotten rid of the digestive system and a bunch of other stuff she didn't need.
"I basically started out in my girl shape.  Then I just sorta... tweaked it.  I did one little change after another until I had something that barely counts as human."
"Huh."  He rubbed his chin while he was thinking.  All three of him.  It was kinda cute.  "So if you don't have to be human, do you need to be something alive?"
"You mean could I be a chair or a table or something?" she asked him.
"I was thinking more like a rock, but yeah."
"I totally could."  She switched back to her normal shape.  "But not for long.  If it's not a shape that can... I guess last is the best way to put it.  If it can't last, anything without a brain and the ability to keep going on its own, I have to concentrate to keep it."  That sounded really weird when she said it out loud.
"So how long could you keep it up?"
"I don't know.  How long could you keep thinking of the color purple?"  She laughed.  "It's not hard or anything, but as soon as I let it slip, I snap right back to the last shape that could keep itself going."
"Kelly..." he looked really excited.  "Kelly, that's awesome!"
She heard Jenny and her group cheering from across the room.
"You basically just said you don't need your brain to think!  And you can make material that's not alive, like wood and metal and stuff, right?"
"Um, yeah?"  She didn't see what the big deal was.
"Okay, so a dragon is too tough because it's big and complicated and there's no way a regular animal could be like that."
"Right." she agreed.
"So what's stopping you from turning into something that looks like a dragon, just for a minute or two.  You could use titanium or diamond for the scales and we can look up some gas you could breathe that'd catch fire!"
"Holy shit..." she kept thinking about it, trying to see why Hector was wrong.  Her power couldn't possibly...  "Yeah.  I think... I think I could."  Oh wow, Kerry was gonna freak.  That George guy was always pissed at her because they had the same name, even though Kerry was way more of a dragon than him, but if Kelly could be one too...
"I mean, I've never done anything that big and I don't know how to do titanium scales... maybe if I could find a sample..." Okay, she'd basically need to eat or absorb the titanium or a diamond and that was just kind of gross.  But she'd only need to do that the first time.
"Thanks Hector.  I think that might really work."  He smiled back at her, a big happy grin.
"No problem.  I've been trying to figure out better ways to use my own power.  It got me thinking, I bet there's a lot of trainees that could be doing more with what they have."
She told Coach Achala what she needed and he gave her permission to skip training for the rest of the day, as well as directions.  She was halfway to the quartermaster's office before she realized.  This would make her stronger, maybe even as strong as Kerry, but it wouldn't help Samantha at all.

Training Area, Citadel Hub
Hector stood against the wall and watched as half of his class of trainees pummeled the others.  The victims were allowed to keep their heads uncovered now, and to dodge.  This was one of the bad days.  Hector held his mother's hand while she twitched and trembled, unable to speak or take coherent action.   Technically, he was using his power, still forbidden.  However, he was careful not to watch himself fight and Coach Achala didn't seem to have a problem with his extra self watching the others.  Studying his classmates' fighting styles was a useful way to spend some time, but that wasn't the main reason he was here.  He checked his mail.  Permission for training, in each of the dozen unarmed combat styles he'd applied for, was 'still pending.'   He split off a new self to do that, while he focused on the main reason he was there.  Hector shook his head and Jason pulled back, restraining the stomp that would've broken some of Jenny's ribs, maybe even punctured a lung.
For the others, taking off the hoods had made a major difference in the fight.  Some attackers were having a difficult time hitting as hard as they had last week.  Kicking a semi-anonymous opponent, when they couldn't fight back, was one thing.  Punching Greg or Kerry in the face was a different one.  The cops hadn't found any sign of a forced entry.  No broken windows, damaged locks or the like.   Of course, so was breaking Duncan's nose.  Hector could tell that some people were holding back out of fear of retaliation.  Coach Achala would pull them aside, speak a few stern words, and their fights would be back on track.  Usually, they showed a lot more energy, if not actual enthusiasm.  Others held back out of compassion, not wanting to hurt someone they knew or liked.  He held a damp cloth to her forehead.  She wasn't running a fever but it seemed to help, a little.  It was different when you had to see the pain in their face.  Achala's words to those people were less stern, almost gentle, but they still found themselves forced to participate with the required... ferocity?  Yes, that seemed to be what the coach was seeking.
Coach Achala hadn't said a word to Jason.  He'd been paired with Jenny Awesome.  She was the fifth ranked combatant in their class and easily the most popular; no one had challenged her yet.  Rick had decided that it must've been an inside job.  Maybe it was because Hector was the one who'd arrived first, or maybe Rick just didn't like him, but the manager seemed to have decided he was guilty.  Hector didn't think that was because people were scared of her.  Most either liked her, and didn't want to fight her, or realized that winning would cause a good third, or more, of the other trainees to hate their guts.  He shook his head again and Jason refrained from punching her in the back of her neck.  Hector watched as a healer intervened, fixing the knee that Jason had just disabled.  This was why Hector was here.
He and Jason had talked about the issue more than once, since last week.  Hector had already certified on small arms, extendable batons and unpowered body armor.  Why was this the one area, maybe the most useful one, where he had to wait for approval?  The other boy seemed to trust Hector's opinion.  He was willing to believe that he was going too far during the fight training.  Jason just couldn't seem to get where the line was.  So, this was the compromise.  Jason would go all out, the same as he had been before, and Hector would watch.  He used a napkin to wipe the spittle from the corner of her mouth.  The soup he'd made still sat on its tray, untouched.  When he saw his strange friend about to go too far, he gave a signal and the other pulled back.  Jason's knee crashed into Jenny's groin.  She fell to the ground, screaming, and Hector shook his head, frantic.  Jason pulled back without kicking her in the head.
It was a little surprising.  Hector hadn't realized a woman would be so sensitive to blows in that area.  Next week's schedule was posted.  Not only were the best shifts gone, no opening or closing, but his hours had been cut almost in half.  He thought of Kelly and wondered... Nah.  Kind of weird though, Isaac had told him about their fight.  Even without his power, the big guy was good.  Irritated, he pulled up the list he'd made and moved on to the next options.  He sent off applications for training with shock batons, pepper spray and restraint devices.  Hector could see him with another Strong type, ducking, turning and generally moving so that the other's blows either fell without full force or stuck him somewhere harmless.  Once, Isaac even managed to catch his opponent’s fist with the top of his head.  The trembling fit was done.  His mother slept, exhausted.  
Hector could hear the guy’s startled cry of pain.  Yet, he said Jenny had made him look like a fool.  Jumping between his arms, using his head and shoulders as a spring board...  The acrobatics could have been her powers, some sort of enhanced agility or balance, but the timing of it?  It wasn't like he actually needed this job.  It'd be easy to find a replacement.  Hector was sure that it had been the unexpected nature of her action that had shocked Isaac out of the mental state he needed to use his force field.  The minor injury he'd gotten, a split lip, had left him too confused to reenter it before she'd knocked him out.  It was too neat to be a coincidence.
She didn't show any of that prowess, now.  Jason's control and precision had improved over the last two weeks, but he was still a long way from skilled.  He hated the days like this, when there was nothing he could do to really help her.  Maybe there was something different he should try?  Anyone who could outmaneuver Isaac so easily should have been able to do the same to him.  Jenny's attempts to dodge his blows were completely ineffectual.  He just hated losing a job like this.  Maybe there was something different he should try?  Jason landed a kick to the back of her knee, sending her to the ground.  Hector shook his head when he saw Jason put his foot on her throat.  He stepped back without putting any weight on it.  All of his remote applications for Citadel training in unarmed combat styles had been delayed.  Maybe there was something different he should try?  Not for the first time, Hector wondered what Jenny's power was.  Observation wasn't telling him enough.  Maybe there was something different he should try?

Coach Achala called an end to the training exercise.  Jason helped Jennifer Awesome to stand, then moved to release her hands.  She did not thank him, her expression was strangely flat.  He was not close to her, not the way he was with Hector, but he appreciated the way her moods were normally so easy to decipher.  She was one of the few trainees that he was able to understand on a regular basis.  Usually, she was either happy, or a mixture of cheerful and determined.  He noticed one of his friend's bodies approaching, the one who had been signaling him during the training exercise, and remembered how he was supposed to end the session.
"I apologize if I was too rough, Jenny.  I assure you it is nothing personal.  Sometimes, I just get carried away during training."
She did not respond, at first.  When she did, it was quite surprising.  She turned to face Hector, and shouted at him.
"Back off!"
A few of the other trainees stopped what they were doing and turned to face her.
"No, no I'm fine." she said to them, her volume slightly above normal.  "I just... I wanted to talk to Jason, privately."
Jason had little trouble recognizing Hector's expression, 'nervousness.'  He, and the others, respected Jenny's request and moved further away, averting their faces.  Having gotten what she apparently wanted, Jenny did not yell at him, cry or try to hit him.  These had been the most common reactions from his training partners.  Though, in fairness, the intensity had decreased since Hector had begun guiding him.  She was just looking at him, staring.  Her eyes were open more widely than usual.  Other than that, she had resumed her flat expression.
Jason did not think it was hostile.  He did not always understand their origin, but he had encountered enough hostile reactions that he felt reasonably sure of his ability to recognize them.
"Can I... can I ask you something?" she said, very quietly.  He refrained from attempting humor, this seemed too serious for that, and simply nodded.
"Why don't I feel anything from you?"  Her voice maintained its low volume, but there was something in it that he recognized.  A kind of hunger?
"I do not understand what you mean."
"Okay... let me think." she did not seem dissuaded.  If anything, the hunger was stronger.
"What do you think people mean, when they call me awesome, or when I say it about myself?"
It was very rare for someone to ask him about an emotional response, especially so directly.  Jenny was the third person to do so, since he had begun Citadel training.  Jason decided that this had been a good decision, despite his mother's warnings.  He had a number of stock answers that he could use but, like he had with Hector, he decided to tell her the truth.
"I do not really know.  Obviously, it is a combination of admiration or respect and excitement, but I do not have that response.  I mean no insult, but I do not find you to be 'awesome.'"  He hoped that would not be offensive, but something about the way she had asked... it felt important, perhaps vital.
"You... you really don't."  Jenny's voice was still soft, the hunger replaced by something else, but her expression had changed again.  It was strange, disbelief mixed with happiness?  'Hope,' maybe?
"Do you mind, can I ask two more?  Then, I promise, then I'll let you get back to your friend and you can plan your challenges for tomorrow or whatever."
"Of course."
"How come you don't use contractions?"  Oh.  Well, that was less dangerous than her last question, but still...
"I don't?" he asked.
She laughed.  "That's the first time I've heard you do it."  Her voice was back to a normal volume, its tone as well.  "Yeah, it's kind of weird.  Don't get me wrong, I decided to change my last name to Awesome.  I don't have anything against weird.  I was just wondering, that's all."
"Yes, I knew what you meant, but I have found that question works well as a lead in to a humorous statement."  She smiled at him.  Her 'happiness' was as easy to recognize as ever, but it seemed subtly different.  "It is an old habit, one my mother taught me.  I... do not always think about things in the same way as others."  She nodded, showing no sign of surprise or judgment.  
"By deliberately avoiding the use of contractions, I am forced to choose my words more carefully.  I think about what I am going to say before I say it and I have an added opportunity to filter myself.  It makes it less likely that I will make enemies or alienate those who might be friends."  Which was true, as far as it went, but there was more to it than that.  Perhaps... no, he did not know her well enough to be quite that honest.  Not yet.
"Okay.  That was a little more than I was expecting but I think I get it."
He wanted her to know that he was pleased by her acceptance of his differences.  Jason smiled at her.
"I believe you said you had two questions, for me?"
"Yeah."  Her expression had changed.  It was one he had not seen on her face before.  "I've got an appointment tomorrow morning and I was about to go place a challenge, but I was wondering..." she paused before continuing, "Do you have any plans on Sunday?"
"Nothing more than some routine chores."
"Okay, then... do you want to get together?"  She stopped speaking, took a deep breath, then resumed speaking, very rapidly.  "I mean, we can do whatever you want.  That's cool.  I just, just wanted to spend some time alone together?"
He did not know the best way to respond to that.  On the one hand, he had long since learned to avoid private social activities, even most of those that occurred in small groups.  The lack of structure forced him to improvise and the results had often been... unsatisfactory.  On the other hand, Hector had already helped him refine his social skills and could probably offer some useful advice for this occasion as well.  Then, as his father would have said, there was the gripping hand.  He liked Jenny.  She had reacted in a more or less positive manner to some of his surface oddities.  Perhaps, even if his behavior was not quite ideal, she would accept that as well?
"Very well.  Please send me an email with the time and location.  I will be pleased to join you."
Her smile returned, as large as ever.
"Kay.  See you then." she replied, before moving rapidly towards the challenge board.
A group of the other trainees, none of whom had seemed to be paying much attention to each other before her arrival, quickly converged on her.  They began discussing something with great animation.
Jason was rapidly beginning to feel disconcerted.  What, exactly, had he agreed to?  He would have to ask Hector.
 




CHAPTER 6:  UNTOUCHABLE

Marcus stared at the wall.  It was tall, wide and white.  If he was a different sort of person, he might have paid more attention to its composition.  It was perfectly smooth, utterly without blemish or scar and completely clean.  He might have thought about the amount of labor required to maintain such a surface.  Perhaps, he would have wondered where those laborers were.  At the very least, he should have asked why there were no guards.  He had torn through the outer fence, a simple chain link that had been painted white, with little effort.  This should have attracted a response of some sort.
Instead, Marcus thought only of himself.  He was ready to do it.  He was sure of that much.  Once he started the fight, no one could beat him.  But... starting was the tough part.  He remembered being a child.  Poor, hungry, always afraid.  His mother worked for a lesser Lord.  She earned just enough to keep them fed and clothed, not enough to be comfortable.  He ran errands for the Lord's servants, hoping to get something nicer.  It didn't have to be much, a toy, some candy, even clothes that weren't threadbare or worn.  The older boys took anything worthwhile he might have gotten.
Then, one by one, the Lords started to disappear.  The first few just vanished.  After that, one was found murdered in his own bed.  The city's highest Lord thought that there was a conspiracy, that some of the lesser Lords were trying to recruit allies against him.  He began investigating them, seeking signs of treason.  He found some who had been stealing from him, keeping back the best slaves, old technology or weapons.  He called down his fire and killed them.  The disappearances continued.
The city's Lord went mad with rage, and that anger seemed to infect the other Lords.  Some turned on each other, some fled and others closed the doors of their homes and attacked anyone that came near.  Marcus and his mother's Lord was one of the first to disappear.  He remembered being afraid, again.  The city wasn't safe for someone weak.  Without the Lords to control them, people ganged up, to protect themselves or to prey on others.  He hid in abandoned parts of the city, with his mother.  They didn't have enough food.  The buildings were unsafe, collapsing from neglect, offering little shelter from the weather.  His mother got sick, very sick.  After a month, it ended.
The Lords who fought mostly killed each other.  The few survivors began hiding in their homes as well.  One by one, they were found dead.  Some were killed by guns or a knife.  Others died strangely, drowning in their bathtubs, poisoned by food that hurt no one else. A few died without any sign of the cause.  By then, it was obvious.  There was no treason, no conspiracy.  The city's Lord was under attack by someone who didn't respect the challenge ritual.  Instead of simply walking in and presenting himself to fight the Lord, or one of the lesser Lords, this man simply murdered them.  He snuck in, like a coward, and killed them in their homes.
Maybe someone else, another Lord, would have run.  Lord Holocaust was strong.  He'd never been beaten, not since the first time he called down his burning storm.  Everyone knew that.  A message appeared in the sky, written in burning letters above the city.  Marcus’s mother could read, just a little, and told him what it meant.  The Lord was demanding that the attacker come out, face him.  Everyone knew where the Lord waited for him.  There was a great pillar of flame to mark the spot, taller than the city's tallest building.  The Lord waited, and waited, but no one ever came.
Marcus didn't know when it happened.  The body wasn't hung up and displayed.  There wasn't a big fight, no burning buildings or explosions.  One day, word just got around.  There was a new Lord.  Holocaust was dead.  The city belonged to Stainless now.  No one had ever heard of him.  No one knew what he could do.  They just obeyed the man, called him Lord.  He didn't bring in new Lords to serve him, just normal people.  Soon, the city was working again.  Everything went back to normal, maybe even a little better.  Everything but his mother.  She died.  There was no food for the ones who couldn't work, and she was too sick.
The new Lord's men organized the people, gave them specific tasks and jobs.  It seemed like there was a plan for everything.  They even settled disputes, didn't let people steal or hurt each other.  Anyone that crossed them wasn't burned alive, they just disappeared.
Everyone knew their place.  There were the normal people, doing the jobs they were assigned, getting food or clothing in return.  There were the Bands, the Lord's lowest servants.  They wore white arm bands, gave orders to the work crews and reported any problems or crimes to the Shirts.  All the Bands in a group of a few blocks reported to a Shirt, who wore a white shirt.  They gave the Bands orders and decided who was right or wrong in the disputes.  There were a few Suits above them.  Marcus didn't know how many there were or exactly what they did.  You didn't see them very often, but the Bands and Shirts always looked scared when they came around and always did what they were told.  Above them all, never seen in public, was Stainless.
One day, Marcus recognized one of the Bands.  It was one of the other boys, one who had stolen from him and beaten him, years ago.  Marcus didn't know how to join the Bands.  That meant he could never get stronger, he'd always be at the bottom.  Bands below Shirts, Shirts below Suits, Suits below Stainless and Marcus on the bottom, forever.  It made him angry.  So angry that he attacked the other man.  He hadn't thought about it or planned it out.  Marcus had just seen the man in the street, realized what it meant, and started screaming while he ran at him.  The Band had pulled a gun and shot him before Marcus was halfway there.
He should have died.  Instead, Marcus felt a pain in his chest, like being hit with a hammer, and then a strange burning.  He'd stopped, looked down at his chest, and seen the hole in his shirt but no wound.  That was when he found out he was a Lord.  He grinned, feeling wild and powerful.  It was the first time in his life when he didn't feel fear, not even a little.  The Band shot him again and again.  With each shot he felt the pain, a little weaker each time, and that strange burning.  Just before the man's gun clicked empty, on his very last shot, Marcus felt the impact but no pain.
The Band tried to run and Marcus had chased him.  He was stronger, taller and in better health than Marcus.  But the burning had come back, during the chase.  It was in his legs and his lungs, this time, and for every moment of it his breath came a little easier and his legs moved a little faster.  It didn't take long to catch him.  Marcus beat the Band, the older boy whose name he couldn't remember any more.  Beat him to death with his bare hands.  He laughed while he did it, laughed while he felt the burning in his arms and hands.  It was the best feeling he'd ever had.
He hid again, for the last time, while he tried to figure out what he could do.  Marcus saw other Bands come through the neighborhood, even a few Shirts, looking for him.  It didn't go on long, maybe a week or so.  The old Lords never would have stopped searching.  Anyone who crossed them would have been hunted forever.  It was the last little bit of proof that Marcus needed.  Stainless was weak.  That's why he'd killed the Lords the way he did, sneaking and cowardly.  That's why he didn't have any lesser Lords to serve him.  He knew they'd realize how weak he was and turn on him.  As far as he knew, Marcus and Stainless were the only Lords in the city, now.  Stainless was weak and Marcus was strong.  He knew what that meant.  The city was his, he just had to prove it.
That was why Marcus was here, at the building Stainless's men had ordered the people to make.  It was a great white dome, surrounded by a white fence.  No one went in or out but the men who wore white.  This was where Stainless hid.  Marcus was sure of it.  He would break in, find Stainless, and kill him.  Then everyone would know, would see that he was the strongest.  Marcus punched the wall.  
He felt the pain, felt the burning, and did it again.  When he saw the first cracks appear, he knew he'd won.  Anything that hurt him, anything that made him feel pain, brought the burning.  It healed him, fixed him, made him better.  If you shot him, Marcus got tougher.  If Marcus hit someone, it hurt his hand.  If he hit someone as hard as he could, it hurt his arms.  Everything brought the burning, Marcus's power.  No matter how tough the other guy was, eventually, Marcus would be tougher.  He tore out chunks of the wall like it was made of wet mud.
"Come out!" he shouted, so loud that he could feel the burning in his throat.
Marcus stepped through the hole he'd made, into the palace.  It was just a white corridor, running from left to right.  The walls were the same material.  There was no sign of anyone else.
"Stainless!  Come out and face me!" he shouted again, louder.
He followed the corridor, for a time.  There weren't any signs of a door.
"Coward!  Weakling!  Hiding while your home is torn apart!" he shouted everything he could think of, hoping for a response.  Marcus was a little worried, even though he was strong.  But that only lasted until he figured out what to do.  If he could break through the wall outside, he didn't need a door.  He picked a spot, and attacked the wall.  This one didn't last long at all.
Marcus came through the wall, into a large room.  Again, it was white and featureless.  And it was big, an enormous square.  He walked into the center, trying to decide which wall to go through now.  There was a sound, a whisper, and a piece of the ceiling slid aside.  Something like the barrel of a gun but larger, as big as his arm, slid out.  Without thinking, Marcus turned to run.  There was a sound, a great crashing, like the biggest explosion he'd ever heard.  It was followed by another, and another, and another, with almost no space between them.
With the first shot, he was driven to the ground.  Marcus felt pain like nothing before it.  There was blood and shattered bits of the floor all around him.  He could smell the stink of gunpowder and his own scorched flesh.  He was out of his mind with fear, confused that he hadn't died.  But he felt one more thing, and when it sank in, the fear vanished.  The burning, it was stronger than ever.  Eventually, the shots stopped.  Long before that, they'd stopped having any effect on him.  He'd just lain there, laughing, for the last of them.
"Is that all?!" he called out.  "You're weak!  And I'm only getting stronger!"
He walked, casual, with no sense of the lingering fear that he'd felt before, to the wall opposite the one he'd come through.  He didn't even need to hit it, this time.  Marcus pushed forward, barely slowing as the wall crumbled around him.  The next room looked the same as the last.  He smirked, wondering if his cowardly enemy would bother trying to shoot him, again.  
He let out a startled cry as the floor beneath him dropped away.  He fell, he didn't know how long.  It was quick, even though the top of the pit he landed in was at least a hundred feet above him.  The fall hadn't been enough to hurt him. He was too tough for that now.  He just smirked as he drove his hands and feet into a wall, climbed out as easily as he could've crossed the street.
It went on like that for a while.  Marcus broke into a room, was attacked by some kind of trap, got tougher or ignored it, then broke into the next.  He was so happy he could've thanked Stainless.  All these traps, the cowardly tricks he was using to hide behind, did nothing but make Marcus stronger.  Acid fell from the ceiling and burned his skin.  Streams of fire shot out of little nozzles and stuck to him.  Some kind of gas that made his lungs and eyes hurt.  Every time, the burning came and healed him, made him stronger.  His skin healed and took on a faint bluish tone.  The fire destroyed his clothes but the burning didn't let it harm him.  He cough a bloody mess and went blind for a moment, but the burning made everything right.    He lost all fear.
Eventually, he was so tough that the traps didn't even hurt.  Marcus laughed as the air crackled with electricity.  He twitched a little, at first, but the burning fixed that.  The next room was the first to repeat itself, another pit.  He'd already raised his face and opened his mouth, to taunt his foes again, when the acid came down.  It tasted awful, but that was it.  He heard the enormous gun firing and the crackle of electricity, saw the flash of fire and the gas in the air.  Instead of laughing he just smiled, he was naked now but he didn't care.  Nothing could hurt him and he'd never need to hide again.  Marcus had some trouble climbing out.  The gunfire did nothing to him, but it did damage the wall he was climbing and the slippery acid interfered with his grip.  He gave up, after the third time he fell, and just jumped out.

That had to be the last one.  Stainless wouldn't have started repeating traps if he wasn't desperate.  Marcus paused before the final wall, as a thought occurred to him.  He was about to kill Stainless.  That meant he'd be the new Lord.  But... what would he call himself?  Lord Marcus didn't have the right feel.
He knew a name mattered.  It was the first thing anyone would know about him.  No one wanted to mess with Lord Holocaust.  Before him had been Bloodrule, Kill Star and Stone Fist.  Marcus was too young to remember Lord Stone Fist, but his mother had told stories about the man.  They had been... well, they'd been freaking terrifying.    None of them lasted more than five years.  Marcus smirked, Stainless wouldn't even last six months.
Another man might have wondered, if those other Lords were so fearsome, how they had all fallen.  That other man might have wondered exactly how Stainless had defeated Holocaust, a living fire storm.  He would also have asked why, after all this time, and all this destruction, Marcus had still not seen another living being within the building.  Instead, Marcus was trying to pick a name that would tell everyone he couldn't be beaten.  Well, when he put it like that, the name seemed obvious.  He tore through the wall and into the throne room.
That was the only word that fit the room.  It was a huge, dome of a room, completely unadorned.  Except, of course, for the large black chair in the center.  That was actually the only thing he'd seen that he approved of.  It was a great steel thing, black and imposing.  Even as he studied the man sitting on it, he decided to keep the throne after Stainless was dead.
The man was wearing a white suit, complete with vest and tie, gloves and a white helmet.  The helmet was close fitting, a single piece that concealed the head and neck.  The face plate was flat, featureless.  He had no idea what it was made from.  It looked like metal, but even as the man's head rose, the neck piece flowed and shifted like cloth.
"Stainless?" he asked.  For once, he didn't have to make any effort to sound confident.
"Indeed."  Stainless' voice was distorted, like a machine was speaking, toneless and even.  "And you would be?"
"Lord Invincible." his grin was something new to him, feral and joyful.  He walked forward to stand before the throne, on its raised dais.  Stainless didn't bother to stand, just sat with one leg crossed over the other and his hands in a steeple before him.  "Coward, weakling, this is my city now."
"Is it?" came the strange voice's replay.
"Ha," he laughed, "your traps couldn't stop me.  They just made me stronger."  The soon to be former Lord of the city seemed to shrink before him.  "What could you possibly throw at me, that won't just do the same?"
Stainless stood from his throne, his for now, and walked towards him.  Lord Invincible was surprised at how short the man was.  He could see the rounded top of his helmet, shining in the light.  He stopped a few feet away, just out of reach.  Wait, something was wrong.  Stainless was still getting shorter but...
He looked down and laughed.  He was flying!
"See!  I'm getting stronger all the time!" he declared.
A mechanized sigh, and something that could have been a laugh, came from the featureless mask.
"I take it your powers don't enhance your intelligence?"
"Charts say it's unlikely." answered another voice.
What?  Who was that third voice?  It seemed to have come from the ceiling.
"So you think you can fly?  Just move forward.  All you have to do is hit me." Stainless taunted.
Why hadn't he felt the burning?  He tried to fly, tried to land, but nothing happened.
"No, I thought not."

Jaime hated his job.  Despite being completely sealed, the helmet didn't obstruct his view.  He assumed there were concealed cameras or something.  That made it harder to ignore the idiot screaming at him.  The fool was floating a few feet off the ground and naked.  Apparently, he wasn't smart enough to figure out that with nothing to push against, he couldn't move himself.
The room's previously concealed entrances appeared as floor panels slid aside.  Some of Stainless’s other men came in, carrying a variety of equipment.  He tried to remember his next lines.  The Shirts were assembling a metal container around the poor boy.  The sphere's exterior had a number of devices attached to it, ready to maintain the weightless effect once the floor unit was shut off.  Jamie positioned himself so that he'd be the last thing the sorry bastard saw.
"You call yourself Lord Invincible?  Wrong.  You cannot be harmed, not truly, but you can be defeated.  Anyone can be."
The last section of the sphere slid into place with a clang.  He took off the helmet.
"Anyone know if that guy's gonna suffocate in there?" he asked, trying to keep the hope out of his voice.
"Chart says no.  He made it through a room filled with chlorine gas, no sign of discomfort even though there wasn't any air."
"He'll probably be in there a long time, then." he said, failing to hide his feeling of pity.
The Shirts lowered the sphere onto a platform and began moving it below.  It'd probably end up in the storage area.  Jamie headed towards another opening, hoping that this would be the last intrusion he'd have to play bait for.

Somewhere below the giant trap that looked like a building, there was a trio of Suits.  They were gathered in the center of a moderately sized room, studying the markings on the walls.
"Any issues?" one of them asked.
"No, the attacker was subdued by the first measure in the throne room." answered a second man.  "The enhanced strength and durability protocols were enough."
"This still feels weird." added the last man.  "I mean, it’s a series of flow charts."  He pointed to the top row on the column marked DEFENSE.  "Guys gets through the outer fence, and the thing tells us what measures to get ready, depending on the method he uses.  He breaks through the wall and runs into a bunch of defenses."  The others didn't answer, letting him make his point.  "If one takes him down, problem solved.  Otherwise, his reaction to each one helps determine the protocols we use in the throne room."  He paused, pondering his next point.
"Yes?" prompted the first speaker.
"I've been a Suit for three months now.  There've been a dozen attacks by Lords strong enough to be a real threat.  Every one of them taken down by a plan that I would have called brilliant, perfectly tailored to their strengths and weakness."
"Would have?" asked the second.
"If I didn't know they were the product of a flow chart, one written before the building was built, yeah.  Knowing that, it just seems... unreal."  He struggled to find words, there was more, something he wanted, and was afraid, to ask.  "We've got charts for dealing with Lords, organizing work groups, trading with the Lords of other cities, anything you could name."
"Yeah, that's right."  He didn't notice which of them spoke.
"It’s incredible, but...  Who made it?"  The other two just stared at him, before answering in unison.
"Stainless."
"You're telling me he's real?  I just assumed..." he was at a loss for words.  "He's not just someone you made up?  A stalking horse?"  Were they serious?  "I just thought, all this, that it was a bunch of Lords with precog or mental powers.  That... maybe I'd get to meet them eventually."  The other two shared a look, before one answered him.
"No.  Stainless is very real, he's just not in the city anymore."
"He's running the city by flowchart, and he's not even here?"
"Yes.  He wrote these up, then left." they answered.
"So where is he?" he asked.
"Specifically?  We don't know.  He said he was going to gain another city."  He just stared at them in shock.  Lords that held more than one city were rare.  But if he could protect this one by proxy... maybe.
"One thing," the first to speak added, "before you continue to ask questions like this..." he gestured to another section of wall, "you should probably read that one."
He followed the suggestion.  The column was labeled TREASON (SUITS).  Its entry was only one word: Don't.

Lord Ruler didn't know what to do.  He'd been a city Lord for six years.  In all that time, he'd never faced an enemy that gave him cause to worry.  He was stronger than ten men, healed from any wound instantly, could move metal by will alone and control the emotions of those around him.  Better yet, most opponents couldn't even affect him with their powers.  He was immune to all but the strongest of the other Lords.
Yet now...  now he had a foe that was different.  His most trusted servants had been murdered, others turned against each other.  His human underlings were panicked, in disarray.  He had no idea who the interloper was, didn't know his powers or what his plans were.  Obviously, the coward was trying to bring him down from the shadows, but how?  Eventually, this fool would have to face Lord Ruler.  Then, then he would learn.
"I am invincible." he said.
"Oh?"
The intruder's voice was mechanized, unrecognizable.  He stepped through the room's entrance, wearing a white suit, gloves and featureless helmet.  No part of him was exposed, not hands or face.  The man's body language was confident, betraying no sign of weakness.  Ruler could see his guards' corpses behind the man.  Despite the blood on the floor, the man was stainless.
 




CHAPTER 7:  ALTERNATIVES

Training Area
Isaac read the schedule board.  Apparently he'd dropped a rank, despite not having been challenged.  He was number twenty now.  Hector had said that most of last week's challenges had been people from the lower ranks who were going after someone in the top ten, so it made sense that if one of them lost, Isaac would drop a rank.  Actually, from what he remembered, most of the class had challenged.  It was a little surprising that he was still as high as he was.  The people at the top must have been there for a reason.
He found the new name above him, Anna Insight.  It sounded vaguely familiar, so he used his phone to check his mail for last week's schedule.  Huh.  She'd gone from last place to first.  Weird, but why did he recognize her name?  Isaac was pretty sure he didn't know her.  To tell the truth, other than his housemates, he hadn't really spent much time with any of the trainees.  Well, except Jenny.  She had a surprisingly good head on her shoulders. It was impressive, especially for a teenager.  He would've liked to say the distance he was keeping was just the age thing, but... yeah.  Something to talk about tomorrow, maybe.
And there was his name on the list of challenges.  Looks like he'd have to fight again.  Not something that made him happy, but something he'd need to do, regardless.  If Isaac couldn't manage to get through a training match without losing his cool, there wasn't much point in him being here.  Hopefully, whoever scheduled the challenge matches would set his late enough in the day that he wouldn't have to reschedule his meeting with the counselor.
Regardless, he'd have to do his best, make sure Donald Dust didn't just take his spot.  Poor kid, that was just awful.  Maybe Isaac should let him know that alliteration was neither required nor a good idea when it came to naming?  He'd have at least one more opportunity to change it.  Trainees took a new name when they were accepted to the Citadel, but they weren't final until they graduated.

Medical Section 
 
"So this anger, it's not a new thing?" Jessie Healer asked Isaac.
"No.  I've always-" he paused to think, "I've always been angry.  Not at anyone or anything in particular, but...  well, sometimes I'd have cause."
"How do you mean?" she asked.
"It used to be, if I lost a match or failed a test, that I could feel it.  It was like a red fire in my stomach, pushing me.  I'd use it to train harder or study more, and eventually it would fade." he tried to explain.
"That sounds like it was constructive." she observed.
"Sometimes, yeah." he admitted, but that wasn't all of it.  "That was when I was angry at myself.  The times when I messed up, failed."  He'd told his wife about this but it wasn't something he'd shared with anyone else.  "There were other times.  Someone would say something in a bar, maybe a party...  I tried to keep control of myself, but... there were a couple times when it got violent."
"Who started these fights?" she asked.
"They did.  I wasn't a saint or anything, but I never threw the first punch."
"Is there... something you'd like to add to that?"  Right, empath, he'd let himself forget.  "You don't have to.  You don't have to tell me anything you don't want to."
"No, you're right.  Not much point coming here if I'm not going to be honest." he admitted.  "I never swung first, but I was pretty good at making sure they did." he sighed.  "You say the right thing, smile the right way, and you can get most people to start something."
"That's true."
"I guess I've got two types of mad.  The first one's hot.  It pushes me forward, makes me try harder and won't let me quit.  The other, it's cold, dark.  That one, it doesn't push me.  It's more like..."  He couldn't say it without sounding silly.  A strange thing for a man like him to worry about, but there it was.
"Go on, please."
"It doesn't push me.  It's more like, it pulls everything else into place.  I see what to do, how to do it, and I don't have a choice.  It's not that it keeps me from stopping, from holding back.  I just can't imagine doing anything else."
"So this cold anger, that's what you felt when you put two men in the hospital?  I believe it was during your freshman year."
"How-?"  The cops had ruled it self-defense.  He wasn't even charged.
"You consented to a background check when you applied to the Citadel.  We are very thorough."  There was no judgment in her voice.  "The police reports didn't have much detail.  Would you like to explain what happened?"
"My roommate OD'ed."
"Ronald Roost, is that right?" she asked.
"Yeah, Ronny.  I knew he was partying too hard but...  Anyway, they sold it to him.  I tracked them down, found the bar they dealt out of."  This might get him kicked out, but so could holding back.  "I bought some stuff, then I got them to think I was going to snitch to the cops.  They decided to jump me.  One of them pulled a knife... and I guess you know the rest."
"What is it that's bothering you?  Here and now, I mean?"
"I figure this is it, the thing that takes me off the list of operative candidates." he admitted.
"No Isaac, it isn't.  I can't speak to the rest of your training, but this falls well within the psych profile we already had for you."
"What?"  That didn't- he'd as good as murdered two people.  Why would they-?
"Isaac.  You may have provoked them in a fit of... well, I suppose fit of rage isn't quite the right phrase.  While you were in the grip of this cold anger, you provoked two criminals whose actions contributed to the death of your friend.  You provoked them, but they chose to act.  Have you had your class on Procedures, yet?"
"I have."  He didn't see where she was going.
"Would you mind explaining Class Five and Four threats, and the acceptable responses?"  Oh.
"Class Five, an Empowered individual poses an immediate threat to the life of another person.  Class Four, an Empowered individual with a history of repeated Class Fives, or who poses an immediate threat to the lives of a small group of individuals." he recited.  "Accepted method for a Class Five, apprehend the individual.  Their death is acceptable, but should be avoided.  Class Four, kill or apprehend the individual.  Death isn't mandatory, but their survival isn't a priority."  Not exact, but the sense was there.
"I realize none of you were Empowered at the time.  But. if you had been, would the Citadel consider your actions acceptable?"  He thought about it, taking the time to be sure.
"Yeah.   It probably wouldn't even come up for review."  He wondered if that was a good thing.  He didn't regret what he'd done, but he wasn't sure it had been the right thing, either.
"I'm afraid we're pretty much out of time here, but there's something I'd like to say, before you go."
He nodded.  "Go ahead."
"Your anger, even that black rage, is as much a part of you as your powers.  You're learning to use the second.  It sounds like you already know how to use the first.  Maybe you should try learning how to use them together?"
"I'll think about it."  If you said the right thing, the right way, you could get anyone to take a swing at you.  Or, stop them.  "This isn't exactly the way I'd thought anger management therapy would go."
"Isaac, this is the Citadel."  She smiled again; it wasn't a warm one.  "We do things differently, here."

Isaac smiled at Jenny on his way out, but he didn't pay much attention to her greeting.  He was still thinking about what Jessie Healer had said.  It wasn't quite right, but there was definitely something there.  Anger... in a lot of ways, it was what fueled him.  Even before the- No.
Even before, it was anger that motivated him.  A refusal to quit, an inability to accept things as they were, that had been what had driven him to success.  He'd told people that he'd been an accountant.  He thought he'd mentioned doing some boxing in college.  That was true, but not the whole story.  He'd won a diamond belt and used the prize as seed money.  Isaac had been an accountant, but he'd been the owner of his own firm.  Admittedly, a small one, but that was still a highly unusual thing for a twenty five year old.  By the time he was thirty, he had a dozen employees and he'd been trying to convince- He'd wanted them to work together.
This wasn't a problem of motivation.  When he'd lost it against Hector... he'd wanted to...  He didn't have the words.  Hurt?  Kill?  Protect?  Everything, all at once.  Every last feeling he'd ever had during a fight had been in his head at the same time.  It pushed his power, hard.  But strength wasn't his issue.  Against Jenny, he hadn't felt anything but a bit of worry and then surprise.  As far as Isaac was concerned, he'd lost both fights.  For the same reason too, he'd lost control.  That was it, then.
When he was hot, he pushed himself forward.  When he was cold, he pulled others in.  He didn't need that extra bit, that desire to hurt that came with the cold, but he could still use the basic approach.  He was already strong enough, he didn't need to work for that.  Now he knew what he would work for.

The Sparring Fields
Isaac kept his face still, impassive, while the healer asked them about their powers.  He let the Dust boy answer first.
"I, uh..."  The boy interrupted himself to look at him, swallowed, then continued.  "I'm normal.  Any... anything that gets through will hurt.  But... but I'm good at stopping that."
"Very well." answered the healer.  "And you, Trainee Isaac?"
"I can't be harmed." he said, coldly, then turned to look down at his opponent.  "I don't know why you chose me."  He had to force it, but he put a bit of contempt in his voice.  "I promise, it will not go well for you."
"Enough!"  The Healer interrupted him.  "Trainee, if you say another word before the match, I'll call it here and now!"  That was the first show of emotion he'd seen from one of the Citadel's healers.  "Is that understood?"
Isaac just nodded, not taking his eyes off Donnie.  The kid was visibly wilting before him.  He felt a little bad about this.  But, if it worked, it could make the difference between being an operative and a washout.
"Trainee Dust, your use of force against Isaac is unrestricted.  You win if you render him helpless or he says 'I yield.'  You forfeit the match if you speak the same phrase, or you break through the dome's walls.  You may also tap the ground or your opponent, if you wish to yield but are unable to speak."
Isaac wished he could read the healer's expression.  Those masks they wore, traditional for healers in and out of the Citadel, covered their mouths and noses.  They might have been meant to stop the spread of infection, but they did a good job of hiding a healer's face as well.
"Isaac, you win if you render helpless Trainee Dust or if he speaks the phrase 'I yield.'  You forfeit the match if you breach the dome, speak the same phrase, or exceed acceptable force levels.  For the purpose of this match, lethal force constitutes severe damage to Trainee Dust's torso or head, as well as full amputation of one of his arms or legs.
Do you both understand the terms of this match?"
Isaac just nodded, while Donald was answering.
"Then please enter the combat dome.  You may begin when the tone sounds.  Stop, immediately, when it sounds again."
The two trainees separated and entered the dome from opposite sides.  As soon as they left the healer, Isaac began concentrating on his field.  He needed it as strong as he could get it, but he wanted to keep the visual aspect to a minimum.  After a few moments of that, there was a slight rippling in the air around him.  It looked like heat distortion.  He could feel the burning, just behind his forehead.  He kept pushing at it, making it stronger, until it felt like a spike driven into his skull.  He tried not to let the struggle show on his face, kept it cold and distant.  He stood straight, crossed his arms, and waited for the match to begin.

Don hadn't done any research before the match, didn't even try to put a face to the name he'd picked.  All he'd known was that Isaac Strong was five ranks above him.  He wanted to get as high as he could before graduation.  They said rank didn't affect that, but it was obvious how they'd pick the trainees who went on to intervention teams.  He met Isaac for the first time when they both approached Geoffrey Healer, just before the match.  He'd tried to introduce himself, keep it friendly, but the big man just acted like he was offended, like Don was beneath him.  He shouldn't have let it bother him but...
Isaac scared him.
He heard the tone and let his power out.  Dust began to pour out of his skin, gathering around him.  Isaac just stood there, his arms crossed, that look on his face.  He drew out more of the dust, gathered it into a mass around him.   He couldn't see anything, but that was okay.  Don reached out with arms made of the black stuff his power created, felt the sides of the dome.  He used that to orient himself, then pressed in against himself with the dust he'd kept close to his body.  Don rose about twenty feet, almost to the ceiling, and cleared the air around his face.  Isaac was still standing there.  He almost looked bored.  Don knew what he could do, what his power was capable of.  That Strong asshole thought he couldn't be hurt?  Fine, he wouldn't hold back.
Don raised an arm of black dust, squeezed it together until it was as hard as stone, and sent it flying across the room.  He felt the impact as it slammed into the big man, hard enough to crush a car.  Isaac didn't move.  He let the dust collapse into its natural powder form.  He sent more and more, burying Isaac in it.  When he had enough to cover the man's entire body, he started to squeeze.  
He could feel the space between the grains, moved them closer to get rid of it.  When it was as tight as he could get it, he stopped.  He'd made a greyish black mound around his opponent, airtight.  He knew he'd have to let the man out soon, otherwise he'd suffocate.  The rules might have allowed it, but he didn't want to kill the guy.
Isaac started moving, slowly.  At first, Don thought he was struggling, trying to break through the surrounding mass.  Then he realized, Isaac was just walking.  He'd stuck the man in a tomb of dust, stronger than stone and feet thick, but the man was just walking out of it.  Isaac broke free, still walking towards Don, and he didn't even look bothered.  
Don raised his hands, lifting the dust he'd used to bury Isaac and collapsing it back into a powder.  He set it moving, swirling around the man, faster and faster.  Don forced it against him, and the floor.  At this speed, the dust could strip steel.  He could already feel it ripping up tiny chunks of the stone floor, gouging it deeper by the moment, and added that material to his cloud.
Cold sweat was building up on Don's face.  He pushed harder, trying to get his power to make more dust.  He was at his limit, so he used some of the swirling cloud to strip material off the walls as well as the floor.  This was as hard as he'd ever pushed himself.  The dust storm he was maintaining was strong enough to flip a truck, the grains of stone and dust were moving fast enough to eat through the side of a battleship.  
He'd have to be careful not to breach a wall at this rate, but Isaac was totally unaffected.  It was unreal.  He began compressing chunks of dust, making larger pieces.  He kept the cloud moving, used the larger pieces to strike at Isaac while he tried to rip off his skin with the smaller ones.
Isaac stopped walking when he was almost directly beneath Don.  His clothes weren't even damaged.  He said something.  Don could feel the movement in his face.  His dust was even more sensitive than his fingers were, but he couldn't tell what the man had said.  He thought he was finally having an effect on Isaac when the man bent over.  
He realized what was happening a moment later, when the rock, a piece of the floor that Isaac had scooped out as easily as a child made a snowball, came flying at him.  Don tried to put dust between him and it, but he couldn't harden it fast enough.  It hit him in his left hand.  He felt something give, screamed in pain, and half the dust in the room collapsed to the ground.
That included the dust that was supporting him.
Isaac caught him, cradling him in his arms like an infant.  Don tried to pull in more dust, sent it streaming at Isaac's face.  The bastard just adjusted his grip, ignoring Don's attempts to get free, until he was holding him up by both arms, squeezing them near the shoulders.  He could feel a red heat, spikes of agony coming from his hand every time he moved.  Isaac said something again, but Don still couldn't hear him.  He felt the man's grip tighten, then felt both his arms break.  He couldn't concentrate, let go of the dust, clenched his eyes shut against the pain.  Isaac set him down, gently.  It still hurt.  This time, he heard the looming figure speak.
"Say it."
Cold.  His voice was so cold.  Don couldn't think, didn't know what the man wanted.  Isaac's hands moved lower, squeezed again.  Don's eyes shot open as the pain got worse.  He looked away, terrified.  Isaac let go of his arms and Don was relieved, until he felt the hand on his throat.
"Please!" he begged, "Anything!  Just stop!"
"Apologize for wasting my time, boy."
"YES!" he screamed, desperate.  "I'm sorry!  I yield! I yield!"  He heard a noise and the hand let go.  He was crying but he didn't care, not as long as that man stopped hurting him.

Isaac let go of the kid's throat and stood up as soon as he heard the tone.  The match was over.  He turned and left through the same door he'd entered, without looking back at the other trainee.  He had to make an effort to keep his face cold and his stride even as he heard the healer working on the poor boy.  Isaac exited the dome, then paused to look around.  When he'd found his target, standing next to an unfamiliar man in an operative's uniform, he started walking again.
"Instructor Achala."
"Yes Trainee Isaac?"  The coach's voice didn't hold any of the hostility he'd feared.  Isaac didn't let his relief show.
"I'd like to change my name." he said, instead.
"If you are no longer Strong, then who are you?" Achala asked, with a touch of ceremony.
"Isaac Dauntless."
The man nodded in acceptance or maybe approval. "A good name, wear it well."
Isaac thought there might have been compassion in Achala's eyes, but he didn't take the time to be sure.  Again, without looking back, he turned and left.

Private Residence
He'd seen Hector and Jason in the crowd of trainees, gathered to watch or participate in the day's fights, but he hadn't acknowledged them.  Breaking character then would've wasted the work he'd done.  Work: to create something of value.  He sighed, hoping that fit, that what he'd started would actually have value.  She... she wouldn't have liked it.  But what she wanted didn't matter anymore, not after what that arrogant bastard, that stupid, idiotic vigilante had done.  So, this was what he'd do, who he'd be.
Isaac heard a knocking at his door.  It didn't surprise him.  He knew Jason and Kelly were at the matches, they each had a fight scheduled, but saying that Hector was somewhere else was kind of silly.  The young man always seemed to have a few duplicates around.
"Yeah?"
"Isaac?  It's Hector, mind if I come in?"
Isaac didn't answer, just grunted, but apparently that was enough.  Moving slowly, Hector opened the door and slipped in.  Isaac was sprawled out on the bed, one arm near his head and the other stretched out.  Hector took his usual seat, the room's only chair.
"Did it work?" Isaac asked him.
"Depends," Hector met Isaac’s gaze, his face grim, "were you trying to scare the shit out of pretty much everyone else in the class?"
"That bad?" Isaac winced.  "Not how I would've put it, but yeah, that's pretty much what I was going for."
"Why?"
"This way, I keep my current spot without having to fight as much."
"I didn't think you were the type to care about the rankings." Hector said.
"I don't, not really." Isaac tried to explain.  "They've been pretty up front that the rankings don't mean anything, not in and of themselves.  Coach Achala called them a training opportunity, or something like that."  Hector nodded.  "I think... I think what they really are, are a chance to study us.  The fight training we've had so far, it isn't about teaching technique or anything like that.  Even the exercise, I mean, it makes people stronger... but there's something off.  It seems to me, they're both more about teaching an attitude.  Or maybe looking for it?  I wanted to show them, the instructors, what I'm capable of."
"You're right.  Or at least, I've been thinking pretty much the same way."  Hector agreed.
"Heroes-" Isaac felt the burning in his head and his vision took on a silver tint, just from saying the word.  "Sorry."  He took a moment to calm down.  "Vigilantes, the ones that call themselves heroes, they talk about inspiring people.  They dress up in bright colors, costumes and masks and all that.  The Citadel, operatives, they wear black and white.  They don't exactly wear uniforms, there's too many differences in the gear they carry to call them that, but it’s close.  They aren't about good and evil, just..."
"Necessity."  Hector interrupted.
"Exactly.  That's what the training, the lectures and the ranking stuff is all about.  That mind set."
"How do you mean?  I get the lectures, they're not exactly subtle.  But the rankings?"
"Take that poor Dust kid, Donny." Isaac started to explain.
"Don." Hector interrupted.  "He, uh, he hates being called Donny."
"Sorry.  Guess he reminded me of someone else." Isaac closed his eyes, just for a moment, before continuing.  "They both got in over their heads because they didn't bother to think about what they were doing.  I'm probably the worst possible match for that kid, and it should've been obvious to him."
"Yeah, the force field, right?"  Hector got it, probably had as soon as he saw what Don's power was.
"I don't know the details, but that kid made and controlled some kind of powder, right?"
"He calls it dust, obviously.  They're basically bucky balls, if you've ever heard the term.  He's also got a kind of telekinesis that only works on small particles and his dust." explained Hector.
"Thought so.  You've been watching him, all of us.  You're smart.  He isn't."  Isaac shook his head.  "I saw what he did to the walls and the floor.  That kid's power is destructive as anything you can name.  But my field, there's no friction there.  It only registers impact, and it pushes back against each one, individually.  The only shot he used against me, the only one that might've worked, was the first one.  But it wasn't strong enough, not enough force behind it.  Against a basic Strong type, maybe even one on the same scale as me, he'd have peeled them down to the bone."
"So what does that say about this attitude you were talking about?" Hector asked.
"The exercise.  With that Aid guy there, you literally couldn't fail.  All you had to do was keep trying.  With the lectures, they've been emphasizing making a hard call in a no win situation.  Fight training was the same thing, on a more personal scale.  Get us, those of us that need it, used to hurting someone.  Used to being hurt, too.  
“The first time's the hardest, same as most things.  It gets easier to deal with.  Every single time, it's easier.  The rankings... that's a little different.  My take on it is that it's about planning, fitting strength against weakness.  It's like Instructor Verres said, no one's so strong they can beat all comers."
Hector hesitated, before answering.  "I'm... not so sure about that last part.  But I think you're right about the rest.  Everything they've done so far, it isn't about training the body.  They're trying to shape our mindsets.  And I'm wondering... just how honest they've been about it."
"What do you mean?"  Isaac sat up, suddenly concerned.
"You remember that guest speaker, the one from Monday?"
"Sights or something.  What about him?" Isaac asked.
"He was wrong." Hector said.

The Sparring Fields
Kelly examined her opponent from across the room.  Jim Feral was a little under average height, with light brown hair and a build that wasn't quite heavy enough to be called stocky.  She'd picked him for a couple of reasons.  Kerry had fought him during the initial rankings and had been willing to share what she knew about his abilities.  
He had the basic physical enhancements: strength, durability and reflex speed, but they weren't enough to stand out here.  Coupled with fairly high end regeneration and natural blades, he was the perfect opponent for her to test out her new form.  He could do enough damage to get through anything but the really outstanding defenses and she didn't have to worry about hurting him too bad, if her form worked better than she expected.  Of course, the most important reason was that she hadn’t seen him in a while, wanted to reconnect.
"I hate fighting people like you." he called, strolling forward.  Her first reaction was a mixture of betrayed hurt and anger.  She almost attacked right then, but that sort of thing didn't really fit him.  He’d never had a problem with her… ‘oddity’ before.
"What do you mean?" she asked instead.  He stopped around thirty feet away, close enough that they didn't need to yell but far enough to let him react if she tried to sucker punch him.  It was smart, smarter than she'd have expected from him.
"The tiny little girls with ridiculous powers." he explained.  "If I win, I get crap for beating up a little girl.  Losing is even worse.  No one gives you sympathy for getting torn apart by a fucking dragon if they think of it as a cute little red head."  His tone was bitter but he was smirking as he said it, amused.  "It's a lose-lose situation."  Kelly shifted to her basic male form.
"Better?"
"Thanks, I appreciate it."  Jim lunged forward, faster than Kelly expected.  A bone spike slid out of the palm of his hand as he came.
Kelly turned aside and stumbled back, barely avoiding the attack.  He looked down, saw a cut in his training uniform that showed a bloody patch beneath it.  That spike was needle sharp and more of them were sliding out as he watched.  Jim was staring at him, crouching just a little with his arms spread to the sides, as they slid into place at his knees and elbows as well as his other hand.  Kelly needed to buy time to get into his new fighting shape.  He shifted to the climbing form instead and leaped for the nearest wall, just above the door he'd come in through.
Kelly's fingers had wide, sharp claws that bit into the stone surface of the wall.  He knew his skin had a weird, pebbly look to it but that was just the side effect of the tiny sucker like extrusions that covered most of his body now.  They were modeled on a gecko's setae and let him cling to surfaces, even vertical or upside down.  It wouldn't have worked without the hollowed out bones or the super light, thin frame that he'd gotten by removing most of his internal organs.  A custom designed body could do things that Mother Nature never dreamed of.  Kelly crawled, as quickly as he could, up the curved wall of the dome and out of Jim Feral's reach.
"Oh come on man!"  He heard Jim cry out, below.  "I know there's not a time limit, but how long are you going to hide up there?  I got other stuff to do today!"
Not long at all.  Kelly couldn't answer out loud; the climbing form lacked a vocal apparatus.  He just needed enough time to picture his next change in detail.  The ones he used most often were as easy as taking off a shirt, a reflex he didn't really need to think about.  New forms required concentration and a detailed mental image of what he wanted.  Kelly had spent the better part of the week putting together his plan for the new combat form, but this would be the first time he'd tried it for real.
The basic body was an iguana's, scaled up massively.  Kelly had tweaked a few things here and there, titanium scales, diamond-like structures for the bones and muscular system that was both denser and far more extensive.  The wings were modeled on a bat's, but he had to really rework the skeleton's shape and the muscles in his back to accommodate them.  
The final touch was the head and neck.  Someone in the Citadel kept snakes, either as part of their duties or just as a hobby, and Kelly had been allowed to 'sample' a real Naja ashei, the giant African spitting cobra.  Of course, he'd reworked the venom sacs and altered the coloring to something more appropriate.
Kelly felt the tingling as the change started and pushed himself free of the ceiling, twisting in midair.  The climbing form had the inner ears of a cat and a custom designed tail, so it was a trivial for Kelly to make sure he landed on all fours.  It should look awesome.

"Holy shit.  This really is like fighting Kerry."  Jim muttered, watching as Kelly's body rippled then transformed into a twenty foot long dragon, minus the tail, while it was still in midair.  There was a tremendous crash as it hit the ground, sending up a cloud of dust and shattered stone.  "Or maybe not."  Jim said, as he moved forward, cautiously approaching Kelly's prone body.  
"You okay?"  The dragon thing didn't look right.  Maybe hurt in the fall?  Its legs weren't broken, but there was something wrong with the joints.  "Hey, just wiggle you're tail if you're okay."  There was something sticking up, distorting the skin around the nearest one.  Was it still called skin when there were scales on top of it?
He gave a sigh of relief as Kelly's body shifted, the joints visibly reshaping back to something normal.  Jim darted forward, stabbing at its neck with both of his hand spikes.  Kelly stood up, his snakelike head meeting Jim's gaze.  He hadn't been able to get through the scales at its neck so Jim leapt back, trying to get out of range before Kelly could swipe at him with those claws.  
Apparently, he'd had plenty of time.  The motion came, but it was slow and badly aimed.  It didn't even come close to hitting him.  Jim ran back in, moving as fast as he could.  He stabbed at the neck again then used his elbow blades to cut at the dragon thing's legs and sides as he ran past.  
Kelly was moving too slowly to get him easily but, given its size, all it would take was one mistake and Jim might be down for the count.  The tail turned out to be more dangerous than the claws.  It was moving faster than the other limbs and he hadn't thought to watch out for it.
"Fuck!" he swore, as it collided with his thigh.  Jim fell and started rolling, opening up distance between Kelly and himself.  He couldn't turn off the regeneration so Coach Achala had consistently paired him with the harder hitters in combat training.  Jim was grateful, now.  
He could tell the difference between a broken femur and one that just hurt, a lot.  It wouldn't take long for him to recover, then he'd be back in the fight.  Jim Feral might not be the best there was at what he did, but he was determined to show that he was better than his current ranking.

Kelly looked down at his opponent.  Jim was too far away for him to reach with claws or tail and this new body was turning out to be really hard to move around in.  The coordination was awful and everything just felt so heavy.  He tried to take a step forward and almost fell.  Well, that still left him one option.  He'd embedded flint into his snakelike tongue and iron into the roof of his mouth.  The spitting cobra's venom had been replaced with acetone.  
Kelly would've preferred gasoline but acetone was easier, most bodies used it in small amounts already.  He raised his head and reared back, prepared to spit a blast of flame at his opponent.  He didn't like the idea of hurting Jim, but he'd heal and this was going to be really cool.

Jim watched, stunned, as Kelly's head exploded.

Kelly woke with the weird, full body tingling sensation that meant he'd done a major shift in his sleep.  He opened his eyes and saw a masked stranger, wearing a grey uniform, leaning over him.  This wasn't his bedroom.
"What's going on?" he asked, his body tensing up and gaining weight as he got ready to fight.
"Stay calm.  You're not in danger Kelly." the man in grey said.  He had that tone people used when they were trying to stay cool, even though they were actually nervous or a little afraid.
Oh right, he's a healer, the one from the match.  Why hadn't he recognized him?  
"Do you remember what happened?" the healer asked him.
"What?"  Kelly was still bleary so he took a moment to look around.  This definitely wasn't his room.  He could feel a cold, hard surface beneath himself.  The walls sloped up to form a dome.  Wonder where the light's coming from?  He couldn't see a bulb and there were no windows... 
It snapped back into place when he saw his cousin Jim, crouching down on the balls of his feet and staring at him, concern written all over his face.  "The fight.  Guess I lost?"  Jim's worried look was wiped away as he started laughing.
"Yeah," Jim answered, eventually, "you lost.  You really don't know what happened?"
"The trainee isn't showing any signs of injury or distress.  I think we can cancel that request for Aid." the healer spoke into a device on his wrist.  When he'd finished, he stood and addressed them both.  "James, please fill Kelly in on the details of your match.  Kelly, once you're feeling a bit less disoriented, you're free to go.  
“Given the way your power seems to work, we don't expect you to have any issues but if you'd stop by the medical area in the next twenty four hours, we'd really appreciate it.  There's a few tests we'd like to run.  Also, yes.  I'm afraid this will count as a loss.  You won't be able to challenge again for another week."  And with that, the healer turned and walked away.  If he felt any concern about leaving a patient who'd been missing a head, just a minute prior, he didn't show it.
"What the heck?"  Kelly asked, confused.  "Last thing I remember, I was having trouble with my shape.  I couldn't move right.  Everything was too heavy or too light.  Guess I need to do some more work on the nerves and stuff."  He looked at Jim, waiting for him to fill in the missing pieces.
"Ah."
He had that look on his face, like the time he’d bitten into one of Mom's cookies and she’d mixed up the salt and the sugar.  
"Okay, well, the dragon thing?  That looks awesome.  Don't get me wrong, but..."
"Just spit it out."
"Yeah, do you remember hitting me with your tail?" he asked.
"You managed to get out of my reach and I couldn't walk right.  I knew you wouldn't be down long, so I was about to try breathing fire at you."
"That explains it."  Jim said.  "You remember when we were kids, that time at the beach when my dad was trying to get the fire started?  He had a little bitty flame thing going and then he just grabbed the lighter fluid and sprayed?"
Kelly laughed at the memory.  "Yeah, the flame ran right up the stream and he freaked out.  Dropped the lighter fluid and ran off."
"Okay, well the reason it didn't blow up in his hands is because they make those things with vapor locks or something.  I'm guessing, however you set up the fire breathing, it didn't come with anything like that."
"No, I adapted it from a snake, a spitting cobra." Kelly explained.
"No wonder, that thing was creepy as hell.  Right up until your head blew up."
What?  "My head-?"
"Blew up."
What?  Kelly just blinked.  He had no idea what to say to that.  Even for someone like him, whose conversations had the tendency to get a little surreal sometimes, that was a new one.  "How am I still alive?"
"You didn't know?"
Man, Jim could be frustrating sometimes.  "Obviously not.  Stop beating around the bush and tell me, okay?"
"Well, it's like this.  Remember that time we built that half-assed tree house?"
"Are you going to remind me about our childhood every time you tell me something?  Because that's going to get old real quick." Kelly said, sitting up so the conversation didn't feel quite so much like he was back at the shrink's office.
"Hey, we haven't seen each other since my dad got his job in LA.  Five years ago?"
Kelly had brought up a perfectly reasonable point and Jim got all defensive.  Just like old times.  "Something like that."
"I didn’t even know you’d joined.  Maybe I'm feeling a little nostalgic," Jim continued, "regardless, do you remember or not?"
"Yeah, we didn't use long enough nails.  One of the boards came loose and I fell, knocked the wind out of me and I went out like a light.  But I was okay when I woke up, a minute or two later.  You totally freaked and that was it for the tree house."  Kelly said, going along with his cousin's trip down memory lane.
"So no, you didn't remember."  He's got that look on his face, like he bit into something sour but didn't want to spit it out.  This was just like that thing with old Mrs. Givens' cat, all over again.  "You didn't get the wind knocked out of you.  Your head hit a rock, about the size of a baseball.  You're damned right I was freaked out."  Jim paused, took a deep breathe, then went on.  "Kelly, we were just kids, but I knew what it means when you see a bloody hole in someone's skull."
"What?  I wasn't really hurt, I just-"
"No.  Kelly, you should have died.  I watched my cousin, my best friend, die because I didn't pick the right size nail.  You have any idea what that's like?  Then you rippled, just like you do when you change, and you were fine.  The blood was gone, the hole was gone, and you were complaining because your back was a little sore and you were out of breath."
"Oh."  That was just...  "I didn't know." Kelly said.  "I mean, I can heal most things just by thinking about it.  Changing from one person to another is a lot bigger than changing from a person with a cut in his arm to a person without one, but..."
"You didn't used to be able to change into fucked up dragon things," Jim interrupted, "just into different people.  Did your power change or...?" he trailed off.
"No.  I just figured it out.  I can do pretty much anything, but if it's too different from human I need a sample first, and I have to plan it out."
"So you got a sample from Kerry?"
"I..." Kelly was speechless.  "I didn't even think of that.  No, I basically tried to build a dragon from scratch."  Would that even work?  Did Kerry really change into a dragon or was it just some kind of projection?  And, if it was real, would she be willing to help Kelly out?  She was nice, but that seemed like it might be a big deal...
"Anyway, we're off topic."  Kelly said, bringing his thoughts back to the exploding head thing.  "If I do something that's not alive, a chair or whatever, I have to concentrate to keep the change in place.  Soon as I lose my focus, I go back to my last viable form."
"Shouldn't you be a non-headless dragon, then?"  Jim asked.
Huh, he hadn't thought of that.  "Um, apparently not?  I guess I don't have as good a handle on this as I thought.  But apparently, my power treats a corpse as a non-viable shape change and snaps me back."  Kelly went quiet as the implications of that hit him.  It meant...
"Does that mean you can't die?"  Jim asked, quietly.
"I don't... I mean, I never even realized..."
They both sat there, awed by the situation.  Well, Kelly was awed.  Jim was a bit more practical.
"We're not gonna figure it out sitting here.  And they'll probably want this dome for someone else's match pretty soon.  Wanna go grab something to eat in town and catch up?"
"Sounds good.  Kind of a long drive for a burger though."  Kelly pointed out.  It's always a burger, with Jim.  The guy eats whatever you stick in front of him, but if he gets to choose, it's always a burger.
"Nah.  We can just take one of those glowing gate things that breaks every conventional law of physics and head to San Diego.  I found this great burger place there, last Sunday."
Kelly just smiled.  "I've missed you, Jim."

"What the hell are you wearing, Hector?  This isn't a kindergarten class."
"Duncan!  That's messed up, man.  What the hell is your problem?"  Samantha came to his rescue, her face flushed and her hands clenched into fists.  The rest of Hector kept watching the matches while the one Duncan had accosted slid his hand down to his new equipment belt.
"Well Duncan, I've got a match scheduled in a bit and I don't want to know what it's like to get my jaw slapped across the room.  So I brought some extra equipment."  Hector felt a chill run down his spines and all the little hairs on his arms stood up.  He set his hand on the item he wanted.  If Duncan escalated, this was going to get bad but at least he'd be able to do something.  He just wished someone tougher than Sam was his backup.  Kerry had worked wonders last time.  Of course, Jenny would be even better.
"Trainee, shut it down.  You're disrupting the fighters."  The newcomer had Chinese features.  His hair was cut short and he was wearing an operative's uniform, just like theirs but with a white shirt instead of black.  "Hector, stay.  The rest of you, go home or go watch one of the fights, quietly." he said, voice and eyes as hard as cast iron.
Duncan's demeanor changed, instantly.  "Yes, sir." he said, lowering his face, now wiped clean of the hostile sneer Hector was used to seeing on it.  Duncan left immediately, but Sam lingered, for a moment, before taking to the air.  She was out of sight in less than a second.
"Thanks, sir."
"No problem, Hector."  The operative stuck out his hand.  Hector fumbled with the canister he'd been holding, shifted it to his left hand, then extended his right to shake.  The stranger slapped his hand aside and plucked the item out of his left.  "I don't shake hands with recruits.  I just wanted to see what you were holding."
Hector stepped back, too surprised to respond with any kind of grace.  "What the-?"  The motion had been so smooth that Hector hadn't even been able to track it.
"Why the OC spray?  You've got a pistol and a bean bag gun.  Why not use one of them?"  The man's voice was cool, analytical, but there was a wry twist to his mouth.
Who was this guy?  "Sir, I'm not sure how tough Duncan is.  The pistol might've killed him." he answered, doing his best to keep his tone polite.  At least he had plenty of experience as a waiter and bar tender to help with that.
"And the bean bags?"
Hector stifled a frustrated sigh.  "Same issue.  I don't know how tough he is, might not have done anything.  Pepper spray should have at least some effect on him."
"Good thinking."  He broke into an outright grin, nodding.  "You haven't figured out how to access the fight archives yet, but I know you watched him fight the Juggernaut."  His face relaxed, a little more serious.  "Why don't you know how strong he is?"
"How-?  Who are you, sir?  How did you know our names?  What I've been-?"  Hector couldn't remember the last time he'd felt so flustered.
"Operative Bruce Richards, Deputy Director of Training and your next Conditioning Instructor." he replied, radiating self-satisfaction.
"Holy shit!  You're a Richards type?" Hector asked.
"All that, and my power type is what you picked to focus on?"  Bruce laughed.  "C'mon Hector, I thought better of you than that."
"Sorry, sorry sir..."  That name was familiar, so was the face.  "It's just, I've never met a Richards type, they're so rare, and I didn't think that I'd run into one here..."
"Yeah, most of us don't go in for the fight stuff."  His grin was as big as Jenny's.  "I'm a bit of an exception though."
"So, so you're here to watch us fight?  For your class on Monday?"
"Nope!"  He was still grinning, cheerfully amused by Hector's state.  "I came here because I wanted to talk to you, Hector."
"Me?"  Hector slowed his breathing, trying to calm down.  "Well, uh, what can I do for you, sir?"
"It's about your challenge."
"Yes, sir?"
"Before I go any further, tell me what you're carrying."
"Okay..."  Hector paused, going over the list in his head.  "Well, like you said, I've got my pistol.  I wasn't planning to use that though.  I just thought I should get in the habit of having it on me.  The bean bag gun," he hefted the item in question, "it can fire gas canisters too.  The bags shouldn't do too much damage to a normal person, long as I'm careful about face shots, and the gas is just a more concentrated version of the pepper spray."
"Okay, but the gas doesn't disperse much, won't cover the whole combat room."
"No sir, but enough of them will.  I can fire a lot."  Bruce nodded.  "The gas mask is pretty self-explanatory.  The vest won't do anything for me today," he said, touching his chest, "but it's the same thing as the pistol.  I'm going to have to wear it pretty much all the time, so I want to start getting used to it now."
"Go on."
"Um, I've got two grenades, a flash bang and fragmentation."
His future instructor interrupted, "Why no tanglefoot bags?  You're checked out on basic restraints."
"No point."  Bruce nodded, again.  "Also, a shock baton."
"Now that one, you're not certified in."
"No sir, I had my first class last night but the movements are the same as the telescoping baton.  Sones authorized it, as long as I keep it on the lowest setting."
Bruce Richards just stared at him, his eyes probing, before he answered.  "Shit.  You really did figure it out."  Hector watched as the man lost his confident posture, slumping in... Was that regret?  "I'm betting you didn't tell Sones who you were fighting?"
"No, sir."  Hector answered, confused.
"Go to Viewtube."  Bruce paused, until Hector nodded to show that one him had done it.  "Do a search for Intervention Prime, one three two three.  That's in numbers, not words."
"Yes, sir."  A moment later, "It's a private video, Instructor Bruce."
"Password is gloria non duret, all one word."
The other him entered it then hit play.  Exactly one minute and forty two seconds later, his jaw dropped.  All of his jaws dropped.  He looked up at Operative Richards.  Hector felt... he didn't know what he felt.
"I, I didn't know.  I..."
"National security.  We don't let combat footage of Intervention Prime out.  Most of the time, we don't even release their names.  You can probably guess why."
"I... what should I do?  Forfeit, or...?"  Hector couldn't fight him, not after he'd seen that.
"No, he wouldn't want that.  Just go on, like you would've if I hadn't talked to you."
"What else did he do?  Prime only comes out for Class Two and up, I know that much."  Hector had tears in his eyes.  He'd recognized the city.  It looked different today, but it was still there.  He'd grown up in a suburb of Carson City.  His mother was still alive, bad off as she was.  Neither of those would have happened if not for...
"He did enough, Hector."
Neither of them had anything else to say.
"I apologize for interrupting, Deputy Director, but I'm afraid Trainee Hector and I have a match that's scheduled to start."
It was him.
"It's no problem, Senior Operative Juggernaut.  We were done here.  Hector, I'd like to go over some of your training requests, but that can wait until Monday."
Hector couldn't answer.  There was something in his throat.  He just nodded, instead.
"I've asked you before, please, I prefer Coach.  Or just call me Achala."
"I will, as soon as you call me Bruce."
Hector understood how the Richards type felt.  He didn't know if he could go through with the plan he'd had.
"Come on Hector, Healer Andrew is waiting for us."
"Yes, sir."

"Please enter the dome." said the healer.  "You may begin as soon as you hear the tone."
"Thank you, Andrew.  Good luck Hector."  Coach Achala was already wearing the same pair of gloves he'd had on when he fought Duncan.  Hector watched him smile at them both, before putting on a white mask.  It looked like a ski mask that had been tailored for him, no mouth hole, tight fitting with a pair of lenses over the eyes.
Hector just nodded, unsure what to say and more than a little sick to his stomach.  He put on his gasmask.
They entered the dome through opposite sides.  Hector stared at his opponent, the last man in the world he wanted to hurt.  But… that operative, Bruce, had said that Achala would want him to fight.  So... fine.  He'd do his best.  Outside the dome, Hector began to circle it, leaving behind new hims.  When he'd completed the circuit, there were enough of him to give a full, panoramic view of the entire combat room.
Hector didn’t watch himself fight during combat practice, would’ve counted as using his powers which was still off limits.  They hadn’t let him watch anyone else fight during the initial rankings, presumably to keep anyone from getting an unfair advantage.  But from what he’d been told by the healer at the time, it should be allowed now.
He studied his opponent, noted that he wasn't standing still.  The movements were small, far too subtle to be noticed from his position across the dome.  Achala was swaying back and forth as well as making little circular motions with his arms.  The only things perfectly still were his feet.  That confirmed it.  Hector had been right about his power; he wasn't a Strong type at all.
Hector heard the tone.  The match had started.  He ran as quickly as he could, to the left and to the right, splitting off new bodies as he went.  Coach Achala dipped into a pouch and flung a handful of the ball bearing things he'd used against Duncan.  Hector watched, even as four of his six selves in the dome were cut down.  These were smaller.  Achala had been able to hold more of them and scatter them in a wide arc.  Only the two most widespread Hectors, the ones who were also closest to Achala, had escaped injury.
He split up again.  Some of him continuing on, along the dome walls, others doubling back to concentrate on making more of himself rather than closing the distance.  Coach Achala had abandoned the wide arcing throws in favor of more careful, targeted ones.  He seemed to be concentrating on the Hectors that were getting closest to him and he hadn't missed yet.  The little metal balls tore through Hectors' ballistic vests, and his chests, like they weren't even there.  Then, they bounced harmlessly off the dome walls and fell to the ground.
He judged that a few of him were close enough, so they raised their bean bag guns and began firing.  Most were still too far for real accuracy, he needed to be within about twenty feet, but three hit.  Achala, still throwing those little balls with devastating precision, didn't even flinch.  The bags either burst or bounced off when they hit.
"That's not supposed to happen." said several of the outside Hectors.  "Those things are rated to stay intact through a ridiculous level of impact."
Achala abandoned the throwing and ran forward.  He struck several of the Hectors, still firing the useless bags at him, between him and the center of the room.  Hector cried out.  Some of him had been struck a glancing blow by Achala's arms or hands as he passed, one had been directly in his path.  That one virtually burst apart as the coach moved through him, the others fell with shattered limbs or ribs.  Achala stopped running when he reached the center of the room but he didn't stop moving.
He gave a little flick of his wrists, then Achala was holding a pair of... jump ropes?  The Hectors outside were too far to see in detail and the ones inside had their vision obscured by their gas masks.  Each had a small handle with a thin cord attaching it to a weight about the size of a gumball.  
Achala spun them, one in each hand, in circles that never quite intersected but covered all of the area around him.  The cords stretched out about fifteen feet.  Every Hector within that area died in seconds, cut limb from limb as the cord or the weight passed through their bodies without resistance.
Hector backed up, putting space between his selves and the man.  Achala pursued, but couldn't move quickly enough to catch more than a few Hectors without breaking the rhythm of his spinning ropes.  Hector set a few of himself to making replacements for those that Achala caught, while the rest of him switched from the useless bean bag rounds to the tear gas canisters.
Achala dropped the ropes and ran to the nearest downed Hector.  Even as the first muffled thump of a canister firing became audible, he'd stripped the feebly resisting Hector of his gas mask and pressed it against his own face.  He ran from the spot, fumbling with the straps until the mask was able to stay in place on its own.
"Damn.  I really thought that would work." said the outside Hectors.
"Uh... Hector?" called one of the other trainees.  "Could you stop the creepy talking in unison thing?  It's really distracting."
"Sorry." he said, careful to keep it to just one outside Hector.  "First time I've had to concentrate this hard in a long time."
Achala had retrieved his ropes and resumed the deadly circles.  He was moving faster now, catching more Hectors, but still not fast enough.  The outside Hectors let him see the field of combat despite the haze of tear gas beginning to fill the dome.  Coach Achala was able to put down any of him that got too close, almost instantly, but he couldn't cover enough ground.  
Hector could make more of himself faster than he was being killed.  He'd even been careful to keep a few hims out of the fray, so he still had a full supply of equipment.  However, nothing he'd tried had been able to get through Coach Achala's defenses.
Despite his earlier reluctance, Hector found himself desperate to break the stalemate.  Well, he had two strategies left.  Four Hectors armed and threw flashbangs at Achala.  The rest closed their eyes, opened their mouths and covered their ears.  In the enclosed room, large as it was, the effect was awful.  Even the outside Hectors staggered back.  But the disorienting effects faded quickly, for him, and then a dozen Hectors were charging the coach from all sides, stun batons extended.
Hector had given up on any weapon that relied on impact or penetration before the fight began.  The Viewtube videos he'd found, what must have been Achala Juggernaut's early career, had made it obvious they wouldn't work.  The only reason he'd bothered with the bean bags was to check whether impacts from different directions would work and to keep Achala occupied while he spread out to fill the dome with enough of his selves that he'd be able to replace the ones lost to the man's irresistible blows.
The stun batons looked just like the telescoping clubs that had replaced most cops' nightsticks.  The only visible difference was a little button near the base.  It sent an electrical current through the extended portion that was strong enough to put down a regular person.  There was another control that could increase the shock, enough to affect the low end Strong types and maybe kill someone without physical powers.  
The charging Hectors had their batons set to the lowest level.  It would be enough.  Achala's power let him stop impacts but it shouldn't do anything to resist the flow of electricity.  If Hector could get in a single blow, it should end the match.  It didn't matter.  Achala met the oncoming Hectors with his ropes and not a single one made it close enough to touch him.
"Incredible."  Hector was careful to keep the exclamation to a single outside self.  "I knew his pain tolerance had to be off the scale, but the man's gotta be the next thing to blind and deaf right now.  He hasn't even broken rhythm..."
Three Hectors, far enough from Achala to be momentarily safe, pulled out the devices for his last plan.
"Coach!" he shouted, "Please stop for a moment!"
He let the ropes fall idle, though he kept up the little swaying motions.  The three Hectors raised their arms.  In one hand, each held a fragmentation grenade, the pins were in the other hands.
Hector kept his voice loud, practically shouting.  "I don't know if the dome's big enough that it counts as an enclosed area for one of these, but with three, I don't think it'll matter."
"You're willing to kill me to win a training match?" asked Achala, his voice more curious than anything else.
"No, sir.  Kill radius is about fifteen feet, sir!  But the injury radius is closer to fifty."  Hector, all of him that were present, studied the man before him.  "I don't think you're anywhere near as resistant to overpressure as you are everything else, but I've got more if I need them."
Achala grew still, ceasing the constant, subtle motions.  "No, you are correct about that."  He stood straight, covered in Hectors' blood, surrounded by his bodies.  "I yield."  He stood, surrounded by Hectors' broken weapons and amidst a haze of tear gas, and he gave a little bow.  "Well done, Trainee Hive.  Thank you for the match."
Hector heard what the Coach had said.  He'd seen the difference in how he moved.  Back then, there was an incredible liquid grace to his every motion.  Now, Achala still had grace, but it was a controlled thing.  Hector had seen the little trembles, involuntary tremors in his hands.  He'd thought the difference was just age, but now he knew better.
Hector knelt, like a Royal Knight to the Monarch.  One knee bent, the other knee and his two fists touching the ground, his head as low as he could get it, it was a gesture of perfect respect and submission.  At least, according to Hollywood.  Hector hadn't ever been to England to see a knighting in person, couldn't ever go.
"Ah." said Senior Operative Juggernaut.  "He told you, then.  Probably showed you that damned video too."
Outside the dome, Hector heard Duncan's sneering voice.
"So, did you put out yourself, or just have one of your clones do it?"
The Hector he'd been speaking to turned around.  "What?"
"To get him to go easy on you.  Did you blow him yourself, or what?  Maybe a group thing?"
Hector drew and shot him, three times.

Private Residence
"I dunno if you've taken a close look at a good map or not, but on a global scale, three thousand kilometers isn't as big as it sounds." Hector told Isaac.
"You're talking about King in Winter, right?"
"Yeah.  His area of influence, the region he froze when he got his Empowerment.  Don't get me wrong, that's huge... but if it's actually centered on the North Pole, it's mostly water."
"Didn't the guy say that was part of what had people so freaked out?" Isaac asked.  "I mean, that much water changing to ice seems like it should've had some pretty bad effects on the rest of the world.  I can see that being pretty scary."
"You're right.  There was a whole bunch of speculation at the time about that, the planet's rotation, something to do with the freeze and melt cycle of the Arctic Ocean and the polar caps, all sorts of stuff.  But that's not what I meant.  The only countries that were directly affected, that actually had cities or towns destroyed, were Russia and Greenland."
"But he said that King in Winter was the reason Russia and Canada broke up.  If Canada wasn't even harmed..."
"That's what I meant, Isaac.  I mean, there were probably some scientific research posts or something in the region, but in terms of actual population loss, Canada was pretty much untouched."
"Hm…" Isaac took a moment to process, "so what about the other two?"
"Russia had a couple small towns I'd never heard of before.  Greenland took real damage, at least a dozen.  But... this was nineteen twenty eight."
"After Tyrant, you mean."
"Yeah."  Hector answered.  "Not really an issue, at that point."
"So if it wasn't panic over how much damage Winter did, what was it?"
"Ever heard of Red Thursday?"
"I'm guessing that's not anything like Black Friday?" Isaac replied.
Hector smirked.  "Not quite.  It was about a week after the freeze.  Three groups, I guess you'd call them terrorists or rebels, whatever, attacked more or less simultaneously.  They killed government leaders, blew up power stations, that sort of thing.  All over the country."
"Whoa."
"They used teleporters, phasers and Speed types to do a ridiculous level of damage.  Combine that with how scared everyone was by Winter and the Tyrant... remember, no one knew their effects wouldn't spread any further yet, and that's where the real breakdown started."
"Okay, so how come I've never heard of this?"
"Isaac, have you ever actually done any research on King in Winter?"
"No, I never really had any interest in Empowered stuff.  Not until-" he closed his eyes.
"Hey, it's cool.  I know." Hector said.  "My point is, this isn't on the net.  I had to go back to microfiche of newspapers from the twenties, at the UCLA library, before I could find any real accounts of it."
"So you think there was some kind of cover-up?"
Hector's jaw dropped.  I, I didn't know.  I...
"Hey, relax."  Isaac said, concerned.  "We're just bullshitting, here."
"It's not that, just crossover from one of the other mes."  Hector hesitated, trying to recall the earlier thread of the conversation.  "Anyway, no, not exactly a cover-up.  I mean, I found the articles in a public library, not exactly something that requires a high level of hacking, just time and effort.  I think most people just like the other version of the story better and the Citadel, for some reason, wants us to think the same way.
"Threat perception.  The Citadel wants its operatives, and people in general, I guess, to think in terms of the big guys, instead of focusing on the damage a group of Empowered can do, like-  Wait, who did you say they were?"
"I didn't."  Hector replied.  "The biggest group was the Angels of the Lord, the other two were the Committee for Progress and Society Without Leaders.  Religious nutcases that thought Empowered were angels in human flesh, a group of Empowered with mental abilities that were sure they could run things better than the humans and a bunch of psychotic anarchists inspired by the guys that killed Franz Ferdinand and started the First War."
"That's it then!" Isaac's face transformed with excitement.  "It isn't about people in general, it's the Empowered.  How many off the scale Empowered can you think of?"
"Um, gimme a sec." Hector paused to think.  "Well, King in Winter and Tyrant, obviously.  There's the guy that set off the Bug Bomb in the late eighties, whatever his name was.  The Monarch, or do you only want the bad guys?"
"No, count her- them, too.  Anyone that's so strong there's no way to really deal with them."
"So that's four, plus William Power, Monster and Chemo." Hector added, grimacing at the last name.
"I've never heard of Chemo but I don't think Monster counts, he's been running around free for thirty years and he barely does any damage, not on this scale."
"Chemo... he was a dying cancer patient, probably triggered from the frustration, maybe bitterness.  Turned into a giant crystal thing the size of a car and just went running around Carson City.  He let out a kind of gas.  Anyone that came into contact with it collapsed in pain.  Some people went crazy, others died from heart attacks or whatever."
"Well, that's pretty bad but..."
"They sent in Intervention Prime.  William Power himself couldn't stand up to it, just started screaming before he was close enough to reach the crystal and flew off.  Worse, the gas didn't fade when he left the area.  It just kept spreading."
"This thing took down William Power and I've never heard of him?"  Isaac's eyes were wide.  "How did they...?"
"They dropped C- another Prime member, someone with a strong offense, right on top of him.  He destroyed the crystal, killed Chemo, but he didn't have any toughness.  The fall almost killed him and Chemo's gas..."  Hector had to stop, just for a moment.  "Like I said, the gas kept expanding, even when he was gone.  
“The free floating stuff died out eventually.  But the people affected, well, it turned out that the gas was actually alive, a cloud of little parasite things.  Anyone affected by the gas, everyone but William Power, they had that same level of crippling pain for the rest of their lives.  No one's ever found a drug that can kill the parasites and, since it's an ongoing thing, most Healer types can't do anything about it either."  Hector tried not to let the bitterness seep into his voice.
"How do you know so much about this one?"
"The hospital, the one Chemo was at when he changed?  My mom was in a different ward, giving birth to my little brother."
"Oh."  Isaac's voice was quiet.  "I, I didn't know you had a brother."
"I don't."
"Sorry... I didn't..."
"No."  Hector had to work to make himself cheer up, but not as hard as he used to.  "I know your tragic backstory, only fair that you get to hear mine.  Besides, I was too young to really remember."
"Then, is your mother...?"
"Yeah.  She's still alive, but she's bedridden, needs constant care."
"That must be hard, being away from her, even for something like Citadel training."
Hector smiled.  "When I first started taking care of her, she told me she didn't want me missing out on my life just for her sake.  I promised I wouldn't.  You can probably guess how that worked out."
"Oh!"  Isaac smiled back.  "Ha, I guess so."
"Damn.  I really thought that would work." Hector said, then shook his head at Isaac's confused expression.  "So yeah, Chemo and Monster, just because they each beat William Power and we're counting him.  And if you've never heard of Chemo, there's probably a bunch more neither one of us knows about."
"You're right, but I think that still supports the point I was gonna make."  Isaac said.  "It's not about controlling the public, it's about the Empowered.  They want them thinking that the only ones who're a big deal, the ones that are a threat to a city or the country, are the unstoppables.  That way, the ones with a taste for violence, the criminals, don't go on a rampage just because they can juggle cars with their mind or something."
"Instead, they stick to regular crime, small scale stuff."
"That or head off to the Battlegrounds, yeah."
"Isaac, you realize this's how that started, right?"
"What?"
"The Battlegrounds, Canada was the first part of it."
"Really?  I always thought it spread up from Mexico."
"No.  I found that, too.  Those groups, the Angels, the Committee and the Society, they basically tore Canada apart.  But they couldn't hold onto it.  Once order broke down, more and more Empowered kept showing up.  A group or a strong individual would claim a territory, sometimes they wanted to rule it, sometimes they were just protecting their home, and another would come along to knock them down."
"What about the military?" Isaac asked.
"This was just after the First War, conventional militaries didn't have any kind of answer to Empowered back then.  It just sort of spread through Canada, then down through the mid-west.  Mexico had their own break down, but that wasn't till the forties."
"So there were two Battlegrounds back then?"
"There still are, sort of.  Depends on if you count the Hive States."
"The Bugs?"  Isaac asked.
"Yeah, but they hate that name.  The Battlegrounds were sort of pushing in from below and above when the Bug Bomb went off.  After that, we got the Fractured States of America, instead of the USA."
"And now, the Citadel doesn't want new groups trying the same thing."
"Maybe.  It's just a theory."  Hector said.
"Sure."  Isaac agreed.  "But it makes sense."
"If we're right, is it wrong?  What the Citadel, the government, is doing."
Isaac didn't answer right away.  "I don't know.  But I think it might be necessary."
Hector glared at him.  "Really?  Did you have to phrase it that way?"
"To get him to go easy on you.  Did you blow him yourself, or what?  Maybe a group thing?"
Hector drew and shot him, three times.
"Fuck.  Isaac, I gotta go.  There's something I'm going to have to take care of."

The Sparring Field
"Hey guys, what's up!?" Jenny called.
She'd been forced to stop by her room and pick up the package after therapy so she'd arrived, late, to find the other trainees acting weird.  There were fewer than she'd expected, even considering that a lot of people wouldn't be able to challenge today.  That wasn't too strange, it was still too early for people's patterns to be set in stone, but the ones who were here were clustered into groups.  The biggest was a little over a dozen people. She thought she knew most of them, while the rest were in gatherings of three or four.
Drew appeared in front of her.  "-enny!" he flickered, "-he-" flicker "Duncan!" flicker "-they took-"
This was important.  She could hear the low, bass rumble that meant the situation was building to something ugly.  Dammit, she'd just wanted to get the damn fight over with and now she was going to be stuck in some sort of drama.
"Drew," she said, noting that her voice came out firm and commanding, "calm down.  You're going in and out."
God dammit, he was so frustrating some times.
"Sorry, Jenny."  He must've taken the time to collect himself.  The change was obvious, slower breathing, eyes not so wide and he didn't do his stop motion change of posture after every third word.  "It's Hector.  He fought Coach Achala, and-"
"Is he hurt?" she interrupted.
"No, he's not hurt."
Obviously.  Why had her power made her ask that?  The guy was basically invulnerable, unless you had some way to take out every one of his bodies at once.
"Good," she said, sighing in apparent relief, "after what Coach did to Duncan last week..."
"Jenny, you don't get it.  Hector won!  He beat Coach Achala!"
The bass picked up a bit, got a little more urgent.
"I don't get it, then.  What had you so worried?  You're usually so calm..."
Of course he was.  If anyone had the time to think things through before acting, or reacting, it was Drew.  What next, compliment him for being so punctual?
"Right after he won, Duncan was giving him a hard time."
Naturally, Duncan gave everyone a hard time.  She couldn't find it in her to hold it against him, though.  She was pretty sure his power was influencing his behavior.  If anyone could understand that, it was Jenny Awesome.
"He said... uh, he said that Coach Achala let him win.  That Hector had..."  He blushed, just for a moment, before flickering again, then he had it under control.  Drew still looked a little embarrassed.
"I can guess." she said, wryly.  "The guy has kind of a fixation.  Makes you wonder if he didn't get bottle fed a little too much."
Drew laughed.  People always laughed at her jokes.  Why?  That one didn't even seem to make sense.
His face grew more serious.  "Jenny, he shot him."
So?
"Asshole!"  She sounded outraged.  Even felt it a bit.  She was having a harder and harder time telling the difference between what she felt and what her power wanted her to feel.  "Just because Hector can take it, that doesn't mean it's okay for Duncan to-"
"He didn't."
Oh God, no.  Did he mean-?
"Jenny, Hector shot Duncan.  Just pulled out his gun and bang.  It was so fast, no one could stop him."
Not even you, Drew Stasis?  She wanted to ask, but that would have hurt his feelings, made him like her a little less.  Couldn't have that.  Was this her fault?  Winning against the instructor was pretty impressive, probably a lot more impressive than her beating up poor little Anna Insight.  Did her power set this up so Hector wouldn't outshine her?
"What happened next?  Is he... is Duncan okay?  Is Hector in trouble?"
"No, Duncan's fine."  He shook his head.  "Apparently, he's tough enough that a pistol can't do much more than leave some bruises.  I can't believe you're actually worried about him.  You're a better person than me, Jenny."
"Drew, we don't really know Duncan.  Don't know what his life has been like, what his power's put him through, nothing.  I know he's a jerk, but no one gets that way without a reason.  We should... we should try not to be so hard on him."
A bit afterschool special, but at least she more or less agreed with what she was saying.  For once.
"I'll, I'll try and remember that."  He smiled.  "You really are awesome."
She wanted to scream at him but just smiled instead, a little proud but not enough to seem arrogant.
"But what about Hector?"
"That's what everyone's talking about.  There was another instructor, Bruce something, he took Duncan and Hector off to see Director Shift.  Hector had, like, forty clones and they all went off in a crowd.  I think... could he get kicked out?"
"I... I don't know." she said.  "This has to be a pretty big deal.  I mean, if Hector shot someone without a pretty good reason, that's...  Yeah.  He could get expelled from the program.  It could be a lot worse than that."
Jenny waited, while the bass died back down.  Neither one of them said anything for a bit.  The music came back, something lighter, a little livelier.  Time to change the subject, apparently.
"Do you know where Anna is?  I wanted to talk to her before the fight, make sure there's no hard feelings."
"Before the fight?"  Drew said.  "Jenny, she left about an hour ago.  I don't think you need to worry though, Kerry didn't hurt her or anything.  Anna just forfeited.  They didn't even go into the dome."
"What?  Kerry challenged her too?"
"You didn't know?  Kerry was in second place last week, but she didn't challenge.  She didn't think she could beat Greg, still thought he was the next William Power." Drew explained.  "So, when Anna won, Kerry sent in her challenge for this week right away."
He grinned, "Did you see that fight, by the way?  It was great!  He just stood there, waiting for her to collapse like everyone else did.  She wasn't affected by his hallucinations like they were, but he didn't know!  So he walks up to make her yield and she trips him.  The next thing you know, she's got him in an arm lock and he's screaming out a surrender faster than I could've.  It was hilarious."
"No, I... I had an appointment.  I couldn't make it.  Guess I was just lucky no one challenged me or I'd have had to forfeit my place."  She checked her schedule, just to be sure.  "Looks like that means I'm going up against Kerry."
At least that explained why her power had made her stop and get the package before coming to the Sparring Field.
Drew’s face lit up.  "Wow.  You're fighting Kerry?  Do you think you can win?"
"Of course I can!" she said, a huge grin plastered on her face, "I'm Awesome."
God, she was sick of saying that.

"Do you have any defensive abilities I need to be aware of?" Victoria Healer asked.
"Nope, normal human." Jenny answered.
"I'm a little complicated." Kerry added.  "When I switch to dragon form, I'm pretty tough.  If it dies or gets knocked out, I turn back to regular me."
"Does the damage carry over?  And do you have any defensive abilities when in your standard shape?"
"No ma'am.  The dragon is some kind of projection, like a forcefield or something but flesh and blood.  Regular me is just... well, regular."
"Very well.  Trainee Jennifer, your use of force against Trainee Keridwyn is unrestricted, while she is in dragon form.  While Keridwyn is human, and at all times in Jennifer's case, lethal force is defined as severe trauma to the head or torso, as well as anything more severe than a broken bone in the limbs.  If either of you breaks through the dome's wall, or states the words 'I yield,' you forfeit the match.  Is that understood?"
"Yes." answered Jenny.
"It is." added Kerry.
"Trainee Kerry, please enter the dome.  Trainee Jenny, remain for a moment."  After Kerry did as she was asked, the healer began speaking in a more relaxed tone.  "Jenny, are you sure you actually want to do this?"
She sighed.  "Depends how you mean that."
The healer raised a single eyebrow.
"Well, I'm not exactly looking forward to fighting a dragon, win or lose.  I don't much care if I'm in first place or not, either.  But I'm pretty sure my power wants me to be at the top of the class and I don't like the idea of what it might do to make that happen if I don't fight."  Jenny blinked, surprised at how frank the statement had been.  "How-?  How did I just say that?"
The healer smiled, maybe.  It was hard to tell with those masks they wore.
"Simple.  Director Shift and Instructor Juggernaut made sure that the healer for your scheduled match," she winked, "was someone that found blunt speaking and honesty impressive."
"Oh.  I'm... not sure how to feel about that."
"It was hoped that you would appreciate the chance to speak your mind."
"I... I do.  It's just, well, this isn't actually a chance to do that.  More like I have to."
"I'm sorry Jenny.  It's not meant to take advantage of you, just make things a little easier for you." Victoria Healer paused, "If there's anything you'd rather I not know or if you feel pressured, just ask me to back off.  I promise, I'll do my best not to use your... nature... against you."
"Thank you, Healer Victoria."  Fuck.  "I really appreciate your candor.  Is there anything else, before I go in?"  Fuck fuck fuck.  This was bad.
"No Jenny, go ahead.  Good luck."  Victoria said.
Jenny headed through her door, into the dome.  This was bad.  It hadn't ever occurred to her that the Citadel could essentially control her, just by picking the people she was around with care.  This was really bad.
The tone sounded and Jenny's thoughts vanished in a surge of fast paced battle music.
Kerry was surrounded by a bright, silver-white light.  When it faded, an enormous dragon had taken her place.  The scales over its back and sides were red and gold.  Its underbelly was pale white.  It stretched its long neck and spread its bat-like wings wide.  A great roar of triumph and fury echoed off the sides of the dome.
In defiance of any rational thought, Jenny found herself running towards it, a fearless grin plastered on her face.  Kerry lunged forward, her jaws spread wide.  A great gust of heated air preceded the flames that poured forth.  Jenny leapt to the side, barely avoiding it.
"Arrow!" she cried out.  Damn, she'd been right.
Kerry moved her head, following Jenny's movement in an attempt catch her with the flame.
"Black arrow!"  Jenny could feel the pressure on her, more than she could possibly resist.
The fire exhausted, Kerry reared back, roaring again.  She swept her wings forward, unleashing a wind that hurled Jenny back, almost into the wall.
"I have saved you to the last."  Jenny could barely follow what she was saying.  Her head hurt from the impact.  The music was louder than she'd ever heard it.  She pushed herself to her feet, that stupid grin still in place.  "You have never failed me and always I have recovered you."  She reached into the messenger tube she'd been carrying, the package, and drew forth the collector's item.
Kerry lunged forward, the four fingers of her long, sinewy arms outstretched.  Each was as long as Jenny's leg.  She darted forward, dropping the tube and keeping hold of the arrow.   Before Kerry could grab hold of her, she dove forward, beneath the great dragon's body.
"I had you from my father and he from of old." she proclaimed, rolling to her feet and spinning to face Kerry.
The dragon's tail lashed out at her as Kerry spun to face her.  Jenny jumped straight up to avoid the blow.
"If ever you came from the forges of the true king under the Mountain," she shouted, "go now and speed well."  A bird landed on her shoulder.  She didn't bother wondering where it had come from.  That sort of thing just happened to her.
Kerry reared back again, raising a shrill cry of frustration.  Jenny hurled the arrow.  It had cost her thirty dollars plus shipping and was made of resin.  She was pretty sure it had never belonged to her father or been forged under a mountain.  Nevertheless, the arrow flew straight and true.  It cut through the air, striking the hollow by Kerry's left breast.  It pierced through a damaged scale and she fell to the ground, writhing and crying in pain.  Shortly, she vanished in a flair of that same silver-white light.
"What the Hell!?" Kerry demanded.
Startled, Jenny cried out and spun around, her arm outstretched.  Kerry crumpled to the ground as Jenny’s fist struck her in the side of the head.  Apparently, the girl had returned when the dragon died, in the same spot she'd occupied before the dragon first appeared.  The tone sounded, announcing the match's end.
Both doors opened.  Jenny could hear cheering and cries of excitement coming from outside.  The healer, Victoria, entered at a run and knelt over Kerry's unconscious form.
"Is she okay?  I didn't mean to hit her so hard..." despite the concern in her voice, Jenny knew the answer.  Kerry would be fine, the healers were capable of correcting damage that was far worse than a simple blow to the temple.
Purple sparks flickered around Kerry's head, where Victoria Healer's fingers rested upon it.  "She'll be fine.  Just a minor concussion, I think."  Naturally.  "I've already fixed the damage.  She's just resting right now.  Should wake up with a headache, but that's it."
After the reassurance, Jenny turned to one side of the dome, presumably where the largest part of her audience was.
"Yeah!  I did it!" she cried, her voice filled with simple joy.
Hurray.  She was in first place, now.  Even as she began celebrating with all of her 'friends,' and commiserating over poor Kerry, she just wanted... well, something else.
Something else wasn't an option.  Jenny was Awesome, she wasn't allowed not to be.
 




CHAPTER 8:  CONSEQUENCES

San Diego Citadel Office 
"Is that everything?" asked Carl West.
In most of his timelines, he was in the office, sitting in the same chair.  A few had taken the chair to his left, some were having a slightly different conversation.  Three were walking around the room, examining art on the wall, awards or placards, basically just wasting time.  One was still outside, staring at the door in hesitation rather than completing his Citadel application.
"Just two more things."  Melody Shift answered.  "The simplest is your name."
"Oh," Carl squirmed.  Well, most of the hims did, "is that actually necessary?  I never really saw the point."
"I'm afraid so.  There's a long explanation but it basically boils down to tradition and public perception. "
"It just seems so... silly, I guess."
Melody smiled, wryly, before answering.  "If you ever get the opportunity, ask William Power about it.  He thinks the whole thing's pretty much his fault."
"Is it?"
She shrugged.  "He makes a good argument but I think he might be oversimplifying.  Of course, I wasn't around when it started so I don't actually know."
Carl collapsed most of himself back into the main line, just leaving the one where he was still outside.
In the primary line, he sighed.
"Does that mean you haven't decided on one?  You can always go with something generic for now and wait until you graduate to field status before you pick a final name."
"No, if I have to I have to.  It's just... well, the only one I've thought of seems a bit too on the nose.  Does that make sense?"
"Trust me young man, I understand."
"Fractal.  Carl Fractal."
A few of the lesser lines gave different answers, or insisted on a better explanation, but only a few.  He'd known this one was coming.
Director Shift made one last notation on the forms before her.  "Welcome to the Citadel, Carl."
"So, uh, what was the other thing?"
She took a deep breath, steeling herself.  "You've read over the materials you were given but I don't know how much research you've done on your own.  Do you know what a Nemesis team is?"
"No, I don't think so.  Wasn't that the Greek god of vengeance?"
"Goddess, actually, and there was a bit more to it than that but..."  She looked away for a moment, then back to his face.  "But that's beside the point.  What matters in your case is that Nemesis teams are like Intervention but, instead of reacting to crises within a territory, they're put together with a specific goal."
"I think I can guess."
She nodded.  "That's right.  Each one is assembled to deal with a particular Empowered criminal."
"You mean kill, don't you."
"Yes Carl.  Anyone who has a Nemesis team sent after him is too dangerous to try and take alive."
"So once I'm an operative, you want me on one of those teams instead of Stationary or Intervention."
She shook her head.  "No Carl, no one works Nemesis full time."  The Director's face was still pinched with worry.  "And, frankly, I argued against this.  There's a faction within Citadel command, and the civilian government, that wants to put together a Nemesis team for Monster."  She turned her head and muttered, "Idiots."
He didn't think he'd been supposed to hear that last part.  "Do I have to decide now?"
"No Carl, not until you complete field training.  Even then, well, deliberately attacking Monster is against current Citadel policy.  Anyone involved in this, they'd have to be volunteers."
"Director Shift, can I ask... well, why me?"
"Carl, do you know how many precogs the Citadel gets?  Much less ones capable of fieldwork?"
"I know it's a pretty rare power, but I'm not a precog.  Not really."
"No Carl, but you're close.  For this purpose, you might even be better."
Carl's primary split again before he gave his answer.

"I'll do it.  Anything's worth it if it helps to stop him."
There was a crack of splintered wood, followed almost immediately by a crashing noise.  Carl looked over his shoulder to see a man standing in the office doorway.  He wore a heavy, metal helmet.  It was black and featureless, except for a narrow eye slit.  His clothes were black leather, tight fitting, with metal plates crudely attached at seemingly random intervals.  The intruder held a heavy hunting knife.
Carl closed the line.

"I'll think about.  I know it has to be done, but Monster..."
There was a crack of splintered wood, followed almost immediately by a crashing noise.  Carl turned to look and, between the black clad intruder and the shattered wood frame of the door, he saw the director's assistant.  He was sprawled over his own desk, surrounded by a spreading pool of blood and scattered papers.
Carl closed the line.

"No.  I'm sorry, but it's just too dangerous."
There was a crack of splintered wood, followed almost immediately by a crashing noise.
"Shit." he said to himself.  It didn't depend on his answer.
Monster moved into the room, stumbling as his head disappeared, and Melody Shift appeared between him and her newest recruit.
Carl sat, outwardly frozen, as he searched the nearest lines.  Desperate to find one that didn't include the attack.
Monster recovered almost instantly, returning from headless to normal, complete with helmet.  There was no visible transition.  His right leg disappeared at the knee just as he stepped onto his left.
At the same time, Melody shifted a foot to her left and shouted over her shoulder.  "Run!"
If she hadn't been looking at Carl, she might have seen Monster snatch a placard from the wall and hurl it at her.  He advanced, both legs fine, as she staggered from the impact.
Carl watched, horrified, as she looked up just in time to let Monster's knife sink into her eye socket.  Amazingly, she still had enough presence to shift back a foot, leaving the knife behind but taking a piece of Monster's chest with her.  A moment later, he stood unharmed and she collapsed to the ground.
Carl closed the line.

"Run!" Director Shift shouted.
Carl split, it'd make finding the safe line harder but he had to buy time.  He stood and threw his chair.  In one line, it intersected the placard before it could strike the director.  While he searched for another weapon, she disappeared and reappeared behind Monster, already facing him.
Monster fell, momentarily missing pieces from both legs.
Carl picked up the other chair and turned to face him, just in time to see the director firing a pistol into Monster's back.  Carl heard her shots ricochet off metal.
Monster had twisted as he fell, moving just right to bring one of the scattered metal plates into the perfect position.  He kicked out behind himself, blindly, and Carl heard Melody scream as her knee shattered.
Carl closed the line.

Ignoring the sound of gunfire, Carl charged forward with the chair raised above his head.  Director Shift vanished from his line of sight, as did the back of Monster's head.
Monster went limp but his head had recovered before it touched the ground.
Carl swung the chair as hard as he could.  He felt it impact but was too busy screaming in pain to notice the effect.  Monster had kicked him in the groin.
Carl closed the line.

He ran towards Monster, the chair held low and in front of him.
Monster threw his knife just before collapsing, missing the rear of his skull.
Carl watched it spin through the air.  It struck him in the throat and Carl fell to his knees as blood sprayed.  The room went dark while he searched the nearest lines.  No matter what he did, dodged left or right, raised the chair, it didn't matter.  In each line, Monster threw the knife so that his reaction, or lack of it, allowed it to strike him.
He couldn't win.
Carl closed the line.

Carl couldn't see the future, but he could fake it.  He'd once predicted the lottery numbers by guessing each number, right before it was pulled, and collapsing every line where he was wrong.
This was harder.
No matter what he tried, Monster was winning.

Carl stopped hesitating.
"Damn.  I really thought I could make a difference, do something that mattered."
He turned away from the Citadel office and began the walk home.

Some time later, Director Shift buzzed her assistant.  "Any word from the West boy?"
"No ma'am.  It looks like he's a no show."
Melody couldn't suppress a disgusted sigh.
"Sorry ma'am.  I know you had high hopes for him."
The Director cut the intercom without answering.

Private Residence
For the second time in his life, Jason was certain he felt fear.  The first had been during Duncan Nightmare's fight against Coach Achala.  On that occasion, his reaction had been irrational, an effect of Duncan's power.  That was part of the reason he had not recognized it sooner.  Now... now his fear made perfect sense.
The door opened to reveal Jenny Awesome, wearing a pair of black shorts and a hot pink tank top.  Her face lit up with that strange, familiar mixture of pleasure and need that she had displayed after their training session on Friday.
"Hey Jason, c'mon in."  She said, opening the door wider as she stepped back.
"Good morning, Jennifer." he greeted her.  Jason followed her into her home and stopped, looking around himself.  The layout was similar to the one he shared with his roommates, though it did not appear as well kept.
"Something wrong?"
"No... I, well, I..."  He was unsure what to say.
"What is it?" Jennifer asked, her brow furrowed.  Despite his uncertainty, Jason took a moment to congratulate himself for recognizing 'concern.'  Jenny's expressions were usually easy to read.  He liked that.
"I have never been on a date before."  Her brow relaxed and her eyes widened, slightly.  She smiled, though it was slight.  "I do not know what to do next.  Hector said..."  The smile grew larger.  He felt anger, began to clench his fists.  He had extended more trust to her than anyone save his parents or Hector, if she mocked him he'd-
"Oh." she interrupted his thoughts.  "I didn't know you wanted to...  You don't really seem the type."  No, not mockery.  Was she nervous too?  "Jason," she took a deep breath, "I said we could do anything you wanted.  I meant it, honestly.  Anything."  He could not read her expression but Jason did not think he was meant to.
"I... I did not think you wanted a romantic encounter, not initially.  But I have little social experience, so I explained to Hector what you had proposed.  The date... he suggested that that was what you were likely expecting."
Her gaze moved up and down, over his body.  "Is that why you're dressed like that?"  He was wearing a charcoal grey, button-down shirt with black slacks and his normal sunglasses.
"No.  This is what I prefer to wear, outside of training."
"Okay..." she looked around the room, took a seat on the couch and gestured for him to do the same.  "Is that what you want?  A date?"
Jason hesitated before sitting.  "I do not know." He licked his lips.  "I... Jenny, this is outside of my experience."  He found himself looking away from her.  "I do not understand why you wanted me to come or what you want to do."  It was not deliberate.  Why had he done those things?  "Jenny, I don't know what I'm supposed to do.  Please help."
She moved a little closer, there was no more than a foot between them.  "Jason, it's okay."  She reached out, touching the top of his hand with her fingertips.  "Calm down."  He tore his hand free, looked to a group of flies hovering above the discarded pizza boxes next to her couch and ripped the life from them.  He'd been carrying nothing more than a few plants.  Feeling his strength increase, Jason removed his glasses with one hand and prepared to strike out with the other.
She met his gaze.
She met his gaze and... she smiled?  No, that was not a smile.  It was... 'joy.'
"Why did you ask me here?"
The joy remained, just a little faded.  "I can't bear to be alone."  She spoke slowly.  "But, I can't stand being around other people, either."  There were tears in her eyes.  "I just, the pressure, it's just too much."  There was pain, and misery, in her voice.  He was familiar with those.  Jason had heard them every time his mother spoke of her time in the Citadel.  But, there was still joy.  It made no sense.
"Do you mean social pressure?  The desire to fit in or be accepted?  I know how difficult that is."  She shook her head.  "Then... you must mean your power."  She nodded.
"I... I wasn't very popular in high school.  I mean, no one stuffed me into a locker or threw orange juice at me, nothing like that." she said.  "But, it was like, no one ever seemed to notice me, either.  No real friends, nothing I was good at, nowhere that I could stand out.   It was so frustrating.  I hated it."  She looked up, meeting his gaze again, and that sense of joy returned to her face.  "It all changed, overnight.  It was like, I don't know.  Like I just knew what to do, how to make anyone I met like me.  All of a sudden, I was the most popular girl in school.  I always knew the answer in class.  I was good at sports, even though I'd never practiced or anything."  She sighed.
"I didn't know what was happening, but I liked it.  My parents were worried, though.  They knew I'd been unhappy but not what to do about it.  When it changed so quickly, when my personality changed, they thought it was drugs or something.  Searched my room, gave me all the lectures, you name it.  I'd have been upset, but I was still at that stage where I thought it was cool to have a reputation as a 'bad girl,' just a little.  Them thinking I was up to something, without me having to actually do anything dangerous?  That was perfect."  She moved a little closer, just a few inches.
"A few months after they gave up on the drug thing, they saw one of those public service announcements.  They had me tested and, obviously, it turned out I was Empowered.  I don't really fit any of the classic types, closest thing is a probability manipulator."
"A rare ability." he said.
"Fucking unique, in my case.  It was great, when I didn't know what was happening.  After...  My power wants people to like me, to be excited, impressed.  It twists things around to make sure that happens.  I get lucky, sometimes.  Mostly, situations just sort of come up where I can shine.  And, of course, the easiest thing for it to affect is me.   What I do or say, what I feel and sometimes even what I think, it twists everything so that anyone watching will think I'm awesome."
"I am not sure I see the downside.  Did you not say that that was exactly what you wanted?" Jason asked.
She almost snarled her answer.  "Yes.  It's exactly what I wanted."  The snarl twisted to disgust.  "I was an idiot.  They don't like me, Jason.  They just like this image of me, the one in their heads that does whatever they think someone cool would do, all the time.  I used to just go along with it, when I didn't know.  Now it feels more like... like I'm being pushed.  My power, it could make me do anything.  I'm always on stage and I don't even get to decide whether or not to speak my lines.  They just come out, whether I want them to or not."
"Ah.  I suppose that could be unpleasant." he acknowledged.
"Jason, I hate Kerry."
"What?  I do not see what that has to do with-"
"She's smug, entitled and she's a fucking slob.  But she's also the strongest girl in our class and that means a lot to everyone else.  So I'm nice to her.  She thinks of me as some kind of a mix between friendly rival and best friend and I wouldn't even be in the same room as her.  Not if I had a choice."
"Oh.  I believe I understand."
"So yeah, that's why I hate being around people."
"So why do you not just spend your time alone?"
She laughed but did not seem pleased, or amused, by his suggestion.  "I can't.  That wouldn't be cool enough.  Awesome girls don't spend time hiding in their rooms."
"But if you are alone, whose perception is pushing you into that mindset?"
"Mine." she said, quietly.
They sat there, neither saying anything, for a short time.
"You said you did not feel anything from me."
"Yeah."  He could barely hear her.
"You fear being alone, you fear being around others, but not me.  Because I do not find anything exciting."
"Yes." she answered.  "Please, like I said, I'll do anything you want.  Just... just let me spend some time feeling like myself."
Jason smiled.  It was rare for him to show emotional reactions so honestly but, in this case, it did not matter.  Jenny was no threat to him and never could be.  She might become his best friend of all.

"I have never done this before.  Is this the right way?"
"You're doing fine, Jason.  There's not really a right way or a wrong way."
"I must admit, I am enjoying it more than I thought I would."
Jenny smiled.  "Well, it's not exactly what I thought we'd end up doing, but I guess it works.  Of course, I didn't really have a firm plan or anything, so..."
"What does this mean?"  Jason asked.
"Oh, you finished the origin part.  Now that you have your starting powers, you have to pick your faction."
"Hero, villain or Citadel operative?  Is that correct?"
"Right.  Just move your guy to whichever banner you want, then you can enter your name and design your costume." she explained.
"What are the ramifications of each?  Is there some advantage to one over the other?"
"Well," Jenny paused before continuing, "Citadel unlocks a bunch of training style quests.  You end up with better skills and stuff.  Oh, and most of the vendors give you a discount so you'll have better gear than otherwise.  Heroes get a popularity boost in the front end.  NPCs are more cooperative.  That can open up a lot of different options but if you fail a quest you get a huge penalty to your approval.  I think villains have some extra power options but you shouldn't take that one."
"Why not?"
"Anyone from the other two groups can attack you on sight.  It means you'll end up dying all the time, makes the front end of the game really tough.  I think some of the best players go that route but since you're just starting out..."
"Very well, hero, I suppose.  I will likely find out what the operative path is like soon enough." he said, using the game's controller to move his avatar to the correct location.  He entered the name he had chosen as soon as the prompt appeared.
"Paragon?"  Jason was able to recognize the gentle amusement in Jenny's voice.  They had spent only a few hours together, so far, but he could tell he was already getting better.  Her public expressions had always been easy for him to decipher but he had found that, when they were alone, that was not always the case.  Initially, this had concerned him but he was beginning to see it as an opportunity.
"Is that not an appropriate name?  I realize that most vigilantes are no different than regular people, aside from the obvious, but do they not often see themselves as such?"
Jenny laughed and he found himself smiling in response.  "I can't believe you put so much thought into something like that and still came up with something so cliché."  Strange, he hadn't meant to display his happiness.  Such unintended actions were very rare for him.
"I do not understand.  Why would I prefer Paragon three two seven?"
She laughed again.
"It's cause the name's already in use.  If you want one without the extra stuff, you'll need to come up with something more original."
"I... my choice... it was the same as many others'?"
She nodded, slowly.  "Uh huh."
"That is... uncommon for me."  He felt the smile but, again, it was involuntary.
Jenny did not reply but she did move a little closer on the couch.  At this point, they each had a leg and an arm pressing lightly against each other.
"What did you say the name of this game was?" he asked, accepting the game's suggested changes to his name.
"A Hero's Craft."
"Is it popular?"
"Oh, well, kinda?  I used to play it a lot, back before I… you know.  It was a way to interact with people that felt safe.  No big deal if they didn't like me because they weren't really interacting with me, I guess?  There's a whole bunch of people that play it but it's not really cool.  Except for the people that think being nerdy is cool.  Geek culture, I guess.  That's been getting more popular lately."
"I do not know what that means."
"Oh, well, it means lots of people play it but it's not like football or something where you can brag about how good you are.  Not unless you're talking to other people that play it too.  Most people wouldn't know what you mean and some people would think it's something that you should be ashamed of, or at least a little embarrassed about."
"Ah," he said, "so it is like most niche activities.  Very important for those who care about it but of little interest to others?"
She shrugged.  "Pretty much.  Why'd you pick the power set you did?  Healing and debuff is great in a group but that takes a long time to develop."
On the screen, he saw a woman dangling from the side of a building and moved his character to assist.  "It was similar to my mother's ability.  She has often spoken of the regret she felt that some early mistakes cost her a promising career with the Citadel.  I thought it might be interesting to see what would happen in this game if I picked something reminiscent of her power but made different choices."
"Your mom was an operative?  That's kinda cool, Jason.  I know it's pretty common for Empowered people to have at least one close relation with similar abilities, but I'm the first in my family.  Probably part of the reason it took me and my parents so long to figure out what happened.  Guess it didn't go that way for you."
He climbed a nearby fire escape and pulled the woman to safety.  He read the hovering text, which explained that her boyfriend had gone mad after gaining powers and thrown her off the roof.
"No.  I first used my powers in a way that was quite evident to my parents.  Also, my mother was never a full operative.  She completed the same training that we are undergoing, though her description leads me to believe that there have been significant changes in the curriculum.  She made a mistake during field training which led to her removal from the program."
A red glowing man approached Paragon237, presumably the boyfriend.  He began shouting nonsense symbols and attacked with energy blasts the same color as his aura.
"Oh, I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to bring up a sore point."  Jason smiled at the worry in Jenny's voice.  He took no pleasure in her distress.  He was just happy that it made sense to him.
The red man was dealing more damage than Jason's character, but he found that he could easily heal himself faster than he was being harmed.
"Please, do not be concerned.  If my mother was present, she would likely be quite unhappy.  However, the event was a matter of public record and holds little meaning for me."
"Okay.  If you don't mind me asking then..."
The attacker fell and Jason watched, momentarily confused, as his character posed over the defeated foe.
"Is that normal?" he asked Jenny, ignoring the question she had clearly been about to ask.
"Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.  Hero characters always do that after they beat a villain or finish a quest."
"That is... odd." he said.  "Do the others have a similar behavior?"
"Not the operatives, but I think villains have a chance to gloat or monologue in the middle of a fight."
He set the controller down.  "You were asking about my mother?"
"Oh, yeah.  Just wondering what her power is.  You don't see many Healer types that are eligible for operative status, much less interested."
"As I understand it, she is able to speed or slow biological processes in those around her.  She could do some healing by accelerating the body's natural processes but it was less effective than most Healer types.  If she used it selectively, she could impair the function of her opponents' bodies, so it made her quite desirable as an operative."
"So she could make someone clumsy or weaker by messing up their muscles?  Sounds really useful" Jenny said.
"It is my understanding that she more commonly targeted the heart or brain."
"Oh.  I guess that fits your power better." she said quietly.
Rather than answer verbally, Jason tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.  He had seen others do something like it but had never been completely certain of when it was appropriate to use.
"Well, it's just that... your eyes... and Anna forfeited to you.  It's pretty obvious that she can tell what other people's powers are.  She challenged Greg when everyone else thought he was some kind of powerhouse and beat him pretty easy.  Even though she gave up rather than fight Kerry."
"What does that have to do with my mother?" he asked.
"Most kids with powers are similar to their parents." she said.  "I know you haven't done real well in the rankings, but I figured that was because you didn't care or you had something too dangerous to use casually."
"You are not wrong.  I was challenged yesterday, but simply notified Coach Achala that I would not contest it."
"That could be a bad idea.  I mean, with the way my and Kerry's challenges worked, you could end up with a chain of people challenging you at the same time.  What if you get dropped really low?"
He looked at her for a moment, before answering.  Jason had to decide whether or not he should include her.  "I expect that I will be the lowest ranked in our class before long." he said.  "Hector has actually begun to suggest something similar to many of the people that I currently outrank."
They were interrupted by a loud thump from the front of the house.
"What-?" he began, before being cut off by the look of disgust on Jenny's face.
"Kerry's back.  You should go.  I... I'm sorry but you're not very well liked by a bunch of the others and I'm afraid..."
"I understand.  You do not wish to lose your popularity."
"No!  It's not that.  Remember, I literally don't get a choice in what I'll do if I'm around the wrong people.  What if they think it'd be cool for me to make fun of you or something?"
Jason considered that.  "You... wish to protect me?"  She nodded.  "Then I will go."
He left the couch and headed for the back door.  If Kerry and him being in the same room might cause Jenny distress, it would be better if he left from a different route than she would take to enter the house.

The Sparring Field
Melody Shift appeared, only to find Bruce Richards and more than forty identical trainees waiting for her in the combat dome.  No, not quite identical.  The majority of them were wearing a mixture of Citadel issue combat gear, but a dozen or so were in civilian clothes.
"Bruce, was it really necessary to meet here, of all places?"
"Sorry ma'am.  Needed a spot big enough to hold all of him, one that was private and, preferably, one that you knew well enough to jump to."
She sighed.  "I wish Juggernaut would stop using that video.  Maybe Sasha Strong would get over it if half the interns I send didn't freak out when they met her."
Bruce just shrugged.  "Find him a better demonstration and he will."
Melody's hand hurt. She'd been gripping her cane a little too hard.  "Fine.  Now tell me what this is all about."
Her deputy's posture changed dramatically, feet spread to shoulder width, hands clasped behind his back and standing straight.  "Hector Hive.  First phase operative trainee, scheduled to switch to second phase tomorrow.  Duplicator, obviously, power scale is practically off the chart.  Basically a one man army, and smart, too."
"I recognize the boy, Bruce.  Now quit singing his praises and tell me what he's done."
Bruce answered with a grimace, "He shot Nightmare."
"Tell me I'm here because he gota shaky hands during a training match."
"No ma'am, it was right after one."
"Go on."
"Ma'am, the boy beat Juggernaut-"
"What!?  Achala's one of the best we've ever had!  How did that child...?"
Bruce dropped his gaze.  "Was, ma'am.  I don't like it any more than you, but you know what he's gone through.  He's not what he was."
Melody fought back a snarl.
"Hector managed a win against Achala.  Duncan acted... incensed.  The others likely believed it was because Achala beat him, rather casually, during his own challenge."
"Duncan, he scared off two of our candidates during the ranking matches?"
"Yes ma'am.  Achala spread the word that he had him interviewed by one of our Reader types, that it was an unintentional side effect of his power.  The class believes that he should be able to reign in the fear effect, but he's never bothered to learn how.  It’ll play into one of the points I'm planning to address during phase two."  Bruce shook his head, disgust evident on his face.  He never could understand why most Empowered didn't bother training themselves, not without Citadel direction.
"Anyway, Duncan made an unprofessional comment and Hector took exception.  Two in the chest and one in the face, it was as smooth a draw as I've ever seen, pure reflex action.  Beautiful."
"I'm getting the impression that this young man was going to be one of your protégés, Bruce."
"I think he's got promise, ma'am."
"If not for Duncan’s… status, he’d be looking at attempted murder charges, Bruce.  He'd be lucky to avoid jail time.  Continuing at the Citadel would be out of the question."
"Attempted murder?  Director, Nightmare has been harassing him and the rest of that class since day one.  They’re under a lot of pressure by now."
"Doesn't matter.  We can't have an operative who lashes out because of a few harsh words."
He looked right at her.  "He said that Achala threw the match, implied Hector had a... relationship, with him.  I'd just shown him my video of the Carson City incident.  He hadn't known about the connection, not before that."
She thought about it for a moment.  "You think, if it had just been him, that he would've been fine.  It was the insult to Senior Operative Juggernaut that did it."
"Yes ma'am."
"Hm.  Not enough on its own.  You’ll need some sort of justification."
"What about Operative's Privilege, ma'am?"
"That's a discretionary power, Bruce.  Not a license to commit murder.  Besides, neither one of them is officially an operative, not yet."
"Not him, ma'am, me."
Melody's eyebrows raised.  "Go on."
"If we're treating this as a criminal act, then I was the operative on site.  In my judgment, it was a class five.  Maybe not even that.  Duncan's tough enough that he wasn't in any real danger from a pistol and I’m certain Hector knew that."
She considered it.  Operative's Privilege granted a lot of leeway when it came to determining whether or not to make an arrest, provided the subject didn't pose a future threat.  "It works on paper, but I don't like the message it sends to the other trainees.  He can't be seen getting off scot free."
Bruce smiled.  There was nothing cheerful about it.  "No ma'am.  Let me have him as a training assistant.  I guarantee, none of the others will think he's getting off lightly.  By the end of their training course, I promise you, it’ll be obvious Duncan got the better end of the deal."
She just looked at him for a moment.  She had a very good idea how creative the Richards type could be, when given free reign.  She looked over the assembled Hectors before answering.  "Fine.  Don't let me regret this, Bruce."  Then she vanished.
Bruce made an adjustment to the device on his belt, canceling the privacy field, then turned to face his new assistant.  "Good news, Hector."
Forty three faces shot up, desperate eagerness showed on all of them.
"You're still in the Citadel, and I've been given leave to make your life more interesting."
"What... what does that mean, sir?" the nearest asked.
Bruce's smile was predatory.
 




CHAPTER 9:  MENTORING

The Sparring Field
"One of the most dangerous men who ever lived was fond of saying, 'There are only two things that really matter about a guy.  What he wants and what he's willing to do to get it.'  Good morning class and welcome to Personalized Conditioning."
Isaac didn't trust their newest instructor, despite his friendly seeming smile.  He couldn't put his finger on what, but there was something off about the man.  Rather than meet in the training area or one of the lecture rooms, they'd been instructed to assemble in one of the combat domes.  Among the first to arrive, Isaac had considered speaking to the others.  That idea ended when he saw the looks on their faces as he approached.
He couldn't afford to let his reaction to that show.  Instead, he focused on the new instructor.  The man had arrived, exactly on time, accompanied by four of Hector's duplicates.  That had been a surprising relief.  Isaac hadn't seen the likable young man since Saturday and had been more than a little worried about him.  If he hadn't received an e-mail telling him that everything was under control, he'd have gone to one of their instructors with his concerns.
Between them, the Hectors had carried a large table, evidently quite heavy.  The instructor had been carrying an oversized metal briefcase.
"I am Bruce Richards and what I want is to turn you into operatives.  What you want, well, that varies.  This is a table.  It doesn't really want anything."
The instructor set his case on the table and opened it, keeping the inside pointed towards himself and away from the class.  The four Hectors took up a position just behind him.
"What you're willing to do.  That's what the last weeks have been about."  He began to pace, still keeping the table between himself and the majority of the class.  "Don't get me wrong, what we've been teaching is important for you.  But we needed to make sure you have something else, something that can't be taught in a few months."  He stopped pacing and faced the class again.  "Drew Stasis, please come here."
The boy just appeared in front of the table.
"Now, this is made from an unusually heavy wood and I don't have any physical powers."  The instructor raised his hand and made a fist, then slammed it into the table.  If the blow had any effect, on the table or the man's fist, Isaac couldn't see it.  "Now you try, Drew."  The boy mimicked the action, though he flickered immediately after his own blow hit.  "Okay class, who can tell me what we did wrong?"
"You're punching a fucking table?" offered Duncan Nightmare.
"Good point Duncan." replied Instructor Bruce, without any sign of offense.  He reached into the case, withdrew a pistol, and calmly shot Duncan.  The boy dropped and the instructor continued as if nothing unusual had occurred.  "If your target is harder than you, use a tool.  That's what they're for."
Isaac watched as the other trainees reacted.  Most pulled back, showing a mixture of fear and surprise, but a few crowded in around Duncan.  The instructor withdrew another object from the case and handed it to Drew, ignoring his wide eyed look of shock.
"This is a knife.  Now, attack the table again."
Drew did, stabbing more or less the same spot he'd punched before.  The knife sank in, no more than a fraction of an inch, and Drew pulled it free.  He still looked a little dazed.
"Sir!  Why would you-?" Jenny called out, kneeling over her fallen classmate.
"Get off me, dammit."  Duncan pushed her aside as he got to his feet.
The instructor ignored him.  "Not bad Drew, but why just once?  That table is your enemy, kill it."
It wasn’t exactly superspeed, just stepping in and out of stasis in time with his attacks so that he was only in real time while his knife was striking the table.  Drew flickered, reappearing as the knife hit the table again.  Over the next second or so, he flickered so many times that Isaac couldn't follow it and a noise like a heavy branch in a wood chipper filled the dome.  When it was done, there was a gouge more than half way through the table's surface, almost an inch deep and wide enough to fit a fist.
"Better." said Instructor Bruce, satisfied.
"What the fuck, you bastard!" called Duncan, "you're the same fuck from Saturday!  Stop fucking ignoring me goddammit!"
Bruce Richards shot him again but, this time, Duncan didn't go down.  He just staggered a little then gave a cry of wordless anger and charged towards the instructor.  Before Duncan had covered half the distance between them, the instructor pulled a small silver cylinder from his belt.  He gave it a snap with his wrist, causing it to extend out to a foot and half in length, and threw it towards Duncan's feet.
Duncan gave a startled cry as the rod was caught between his ankles, in mid-step, and he fell forward to land flat on his face.  Isaac watched Instructor Richards calmly side step the table and close the distance, arriving at Duncan's side just as the boy was rolling over.  He had a stun baton, just like the one Hector had had at Saturday's breakfast.
"Now Duncan," he touched him with the baton, "I know you're afraid."  There was an audible crackling and Isaac could smell ozone as Duncan started screaming and twitching.  "I know most of your classmates are afraid."  His limbs were flailing around, striking out at random.  "I know that all of that fear is making you stronger by the second."  The instructor moved slightly, avoiding a blow that cracked the concrete floor of the dome.  "What I don't know is why you would be foolish enough to attack one of your instructors, an operative."  The twitching and flailing subsided as he stopped pressing the baton against Duncan's body.
"Fucking.  Shot.  Me."  Still twitching, slightly, Duncan could barely speak.
"That?  Just a demonstration for the class, on the benefits of a weapon over their bare hands."  He lowered the baton, lightly touching Duncan, and the screaming resumed.  "Class?  Please remember this.  When facing someone with physical abilities equal to or greater than your own, find a workaround.  Electricity, gas, stun grenades, they all have their uses."  He bore down again, with the baton, and Duncan's screams grew louder.
"While Trainee Duncan's strength and resiliency are increasing by the moment, fueled by your own reactions, the conductivity of his skin is unchanged.  The current is no longer sufficient to do any harm to his tissues, but it does have a negative effect on his nervous system."  The screaming stopped and Duncan's movements reduced dramatically, though he was still twitching.  Instructor Richards stood and put the baton away, retrieving the rod he'd thrown earlier as well.
"Sufficient levels can even cause the heart to stop."
"No!"  Jenny cried out, breaking loose from the crowd of horrified students to rush to his side.  She began making rhythmic motions, pushing down on his chest.
"Calm down, Trainee Awesome, the boy's fine, just unconscious.  He'll wake up in a few minutes with a headache but that's all." said Bruce Richards, not a trace of worry in his voice.
"To return to my earlier point... Trainee Drew?"
"Yes sir?"  The boy's voice quavered, almost squeaking.
"What is the benefit of a knife?"
"Sir... it cuts things?"
The instructor gave a tolerant smile.  "Yes, but what lets it do that, anyone?"
Isaac spoke up, the first reaction he'd given since the lecture began.  "It's the edge.  It concentrates force into a smaller area."
"Exactly!"  The smile was broader but not exactly cheerful.  "A few of you, a very few, have a power that is variable enough, broad enough, that you don't need any sort of tool or weapon.  For the rest of you...  well, humans invented them for a reason."  He reached into the case once more and began withdrawing a number of different devices.
"Trainee Drew still has the knife.  It concentrates force along its edge or the point.  This is an extendable baton, it concentrates force to a lesser extent but also extends the leverage of your swing.  The result is that it hits harder than your hand.  I've already demonstrated the variable current stun baton.  This is a tear gas canister.  I assume you're all roughly familiar with the effects of the gas.  Keep in mind, many Strong types, as well as telekinetics, energy manipulators and the like, breathe just like normal people."  He looked around at the class, most of whom were beginning to settle down.  Duncan still lay on the floor, twitching.
"Most people think that the Citadel only takes the best.  That's not entirely true.  The candidates we accept are the ones with the potential to be the best.  This, right here," he gestured to indicate the table before him, "is one of the ways we make sure you live up to that.  Personal Conditioning is, obviously, a personal class.  I'll be meeting with each of you, helping you design a course of training to make the best use of your own abilities as well as suggesting various skills and devices you should familiarize yourself with."  His smile, this time, was wry.
"On the plus side, you won't have any more marathons to run.  You will, however, have a customized workout routine that you'll be responsible for maintaining on your own time.  Any questions?"
"Yeah."  The speaker was a short girl with red hair in a pixie style cut.
"Ah, the class's current number two."  He paused to consider.  "I believe you prefer to be called Kerry?"
She nodded.
"Please, ask your question."
"Okay, Instructor Bruce," she began, warily, "what makes you so sure you can tell us a better way to use our own powers?  I mean, we're all pretty unique and we've had them our whole lives..."
"Young lady, do you know what a Richards type is?"
"Isn't it the same thing as a Stark type, except your gadgets and stuff don't actually fit in with regular science?"
"Not quite, my dear, though that is a common misunderstanding.  It actually goes back to the two types' respective arch types."  He paused, as if organizing his thoughts.
"Andre Stark was a contemporary of Henry Ford.  In nineteen seventeen he redesigned the ethanol based internal combustion engine and designed an assembly line plant to produce them.  He didn't invent either concept, just refined them, built them better than anyone else ever had."  He looked around the group.
"Penicillin was discovered in nineteen twenty eight, more or less by accident.  It was considered a neat chemical, but not something with much practical use.  Two years later, Jerome Richards published a paper.  It gave a detailed description of a process he'd developed, one that would modify a common rhinovirus.  Those altered virus particles would, in turn, alter the human genome.  The intended result was a human being whose body released measured amounts of penicillin in the presence of infection."  The instructor's gaze returned to Kerry.  "Care to guess what happened?"
"It didn't work.  Richards made stuff never does, not for anyone else."
"Close.  No one else could understand the man's process well enough to use it themselves.  Although there were a dozen of his test subjects who were never sick again, for the rest of their lives.  Obviously, the procedure worked.  However, Dr. Richards didn't take the rejection well.  He thought, like you and everyone else, that it was his own power that let the procedure work.  It wasn't till the eighties that we had proof to the contrary."  He paused, waiting for her to make the connection.
"You're..." her face went white, "you're talking about the Bug Bomb, aren't you."
"Yes.  Its maker was a normal man, though brilliant.  Dr. Seth Brindle managed to adapt Richards' process so that, instead of penicillin production, the infected individuals changed.  They went from normal humans to... something else."  The instructor, and the class, were quiet for a moment.
"Anyway, to answer your question, both Richards and Stark types gain an intuitive understanding in their field of interest.  Starks work at, or a little beyond, the cutting edge of modern science.  Richards types, like myself, are capable of creating processes or technologies that are far in advance of anything comparable.  My own field of interest is personal combat, specifically Empowered combat."
More than one trainee was wide eyed at that.  Jenny was the only one who responded.
"So you're saying, what, that other Richards types make antigravity boots and laser rifles and stuff but you spend all your time figuring out better ways for people to fight each other?  But they're just as advanced?"
"That's right Jenny."
"Whoa."
"Now, if the rest of you will please wait outside, I'll finish with Drew Stasis and call the rest of you in one by one."

"Okay Drew, I take it you've figured out my point with the knife thing?  Or do you need a bit more time to consider it?"  The boy didn't seem to think it was funny.  "Well then, not to belabor it, but here's another knife."
Drew took it without comment, a puzzled look on his face.  He tested the edge against his thumb and disappeared when the blade sank half way to the bone.  The boy reappeared instantly, three feet to the left, the puzzled look gone and a scar on his thumb.
"That's the closest we can get to a monomolecular blade.  Basically, the edge is only a little thicker than a politician's conscience.  You'll find a bunch of anatomy charts and some exercise routines in your mailbox.  Mostly isometrics and the like, to take advantage of all your free time."
"Sir, I think I see what you're going for, but..."
"Something wrong?"
"Well, it's just, I'm not exactly comfortable with this."
Bruce cocked his eyebrow, it'd taken him a week to learn how to do that right.  "Go on, you won't get in trouble for speaking your mind here."
"Sir, right now...  Well, right now I either win or I don't.  There isn't a fight, it just comes down to whether or not I can hurt the other guy.  I mean, I knock them out instantly or I can't hurt them at all."
"I think you'll find that there are very few people that you can't hurt with that knife."
"Yes sir.  That's the problem.  This, this wouldn't be a fight at all.  I can't knock someone out with it, just cut them.  It'd be murder."
Bruce didn't answer, at first, giving the boy time to add anything else on his mind.
"Once you've got the anatomy stuff down, I'll start you on some training with a few restraint devices.  There's more than a few that are small enough for you to carry with you into your 'Still Time' effect."
"That's a little better, but... you still expect the knife to be my primary resource.  Otherwise you would've started me with those."
Bruce just nodded.
"I'll... I'll have to think about this.  I applied to the Citadel because I want to help people, not... not kill them."
If the boy couldn’t see the link between the two, it was probably better to let him figure it out on his own.  Otherwise, he’d never make it as an operative.

The Sparring Field
"Trainee Kelly."  Bruce greeted the young shape shifter.
"Sir." he replied.
"Figure out what you did wrong, during your last fight?"
Kelly blushed.  "Um, yeah.  Jim told me, right after I woke up, that I needed a vapor lock or a one way filter.  Something to keep the flame from, well... you know."
"Blowing up your head?"
"Yeah."
Bruce smiled.  "True, but not what I actually meant.  You had a good idea.  Incorporating inorganic materials and custom designing a body for combat, it's a good path for you.  I can help you get better at it, but that's not the only route to go."
"Sir?" Kelly asked, puzzled, "I'm not sure what you mean."
"Combat is a big part of what the Citadel does, but it's not everything.  Intelligence gathering, subterfuge, infiltration, we've got a need for all of it."  He gave the young man a serious look, "You're potential there is, well, it's frankly incredible."
"I... sir, I'd really rather not.  I know it seems strange for a shapeshifter, but I don't really like the idea of lying about who I am.  It's... it just..."  Kelly trailed off.
"Okay."  Bruce thought about it for a moment, hoping his power would engage, but got nothing.  He was better with power interactions and combat techniques, this personality stuff wasn't his forte.  "Well, as I said, you've got more than enough potential in the combat area."
"Thank you, sir."  He smiled, "Even with the, you know, exploding thing?"
"Yes."  Bruce laughed.  "Actually, that's a point in your favor.  Most of our candidates, most of our operatives for that matter, wouldn't have survived that."
"Thanks?"
"On that note, the mishap with your... exploding thing... wasn't what I meant when I said you went wrong."
Kelly's brow furrowed in confusion, "Then what?"
"The dragon form itself.  Before you got to that point, you could barely move.  Even leaving aside the fire problem, Trainee James probably would've won."
"I just needed more practice, sir.  I know I was a little clumsy, but-"
"Practice controlling a body that's so different from your normal one?  How long did it take you to get the hang of your bird form?"
"Almost a year."  Kelly said, quietly.
"And that monkey one?"
"My climbing form?  How did you...?"  Bruce just looked at him.  "It didn't.  Take any time, I mean.  I just made some adjustments to my normal body and..."
Bruce smiled.  "Exactly.  Your shapes, even the ones where you change your brain, don't come with their own set of instincts.  So, the further they are from human, the harder they're going to be to control."
"Well, yes sir, but if I don't make it something a bit more extreme than a regular human, I can't really stand up to the Strong types and stuff."
"Well, there's extreme and then there's improved."  He reached into the case and retrieved the items he'd set aside for Kelly.  "This is a mantis shrimp and this is a cone snail.  Take a good look at the joints on the shrimp and pay particular attention to the saddle shaped structure.  For the snail, study its venom production.
"Okay..."  Kelly had that puzzled look again.  Apparently he'd never heard of either creature.
"I'll send you some documents for some changes I'd like you to practice."
"Yes sir, I'll make sure to try them out."
"Kelly," Bruce said, his voice serious, "this is important.  Don't try any of them out unless I'm present.  Just visualize them, try to figure out any issues they might cause.  We can set up a time, later this week, to try them out but I want a Healer present and a safe sparring partner for you."
Kelly's eyes were wide with surprise.  "That seems a bit excessive, sir, but okay."
"Kelly.  The last time you made a mistake with a new form, you lost your head.  Trust me on this, some of this could go a lot worse."
Kelly swallowed.  "I understand sir."

Private Residence
Isaac closed his bedroom door and wandered towards the kitchen, lured by the unexpected aroma of coffee.
"Hector, is that you?" he called.
"Yeah man, in here.  Keep it down though, I think Kelly's still asleep." Hector replied, just a little louder than a whisper.
"Woops."  Isaac said, sheepishly, as he accepted a mug of coffee from the young man.  "Good to have you back."
Hector turned back to the stove top, where he'd been preparing a large breakfast, but not so fast that Isaac didn't catch the grin.
"Relieved that you won't have to rely on Adama's for your morning coffee anymore?"
A month ago Isaac would have shattered the mug in his hand.  Now, he just set it down and said, as calmly as he could manage, "No.  I haven't been to an Adama's in... in a while."
Hector looked over his shoulder, concerned.  "Are you-?"  Maybe not as calmly as he'd intended.  "Sorry, what'd I say?"
Isaac took a deep breath.  It wasn't the kid's fault.  "My wife and I," Hector set the spatula he'd been using on the kitchen counter and turned to face him, "a mutual friend set us up.  We met, for the first time, at an Adama's."  He smiled at the memory, a little surprised that it didn't hurt so much.
"After I graduated, I was working heavy hours and she was working on her doctorate and holding down a job."  Isaac took a sip of the coffee.  "It didn't leave us with much in the way of time for each other, even though we were living together."  The drink was sweet but dark, no cream.  When had Hector started making it just the way he liked it?  "So we got in the habit of meeting at the same Adama's.  Good thing it was across the street from my office or we wouldn't have been able to manage it."
Oh God.  Had he really just said that?
"Hey.  Hey Isaac, calm down man. It's okay."
"I was late.  I was always Goddamn late!"  The room was blurry but, his forehead, his power wasn't on.  "She was waiting for me... when they- when that careless fucking bastard-"

Kelly was coming down the steps, making sure to stomp hard enough that anyone in the living room or kitchen would hear him.  He'd walked in on enough people talking about him for one lifetime, now he was always careful to make sure they'd know he was coming.  When he got to the foot of the stairs he froze.
Hector was back, the first time Kelly had seen him outside of training since Saturday.  More importantly, Isaac was bent over the kitchen table, sobbing, a broken mug and spilled coffee on the floor around him while Hector tried to console him.
Nervous, unsure what to do, Kelly took the easy path.  Shifting back to her quieter form between steps, she crept back up the stairs without making a sound.

The Sparring Field
Bruce took a moment to review his notes and the next trainee's Empowerment evaluation.  While he was fiddling with his wrist communicator, his new assistant set up the silhouette targets and brought in the next cases he'd need.
"Should that be assistant or assistants?" Bruce muttered to himself.
The English language wasn't really suited to accurately describing powers or some of their ramifications.  Absently, he suppressed the urge to spend the rest of the day designing a new one.
"Ready sir." the nearest Hector said.
Bruce just nodded, rather than answering.
A short time later, "Instructor Bruce?"
"Mm?"  He glanced up at the girl, tall, scrawny, eyes too large and too wide set for her face.
"Is, uh, is this the part where you tell me my flight is actually based on gravity manipulation?  That I'm really one of the strongest Empowered in the class?" she asked, masking her desperate hope with a feeble attempt at humor.
If he hadn't read her psyche profile, he might have bought it.  Probably not.
"Are you actually expecting something like that?" he asked her.
Samantha lowered her head, failing to hide her face only because he was shorter than her.  "No sir.  I'm just a flier.  I know that."
"Trainee Soar, look at me."  He said sternly, not continuing until she had obeyed him.  "Understand this, there is no such thing as a Citadel candidate that is just anything."
She didn't answer.
"Earlier, I told your class that all of you had the potential to be among the best.  Did you think you were an exception?"
"No sir." she said, utterly lacking in conviction.
"Close your eyes."
"Sir, why-?"
"Stop talking.  I said close them." he cut her off.
She did it.
"I was the one who approved your application, so I know for a fact that you had full access to your Empowerment evaluation.  Don't speak, just nod your head."
She nodded.
"Did you read the portions concerning kinesthesia, proprioception and spatial awareness?"
She shook her head, trembling.
He sighed.  "Samantha, I don't do pep talks.  That's Director Shift's job, so we'll just have to give you a demonstration.  How many targets are in the room?"
She cocked her head.
Since she couldn't see it, he smirked.  "You can talk."
"Targets, sir?"
"The white papers with a black silhouette of a man on them."
"Nine, sir."
Good, she'd even spotted the one just above the door she'd come in from.  "Keep your eyes closed and give me your hand."
She reached out, her hand pointed directly towards him.
"This is a gun." he said, handing her a pistol.  "Careful, the safety's off."
She almost dropped it when he said that.
"When I tell you, I want you to fire a single shot at each target, as fast as you can.  Keep your eyes closed"
"Okay."
"Go." he said.
She spun around and the dome was filled with the echoes of gunfire.  Her shots were a little slow, probably due to her uncertainty, but she was even more accurate than he'd expected.
"Good, now you can look."
"I only hit two." she said, disappointed.
The targets were marked with paint.  He wasn’t stupid enough to hand a gun loaded with regular bullets to a girl with her eyes closed.
"Have you ever fired a gun before?" he asked.
"Just- No sir, just video games."
"Ah, that explains why you did so well.  Most people, the ones who haven't used a pistol designed by a Stark type, overcompensate for the recoil."
"I, uh, I don't know what that means." she said.  Honest confusion was better than nervous trembling, at least.
He smiled, as gently as he could.  "Don't worry about it.  The point isn't how well you can shoot, not when it’s the first time you’ve ever handled a firearm."  He shook his head.  "You'll find a few things in your inbox tonight.  An exercise routine to increase your flexibility and reflex time as well as a schedule of classes for basic pistol and rifle marksmanship.  Once you've got a decent level of proficiency, we'll put you in a more customized regime."
The nervous tension in her shoulders faded, just a little.
"Trust me, once we're done, no one will doubt that you deserve to be counted among the best.
Samantha Soar smiled.

Citadel Cafeteria
Isaac sat down to eat his lunch, alone.  Ignoring the mild tingling in his forehead, he took a bite.  It was surprisingly good, for cafeteria food.  He almost dropped the fork as he tried for the next one.  Keeping his forcefield up so often was turning out to be even more of a pain than he expected.  It interfered with handling small objects, pens, paper, doorknobs... and forks.  He was just grateful that he was able to pass food through it, otherwise Instructor Bruce might have made him skip meals for the week.
There was a clatter of a tray on the table as someone sat across from him.  Isaac looked up, careful to maintain the cold façade he'd worn in public since Saturday.
"Might wanna be careful with that." Kerry said, unimpressed.
"I have no idea what you're talking about." Isaac replied.
She shrugged, and took a forkful of salad, before continuing.  "The whole arrogant superiority act.  It's pretty natural on Duncan but I don't buy it on you."
Ignoring the casual ease with which the girl was able to use a fork, Isaac looked around at the otherwise empty table.  "Seems like everyone else does."
"Well sure, but they're not like us." she answered, with a slightly superior tone.
The six foot tall black man in his mid-thirties examined the pixie-like redheaded teenager before speaking, "Like us?"
She didn't seem to get it.  "Strong.  You, me, Duncan, Drew and a few of the others.  The ones the Citadel really needs."
"Girl, I don't know what makes you so sure I'm putting on an act, but-"
"Kelly told me," she interrupted, "about the way you apologized, the whole misunderstanding.  Said you were really nice to her, once you realized, just asked too many questions."
He let out a little sigh.  "Is that it?"
"No, but it was enough to get me thinking.  You came out of your first match looking pissed and covered in blood.  Your one with Don, you acted like you were offended that he'd dared to challenge you then beat him like a step-child."  She gave a quick grin, then continued speaking.
"I figure your first match, you overestimated your opponent.  You hit him too hard or something and he, well, splooshed.  After that you were pissed at yourself for making a mistake or pissed at the instructors for letting it happen.  Then you threw your second match to make sure it wouldn't happen again and spent some time thinking about it."  She took another bit of her salad.
"When Don challenged you, you decided to put the fear of God into everyone.  You probably thought if you were scary enough, people wouldn't challenge you and you wouldn't need to worry about hurting someone by accident.  That about right?"
No.  "I didn't throw my second match," he said, careful to keep his tone casual despite the sneer on his face, "I was up against Jenny."  And, she was only half right about his motivation.
She winced.  "Ah, yeah, never mind on that part.  And the rest?"
Now it was his turn to shrug.  "Close enough.  So why are you bringing all this up?"
"I just wanted to warn you."
He cocked his head.
"There's a fine line between being 'don't mess with him' scary and 'oh god put him down' scary.  Right now, you're getting pretty close to the second.  It's only how tight you are with Hector and Kelly that's kept anyone from going after you.  Same way that Duncan's abuse by the instructors has kept him safe."
"Is that all?"
"No.  You're not doing yourself any favors by avoiding challenge matches." she said, not bothering to hide her frustration.  "We're all here to practice.  Some of the others, maybe they need to learn how to fight.  You and me?  We're supposed to be learning how to fight without taking out everyone in the area."
"Fine, I'll keep it in mind.  Anything else to add?"
She shook her head, mouth full again.
Isaac looked down, at the meal he'd barely touched, before going on.  "Isn't it supposed to be 'like a redheaded stepchild?'"
Keridwyn Dragon swallowed before answering.  "Not when I'm around, no."  She grinned and began concentrating on her lunch in earnest.
Isaac would keep what she said in mind, but only because he'd already known it.  He was here to practice the skills he'd need later in his career.  There were five trainees that could currently challenge him, but which one did he want to get to do it?

The Sparring Field
"Any major revelations for me?"  Anna Insight asked.
Bruce smirked. "Just a few tweaks.  Like Hector, you're already on more or less the right track, I think."
She just raised an eyebrow.
"I take it, from your match with Greg, that you're an MMA Unpowered fan?" he asked.
"No sir.  I just thought watching a few of the championship matches would be easier than actually taking the years of martial arts classes."
"Perfectly integrated muscle memory, triggered by visual observation," the instructor sighed, "I would've killed for that power."
She looked like she wanted to say something to that but bit her lip instead of speaking out.
"Like I said, you're on the right track."  He hit a few buttons on his communicator.  "I just sent you a series of videos, martial arts demonstrations, knife work, championship shooting competitions and the like."
She cocked her head to the side, "Isn't that the same way I've been learning up till now?"
"Sure.  The difference is, these are high speed and high fidelity so you should be able to get through them in a week or two, without information loss.  Also, I made sure that they all featured at least one individual with your approximate weight and body shape.  Most of those MMA fighters are a lot bigger than you are.  You've demonstrated a few flaws in Coach Juggernaut's Combat classes that stem from that."
"I see." she acknowledged, with no obvious trace of irony.
"Once you're done with those, we'll get you the necessary certifications, start you on a tailored exercise regime and I'll have a course on micro-expressions that I think will do you some good.  You have a natural talent in that area, but there's still room for improvement.  Any questions?"
"Just one." she said, visibly steeling herself.  "Are you Bruce L-"
He laughed, cutting off the rest of the familiar question.
"There's always one.  No."
"But...your name, and you look just like..."
He smiled.  "You know how some Empowered end up with physical changes?"
"You mean like George?" she asked, referring to the dragon boy.
"Yeah.  Well, let's just say I spent a little too much time watching a certain type of movie, back before my Empowerment."
"You mean...your face and your power...just because..."
"Yep." he said, before they both starting laughing.

Training Area
Coach Achala called a halt to the exercise.
Hector stepped back from Drew, giving a wary nod.  A few of the other trainees stood around, nursing their wounds or catching their breath, but the majority did the same thing as him, dressed as quickly and efficiently as they could.  Drew just flickered, reappearing next to where his clothes had been, dressed and healed from the fight.  Combat training wasn't so bad, now that both participants were allowed to fight back, but the coach insisted that everyone fight naked instead of just the victim.
"Well done class.  Please gather round, we have a few things to go over before you're free for the weekend."
Hector hung back to watch and moved forward to join the trainees moving towards Achala.  Isaac and Duncan stood at the outskirts of the group, the nearest people shying away from them.  Don Dust was the opposite.  He hung back on purpose, moving away nervously any time someone came near, protectively cradling a little black orb the size of a baseball.
"I'm quite pleased with the progress you've all shown.  Instructor Bruce has told me that you each have a specific training program to develop your individual abilities, so this will be our last day of Basic Combat."
The crowd was hushed, though Hector could see a few suppressed smiles here and there.  He was pretty sure that no one wanted to cheer in case Achala changed his mind
"There will be some changes incorporated into your ranking matches, though the challenge format will stay the same.  Your Healers will explain them tomorrow, as necessary."
Hector looked towards Duncan.  This was the part where he could usually be expected to step in with some sort of asinine comment.
"Next Monday, we shall begin Intermediate Combat.  Rather than your individual fighting ability, we'll be focusing on your ability to work as a group."
"Um, Coach Achala?" Jenny's hand shot up.
He nodded towards her.
"Is there anything we should be doing to get ready?  Practicing with our team mates over the weekend or something?"
Trust Jenny to ask what everyone was thinking.  Wait, what?  Hector looked up from the crossword puzzle he'd been working with his mother.  Hector shook his heads, returning his focus to the matter at hand.
"No Jenny.  Your groups, as well as the exercises you'll be running through, will change on a regular basis.  I've simply found that my students prefer to hear that they won't be continuing the solo exercises as soon as possible."
After that short announcement, the trainees began filtering out.  Both Hectors there watched with amusement as a pair of Strong types, Rich and Steph he thought, began chasing Don.  They were trying to get the orb away from him but didn't seem to be willing to just cripple him and take it.  Or, at least, they hadn't tried to yet.  Donald Dust was able to keep them away by using clouds of his Dust to fend them off.
"Back off, freak!"
Hector turned, horrified, as he heard Jenny's voice.
She slapped Jason.
"Oh fuck." both Hectors said.  They broke into a run, desperate to intervene before the dangerous young man responded.
"I...I apologize.  I should have remembered." Jason said.
The words sounded safe enough, but Hector went cold.  They hadn't had his usual distant courtesy; their tone was completely monotone.
Hector didn't pay attention to what she said back, just wedged himself between the two.  He split off more hims, generating a half dozen extra bodies.  They encircled Jason and began urging him away from the crowd.  He left one of himself behind, who quickly multiplied, to keep the others from following.
"What happened Jason?" he asked, once he had his friend out of the room.  "I thought you said you two were getting along?"
"Yes..." Jason hesitated, "I should have remembered."
His voice was still monotone, but his face...
"She warned me not speak to her around the others."
Was that grief?  Oh God, had Jason actually fallen for her that quick?
"She had a good time with you but didn't want her friends to know?  I thought she was better than that.  There must've been some sort of misunderstanding or-"
In a flash, Jason went from miserable to cold rage.
"Be quiet, Hector.  Jenny is not at fault.  If you say another word against her I promise that you will regret it."  His face was contorted with rage but his voice, it was still so flat...
"I'm sorry, Jason.  I... I didn't mean to..."
"Leave it.  I will speak to Jenny at a later time."
"Are you sure-" Jason gave him a look, Hector remembered what he'd seen when he'd taken off his glasses.  "Sorry.  Whatever you say."
 




CHAPTER 10: MONSTER

Mr. Soon finished making the ham and cheese sandwich, wrapped it up and handed it to his landlord.  The arrogant man accepted it, smiling hugely, and made inappropriate jokes of a sexual nature.  Mr. Soon nodded along, pretending to be amused or shocked as the man seemed to prefer.
"Babo neun yeojeonhi yeogiiss-eo?" his wife called from the back room of their convenience store.
"Is that Mrs. Soon?" asked the man in a three piece suit.
"Oh!  Mr. Jack, why are you here?" his wife asked as she joined him at the register.
He chuckled before speaking, "I just had to get myself one of your husband's sandwiches." He hefted the item in question.
"We, we have your rent.  Do you-"
"Mrs. Soon!" he interrupted, "I know you'll pay on time.  And don't worry, even if you can't I'll be happy to make a trade with you."  He wiggled his eyebrows while leering.
Mr. Soon was almost certain that the fool was only making another crude attempt at humor.  Even so, he found his hand drifting to the bat he kept beneath the counter.
"I've told you before, I love these things" the landlord said, raising his sandwich again.  "If I can get enough of them, what do I need with money?"  He laughed again.
Mr. Soon's wife turned to him and asked, "Wae salam e waseo haeyahabnikka?  Uliga meil-eul tonghae geuege don-eul jibul su issdamyeon deo joh-eul geos-ida."
"Yes, that would be very pleasant." he told his wife.
"What's that?"
"Oh, my wife simply said that she would like it if you visited more often." Mr. Soon lied.
"Well, I'm a busy man but I'll be in town for the next month.  I’ll probably be in a lot.  I love these sandwiches."
As he tried to make up a pleasant sounding response, Mr. Soon prayed that something, anything, would distract the tedious man.  Over the next few years, he would regret that thought.
A motorcycle man walked in and stabbed his landlord.  He fell to the ground without making a sound.  The man in black picked up the sandwich that Mr. Soon had made and began unwrapping it.
His wife screamed.  "Oh God!  Jin- What did he-?" she stuttered in perfectly unaccented English.
"Don't move!" he cried.
The man began taking off his helmet.  Mr. Soon closed his eyes and turned away, trying to make it obvious that he hadn't seen the man's face.
"Don't look!  He- He won't hurt you if you don't look!"
Desperately, he hoped that she had understood, hoped that he was right.
Mr. Soon listened, trying to stay calm, restraining the urge to run or lash out with his bat, as Monster ate the sandwich.  He heard the popping noise as a can, soda or beer, was opened and then hurriedly drunk.  Over it all, he was aware of his wife's frightened sobbing.
"The camera!" he spoke as the thought occurred to him.  "It- it does not record!  I promise sir, no one will know you were here!" 
He heard a rustling from the counter, next to his register, followed by wood clattering on wood.  He kept his eyes closed.  A short time later, he heard crashing coming from the back room.
"What... what is he doing?" his wife whispered.
Another crash.
"I think he's smashing the computer." he answered.
"Should we run?"
He kept his eyes clenched shut and shook his head.  "No!  No, I think we're safe as long as we don't anger him."
The crashing stopped and Mr. Soon heard his bat fall to the concrete floor.
He waited until the bell above the front door rang to open his eyes.  The man was gone.
"I think it's over.  He's gone." he told his wife.
"What did he want?"
Mr. Soon looked at the dead man and the discarded sandwich wrapper.
"Lunch." he said.
 




CHAPTER 11: ORIGINS

Instruction Area
Jerome Ferrous was a rarity: a retired operative.  He looked like a fairly typical, fifty something male: receding hairline, small paunch and a bit of a squint that implied he should be wearing glasses.  Jerome also had dark grey, metallic skin and walked with the kind of slow, shuffling gait that would have seemed better suited to someone twice his apparent age.
"I'm not like your other Instructors."  His raspy voice carried through the room with ease.  "I remember what it was like.  A bunch of strangers telling you about how much damage Empowered can do, how it's your job to stop them and everybody's depending on you..." he trailed off.
Isaac found the effect of human eyes in a metal face disturbing.  His white teeth and greying hair didn't make it any better.
"No."  With a visible effort, he pulled his thoughts back to the present.  "I'm here to tell you about the price of your job, the one you'll end up paying."  He raised trembling hands and fumbled with the buttons of his shirt.  "Director Shift called you 'Those who cannot afford to fail,' right?"  He sneered as he spread the shirt wide.  "You're still human.  You can't live up to that.  No one can."
Isaac stared.  The former operative's chest was covered with dozens of shiny patches.  Most were long and narrow, but the one in the center, right over his heart, was roughly star shaped and bigger than Isaac's outspread hand.
"This is part of my price.  And yeah, if you're wondering, those are scars.  Any questions?"  He pointed as Don raised his hand.  "Yeah, you."
"Are you solid iron?  Cause I've got a pretty good idea how tough that’d make you, and..."
"Spit it out kid."
"What happened?" Don asked, simply.
"Anyone ever heard of Razor Wind?" Jerome asked.  After a moment of silence, he continued.  "Not surprising.  He was an Empowered criminal that spent a month or so robbing grocery stores and gas stations.  He had a kind of weird telekinesis.  All he could do with it was cut things, like he was throwing out these invisible blades."  Absently, he fingered one of the longer scars, running along his collarbone.
"He'd show up, trash the place a bit, grab the money and run.  A bunch of people got hurt, but no one got killed and he didn't take hostages.  Not enough to make the news or get a Hunter team sent after him, but it made him a priority for us.  I was on a Stationary team in the same city, San Diego, and after a couple weeks we managed to catch up to him."
Isaac looked around, curious, and saw that the rest of the room was hanging on every word.
"It was me, Sally Swift and our shadow, Mary Vector.  We didn't want to catch anyone in the crossfire if we could help it so we waited for him to come out of the place and jumped him in the street.  Sally-" he gave a sigh, it had a strange, whistling quality.
"Sally was basically a low end Speed type, but she could share it with anyone she touched.  Basically, she let us all run about as fast as a car.  Me and her went in first.  I caved in his chest before he even knew we were there.  He dropped without a fuss.  Job done, right?"
No one was stupid enough to take that up.
"Yeah, we didn't know he had high end regeneration, too.   And those telekinetic blades?  He didn't need to wave his hands or anything, just threw them with his mind.  We found out both of those things when he took Sally's head off, less than a second after I put him down."
Jerome Ferrous was practically snarling the words, but he kept talking.
"The new girl froze up, but I went for him right away."  He traced the shiny scars as he spoke.  "He cut me, well, he cut me a bunch, but I'm pretty tough.  Every time I hit him, he went down again and then he got back up.  I wasn't winning, just keeping him busy."  He closed his eyes.
"Mary Vector.  I guarantee a few of you've heard of her.  I never really understood her power.  She could… sort of… mess with people's bodies.  Didn't work on me, but she could make Sally even faster and she could give the bad guy a stroke or a heart attack, if she wanted.  She was brand new, right out of training, so I guess I can't really blame her for freezing.  But what she did after that..."
He opened his eyes and clenched his hands.
"She tried to take him out the usual way, but I guess a regenerator doesn't worry too much about heart attacks.  So she focused on the bacteria in his body.  Something you may not know, people with enhanced healing don't usually have any special resistance to disease.  They never get sick, but that's just because their bodies heal the damage as fast as it shows up.  Basically, they're like the perfect carriers."
Oh, fuck.  Isaac hadn't paid any attention to the Empowered world, but even he knew about Typhoid Mary.
"Mary gave them a boost, sped them up.  The whole time I was pounding on him and he was cutting me up, she was using him as a breeding ground.  After a few minutes, he started coughing.  She'd made something so nasty his body couldn't keep up with it.  That was enough to give me the edge"
Jerome's voice was quiet, but not so quiet that Isaac couldn't hear the guilt.
"I pulped the guy and that was that.  Mary was smart enough to kill off the germs in his body and I didn't have to worry about it, but... She didn't think about the blood.  I was covered in it and every drop was full of that damned plague she made."
He looked out at the class, his voice as hard as his skin.
"Razor Wind never killed anyone, but he was damned careless with his power.  The way he was going, it was only a matter of time.  We had him down as a Class Four.  Mary Vector made a mistake and killed almost two hundred people.  I was messed up enough that they had to patch me up, like a busted up car.  My body doesn't work right anymore.  Mary was forcibly retired and came damned close to being executed.  They put her under some kind of probation, restricts how she can use her power, what kind of job she can have, where she can live... all sorts of stuff.  Claimed it was for her own good."
Jerome Ferrous looked over the training class and said one more thing, bitterness dripping from his voice.
"Welcome to the Citadel."

Sparring Field (Simulation Area)
Anna could see everything.
Even the hood over her head didn't make any difference.  Well, it was making her nose itch.  She reached up to scratch it through the thick cloth.  She adjusted her glasses while she was at it.
The starting tone sounded, followed by Coach Achala's voice.
"You may remove your blindfolds now.  There will be a short period before your opponents enter the field.  Treat them as rogue Empowered, with a history of violence.  Your objective is to contain them and minimize civilian casualties.  I suggest you first take the opportunity to familiarize yourself with your surroundings."
Anna already knew the field, so she spent the time examining her teammates instead.
Samantha Soar: tall, slender, wide set eyes.  Her powers were flight and enhanced perception, primarily visual acuity and awareness of her surroundings.  The intensity of her power was shocking, especially for something so seemingly simple.
"I'll scout the area." she said, vanishing too quick for any eyes but Anna's to follow.
Bruce's training had already vastly enhanced Anna's ability to interpret emotion and motivations.  Even without that training, she wouldn't have had any trouble recognizing Samantha's newfound confidence, or her burning desire to prove herself.
"Anna, can you tell who we're up against?" Jenny asked.
Jennifer Awesome: involuntary reality manipulation.  Her power wasn't under her conscious control, instead it operated on some kind of conditional basis that Anna couldn't quite understand.  She was... troubling, on more than one level.
"Drew, Kerry, Michael and Fred." she answered.  They were waiting just outside the massive dome.
Jenny's power was almost constantly active, but what it altered most often was Jenny herself.  Her apparent personality and mannerisms were constantly shifting.  Anna was afraid that the girl was far less stable, and far more powerful, than any of her other classmates realized.  There was only one other that worried her more.
"We are all familiar with Drew and Keridwyn.  I do not know what the other two are capable of."
Jason Grim: his power was horrifying, both in scope and in nature, but that wasn't why Anna was scared of him.  There was something wrong with his mind, his emotions.
"Michael is a Jordan type.  He creates and manipulates forcefields.  Individually, they’re low strength but versatile.  Fred is a selective Ghost type.  Very dangerous in close combat and hard to hurt.  He'd probably be near the top of the rankings if he hadn't gotten unlucky in his first round.  He hasn't fought outside of training since."
Jason gave a slight nod, a look of determined concentration on his face.  It was every bit as fake as all the other expressions she'd seen him wear.  She didn't think it was directly connected to his Empowerment but his feelings were almost nonexistent.  Anna hadn't been nearby, but she'd still seen his reaction to Duncan's influence.  Everyone else within range had been mildly nervous but Jason had been terrified.
He wasn't evil or malicious, but he had no ability to deal with strong emotion and enough power to kill a city.  Anna couldn't understand why Director Shift hadn't put him down.
Samantha appeared so suddenly that it was like teleportation.  Anna had seen her coming but, if it had been an attack, she wouldn't have had enough time to respond.
"The field... It's just incredible." she said, hovering just above their heads.  "There's, like, sixteen city blocks, four by four.  The far half is really heavily populated, all condos and apartments and stuff, but the near side looks kinda like high end retail.  It's got a bunch of jewelry and clothing stores.  Oh, and a couple restaurants and a bank."
"Wait, populated?  What do you mean?" Jenny asked.
"Well, the buildings and stuff are all fake.  Like, they're solid stone, kinda looks like the dome material, but there's no doors or windows, just the openings for them, and everything's the same color.  It's actually really neat!" she interrupted herself, smiling widely.  "But there's a bunch of Hector's duplicates walking around everywhere!  It's really freaky because they're all wearing the same thing.  I even looked in some of the apartment windows and there's a couple of them watching TV and stuff."
"Whoa." Jenny said, softly.  "I mean, I get it; that's a great training tool and all, but that's...  How many can he make?"
"There's no practical limit." Anna answered. "His power is... impressive."
"Okay, that means we can't engage as soon as they come in, not unless they start something.  We need to get them over here, where it's less crowded."
"Can we just have Samantha spread the word to flee the area?" Jason asked.
The others stared at him for a moment.
"I realize this is a training exercise, but would that not be consistent with real world behavior?"
"Well... yeah.  I guess I could do that." Samantha said.
"Do it, Sammy." Jenny told her.
She vanished as quickly as she'd arrived.
A moment passed.
"It's working." Anna told them.  "I don't know how accurate this is though.  None of Hector's duplicates are arguing, just leaving as soon as she talks to them."
Jenny shrugged.  "I'm fine with that.  Fighting Kerry in a city would be a nightmare."
"It could be worse, at least we are not facing Duncan." Jason added, "His effect increases with time and I have yet to see him refrain from using it in combat.  A sustained fight with his involvement could easily lead to a panic."
Jenny looked at him.  "That's... actually a good point.  How are they possibly expecting to use him as an operative?"
"They've started." Anna said, as their opponents entered the massively oversized dome.  "They're heading straight for the bank, right down the main street."
"Okay."  Jenny paused for a moment, a look of concentration on her face.  "Anna, are they attacking anyone or just walking?"
"Kerry is walking, the others are riding on her.  But no," she shook her head, "no violence so far."
"If we hurry, we can beat them there, get everyone out and get ready to fight them inside.  Kerry will have to use a smaller form if she wants to rob the place."
They moved out as quickly as they could.  For the first time, Anna found herself grateful for Coach Achala's insane level of physical training.

Evacuating the simulated bank was easier than Anna had expected.  Just as with Samantha's efforts, Hector's duplicates left the area at a run as soon as they were told about the incoming "rogue Empowered."
Anna selected a hiding spot in the bank's lobby and readied her weapons.  To all appearances, Jason was standing in the center of the room, examining the potted plants and the bushes across the street.  She could tell that all of the plants in question were now dead, including the grass.  The act left him holding hundreds of lives.
"Wait-" Jenny said, from her post by the vault door, "Why aren't we dead?"
"Explain." came Jason's monotone reply.
Anna understood at the same moment that Jenny began her reply.  Why hadn't she seen it sooner?
"Even without that Richards made knife, Drew could drop all three of us in a second or two.  How come he hasn't?"
There was an immense crashing noise as great green hands, tipped with black claws, ripped through the bank's front wall.
"They're here!" Anna shouted, too late.  How had she not noticed they were that close?
"Something's wrong." Jenny said.
And then, ignoring Anna and Jason both, the long, wingless green dragon gave a cry and lunged for her.

Jason did not kill the dragon.  Instructor Bruce had given him a list of situations under which he could act against the other trainees without restraint.  Killing Keridwyn's dragon form was allowed.  For some reason, it did not feel like the appropriate action just now.
Instead, he attacked the nearest of the figures which had followed in the dragon's wake.  He trusted Jenny to handle Keridwyn.  She'd already beaten her once and, given what he knew of her power, should be capable of handling her again.
His target was a humanoid figure, made up of semi-translucent orange and gold blocks with a dark shape at its center.  Michael, he assumed.  Jason held a great many lives at the moment, so had little to fear.  However, the majority of them were plants.  His strength was little more than an ordinary man's.
Jason struck at Michael in the same manner he had practiced under Coach Achala's guidance.  He did not fully understand how the force field manipulator's power worked, but the blocky covering proved sufficient to keep his blows at the throat and joints from having any visible effect.  Luckily, his opponent seemed unusually clumsy.  Jason avoided his return attacks with ease.
"WHERE'S YOUR ARROW NOW, JENNY?" he heard the dragon bellow.  The question was followed by a series of impacts, presumably the dragon destroying chunks of wall or flooring as Jenny avoided its attacks.
Michael took advantage of his momentary distraction, punching him in the center of his chest.  Jason felt an instant's flash of pain over his sternum, before a life was expended to repair the damage.  Staggering back, Jason took a moment to study the fight.
Drew had attacked Anna, moving with such speed that Jason could not follow the pattern of his strikes.  She bled from several light cuts on her arm, but defended herself with remarkable skill.
Keridwyn's current body was approximately thirty feet long, low to the ground and coiling about like a serpent.  It had green scales and a clump of thick black hair at the tip of its tail, as well as a similar mane around its head.  There was no fire but she lashed out with quick swipes of her hand-like claws, interspersed with sudden lunges of her jaws.
"It's not Drew!" Anna shouted.
Jason turned to face her, just in time to see Drew cock his left arm at an odd angle.  He held it in place for a moment, then... Jason was not sure what happened next.
He heard a noise, like the cracking of a whip but much louder.  There was a sharp impact across his neck and the side of his face, hard enough to at least break his neck and possibly crush his skull.  That did not concern him, since it cost him only a single life to fix.  The countless tiny pin pricks that covered that same area were a different matter.
Each wound, tiny though they were, cost him the same resource as a broken neck.  He didn't have enough and he couldn't stop himself.  At a stroke, every life in his store was ripped away.
"No." he said, his voice slurring.
Jason heard a series of rapid gunshots from the street and the golden fields around Michael vanished.
He couldn't move. Why couldn't he move!?  His body contorted as he spasmed.
"What- what's happening?" he tried to say.
The obscuring force fields gone, a body collapsed to the floor.  No, not a body.  Though its arms and legs were obviously broken in multiple areas, Jason could tell it still lived.  He recognized it, Hector, not Michael.  Some sort of trick.  Beyond him, Drew's arms were stretched out and distorted, more like tentacles than human limbs.  Anna was on the grounding, twitching.  Drew's skin was chalk pale and his face melted into a featureless... Jason didn't know what.
Jason was frightened, almost as badly as under Duncan's influence.  At least this time he knew the reason, understood it.
He could hear a series of muffled explosions from the back of the bank and the dragon cried out again, loud and shrill.  Jason recognized the pain and fear in it.  What should he do?
Jason was badly injured.  He could feel the beads of blood on his skin, the tiny wounds that weren't healing.  There was some kind of poison in his bloodstream.  His allies were occupied, disabled or absent.  This was only a training exercise... but he couldn't remember the last time he'd been without the shield of at least a few stolen lives.
He could be hurt, maybe even killed.
Jason's ongoing contortions brought Hector into the center of his field of view.

Jenny was lost in the music.  Its grip was getting stronger all the time.
She leapt straight up, legs spread wide, and planted both hands on the top of Kerry's head.  She used the extra height that bought her to roll forward, twisting as she went.  Jenny was able to get a grip on one of the stubby spines that ran down the center of Kerry's back.
Even as she tried to figure out how she'd done that, she fished in one of the pouches on her belt.  The movements didn't seem to track.  She retrieved one of her slap charges.  It was roughly the size and shape of a sponge, one side red and the other blue.  Jenny released her grip and slapped the charge against Kerry's neck as she fell.  The red half contained a quick acting adhesive, enough to hold the device in place for a few seconds.
As she landed on her feet, knees flexing and arms outspread, Jenny heard the shaped charge go off.  Kerry screamed in pain.  Her flailing limbs and tail crashed into furniture and shattered the floor.  Jenny wanted to stop, run back into the vault and hide, but the music wouldn't let her.  Its tempo was building, pushing her forward.
She sprinted towards her fallen teammates, making no attempt to avoid Kerry's oncoming tail.  Instead of crushing her head, it vanished as the dragon died.  For a moment, she wanted to break down and whimper, then she was caught up in the music and everything was okay.

Sammy steadied her light weight rifle, taking a moment to line up her shot.  She liked the pistols better, but they weren't accurate past ninety two feet, close enough to let him see her.  Instructor Bruce said they had a lot of penetrating power but she didn't know if they'd be able to get through Michael's forcefields.  Luckily, as long as Michael didn't know she was there, Sammy wouldn't have to find out.  She squeezed the trigger on her rifle, dropping the gun as soon as she heard the shot.
The Jordan type's knee shattered and Sammy appeared, hovering above him.  She held two pistols, one pointed at each of his eyes.
"Bang, you're dead." she said, doing her best not to squeal with joy.
"Aaah!" he screamed, clutching at his leg.  "Motherfucker, that hurts!"
"You're dead Michael, drop the shields or I'll have to shoot the other one."  Wow, she sounded totally badass.
"They're down." he gasped out.
Satisfied, Sammy shot straight up, stopping near the top of the dome, and took a second to scan the area.  All the Hectors in sight were either taking cover or moving towards one of the dome's exits.  This thing really was huge. How did it stay up?  It didn't seem like stone should be strong enough to support a dome with a radius of thirteen thousand one hundred and ninety two feet.
"Woops," she muttered to herself, "can't get distracted like that, not anymore."
She didn't see Fred or Kerry, thank God, she really didn't wanna have to fight her.  Just flying had turned out to be more effective than she'd ever dreamed... but still, dragon.  Anna was down and so was Jason; she could see a Hector clone lying between them.  Jenny was running towards Kelly so-
"Wait, Kelly?  What the-?"
Not stopping to think, she pointed her left pistol, squeezed, then rushed forward as quickly as she could.

The tentacle whip worked perfectly, though Kelly was still having trouble getting her transformed arms to do anything else.  She switched back to her regular form, well, her regular form plus a few of the upgrades she'd been working on with Instructor Bruce.
The paralytic drug he'd had her store seemed to be working on Anna.  Good thing, too, Kelly had been shocked at how much of a fight the other girl had put up.  Everyone said she was only near the top of the rankings because of a fluke but... Wow, that had been really good for someone without physical powers.  She felt pretty bad about Jason though.  He seemed to be... kinda weak, like Sammy, but without all the scouting and stuff that flying would let her do.
Her gaze fell on Hector.  His duplicate?  Whatever.  Fred had come up with a really good plan but she wasn't... comfortable with it.  Especially the part where she'd pretended to be someone else.  It made sense, give the other guys the wrong idea about who they were up against, but she hated-
Hector's head exploded and she went blind.  She staggered forward, her hands on her face.  She was blind.  Her eyes were destroyed.   She tried to fix them but there was something stuck in them.  Kelly tried to absorb it but it didn’t work.  It felt like... slivers of bone?  Why couldn't she-
She heard a gunshot and felt an impact to the side of her head.
"What?"  Kelly said.
"Give up Kelly, I don't wanna hurt you." someone said.  Sammy?
She tried to smile.  "Hey it's fine, just training, right?"
Sammy opened fire.  Kelly could feel the bullets hit her chest and bounce.  Her ribs were fused into segmented plates and basically made of diamond now.  It'd take a lot more than bullets to stop her.  But... she'd heard the shots and had a rough idea where Sammy was hovering.
Kelly swung at her, changing her arm to the tentacle shape in mid-arc.  She felt some kind of impact in the middle of her back, not hard but just enough to put her off balance.  She stumbled and missed.  What was that?  It felt like there was something stuck to her back.  She reached back with the arm that still looked human but couldn't quite get to it.
Kelly couldn't see it, but Sammy winced as whatever it was that Jenny had just hit Kelly with exploded.  Bits of her friend were scattered everywhere.  It left enough of a ringing in her ears that it took her a moment to realize the tone had sounded.  The match was over.

Sparring Field
Hector was present for the post exercise discussion, despite not having been involved in the fight.  At least, he hadn't been one of the combatants, just a victim.  That was Operative Richards' punishment, the compromise that had let Hector stay at the Citadel.  He got to be a 'training assistant.'  She stumbled and nearly fell.  Hector caught his mother, supporting her with his bodies.  That meant he participated, in some fashion, with just about every training exercise or practice session that involved one of his classmates.  Usually he was a test subject, sometimes a stand in for innocent bystanders.  Bruce had wanted to make that last one a permanent assignment.  Good thing Director Melody had overruled him.
It was a short walk to the bathroom, but one she could rarely make on her own.  Oddly, she was less reluctant to use the bedpan on the good days.
"Overall, you did well.  I can see clear improvement in all of your fighting capabilities." Coach Achala addressed the day's 'operatives.'
Tomorrow, they'd swap roles and be the criminals.  Teams would be assigned at the last minute, supposedly at random.
"Michael was able to steal from the jewelry story while your group was occupied at the bank.  However, simple theft is far less important than loss of human life.  You were right to prioritize the bank and its greater chance for civilian deaths."  Coach Achala smiled, radiating warmth and approval.
He helped his mother get back into bed, trying not to notice the trembling in her limbs.  She lay down and he pulled the blankets up to her chest. 
"That was Jenny's call." Samantha volunteered.  "She said we should hit them there, cause otherwise Kerry would try to help Michael and that would be, well, that'd go really bad."
Achala nodded.  "You're probably correct.  Well done Trainee Awesome."
She blushed and mumbled a thank you.  Hector thought it was sweet.  As effective a fighter as she was, as firm and decisive as she'd been on the battlefield, she was still humble and a little shy.  Jenny really was pretty Awe-
"That's it!"  He couldn't restrain the exclamation.
Coach Achala and the rest of the group turned to face him.
Hector watched her sleep.  She was so thin, always hurting and never truly happy. 
"Sorry," he said, "couldn't help myself.  I just figured out Jenny's power and..."
He'd been speaking in stereo.  The other two hims, the ones made as part of the match, turned and headed back to the oversized dome.
Doctors couldn't do anything to counteract the effects of Chemo's power.  Healers couldn't fix her, couldn't even give her a moment of genuine respite.
"Y'know, I appreciate you getting all excited over it..." Jenny grinned, "But I told everyone my power on the first day."
He smiled back.  "You're Awesome, yeah.  I remember.  I just figured out what that actually meant.  You have some kind of idea about what you need to do to impress everyone around you, sort of like a limited precog.  Is that right?"
She nodded.  "Pretty much."
"Cool."  It wasn't as good as a full Wayne type, but straight precogs almost never joined the Citadel.
The critique resumed.  "Samantha, you performed well, for the most part.  I am pleased to see you are no longer so hesitant to engage."
She beamed, thrilled by the unaccustomed praise.
"But you did make one mistake.  You shot a bystander."
Hector looked at the syringe in his hand.  It held a single dose of the painkiller that let her sleep, sometimes. 
Her smile left as quickly as it'd come.
"You should have realized that Kelly was well outside of the effective range of your pistol.  You did much better during your challenge matches last weekend.  No stray shots, even your ricochets were under control."
"I'm sorry sir.  I know I shouldn't have tried for that shot, it's just... I saw two of my team were down and..."
"I understand.  Under almost any circumstance, your teammates come first.  Please consider though, that round could just as easily have hit Anna or Jason." Achalla told her.
"Yes sir.  I... I won't make that mistake again."
Hector saw Anna frown, wondered what was bothering her.
"Jason," Achalla shifted his attention, "your hand to hand skill is improving.  However, you are still underutilizing your ability.  Keridwyn's dragon form-"
"Oh come on!" Jenny interrupted.  "That's not fair.  He's just a low end Strong type with some regeneration.  You can't possibly blame one of the weakest fighters in our class for not stepping in front of Kerry!"
He loved his mother but he didn't want her to suffer.  Hector didn't know what to do.
Achala seemed taken aback, a rare break in his composure.  Hector appreciated that Jenny was standing up for his friend, especially after their near disaster the other day, but he had to repress a smile at the idea that she thought he hadn't acted because he was too weak.
"Jennifer, I appreciate your support but it is not necessary." Jason said in his usual, perfectly polite tone.  "I believe I know the general thrust of your criticism, Coach Achalla, and the point is well taken.  Next time, I shall be better prepared to act."
Coach didn't answer at first, just pursed his lips in thought.  "Very well.  Also, please keep in mind that you won't be able to conceal the exact nature of your abilities forever.  Be careful that you don't let others, or yourself, come to harm in the attempt."
"Yes sir." Jason answered.
Sammy and Jenny looked a little confused, but Hector could tell Anna had followed both layers of the conversation.  Not surprising, she could identify the general nature of an Empowered's abilities at a glance.
Hm, interesting point.  Why hadn't she realized Kelly had been imitating Drew on sight?  It should have been obvious to her long before the fight started.
Jenny laughed at something Sammy was saying and Hector completely lost the train of thought.
Hector still held the syringe.  If he added any more, the overdose would mean she never woke up.

Instruction Area
Billy leaned over the podium, examining the training class he'd be speaking to today.  A few of their lights were pretty bright.  The big negro-
He shook his head to break that train of thought, old habits.
One of them was even brighter than his own.
"Okay guys, this lecture's going to be a little different.  I'm sure you all saw the title: Citadel History."  He didn't try to hide his smile.  "Well, that's me.  What do you want to know?  Don't be shy.  Just shout 'em out."
There was a moment of quiet.  At least a few kids probably recognized him.  He'd found that those were usually the ones too nervous to ask anything, at first.  As for the rest, their first question was usually...
"Um, who are you?"  It was a short girl, brown hair and glasses, almost bouncing in her chair with nervous energy.  Her light was a little brighter than average... but there was something... something off about it.
Giving a mental shrug, he answered.  "My name is William R. Power.  I'm the Citadel's senior Operative, literally."
The girl's jaw slowly dropped.  "You're... you're really...?"
"Yep.  I know, I don't look much like the way you'd expect."  He was short, a little on the thin side and tended to slouch, just a bit.  "But that's me.  Anything more before we give someone else a turn?"
"Did you... uh, did you really fight Adam Selene on the Moon?" she asked.
He couldn't help laughing first, but he answered the question seriously.  "No.  As far as I know, there's no such thing as sentient supercomputers or space travel.  Though some Richards type could prove me wrong about the first part any day now."
She looked a little embarrassed.  "Sorry, it's just... there was this cartoon show when I was a kid..."
"I'll tell you a secret; I was a huge fan."  He grinned.  "I never could figure out why they drew me with all those muscles and a spit curl though."  Billy had kept his hair short since his time in the army and whatever it was that made him so strong had nothing to do with muscles.
"I know no one's managed to get a manmade object out of the atmosphere, but what about you?"
This time it was a Hispanic kid.  For a second, Billy thought he had a brother sitting next to him.  The two were practically identical.  A closer look told the real story, they shared the same light.  He must be some kind of duplicator.  That new Richards type, Bruce, probably had him keeping an extra out at all times, practicing coordination or something.  The guy came up with some weird ideas but they usually worked out pretty well.
"You're invulnerable and you can fly.  I guess you might need to carry oxygen tanks or something, but couldn't you make it into space?  Or someone else, teleporters, flyers, it just seems like there's a lot of Empowered that could do it with the right support."
"That's..."  Billy was momentarily startled.  "That's true, we should be able to.  But we can't.  I was one of the handful that tried, back in the sixties.  I know there's a version of this in the textbooks these days, but I doubt it has the whole story."  He took a second to gather his thoughts.  One of the worst parts of living as long as he had was that you got plenty of opportunity to gather bad memories.  This wasn't anywhere near the top of the list but it hadn't been pleasant.
"President Kennedy got elected in nineteen sixty and one of his earliest moves was to start the country's first space program.  Things... well, the country was in a bad way at the time.  The government thought we needed something to rally behind, and space travel was it."  He gave a sigh.  This wasn't a story he could grin through.
"The first probe, Explorer, just vanished.  No one could figure out why.  The next move was to send up a group of Empowered, me and ten others.  They called us the Apollo group.  We had these special suits, airtight, shielded, state of the art communications...  It was incredible.  We headed up and..."
No one said a word.  This wasn't the kind of story you interrupted.
"It went poorly.  Everyone blacked out at about the same height the Explorer vanished.  I came to just before impact... most of the others died when they hit the ground.  I just hope they never woke up.  No one else made it.  There've been isolated attempts, with vehicles and Empowered... but it always ends the same.  Nothing's ever made it and only the toughest even survive."
The kid's face was grave and a little pale, despite his skin's color.  "Should... should you be telling us this?"
He gave a little smile.  "Yeah.  This is like a lot of things in the Citadel.  It's not an official secret, but it's not something to spread around.  One of the things they look for in your personality profiles is discretion.  You don't end up an operative if you're in the habit of putting everything in your life up on Mybook."
"Did you really fight the Lords of Time and stop an invasion from the Mirror Universe?  Or- is that stuff like the space travel, just TV?"
It was that same girl.  She was kind of cute and the rest of the trainees were all giggling.  Apparently she was popular, but he was starting to get a little irritated.
"Yes and no.  The time travel episode was pure fiction, same as that Chrono Trek show, but the Mirror Universe was based on an actual incident.  Alternate dimensions have never been verified but there was a man whose power created evil duplicates of popular Empowered, complete with goatees.  Even the women."  He gave a chuckle.  "Intervention Prime got called in before they realized the catch.  All the duplicates were utterly incompetent.  The fight was over in a couple minutes."
"What happened to the guy?  Did you have to kill him to protect everyone else or something?" the girl asked.
"Nope.  The duplication was involuntary.  Once we had the situation under control, he was able to hold off on making new ones while we teleported him to a US embassy in England.  As soon as he set foot on British soil, the Monarch's power took hold and he wasn't a threat."  Before she could ask another question he moved on to the other half of his answer.
"As far as the time travel thing...  that's a bit of a mixed bag.  There's only ever been one case of actual time travel.  It's a little ugly but..."  He looked over the expectant faces and went on.  "A child by the name of James Ray was murdered in nineteen thirty two.  Witnesses said his killer vanished in a flash of strange blue light."
"That's time travel?" the girl interrupted.
"Well, he left the murder weapon behind, complete with fingerprints.  At the time, it just went down as a random Empowered event, but..." He gave her a serious look.  "The full details on this are classified, but I think this much is safe to tell you.  Those same fingerprints were later found to belong to an individual born in nineteen fifty seven.  He's under observation but has yet to demonstrate any abilities.  We think that the killer was a version of him from a timeline that no longer exists."
"Whoa." she said.  "That's pretty awesome."
He shrugged.  "I like the more common examples better."
"What-" she started, but he cut her off.
"Healers.  The vast majority of them manipulate time.  They aren't genuinely healing your bodies so much as... resetting them, I suppose."
"So why do we remember the injury then?" she asked.
He gave a shrug.  "That's one of the many things we don't understand about Empowered.  Add it to the list, along with why most of them can't reattach missing limbs or 'heal' the dead.  There's no reason the same process shouldn't work there."  He paused a moment, deciding whether he should elaborate.
"Powers... well, they can be pretty strange."  He let the laughter die down before going on.  "Pretty much anything you say about them comes with an asterisk, but there's a few general rules.  Healers can't do much for an injury after it's been there for an hour or so.  No defense, or offense, is invincible.  There's always something that can shut it down."
"Even yours?  You're the strongest guy in the Citadel, everyone knows that."  Another girl, this one with red hair and a boy's haircut.  Her light wasn't as bright as the black man's, but it was enough to let him know she was near the top of the scale.
"Even me." he said, giving her a serious nod.  "Let's just say... my reputation is exaggerated.  Who're the strongest ones in your class?  Just flat out strength, I mean."
The class split, some looking to the redhead and others to the- to the big guy.
Billy gave him a nod, "What do you do?"
He stirred before answering, "Forcefield.  It protects me and enhances my strength."  Billy had to make an effort not to think of his tone as uppity.
"And you?" he asked the girl.
"I turn into a dragon."  Her grin was downright predatory.
"Nice."  He gave an appreciative whistle.  "Now, care to guess what I do?"  He fought to keep his grin from turning into a smirk.
She looked a little puzzled.  "You're just a flying Strong type, aren't you?  I mean, the strongest... but-"
"Nope.  Technically, I'm a Parker type."
She looked more than just a little puzzled now.
"That means I have a bunch of different powers that add up to make me way more effective than I should be.  Pretty much a living version of 'the whole is more than the sum of its parts.'" Billy said.  "I've got strength, toughness, flight, regeneration and a touch of Null and Perception type abilities."
"Wow." she said softly.  He could see similar reactions throughout the crowd.
"What that means is that I can use the flight to brace myself and hit harder.  Between the toughness and nullification, I'm damned hard to hurt.  The regeneration is actually my most intense power.  Even if something gets through the rest, I can recover fast enough to get back in the fight."  He didn't like bragging, but the kids needed to know what the top of the ladder looked like.  "But there's still a few folks that could swat me the same as anyone.  I can't fly in British skies and if I tried to shake Winter's hand I'd end up as dead as anyone else."
"Regeneration.  That means... you really are old enough, you fought in the First War?"  The first girl again.  What was it about her?  The way her light, her power, was pulsing... it seemed so familiar...
He nodded.  "That's right.  Most Strong types, especially men, trigger through frustration.  Trying to lift something too heavy, run a little too far, stuff like that.  The army gets a lot of its special forces from recruits who pop in boot camp.  Me..." he forced a grin, despite the memory, "I triggered through sheer terror, huddled in a trench we'd dug in the French countryside."
"So, did you fight the Tyrant, when he took over?"
"No.  He didn't pop up until twenty one, after we'd all gone home.  Besides, he's more than strong enough to get through my null and the rest of it doesn't do me any good against mind control."
"Has that ever happened?" she asked.  If it wasn't something silly, it was a question that brought up bad memories.  That girl was really starting to get on his nerves, strange light and all.
"Just once." he answered, as curtly as he could manage without being rude.
"How did they stop you? Him? I..." she trailed off as he looked at her.  Maybe he should be trying harder to keep the irritation out of his gaze.
"Like I said, my reputation is a tad exaggerated.  As far as a straight fight goes, there's at least one operative stronger and one who's..." he couldn't help the grin, "one who's exactly the same."  He could see the question coming so he hurried on.  "My brother has the exact same powers and abilities as me.  The other, well, details on him actually are a secret.  Sorry."
He checked his watch.  Communicator, he meant.  Billy couldn't get used to how quick some things changed.
"Just one more, I think."  He was hoping someone else would be quicker but it was that irritating little-
"What was your worst fight?  If it wasn't the mind control thing, that is."
And just like that, he knew who that strange power reminded him of.  It wasn't the same but it was too close for comfort.
"Monster." he whispered.

Private Residence
"Hector, are you home?" Isaac called as he entered, holding the door for Jason.  "There's something I need to run by you."
"Sure," Hector answered, "what's up?"  He stood up from his seat, leaving another him behind to continue his training exercise.
Isaac gave Jason a friendly nod, then entered the kitchen.  He heard the boy's footsteps on the stairs behind him.  He stopped cold when he saw what Hector had been doing, losing control of his forcefield for the first time that day.
"What?" Hector asked.
"You're working a puzzle."
"Yeah?  What's wrong with that?"
Isaac needed a moment before answering.  It didn't seem like it needed to be said, but...
"You're blindfolded."
"I am." Hector sounded like butter wouldn't melt in his mouth.
"You're doing a three hundred piece puzzle, blindfolded, while another you watches."
Hector's overly controlled expression collapsed into a grin, "Heh.  Bruce came up with it.  He wanted me to get better at integrating sense information from multiple bodies."
"That's... I'm not sure, either very weird or very cool." Isaac said.
Hector just smiled.  "So what'd you want to ask me?"
"Um... would you mind if we went into the other room?  This needs to be private and..." he trailed off, unable to explain why extra versions of Hector being around made him feel like he was being eavesdropped on.
Hector gave a shrug and led him through the kitchen and into one of his bedrooms.
Isaac took a moment to look around.  It was the first time he'd seen it.  Assuming the room had been furnished, the same as the rest of them, Hector had made some changes.  There were two long folding picnic tables along opposite walls, covered with computers and reference books.  A third wall held a couple of bookshelves, loaded with more books.  It looked like a mixture of more reference works and old sci-fi stuff.
He said the only thing he could.  "Wow."
"Thanks." Hector grinned.
It wasn't what he'd meant to ask, but he had to know.  "How do you afford all this?  And what could you possibly be doing with it all?"
Hector slid a folding chair out for Isaac and took a seat in another.  "I used to be a bit more spread out, but... that had a few issues.  I've spent the last few weeks consolidating."
Isaac raised an eyebrow.
"Well, I think I've mentioned that I've been taking a few college courses."
Isaac nodded.  "And some skill training here at the Hub."
"Right.  Well, I used to pay for everything by working at restaurants.  Usually as a cook or bartender.  I basically got fired from one of those jobs and it got me thinking.  I knew there had to be a better fit for what I could do."  He gave a sheepish grin.  "I'm just a little embarrassed that it took me so long."
Isaac thought over the possibilities.  Hector had a weird blend of multitasking and focus down to an art.  With that he could learn most any basic job pretty quickly, but he'd need something that let him add or drop hours at will... maybe a call center or...
"Let me guess, you opened your own temp agency?"
Hector's grin was rueful this time.  "No, but that would have been a good one.  Data entry."
"Really."  Isaac felt a little disappointed.  "That seems... kind of pedestrian?  Maybe you undershot by a bit?"
"It's perfect!  I do everything online, so there's no issue with Empowered discrimination, and they pay by performance not the hour.  That means that if my savings start to drop down, I can just make a few more of me and work in shifts.  Besides, at this point I really just need it to cover my mom's care and the taxes on her place."
"What do you mean?"
"Well, home and here are my only full time residences.  I just use the Gate Room to commute to all my other spots."
"Other spots?"
"Bruce has got me... I guess interning is the best way to put it.  At least one of me is always present at most of the major Citadel offices in the country now."
"What's he got you doing?"
"Mostly just learning the system and meeting people at this point.  He wants me to go through training for the Analysis section after Operative training is done."
Isaac thought about it for a moment.  "Because of your ability to integrate information?  Makes sense.  Be a shame to lose you though.  I heard your fight against Coach Achalla was pretty impressive."
"Why do you think I'd have to quit the field side?" Hector asked.
"Oh... woops."  Isaac shook his head.  "I know I should be used to that by now, especially given what we've been talking about, but sometimes... it's just the scale, you know?  How do you keep it all straight?"
Hector gave a shrug.  "I know information overload is the biggest problem for most duplicators, but it's easy for me to manage.  During my registration exam, the testers thought it was because the extras I make are real.  Most of the others are just, sort of like mannequins.  They end up having to run half a dozen bodies with one brain but I can keep a one to one ratio."
"Makes sense, I guess.  As much as anything dealing with powers does.  Just how much are you doing right now?"
Hector took a moment to think it over.  "Not a lot right now.  Mostly just studying.  I'm enrolled in almost every introductory level course UCLA offers."
"Almost?" Isaac interrupted.
"Feh.  I've got no use for the liberal arts classes.  I just want the practical ones."
Isaac didn't say anything, but it made sense to him.  He'd never cared for them either.
"I've got a couple martial arts classes later tonight.  Bruce had my earlier requests delayed because he wanted to help me pick some specific ones.  He was afraid that conflicting reflex responses might trip me up.  There's still a dozen or so of me out at the Sparring Field, helping some of the other trainees practice with their powers."
"That's not much?"
"Oh!  And I'm learning to..." Hector mumbled something.  It almost sounded like 'dodge bullets.'
"Anything else?"
"Well," his voice lowered, "just my mom.  There's always at least one of me with her.  She's... she's been getting worse lately.  I'm... I don't know what to do."
Isaac felt a mild burning in his forehead.  "All the resources the Citadel has, the Healers and the Richards types, and they can't help her?"
Hector slowly sank into his chair, "It's not that simple.  It never is with weird Empowered like Chemo.  Conventional medicine is pretty much useless and Healers are no good for anything chronic.  I've... well, I've spent a lot time looking into this.  There've only ever been three Healers that could directly affect diseases, much less that living chemical crap Chemo made."
Isaac's heart went out to him.  "What about Mary Vector?  I don't know if she counts as a Healer, but it sounded like her power could've helped."
Hector gave a disgusted snort.  "She's the third.  That's why she went with Vector, instead of something like Flux.  But she's considered a potential Class Two threat, the Citadel's not about to give me any help bringing her out of 'retirement.'"  He shook his head and Isaac could see tears in his eyes.
"The worst part is, I managed to track down her original name, Reed, but I can't trace her after she entered operative training."
Isaac's jaw dropped.  "Hector... I..."  He took a breath.  "You know how Empowered parents tend to have children with similar abilities?  Jason... Jason's got some kind of regeneration, right?"
"Yeah...?" Hector drew out the word, obviously unsure where Isaac was going.
"Hector, his last name was Reed.  Do you think-?"
He didn't bother finishing the sentence.  Hector had already rushed out of the room.  Isaac could hear a crashing sound from the kitchen, followed by a pounding on the stairway.
"Well, I guess I'll have to talk to the Director without his advice."  Isaac mused to himself.  He couldn't find it in his heart to regret that.

Citadel Office
"Show him in." Melody told her assistant, not bothering to look up.  She could be anywhere in the city in under a minute.  Five minutes and Gatekeeper's help could put her anywhere in the country.  Despite that, Melody always wound up in the same spot, sitting at her desk and staring at a stack of papers.
"Thank you for seeing me, Director." the large black man said.
"I'd say it was my pleasure, but I'm not fond of empty courtesies.  Why did you request this meeting, Trainee Isaac?"
He took a seat and frowned.  It looked more like concentration than irritation.  Good, whatever had brought him here was probably something important then.
"It's about one of my classmates... I don't really know how else to put this, but I don't think he should be in the program."
Again?  This was the third student to complain about the Grim boy.  She'd have liked to brush off their complaints, but she already had more than enough reason to tread lightly with him.
"Explain."
"Well, there's a couple of reasons ma'am.  His personality is confrontational and disruptive.  The team exercise we had today was a fiasco, just because he was present.  I can't imagine he'd do any better in the field."
Well, this seemed like a more coherent complaint than the Insight girl's.
"His power... don't get me wrong, he's strong.  In some ways, he might be one of the strongest in our class.  But that only makes it worse.  He's strong enough that he doesn't feel like he needs anyone's help and he doesn't take anyone as a serious threat.  Duncan-"
"Wait, this is about the Nightmare?" she interrupted.
"Duncan Nightmare, yes ma'am." he seemed taken aback.
Well, that put a very different spin on things.  Back on more comfortable ground, she made a beckoning gesture.  "Go on."
"His power set includes a fear aura, not strong at first but it builds up with time, and he's either unable or unwilling to exclude anyone in his range when it's on.  Earlier, well he basically started a riot.  Most of the civilians, the stand-ins I mean, most of the ones we lost were trampled to death trying to get away from him.  It also interfered with the rest of us.  I wouldn't have been able to keep my field up if it wasn't for Instructor Bruce's training."
She considered what he'd said before answering.
"Is there anything else?"
"Well, this isn't directly related to Duncan, but I think it might tie in.  Our class started out with sixty four recruits.  Now we're down to just over forty.  I can't believe that that kind of waste is acceptable to you.  A lot of them quit, not because they weren't strong enough, but because they were pushed too hard and too fast.  There must be something more effective than this sink or swim approach the Citadel uses, even a few weeks to acclimate might make a difference."
She sighed.  The man had a good point, based on what he knew.  Better yet, he seemed to be motivated by the good of the Citadel rather than simple distaste.
"Isaac, before I say anything else, I want to let you know that we value initiative.  There're very few traits more important in an operative."
She waited for his nod before going on.
"But I'm afraid I can't give you a good explanation.  The selection criteria for your class, and certain aspects of its training curriculum, are... unusual.  I can't explain why that had to be the case.  However, I will tell you that the majority of training classes have far lower dropout rates."
He grimaced but let her continue.
"Additionally, the majority of those who drop their training either return at a later date or find another way to be useful to society.  There's not a city in the country that doesn't have a former trainee in its fire department, police station or something similar.  Helping the ones who won't fit find a better path is standard practice." she said.
"That's not exactly satisfying, Director."
"No, I don't imagine it is.  Please remember, you're a trainee.  We extend a great deal of trust to our future operatives but there is information that you cannot be allowed to have.  Things that... well, things that would go poorly for everyone if more people were aware."
He sighed.  "Fine.  I can't say I'm happy about this, but you heard me out.  That's something, I suppose."  The large man stood up, preparing to leave.
"One thing more, Isaac.  Your classmates, how do they react to Duncan's behavior outside of training?"
"Most of them can't stand him.  As far as I know, there's not more than a handful of us that he hasn't antagonized at some point."
She gave a slight smile.  "I would suggest you pay a bit more attention to the details of their reactions, Isaac.  You have a bright future with the Citadel and I'd hate to think you started out with a poor opinion of our competence."
He seemed to consider it.  "I'll do that ma'am."
"Thank you.  Oh, and please remember, discretion is another valuable trait in an operative.  I would be... displeased if anything we've spoken of, or anything you learn as a result of this conversation, became common knowledge in your class."
 




CHAPTER 12:  INTERRUPTION

Sparring Field (Simulation Area)
Kelly's body was a work in progress.  He'd mastered the most basic structural changes Instructor Bruce had recommended.  His bones were reinforced with diamond and his skin was laced with patches of carbon nanofiber.  Vital organs were protected by a bone sheathe and he was getting better at making repairs on the fly.  The only thing that could put him down and keep him down was a strong enough blow to the skull.  He still reset to one of his social forms when he was knocked out.  Bruce had designed a skull configuration that should help with that, but it was too complex for Kelly to reliably manage in the field.
"Wow.  No offense man, but you are creepy as fuck." Operative Glory said.
Kelly cocked his head to the side.  "How could I possibly not be offended by that?"
"Sorry."  She gave a shrug.  "Aren't you a shapeshifter?  I thought that might be what you were going for."
"No, it's all functional.  I've been working off suggestions from Instructor Bruce-"
"Operative Richards?  Shit, no wonder you look so... buggy, I guess."
Kelly grimaced and Glory's eyes widened as she took a step back.
"Sorry man, I'll try to keep it down.  It's just, the guy has kind of a reputation.  He sees everything in terms of combat, doesn't get the idea of peaceful resolution.  Just... just try and keep it in mind.  There's more to this job than how hard you can hit."
Kelly nodded.  "I'll do that."
"Well, guess it's time to get started."  She handed him a little device.  It looked kind of like a hearing aid.  "This is your field communicator..." Glory's brow furrowed, "um, it goes in your ear but..."
He didn't have ears at the moment, just little holes with a protective flap of pale white skin.  The color was a side effect of its increased calcium.  It made his skin a little less flexible, but much more resistant to punctures.
"I think I can manage." Kelly said, holding the communicator in place while he reshaped his ear canal.
Glory's face fell as she watched but she turned away without saying anything.  When he was done, she turned back and told him, "Just tap it once to activate."
Kelly used one of the flexible, thickened tentacles that were serving as fingers on his oversized hands to do as he'd been told.
"Protean, this is Hector Hive speaking for Analysis.  Please confirm."
Kelly blinked.  "Wha- I mean, yes.  This is Protean.  Confirmed."  They'd had a class on communication protocol, but for some reason Kelly couldn't seem to remember anything.
"Protean, we have a situation in your area, probable Class Four, can you respond?"
He looked to Glory, unsure what he should say.
"Don't look at me Protean."  She shrugged, again.  "I'm not here unless something goes badly wrong."
He shook himself and took a deep breath.  "Hive, I'll take it.  What's the location?"  Even as Hector gave him directions, Kelly switched over to his flight form.  He had to make a special effort to keep the new communicator in place.
Kelly took to the sky, a little put off by the lack of air currents inside the oversized dome.  There was a flash of light from behind and below him, presumably Operative Glory.  Hector gave him a brief summary of the situation he was heading for.
"It's a small bar, crowd of not more than twenty people.  One of the patrons called nine one one.  He stated that an Empowered, identity unknown, was drunk and belligerent.  Description of events implies that the Empowered has some form of telekinesis, power level sufficient to move objects in excess of a hundred pounds.  Range and further details unknown."
Kelly saw the stone building with a sign that said, simply, 'BAR.'  He dove and drew level with the ground, switching back to his combat form and breaking into a lurching run.  Kelly had to repress a smile.  That was only the fourth time he'd managed that without falling.  At least he didn't break his legs every time he landed now, though that'd be pretty tough to do these days.
He rushed through the bar's front entrance, shattering the thin stone door and healing the minor cuts it caused as he went.
"What the hell!?" a glowing green man shouted, presumably the drunken Empowered.  He was hard to look at, just a vaguely human shaped figure surrounded by a bright green glow.  The same light surrounded three kegs that were orbiting just above his head, as well as a stream of liquid that was moving from one of the kegs to his mouth.  A group of civilians were scattered around the room, cowering in booths or behind the bar.
The green man hadn't shouted at Kelly.  Glory had followed him in and she looked... different.  Her hair and clothing had been replaced with shining silver light.  Her skin shone golden.  Two great, white feathered wings stretched from her back and she carried a sword of flame.
Kelly, the green man and the two dozen or so other occupants of the bar were all staring at her.
"Back to the exercise, trainees.  I'm not here." she snapped.
Kelly shook her head and turned back to Green.  "Citadel.  Put the beer down and turn off the lightshow."
Green had to make a visible effort to look away from Glory.  "You're naked."
Kelly pulled back his lips, baring his jagged shark's teeth, and cocked his right arm.  He started putting pressure on it as he answered.  "Shut it down or I will use force."
"No.  I paid for this beer and I'm gonna drink it.  Go away."  The flow of beer from the keg sped up.  How was he still standing?
Kelly looked around.  "Who's the bartender?"
One of the civilians behind the bar raised his hand.
"Is he telling the truth?"
The man shook his head.  "I- I cut him off after twelve and- and he said he wasn't stopping till he'd had enough.  He started glowing and-" He was cut off as one of the kegs, the one Green had been drinking from, crashed into him.
"No!" Kelly cried out.  Hector- the bartender, had been crushed by the impact.  His broken body started glowing and rose, along with the thrown keg, to join the others orbiting Green.
Kelly's arm snapped out with a crack, louder than thunder.  The heel of his hand crashed into Green's chest.  Well, the short bone spur that jutted out of the heel of his hand did.  The other guy flew straight back and crashed into the bar.  The glowing kegs and the dead Hector followed him.  That hadn't felt like flesh, more like some sort of forcefield
With a wordless cry, Kelly leapt forward.  He landed over Green's fallen form and wrapped his tentacle hands around him, the left covering his face and the right pinning his arm.  Kelly opened his mouth as wide as he could, enough to fit a watermelon, and bit down onto the top of Green's head.  His jaw muscles were modeled on an alligators.  He was frantically raking at him with the diamond tipped, titanium claws on his feet.
None of it got through the protective forcefield, though Kelly could hear Green's panicked screaming.  It was muffled by Kelly's tentacle hand, squeezing his face as hard as he could.  The glowing kegs, and Hector, slammed into Kelly.  It wasn't enough to dislodge him, but the hits did send him and Green rolling to the side.
The broken sections of the bar, dislodged by Green's impact, started glowing and joined the storm of objects crashing into Kelly.  He opened his mouth, stopped worrying it against the top of Green's head, and cried out, "Run!"
The 'civilians' didn't do anything.
"I said run!"
That got them moving.
The glowing objects flew away from them and into the rest of the room.  They destroyed tables, chairs and chunks of the wall.  Every piece of debris they created gained the same green glow and joined the storm.  They flew back and forth, striking Kelly then flying back out to strike something else, creating more debris and more weapons for Green.
It was escalating, he had to shut it down quick.
Kelly shifted his grip, wrapping his arms and legs around Green in a crushing embrace.  His feeble struggling wasn't enough to stop the shapeshifter.  He pushed Green's face into his chest and reshaped it.  His head sank into Kelly's body and he expanded.  He had to concentrate to keep the change in effect but it was enough to hold Green in place, and maybe suffocate him, as well as freeing up one of Kelly's arms.  He cocked it back and began straining, preparing another of what Instructor Bruce insisted on calling 'Mantis Punches.'
"Stop!" Glory commanded.  "Calm down, both of you."
At her words, a silver light washed over the room and, just like that, everything changed.  Kelly really was calm.  He pulled back, letting Green go.  The floating objects settled to the ground and the glow faded.  His previously green opponent turned out to be a guy in his twenties, with short blond hair and a trainee's uniform.
"Everything okay guys?" Glory asked.
"Ye- yeah." Kelly stuttered a bit.  Green, the other trainee, just nodded as he got shakily to his feet.
"What the heck was that?" he asked Kelly.
"Hm?"  Kelly didn't know what he meant.
"Yeah kid.  I thought you were ranked more or less in the middle of your class?  That was fucking vicious."
Kelly just shrugged, unsure what to say.  He'd gotten a lot better in a fight, but he didn't think he was anything special compared to the higher ranks.
"Help me."  The voice in his ear was accompanied by a burst of static.  It wasn't Hector's.

Jorge was finally done with the Stop Soon's new security system.  It was almost two in the afternoon and he could barely keep his eyes open.  That might not sound late, but he normally worked nights.
The boss had told him it would be a routine job, just updating the security system in some little Kwiki-Mart style place after a robbery.  No big deal, Raccoon Security did a hundred just like it every week.  Turned out, the job summary had been missing a few details.  Whoever hit the place had done a number on their security system.  It looked like the guy had taken a bat to their recording equipment as well as the back-ups.  At least he'd left the cameras alone.  Weird though, it was usually the other way around.
Jorge turned up the radio in the company van; he needed the noise to keep him awake.  The last thing he needed was a fender bender keeping him from meeting his little girl after school.
He couldn't get his mind off the job.  Everything about it had been weird.  Those little stores were usually family owned, barely getting by, so they watched every penny.  But not only had they demanded he replace the old system with a top of the line model, complete with offsite data storage and a monitored video feed, the owner had been staring over his shoulder the whole time.  He'd asked questions every step of the way.
The wife had been almost as bad.  She'd been running back and forth, working the register, talking to some insurance guy on the phone and jabbering at her husband in bad Korean.  Jorge's neighbor had been born in Seoul and still liked to speak his childhood language sometimes.  Jorge hadn't learned enough to call himself fluent, but it was enough to let him know the lady wasn't a native speaker.  Weird.
He hit the gas, sped up just enough to get through the light before it went from yellow to red.  No way was he gonna be late.
It couldn't be the first time the place was hit.  Those little stores were called stop and robs for a reason.  Even with a body, the owners shouldn't have been so freaked out.  They'd been so... so on edge.  Jorge reached for his phone, determined to call the boss and ask him if he knew anything else.  Maybe they should take another look at the Soons' insurance claim.
The trashed system was physically protected by a metal cage with a combination lock, not any good if the guy holding a gun to your head told you to open it... But maybe they'd been careless, left it open?  Insurance might not cover the damage if they'd been negligent.  No, that didn't make sense.  That new rig he'd put in had been way too expensive, the Soons had to be paying the majority of its cost out of pocket.
His cell phone went off in his hand.  At the same time, a burst of static came from the radio.  He looked down at the cell phone then shifted to the radio, confused.  The two words that followed the static, echoed by his phone, kept his attention off the road for just long enough.
The light was green so both he, and the oncoming car, were going at full speed.  The other driver drifted out of his proper lane and right into a head on collision with Jorge.  His seat belt worked, the air bag deployed just fine and he didn't see the crash coming in time to tense up.  Other than some rather severe bruising across his chest, Jorge would be fine.  The same was not true for the other driver, Christian Turam.
Jorge wasn't thinking about that.  He wasn't thinking about the risk to his job if he was found to be even partially at fault for the collision.  He wasn't thinking about the lost wages or even his daughter, waiting for Daddy to show up.  All he could think about, the only thing that registered through the pain and the confused shock, were those two words, repeated over and over.
"Help me."

Sparring Field (Simulation Area)
"Help me."
Kelly had to work harder than he should've to resist smashing the communicator.  They'd all been saying the same thing for ten minutes now.
"Help who?  What do you want?" he asked, frustrated.
"All Citadel operatives capable of high speed, long distance travel are to report to the Hub at once." Hector said, distantly.  His next statement was more personal.  "It's okay, Kelly.  They... I think they've got it under control.  Director Graham is getting everyone organized.  It shouldn't take long to figure out where this is coming from."
"What is it?  I mean, hacking the Citadel system can't be easy.  Who'd do that just for a joke?" asked Jacob Orbit, the boy he'd been thinking of as Green.
"It's not a virus." Glory said, holding up her wrist.  Next to the large cross emblem sown into the collar, Kelly could see an old fashioned digital watch.  The display just showed a bunch of eights, and it was blinking on and off at random.  "I don't know morse code, but if I did I bet I know what it'd say."
Kelly looked to Hector but he just shook his head before she could ask.
"Nope.  I'll add it to my list but I don't know it either.  She's probably right though.  My car radio's doing the same thing.  TVs, light bulbs, nothing's working right.  Even... even medical equipment."
All of a sudden, Kelly could feel his heart pounding.  She was up and out of her seat, wrapping her arms around the closest Hector before she could think about it.  Hector didn't talk about his mom often, but he'd let enough drop that she had a good idea what that last comment might mean.
"Is... is she okay?" she asked.
Hector nodded, returning the hug.  "Yeah.  The only thing she really needs are the meds.  She spends most of her time hooked up to a vital stats monitor, but... it's just to track her progress.  I hope this is under control soon though."
Glory and Jacob were staring at her.  They both looked a little freaked out by the sudden gender swap.
"He looked like he needed a hug and guys aren't allowed to do that with other guys.  It gets all weird and stuff." she explained.  They didn't reply but they did settle down.  Kelly went back to her seat.
Hector's voice went distant again.  "All Citadel personnel not required to assist, please return to your regular duties."
Glory gave a deep sigh.  It might have been relief.  "Good enough for me." she said, looking from one face to the other.  "Where were we?"
A bit hesitantly, Jacob answered.  "I think you were about to tell Trainee Protean that hi- er, her, her attacks were a bit overboard?  For a training exercise I mean.  I've got the strongest defense in my class and I was still terrified.  If she'd gotten through with just one of those..."
Glory nodded.  "Well Kelly?  Trainee Orbit is right about that.  We can go over the rest of your performance in more detail later, but I'd like an explanation first.  Why were you so damned vicious?"
Kelly blinked, not sure what to say at first.  "I... was it really that bad?" she asked Jacob.
He gave a slow nod.
"Wow." she said softly.  "Sorry, I thought I was still being pretty careful, what with Instructor Glory being right there."
"Operative or Healer," Glory cut in, "I'm not an Instructor.  I was just asked to help out because I'm at the Hub on my leave rotation.  I'd have said no but I was getting a little antsy."
"Sorry.  Operative Glory was right there and she said she could fix anything short of death..."
"Your first hit… that was harder than anything I've ever felt." Jacob told her, seriously.  "It almost took my shield down on its own.  If it had, and if you hadn't just smashed my heart, you could have broken my neck or my skull when I hit the bar."
Kelly tried to explain as best she could.  "No no no, it would've been fine."  She hadn't really been thinking about it at the time, not consciously, but after the last months of training she knew how much punishment a body could take.  "If your field hadn't stopped my hit, this would've slid right in."  She shifted her hand to its combat form, showing them the spike at its base.  She'd have to thank Jim for that this weekend when they went out for burgers again.
"It would've messed up your chest pretty bad, and wrecked your heart, but you wouldn't have been thrown back.  All the energy would just have gone right through you!" she tried to be as reassuring as possible.  When he wasn't pretending to be a drunken idiot, Jacob seemed pretty nice.
"It would've taken at least a minute for your brain to start suffering from oxygen deprivation.  Same thing with the rest of what I was doing.  I was squeezing hard enough to crack bone but not shatter it.  Your skull and brain would've been intact enough for Operative Glory to fix up.  And with the bite, it was a slow, steady pressure so I would've felt it when your field went down and not done too much damage."  Instead of relaxing, Jacob's face just got paler and paler.
"And the claws?" Glory asked, speaking real slow and careful.
"Huh?  Those were pretty much just for show, a distraction.  I mean, even without the field, all they would have done was disembowel him.  That really hurts and it makes it hard to fight, but it's not dangerous.  Not unless I catch a big vein and my foot claws aren't long enough to really do that."
She was actually pretty proud of that one.  She'd had to switch out her knees and leg muscles during the fight to use it.  There was no way she could walk around with the rear facing joints it required, not without a tail.  Of course, she wasn't about to admit the joint structure was based on a chicken's leg.
"Kelly," Operative Glory was still using that voice, like she was talking to someone real scary or unstable, "you said your Conditioning instructor was Bruce Richards..."
Kelly nodded and Jacob just looked confused.
"Who's your combat instructor?" she continued.
"Coach Achala.  He did our basic conditioning too."
"Who's that?" Jacob asked.  "I don't recognize either name, and I thought I'd been here long enough to meet, or at least hear about, most of the full time staff."
Ignoring him, Glory kept her attention on Kelly.  "You're a middle of the pack student in a class where the physical and combat courses have all been taught by Overkill Richards and the Juggernaut?" she asked.  Her voice had shifted to a kind of horrified awe and her face was worse than Jacob's had been.
Jacob's jaw dropped.  "Holy shit." he said softly.  "Okay, I take it back.  I have heard of them, it's just... I kind of figured the reputations were exaggerated.  But... Kelly, what's your top ranked fighter like?"
"Jenny?  She's actually really nice.  You'd probably like her I bet, everyone does.  She's awesome."
Ignoring the byplay, Glory asked her, "Who's the Bugger in your class?  It must be one of the best or-"
"The what?" Kelly responded, confused.
"Oh, um, never mind." Glory hurried on, changing the subject with extreme subtlety. "I think that explains your- your performance.  Let's go over what you did before the fight broke out.  If you had non-lethal options available, why did you wait so long to use them once it was obvious that Orbit was drunk and a potential danger to the civilians in the area?"
They went on like that for a while.  Once she got over her initial confusion about Kelly's unconventional fighting style, she concentrated more on the decision making.  Why had Kelly broken through the door instead of scouting the building first?  If she was going to rush in and invite an attack, why had she stopped to speak?  Why not make an attempt to get the civilians out before Orbit had attacked?
Kelly hadn't thought she was doing things wrong at the time, but that was the point.  She hadn't thought.  Some of her actions could've been better, but Glory seemed more concerned with making Kelly consider why she'd done what she'd done and what some of the consequences could have been.  She even had Jacob explain what he would've done if Kelly had acted differently a few times.
Hector spent the whole time just quietly watching.  When he finally said something, again in that same weirdly distant tone, it made Kelly wish he'd stayed quiet.
"Disruption is confirmed to be nationwide.  All Citadel personnel are advised, this is now a Class One threat with the potential to escalate."
"Escalate?" Kelly asked.  "You mean, they think this could be...?"
Hector nodded, his face grim.  "Yeah.  Worst case scenario, we're looking at an extinction level event."

Beneath the Tower
Director Shift arrived, not bothering to use the door, and took a seat.  That made three of the Citadel's five directors and one Congressional Representative at the table.  At their backs were a number of aids and assistants, including one Hector for each of the direct participants.  He would've given just about anything not to be there.
"Gentlemen, we now have a quorum of the Citadel's leadership." said Director Shift, with just a touch of ceremony.  "Does anyone have a problem with my taking the lead for the duration?"  She looked around but no one said anything.
"Very well.  Director Dione, what are we dealing with?"
Hector had met Alec Dione, the Director of Analysis, when Bruce had set him up with his 'internship.'  Alec was an older man, sixties or seventies, with a face roughened by long exposure to the sun and wispy silver hair that he kept tied back in a short pony tail.  He didn't know whether the man was a former operative or if the name was just a coincidence.  Hector had, briefly, considered doing his usual research on the man.  He'd decided against it when he realized that the director would almost certainly find out and might react poorly to the invasion of privacy.
"Widespread disruption of technology, especially electronic and computer based devices.  At minimum, this interference is occurring in every location we have a Citadel office.  It's all but certain that the same thing is happening throughout the Western States and it could be global."
"What's our response so far?" she asked.
"Gates are still up so we've been able to maintain contact.  Trainee Hive," he gave a nod towards Hector, "was present at each of our major Analysis centers.  He's a large scale duplicator whose multiple bodies share what amounts to a single mind.  We've been using him to facilitate communications.  Support provided us with a group of long range teleporters capable of carrying him to widespread locations."
"So, in short, we know how bad the problem is but we're still in contact with the bulk of our organization.  Are we all agreed that this is a danger to the nation's integrity, a Class One threat?"
Everyone gave a nod of agreement, except the third director.  Anthony Greer of Support.  Hector hadn't met him before today but he was a short, mousy looking man in his late fifties.  The Director of Support wore quiet competence like a well fitted suit.
"Melody, it's worse than that." he said.  "Support uses Empowered generated electricity to keep the Hub at full capacity in a crisis, so it isn't visible here..." he took a deep breath before going on.  "But there're widespread black outs.  Some of that is doubtless just from the interference, but not all.  We've seen a significant drop in current from the solar network."
Directors Shift and Dione were the only two in the room who didn't flinch at the implication.
The government guy was the one who actually asked the question.  "Are- are you saying the solar plants are down?"
"No Mr. Randall.  You can't just turn off a solar power plant.  If they aren't producing current, it's because they've been manually disengaged from the network.  The only reason the workers would do that..."
"Is if they were going unstable." he finished for her.  "God help us."
"Trainee Hive," came Director Shift's controlled voice, "please spread the word that this is now a Class One, with the potential to escalate to an extinction level event.  Additionally, we need to get our Turing types to those power plants.  Instruct Support to coordinate that."
Hector went pale, all of him, but he did as he was told.
"What are we doing to find the source?" she asked.
"Analysis is currently working on the theory that this is the work of a lone, off the scale Turing type." Dione told her.
"You think this is an attack?" Mr. Randall interrupted.
"No Representative, we do not.  The... nature of the messages certainly implies otherwise.  Most likely, we're looking for someone who just had their Empowerment.  He, or she, doesn't know what they're doing or how to control their new powers.  Turing types often lose themselves in the early stages of learning what they can do.  This seems to be consistent with previous incidents, just on a vastly larger scale."
"Have you been able to narrow it down?" she asked.  "Do we know where this is coming from?"
"Difficult to be certain," he grimaced, "but it looks like Carson City."
Hector couldn't help stiffening at that.
"Less than a decade since the Chemo incident." Director Shift said, quietly.  "Poor bastards."  She gave the directors of Support and Analysis a firm look, "Fine.  Who are you using to search the city?"
"Both Powers and a handful of Speed types." Director Greer answered.  "We don't have a teleporter who's familiar with the area but we do have a telepath, Carol Speaker, who can transfer visual images.  All we need is a rough location and someone that does know the place and we can end this."
The Hector nearest to Director Shift stepped forward.  "Ma'am.  It's my home town."
Barely turning to look at him, she gave him his instructions.  "Contact Carol, she should be in the Gate Room."  Director Greer nodded.  "Have Drew Stasis meet you there.  Once she's given him enough to go on, have him look for any obvious signs of disruption.  Anything that stands out to him can be examined in more detail by the teleporters and the Speed types.  Accompany as many of them as you can."
Again, he did as he was told.
Less than a minute later, Drew had a dozen locations that were worth checking out.

A winged flyer set him down on the roof of a hospital.  It was the only building in sight that had fully functioning lights.  He split off dozens of new hims, checked floor by floor and room by room.  He couldn't find any sign that the Turing type was there.  He wasn't entirely sure what it would look like but this didn't seem to be it.

"What about the Gatekeeper?" Mr. Randall asked.  "Wouldn't he be better suited to this?"
"No." Director Dione answered, "His... difficulties make deploying him in the current situation problematic."
The Representative didn't seem to understand so the Director of Support clarified.  "He's easily the most powerful operative the Citadel has, but he's a severe agoraphobe.  He never sets foot outside of a secure chamber he maintains at a private location." he shook his head.  "The only way we have of even reaching him is by communicator, through a tiny gate he keeps open for that purpose.  Right now, we can't even tell him we need help.  Besides, he's no better suited to a search like this, even without the handicaps, than our regular teleporters."
Randall didn't seem pleased by the information but he did accept it.

A short range teleporter, a tall man with dark eyes and a serious expression, carried him across the city in a series of quick hops.  They came to a shopping mall.  The lights were off but every screen, television, computer and cell phone was showing the same children's program.  Again, he split up to search the building and speak to people.  By the time he was done, there was no sign of the unknown Turing type but he was thoroughly sick of that damned singing frog puppet.

"What- what are you going to do when you find this- this Turing type.  You said this wasn't an attack, just an accident, so..." Randall's voice trailed off as he looked around the table.  No one looked away from him but they didn't answer him either.
"We'll do what's needed, Mr. Randall.  That's what we're for."  After Director Shift spoke, the room was quiet for a time.  Eventually, she beckoned her Hector to lean forward and spoke quietly in his ear.

William Power set him down for a moment and used a series of well placed blows to open a hole in the second story of a high school.  He retrieved Hector and they entered together.  It looked like a computer science lab, row after row of monitors.  Each one held the familiar message.  
A group of teenagers was gathered around a fallen girl.  An older man, a teacher, spoke up when he saw them.  There was fear in his voice, but there was determination too.
"She just collapsed in class.  I- I tried to call nine one one, but..."
"It's her." William Power said.  There was no doubt in his voice.

"We found her."  She couldn't be more than two or three years younger than him, but she looked so young.  "It's a girl, a high school kid." Hector announced.
"Is there any question?" asked Director Shift.
"Operative Power says no, ma'am.  He says, 'Her light is the brightest I've ever seen.  It's brighter than my brother's, Hagedorn's, even Everyman's.'"
She gave a small, tight nod.  "Trainee Hive, carry out your orders."
He drew his pistol and, before the teacher or her classmates could react, fired a single shot.
The silence was broken by a beep from Greer's wrist.  He looked down, touched his communicator, then announced, "Power levels are stabilizing.  It's over."
Hector would've given just about anything not to be there.

Los Angeles County General Health Center
Dr. Gregory Haus ran the busiest ER in the county.  On a busy day, they handled more than a quarter of the emergency care patients in LA.  Right now, they weren't very crowded but they lacked most of their usual tools.  It was worse than a busy day.
"I need more light." he told his intern, Renolds, keeping his voice as calm as he could.
She moved the flashlight a little higher, letting someone else add another beam.  He moved quickly, so quickly that it would have seemed rushed to anyone that had never watched emergency surgery before.  A clamp here, a cut there-
"Suction." he said.
-and the patient was done.  Hopefully not done for, but that was out of his hands now.  "Close up." he told Renolds.  He stepped back, keeping his hands at chest level, and let her move in to take over.  A nurse approached him and he questioned her as he removed his bloody gloves.
"What's next, the GSW or the bowel perforation?"
Her answer had the same hurried calm as the question.  Out of everything in the hospital, a competent nurse was by far the most useful to him.  "Steinman has the bowel, sir, the gunshot wound-"
He nodded, no need to make her finish.  Haus knew what that look meant.
"Fine, that's the last of the Reds?" he asked.
She nodded.
"Move on to the Yellows then.  I think the girl with the compound fracture in her-"
The lights came back on.  The air filled with beeps and whirring as machines and computers restarted, overshadowed by the muffled cries of joy from patients and hospital staff alike.
"Never mind." he smiled.  "Get her up to x-ray before surgery.  Hopefully she'll be able to keep both legs, instead of just her life."  She started to turn away but he stopped her.  "Oh, and spread the word.  We're back on standard triage protocol."
"Yes sir."
He didn't need to see her face to know she'd be smiling the whole way.
Greg took a moment to relax, just one.  He'd learned a long time ago, in a situation like this, you had to take a moment now and then.  It was the only way to stay useful to your patients, let alone sane.  That said, when he learned whose idiocy had left his ER without backup power in the middle of a blackout...

"Renolds." He kept his voice quiet.  No one who heard it would have mistaken it for calm.  "What did I tell you about your damn phone?  No intern of mine-"
"Sir." she cut him off.  He let her go on when he saw the sick dread in her eyes.  "It wasn't a blackout.  Some- some kind of Empowered.  It shut down the whole city, the whole country."
He held back the words he wanted to say, to scream.  "Renolds, we'll discuss the phone later.  For now, what's the situation in the rest of the city?  What are we looking at?  Is it actually over?"
She nodded.  "They're saying the Citadel, William Power stopped it.  But... planes crashed, people lost control of their cars on the freeway and... The solar station near Columbia..."
Half of him wanted to cower in the corner when he thought about what she was saying.  He shoved that half aside.  "Fine.  Your phone's back on.  Are the cell towers working again?"
She shook her head.  "I- I pay extra for service from the Great Bell.  You know, that Richards type that runs a private network?"
This time he did swear.  Even as he made a note to pick up the service himself- if he couldn't get the hospital to do it- he gave her the orders she needed.  "Call the local Citadel office and request Support.  If they can spare any Healers, we'll need them."  He grabbed a passing nurse.  "Spread the word, incoming mass casualties.  We're back on emergency protocol, as of now."  The nurse acknowledged the order, then was on his way.
His intern still hadn't dialed.  "Sir, I can't find the-" He snatched the phone out of her hands and dialed from memory.  The Los Angeles Citadel Office receptionist was as competent as ever, even if this one did sound like a kid.  He didn't promise Greg immediate aid but he assured him County General would be given top priority.  From anyone else, he would've taken that as a brush off, but the Citadel knew how priorities were meant to work.  He gave the kid Renolds's contact info and told him to use that rather than the hospital's normal number.  There was no way to know when the regular lines would be back up.
"Sir, how did you know..." she trailed off.
He managed to hold back the contemptuous snort.  "Renolds, you've got the potential to be a damn fine doctor, but you need to learn.  Every tool, every single thing that lets you do your job better, is valuable.  Use them.  Just don't let yourself be dependent on them.  You need to be able to stand on your own two feet when the time comes."
She didn't reply, not at first.  For a moment he was afraid he'd pushed her that little bit too far, broken something.  Then he saw her shoulders pull back, her spine straighten and that look in her eye.  It was the last time he'd think of her as 'just' an intern.  "Yes sir, I understand."
He nodded.  "For now, that phone is your job.  We need to get in touch with emergency services, let them know to route as much of their patient load our way as possible.  Talk to Nurse Bai, she'll tell you who to contact."
She nodded.  "I'll handle it."
He didn't need to hear the reply to know that.  Greg was already off to take care of his own job.

Gregory Haus was in his element, a hundred things to juggle and any one of them could mean life or death for someone.  He stood at the entrance to what he thought of as 'his' ER, directing the movement of patients and staff alike.  Renolds was at his side, cell phone glued to her ear.
"Any word on a Donor yet?" he asked.  He gave two patients a red tag and one a green.
"Yes sir, we've got Rachel Mulligan going under now.  No word from Morrisey or Peters."
Red patients went into the ER, immediate care would make all the difference there.  Green were walking wounded, no immediate danger.  Some of them were made to wait while others were put to work, helping out.
"She can give blood but that's all, correct?"
"Yes sir, type O, one liter a minute." Renolds answered, not slowing the pace of her fingers over her phone's screen as she spoke.  "I've got the rest of the ambulance services back online.  They'll be sending everyone our way.  First arrival will be in less than five minutes."
"Good work.  How'd you manage that?"  Two more greens and a yellow.  The last would definitely need intervention but he could wait.
She grinned.  "I contacted my provider and pointed out that if he could give emergency services free support during the crisis, he'd be a lock as their new standard carrier."
He couldn't help grinning himself.  "Nice."  Woops.  The orderly he'd just handed a black tag patient over to looked horrified.  Black meant no hope.  They'd be made comfortable but that was it.  Wasting any further resources at a time like this could mean the death of someone savable.  "Any further word from the Citadel?"
She paused to confirm before answering.  "Healer support is due in less than ten, sir."
"Did they say who?"  He sent two MAs to restrain a yellow patient.  The man had a broken femur and if he kept thrashing like that he'd pull the leg loose from its improvised traction.  It could easily get him a black tag if the bone severed the femoral.
"I don't recognize the names.  Aid Station, Retcon and a security detail."
He froze as she read off the names.  It was more dignified than the dance of joy he wanted to do.
"Take over here." he ordered, ignoring the fact that an intern should never be trusted with triage on this scale.  She didn't bat an eye, even when he turned and ran into the ER.

The area was crammed with as many patients as he could manage, red along the walls and black in the primary sections.
"Keep them breathing," he ordered, "nothing else matters right now.  As long as their hearts are beating they'll still have a chance!"  Despite the urgency of his words, his hands were steady as he worked the bag, pushing air into the lungs of a man who had more blood outside his body than in.
A bright scarlet light washed over everything, clinging to himself and everyone else in the room, everyone with that precious heartbeat.  At the same moment, he felt a familiar flow of energy.  He was a little less tired than he should be, a little more alert.  He ignored the shocked looks around him as he let go of the bag and did that dance of joy he'd been holding in.  He only let it last for a moment, but it was a good moment nonetheless.

"All you have to worry about is patching the worst damage.  As long as Stanton Aid is in the room, every one of our patients will get a little stronger by the second.  Don't be afraid to take risks.  Retcon can reset anyone's body so they're in the same shape they're in now.  Once you have a patient stable, sing out.  She'll flash your patient so she can reset them to the same state if something else goes wrong."
Greg watched the looks of awe spread.  It was easy to tell who'd worked with the pair before, they were the ones who just did as he'd told them without having to be reassured.  There was no such thing as a black tag with those two.

They'd had to open the patient's ribcage and go in with far less finesse than heart surgery normally involved.  Now... now it was fixing itself as he watched.  All they were doing was clamping the damaged arteries and veins in place.  That was enough.  They used the same process, just holding body parts in the right location until the damage repaired itself, as they closed.
"You're just sitting there!?"
Greg looked up, his own heart sinking.
"Stop her!" he shouted.  How had she gotten back here?
A woman, covered in mud and soot, charged through the ER.  She was headed directly for the Citadel contingent, screaming, where Stanton Aid lounged in a folding chair with a book in hand.  Retcon stood just behind him, both recognizable in their Healer greys and masks.
"My son is dying and you're sitting there?  Mons-"
Greg watched as a flash of red came from Retcon, followed by a blast of intense heat from one of the white clad operatives that served as their security.  The screaming was cut off abruptly as the woman's charred corpse fell to the ground.
"No!  Keep working, dammit!" he commanded the handful of hospital staff who were moving to help the fallen woman.  Before he'd finished, that same operative raised his left hand and a wall of ice separated the Citadel contingent from the rest of the room.  The ice didn't look right, pale blue rather than clear.  "Can you handle it from here?" he asked Renolds.
"Yes sir, it's outside of my training but I understand what you're doing." she answered.
He gave her a moment to make sure she had it, then approached the strange ice.  Coils of fog streamed off it.  Greg made sure to keep his stride even and controlled.
"I'm sorry for the disturbance." he said.
The dim shape that he thought was Retcon moved a little closer.  "No harm done." she said.  "I'll fix her up before we leave.  You need to make sure it doesn't happen again, though.  Next time, I might not be fast enough."
"I'll see to it." he said, sick inside.  That had been too close.  He left the ER, determined to do just that.

Seventeen hours, but they'd done it.  All the black tags had been stabilized and admitted to the hospital proper.  The last four reds were being worked on now, and he was sure they'd be fine soon.
"Thank you." he told Stanton.
The senior Healer looked up from his book.  "Not a problem.  Looks like you've got things pretty much under control here."  He gestured to the two Healer trainees, wearing grey pants and white shirts.  They left the patients they'd been assisting with and returned to the Citadel group.  "We need to leave or the rest of the Citadel's medical contingent will be useless all week."  Stanton Aid folded down the corner of his page and stood, folding the chair he'd been using down into a bundle small enough to fit under his arm.
"Stanton, do you mind if I ask you something?" Greg asked.
He just nodded.
"Why the book?  I know your power helps everyone in the room, regardless of what you're doing, but tonight's not the first time I've seen it cause problems."
The Healer shrugged.  Greg thought he might be smiling beneath his mask.  "Thirteen years since we first worked together.  Has it been bugging you the whole time?"
"Actually, yes." Greg answered sheepishly.  For some reason his normal confidence deserted him every time he spoke to the other man.
"I don't like seeing people hurt."  His voice was level, calm.  "I know that must seem strange, given what I do, but it's always been the case.  My power's effect is strongest when I'm calm.  I use the book so I don't focus on what's happening around me."
Greg watched the Citadel contingent depart, unsure how he felt about the answer.  Stanton Aid might not look it, but he was old enough to be Greg's father.  Most of his life had been spent saving lives, just like tonight.
"Incredible.  So much... I can't even imagine what I'd do with that kind of power."  Renolds spoke, she'd approached without his notice.  "I wonder, what could they do if they didn't spend most of their time fighting people in funny costumes?"
He didn't turn away from the Healers and their guardians.  "I imagine they'd probably be dead."
"What?"  The confusion in her voice was stronger than the exhaustion barely held at bay by Stanton Aid's influence.
Greg had to take a moment before he answered her.  "That's what happens to Healers that don't join the Citadel, at least the ones with any sort of power.  That's why the hospital's not full of them."  He turned to face her before he went on.
"Imagine you're rich, powerful and desperate.  Maybe it's a tumor, maybe heart disease or something else.  The point is, you've got something bad that normal medicine can't fix.  Even the more common Healers can't really help you."
She nodded, slow and considering.  Since their talk, she'd been making an obvious effort to do that.
"You've got the resources to get the attention of a big time healer, Aid Station, Retcon or Vector.  One of the ones that comes along once every few decades."  She obviously didn't recognize the last one.  No surprise, she'd shown a lot of promise but... to put it kindly, her career had ended early.
"Even most of them probably won't be able to help you, not really.  Healers are almost never able to do anything significant about chronic conditions.  But you're desperate.  Maybe you don't believe what they say, maybe you don't care.  Even a little relief might be more valuable than gold to you.  So you find a Healer, you take them and you keep them.  You make them use their power as often as they can, push their limit until you burn them out.  Once they're no good to you anymore... you can't exactly let them go, can you?"
She swallowed.  "Has... has that actually happened?"
Greg shrugged, the weariness was hitting him hard, now that Stanton was gone.  "Only a few times and mostly in the early days.  Partly, that's because most Healers attach themselves to the Citadel, or someone else who can protect them.  Also, thankfully, the sort of person with the mindset and the ability to do that is a rare thing."
He almost mistook her quiet for consideration, but she'd finally moved past simple exhaustion and was nearly dead on her feet.  "Renolds."  Greg shook her shoulder to get her attention.  "Go home, your job's done here."  She just nodded, dully.  "Oh, one thing before you go."  She looked up, a little life creeping back into her expression at the thought that she might be needed.  "I was wrong about that potential.  You're already a damn fine doctor."
Gregory Haus couldn't count the number of lives he'd saved that night.  He thought of the man whose leg he'd reattached, the girl whose eyes he'd helped fix, even the woman who'd woken from a death she wouldn't remember in a flash of red light.  None of it compared to the look on Dr. Renolds' face in that moment.

Silver State Charter High School
She gave a small, tight nod.  “Trainee Hive, carry out your orders.”
He drew his pistol and, before the teacher or her classmates could react, fired a single shot.  There was a spray of blood from the fallen girl's arm, just below the shoulder.  She woke with a gasp and a startled cry.
"Help me!"
Every computer screen in the room went black and the lights came back on.  “Power levels are stabilizing.  It’s over.” announced Director Greer.  Quicker than Hector could track, William Power shouldered past him and scooped the girl up like she weighed nothing at all.  There was a gust of wind; it reminded Hector of standing by the side of the road when a semi passed, and Power was gone.
"What- Did you- Was that William Power?"
Hector was a little impressed.  The older man, presumably the class's teacher, was obviously terrified but he was pulling himself together for the sake of his student.
"Yes sir.  The girl-"
"Her name is Abby, Abigail Werner."  There was a touch of fire in the man's voice as he interrupted Hector.
He nodded, then carried on.  "Abby then.  She was Empowered, probably just now.  I'd guess she was having trouble in class?"  The man nodded.  "We think she's a Turing type, someone who can control or influence computers with their mind.  She doesn't know how to control it though, so..."  Words failed him as Hector tried to explain what Abbigail's newfound power had unleashed.
"We had to stop it." he said instead, gesturing at the city in chaos, through the hole William Power had left in the wall.
"You shot her."  The teacher's voice was flat.
Hector nodded.  "I had to wake her up, fast.  It seemed likely that the shock would bring her out of the... the trance her power was keeping her in."
The man didn't ask, he didn't have to.  Hector could see the knowledge in his eyes, what Hector would've had to do if the first shot hadn't worked.  "You couldn't have just used smelling salts or something?" he asked instead.
Hector gave him a sheepish grin.  "Sorry, didn't have any on me.  I'm still in training."  He made a note, one more item on the list of useful gear.  Luckily, this one was small enough that it wouldn't be much of an issue.  

Beneath the Tower
Everyone else had already left the room.  The directors of Support and Analysis would have their hands full, cleaning up the mess the last hour would've left behind.  Their personnel had left with them.  Representative Randall had left to... represent something?  Hector had no idea, but the man had seemed to think it was urgent.  That just left him, well, five of him and Director Melody Shift.
During the crisis, she'd been calm, confident, exactly the woman they'd needed.  Now that it was past... she was just an old woman who hadn't slept in too long, clutching her cane as she struggled to stand.  Hector stepped forward to help her and looked her in the eye once she was on her feet.
"Well?  Spit it out boy."  Her hands were shaking but her voice was still as steady as ever.
"Ma'am... your orders... I'm not in Columbia anymore.  I had almost fifty mes, spread all over the city."
She didn't say anything, just held his gaze with her own while she waited for him to finish.
"I know there is... was, a solar power plant near the city.  I... I think it blew, right after I shot her."
"What's the girl's name?  I assume you know by now."  There wasn't any emotion in the director's voice, just a straightforward request for information.
"Abigail Werner." he said.  "If you hadn't told me to keep her alive, to wake her up instead of..."  He couldn't say it.  Hector was sure... Hector thought he could've done it, but he couldn't say it.  "The plant might have stabilized.  The city might still be there.  I know it was only a few seconds, but... why?  After everything we've been taught, after everything you had them put us through, why did you hesitate?"

Silver State Charter High School
The high school kids had been nervous at first, scared of the stranger who'd just shot someone they knew.  But a Citadel trainee, one just a little older than them and one who obviously knew William Power, was just too good to pass up.  They swarmed around Hector, asking question after question.  It was almost enough to leave him feeling overwhelmed.  He answered a few, trying to get them to calm down, until a boy asked one that cut right through the chaos.
"What's going to happen to Abby?"

Beneath the Tower
She hadn't seemed to mind that he was questioning her, even when he was a hair's breadth from accusing her of being responsible for the death of a city.  But implying that Director Melody Shift had hesitated out of compassion, out of reluctance to order the death of a child? That seemed to do the trick.
"Operative Hive, be silent." she ordered.  The look in her eyes, that cold anger in her voice... "Abigail Turing-"
"It's Werner, ma'am."  He didn't know how he'd managed to interrupt her.  Thank god his tone had been polite.
"Not anymore it isn't." she said.  "Abigail Turing is an Empowered on the same scale as the Tyrant or the Monarch.  Without any training, without even knowing what she was doing, that girl brought one of the most powerful nations in the world to its knees."
"That's why w-" he started to say.  The room flickered, and the Hector that had been talking felt the strangest sensation.
He was falling.  He tried to reach out, to catch himself, but he couldn't feel anything.  He hit the ground, bounced.  It was so strange.  That Hector tried to speak, not even sure what he wanted to say, but no sound came out.  He couldn't seem to catch his breath...
"I told you to be silent." Director Shift said, vanishing and reappearing in front of another Hector.
That one, as well as all the other Hectors in the room, was too distracted by the sensation of being decapitated to respond.  She'd only teleported a few feet, but she'd taken his head with her and left the rest of him behind.  He supposed it was really no worse than if she'd slapped someone else.  It hurt him, left him frightened and embarrassed, but it didn't do any real harm.  The body, and all its duplicated items, would dissipate over the next few hours.  It wouldn't even leave a mess.
"We need power like that, Operative Hive.  The Battlegrounds are still growing, the Bug Bomb's effects proved stable and the Tyrant is dying.  The Citadel's job is getting more difficult by the day.  We. Can. Not. Fail."
She looked into his eyes and Hector was truly terrified.  Since his Empowerment, there had only ever been one thing that made Hector fear for his life, one person.  Now there were two.
"Hector, that girl will spend the next months at an American embassy in England."  Her voice was quieter, not less intense.  "The Monarch's effect should restrain her power until we can teach her to control it.  She, and other measures we're putting into place, might be enough to keep the human race from sliding into utter ruin.  Do I regret that a city died?  Obviously.  Would I make the same decision again?  Hector, I would've traded ten for a weapon like that."

Silver State Charter High School
Hector gave the boy the best answer he could.  "She'll be in a safe place.  Somewhere- somewhere she can learn to use her power without hurting anyone and- and she'll be surrounded by people that will do anything to protect her."
The boy nodded his head and said, his voice solemn, "Thank you."
"-weapon-"
Hector gave the only answer he could.  "We're the Citadel, son.  It's what we're for."
 




CHAPTER 13: POWER

Ted farted, again.  His indigestion was killing him, his shoulder hurt and he was stinking up the cabin so bad that his first officer had been making excuses to duck out of it, off and on, for the last hour.  It was like the world was out to make this day as miserable as possible.
He wasn't even supposed to be working today.  If Turam wasn't still laid up after that wreck, if some Empowered asshole hadn't caused a nationwide blackout and thrown the FAA's schedule into the crapper by crashing half a dozen jets a few weeks back, if some Congressman hadn't wanted a 'priority' flight back to Washington...
Goddamit.  Ted hated flying across the country.  You couldn't go over the Battlegrounds, some asshole warlord might decide to knock you out of the sky.  That meant you had to cross bug territory.  There were all these fiddling little trade agreements in place, with lots of little clauses and allowances that amounted to "Ted has to fly his plane over the exact route we give him, no matter how damn silly it is, or we'll shoot him down for no reason, no matter how important his passenger is."
He didn't even know why they let the bugs live.  Ted hadn't met one face to face, but he'd seen them in plenty of movies and he had to talk to one every time a flight took him from coast to coast.  They were creepy, plain and simple.
He farted, so hard it hurt.  Ted was almost grateful, it was enough to distract him from his chest and his shoulder.
At least the flight was almost over.  Just a few more minutes until they were over D.C., where he could get a whole six hours rest before they stuffed him back in another jet to fly who knows where for who knows what goddamn reason.  He sighed.
His chest was really hurting now.  Little dizzy... that... that wasn't right.  Ted decided he needed help.
He fumbled for the intercom and tried to tell... Lee?  Sanchez?  What was his first officer's name, he couldn't- couldn't...
He stood up to go get help, stumbled a bit as the ground tilted beneath him.  Ted tried to laugh, his gut had caught the stick again.  Good thing Chris had control of the...
He staggered forward, the room getting darker.  God, his chest hurt so bad...  He got the cabin door open.  It stuck at first but he just shoved harder and harder, until he fell through and landed on someone.
It was Mike!  Good old Mike Pelwood, his favorite co-pilot.  Mike'd know what to do.
Lying on top of Mike, Ted farted.  It seemed so silly to him that he couldn't help but giggle.  Everything was getting all dim and woozy.  The last thing he could make out was someone yelling something about a plane.  It was okay.  Mike could handle it.

Cafeteria
No one had challenged Isaac in three weeks.  At least, no one he hadn't deliberately goaded into it.  He could see the fear in people's eyes, in the way they looked away when he was nearby or backed out of his way when he approached.  He hated it and he loved it.  Maybe he hated that he loved it?
Isaac didn't know how he felt, even Jessica hadn't been able to help him sort that one out, but he knew it was working.  No one wanted to fight him, not even in the team exercises.  He'd gone up against more than one person that should've been able to take him, or at least give him a real challenge, but they'd each hesitated.  Scared of him.  That was enough.  Better yet, he still found it easy to provoke a challenge from whoever his current target was.
There was only one problem.  Isaac's rank was slipping.  He was almost down to thirty now.  Jenny was the only one who'd beaten him, but since no one wanted to fight him they were just challenging the people right above or right below him.  He didn't care about the rank in and of itself, but there was a big difference between the top third of the class and the middle ranks.  If his challengers weren't tough enough, he'd be missing out on valuable experience.
Isaac approached the group of milling trainees, careful to keep the arrogant sneer on his face.  He'd modeled it after Duncan's and it seemed to do the trick.  A few of them saw him coming.  They got quieter and dropped their eyes.  He reached out to rest his hand on the shoulder of the one he wanted, not squeezing hard enough to hurt, just hard enough to remind the boy that he could if he wanted to.  That probably wouldn't take much, given the circumstances.
Donny turned around, the little black ball that was never far from his body zipped around in a random pattern.  His face went white as soon as he saw Isaac.
"What- uh, what do you want?" he asked.
Isaac didn't let his expression change.  He wanted to cheer the kid.  Putting even that little bit of defiance into his voice must've been tough, considering what Isaac had done to him in their last match and that he already had a grip on him.
"Your little... ball." Isaac said, loading his words with scorn.  "Anyone who takes it from you may challenge who they please, correct?"
"Y- yeah."  The ball swung around behind Donny's body and out of Issac's sight.
He kept his grip on the boy's shoulder, squeezing just a little harder, and raised his other hand palm up.  It took Donny a second to get the point but when he did his eyes went wide.  He started to shake his head and step back but Isaac tightened his grip again.
"Hey, knock it off man."  It was one of the others.  Kelvin Strong, maybe Kevin?  He'd stepped back in, along with the rest of the group.  "Duncan tried to pull this crap the other day.  If you want the free challenge, just get it the right way.  Instructor Bruce said he wanted Don to practice control and long term use of his power.  We won't let you cheat by bullying him."
It was incredible... He counted four other trainees, aside from Don.  Not one of them, not even all of them as a group were a threat to him.  But they were standing up to him, together.  Isaac didn't say anything, not trusting himself to control his voice.  He just flared his forcefield, enough to make it visible, and squeezed hard enough to make it hurt.
Don gave a little cry of pain.  Isaac could almost literally see the memory of their fight crossing his face.  The black ball fell into his outstretched hand at the same time he saw a glare of green light and registered the impact on his field.  Still calm, the blow had done nothing to him, he let go of the kid and walked away with ball in hand.
Isaac really wished he could have backed down.  That sort of unity was a far cry from the behavior he'd seen earlier in the class.  Even Jenny, probably the best person he'd ever met, had made fun of Jason.  Sure, the guy was a little... odd, but that wasn't the real issue.  It was his relative weakness.  No surprise that a group of kids just out of high school, proud of their newfound status as Citadel operatives, valued strength so highly.  Now they were rallying around one of their own, not a weak one but definitely weaker than Isaac.
He wanted to smile so much.  Issac had to work to keep the mask of arrogance in place.
There was one thing that was strange.  They said Duncan had tried to do the same thing.  Instructor Bruce had announced that anyone who got the ball of Dust away from Donny could challenge anyone above themselves, regardless of the difference in rank.  Isaac would have to check to be sure, but he thought Duncan was sixth or seventh.  About the only person he couldn't challenge already was Jenny, maybe Kerry.  No one wanted to fight Kerry and, by now, no one thought they could beat Jenny.  She was just too good.
Duncan using threats of violence to get something he wanted fit his image of the boy, all too well.  Isaac didn't like the obvious similarity to what he'd just done, but that was the price of the role he'd picked for himself.  But Duncan doing something like that for no real gain? That was another thing entirely...

Sparring Field (Simulation Area)
Kelly blinked as a flash of red light obscured her vision.  When it cleared, she looked around but didn't see anything different.  The rest of her class was still there, gathered in front of an oversized combat dome.  Coach Achala was in front of them, along with the guest instructor, Retcon.
"No! No, get him away!"
A terror-filled voice cut through the quiet muttering of the crowd.  Was that Kerry?
Kelly made a quick shift, then he used the new height to spot his friend.  She was pushing her way out from the center of the crowd, shoving her larger classmates out of her path if they didn't move fast enough.  Apparently unsatisfied with her progress, Kerry changed into a dragon.
Kelly didn't know how much control she had over the dragon forms she changed into.  It was really obvious that it wasn't always the same one.  Some of them were different colors, usually red or green but sometimes black, and they didn't always have wings.  They'd had long, snakelike bodies and they'd had squat, broad bodies with heavy scales.  All sorts of shapes, really.  This one... this was the biggest one she'd done yet.
A bunch of the other trainees were knocked aside by it.  She stretched up a good sixty feet, with a short neck and a long, powerful looking tail that was another sixty feet.  There were spikes all down her back and tail.  The scales were jagged, almost barbed.  Every part of her body was black as pitch, with an eerie red light coming from her eyes and open mouth, even from between some of her scales.  It was...
"Awesome." Jenny whispered.
"Yeah." Kelly said quietly, nodding in agreement.
The huge beast that Kerry had become still looked frightened.  It was backing away from the crowd of trainees, most of whom were huddled together after she had knocked them down without noticing.  Kerry's tail was whipping back and forth, really fast for something so big.  Kelly could feel the wind it stirred up as it moved.
"KILL HIM.  YOU- YOU HAVE TO DO IT!  NOW!"  Kerry boomed.
Kelly didn't know if she was screaming, but there was fear like he'd never imagined he'd ever hear from Kerry.  Heat poured off her, made worse as she spoke.  Keridwyn Dragon reared back, the red light dimming, and Kelly knew what was coming.
He shifted as quickly as he could, into a curving wall large enough to protect his nearest teammates.  If he had the chemical structure right, he should be made out of that Richards made alloy that Bruce had let him sample.  It was supposed to be some of the strongest stuff on the planet.  Hopefully, that'd be enough.
...
Kelly didn't have eyes or ears, no way to know what was going on around him.  When he was something like this, just a chunk of metal, he had to work to keep the shape.  How he did that without a brain didn't make sense to him either, but there it was.  He came out of his state of timeless concentration to find the area around him in chaos.
The dragon was gone, but not without leaving plenty of damage behind.  Half the class was just... gone.  The ground was scorched black.  Most of the survivors were clutching badly burnt limbs.  A few were huddled over their friends, trying to give first aid to... to people that just weren't coming back.
"Oh god." he said.  "What... why?"
Isaac wasn't hurt.  Jason seemed fine.  Hector had been excused from the day's group training for some reason.  Jenny was standing just behind Kelly.  At least he'd managed to protect someone.
"Who else?" Kelly muttered to himself, looking around while he tried to decide what needed doing.
Coach Achala...  He still had that look on his face, that floating, serene smile.  His face was the only part of him that wasn't burnt.  The other instructor, Retcon, was-

Sparring Field (Simulation Area)
Kelly blinked as a flash of red light obscured her vision.  When it cleared, she looked around but didn't see anything different.  The rest of her class was still there, gathered in front of an oversized combat dome.  Coach Achala was in front of them, along with the guest instructor, Retcon.  Something had happened to her.  Her left hand and forelimb were badly burnt, almost down to the bone.
"How-?" Kelly couldn't stop herself from asking.  It hadn't been more than a moment.  They were supposed to be starting Coach Achala's new group training exercise.  "Uh, Coach?" she raised her voice, "What just happened?"
He turned his face towards her, that floating, serene smile in place.  She found it oddly comforting.  "Trainee Protean.  I apologize for the disorientation.  It is a side effect of Operative Retcon's power."  He made a small gesture, indicating the woman beside him.  There was something odd about her.  Kelly couldn't seem to...
"Oh!  She's hurt.  Should we-"
He gave a little nod.  "Do not trouble yourself, Kelly.  A second Healer has already been summoned and will arrive shortly." His smile took on a little more focus, became reassuring.  "I assure you, everything is under control now."
Now?  They'd just been given their instructions for the training.  They were supposed to be doing a big free-for-all fight.  One with no restrictions on lethal force because they had a Healer that could fix them up no matter what.  Why couldn't Kelly...  Oh.  He must’ve- must’ve died and…
Coach Achala gave a little sigh.  "Class, your exercise is complete and you are dismissed for the day.  Challenge matches will be held as normal, tomorrow.  Monday, there will be a special speaker in the morning, so Combat training will be held here at two in the afternoon."
Kelly gave a shrug, dismissing the odd train of thoughts.  If Coach Achala wasn't concerned by the strangeness, that was enough for her.  Now where was Jim?  It was burger time.
"Hey Kelly!" her cousin called.  She jogged over.  He was next to Jenny.  "You ready?" he asked.
She just nodded.  Kelly was pretty much always hungry, at least when she had a stomach.
"You still wanna invite Kerry?"
"Nah," she answered, "she's cool and all but..."
Jim shrugged.  "No big.  I don't know why, but I'm feeling like having a dude day."
Kelly grinned and changed.  "Fine with me." he said.
"Not to butt in, but if you want a third..." Jenny said.  She had that incredibly cute smile that Kelly always had to fight to avoid copying.  It kept him just distracted enough that he didn't tell her he wanted to spend time with just his cousin.  "I think Don could use some time in town.  He's been pretty bummed since he lost his ball."
"Sure," Jim said, "works for me."
"Great!" Jenny said, with a huge smile, "I'll let him know!"

Munch's House (of Burgers)
"Did you tell him it was by Proxy?" Jim asked.
Kelly gave him an exasperated stare.  "Yeah, but I don't think it'll help much.  Not everyone has your encyclopedic knowledge of all the burger places and comic book stores on the West Coast.  Don called and said he's running late, so just order him a cheeseburger and fries."
"No prob." his cousin said, and left to do just that.
Kelly didn't bother giving him his own order.  The two had long since developed a routine.  Jim dragged him to whatever restaurant he'd just discovered, ordered whatever he wanted, then got Kelly three of the same thing.  Frankly, Kelly preferred being female when they ate out.  The looks he got when people watched a tiny little blonde girl put away so much food were hilarious.  She usually weighed less than ninety pounds, but it didn't have anything to do with diet or exercise.
Jim came back, set the little number in the center of their table and slouched into a seat.  There was no other way to describe what he did in a chair.  It wasn't sitting, just a sort of boneless relaxed... slouch.  "Do you mind if I ask you something?"
Kelly just cocked an eyebrow at him.  Yes!  It'd taken him a week but he had it down now.
"You seeing anyone right now?" Jim asked.  "Because if not... I think that flyer girl has a thing for you."
Kelly felt himself blush.  "Um, no.  I-" He took a deep breath, then went on.  "Sammy's sweet, and a really good friend, but she's not my type."
Jim's boneless pose went a little rigid at that.  "I know that tone Kelly.  That's the 'You just touched on something serious that I don't want to talk about' tone.  You know I'll get it out of you, so spill.  Is it Dauntless?  You're one of the only ones who doesn't walk on eggshells around him."
Kelly had to stop himself from grimacing at the thought.  "No, Isaac's my roommate, and I guess he's kind of my friend, but that's it."
Jim was upright in an instant.  "Kelly, he didn't-"
"No." Kelly cut him off.  "He's just been getting on my nerves for a while is all.  I know everyone else thinks he's some kind of monster, but he's always been really sweet to me.  He just gets a little overprotective, sometimes.  I try not to hold it against him.  I know he means well and all, but it just gets a little annoying."
Jim relaxed a bit.  "Good, good.  I- I know you can take care of yourself, but I'll admit I worried about that.  He- Kelly, it's not just that people think he's a bully or something.  The way he acts, some of the stuff he's pulled in Combat and the challenges...  It's messed up.  The guy is fucking scary."
He didn't try to hide the grimace this time.  "I know.  I've seen a few of his fights.  But he... Isaac's really not like that.  There's got to be some reason..."  Kelly shook his head, unsure what else to say.  "Back to the topic.  I'm not seeing anyone."
Now it was Jim's turn to blush.  "Okay.  This is really personal, and I don't want to offend you cuz, but I think it's important so...  Have you gone through puberty yet?"
"I- I, uh" Kelly stammered.  "Um, do you mean as a girl or a boy?" he said, very, very quietly.
"Either, both, I don't know." Jim shrugged, but there was nothing casual about the look on his face.
"Not- not technically."  God this was embarrassing.  Jim didn't respond, seemingly waiting for more information.  Kelly didn't really want to tell him, but trusted his judgment enough to do it anyway.  "I, I can give myself breasts or facial hair, all the other little stuff... but I don't really age.  I mean, every time I shift I'm pretty much making a new body from scratch.  I never tried to include... you know."
"Kelly, I'm really, really sorry about this."  Jim looked miserable.  It was almost enough to make Kelly laugh.  "When you're a guy, do you have balls?  If you stay a girl long enough, do you, uh, you know... bleed?"
"Anyone else would have a tentacle wrapped around their face right now." Kelly told him calmly.
"Please Kelly.  I'm not... I'm really worried.  That stuff, I know your brain and your mind are sort of... disconnected.  But not totally, right?  That stuff is all tied into hormones and things that, that I don't think you can really develop right without.  Mentally, I mean."
Kelly didn't say anything.
Jim kept going.  "You don't need to tell me, but if I'm right... I think you should go down to medical.  Maybe they can help you... I don't know, design your insides better?  Make it so your bodies are... are actually adult instead of just looking that way?  Either that, or you need to go through it the hard way."
Kelly sighed.  "Fine."  His cousin was right.  He never would have thought about it on his own, but there was something wrong with him.  Not the gender thing, Kelly was perfectly happy the way s/he was in that regard.  But he'd never thought of a guy, or a girl, as cute.  That wasn't normal at his age.  Well, except for Jenny.  Maybe he was okay after all?  "I'm not sure you're right, they didn't say anything during my Empowerment exam, back when I registered, but I was still a kid.  I guess they might have missed it, or maybe I was just too young for it to be an issue at the time."
Jim grunted, but it was his happy grunt.  "Safer topic now.  Have you heard the rumor about Jason and Jenny?"
Kelly shot him the eyebrow again.  Man that was fun.
"I've heard they're secretly dating." Jim told him.
"Really?" Kelly tried, but he just couldn't load the word with enough disdain.
"Yep," Jim went on, oblivious, "I don't see it myself but that's what Kerry's been saying.  She's seen him leaving their place a few times, when no one else was there."
"Jim, it's none of our business.  Besides, it's obviously not true.  I live with the guy.  Jason's... nice.  He's really polite but… maybe a little distant.  I like him well enough, but Jenny could do better.  There's nothing there."
They were interrupted by food.  A middle aged guy, his nametag said Baron, holding a tray loaded down with the food Jim had ordered, to be more precise.
"Here you go boys, enjoy!"  He set a small stack of bills in front of Jim.  "And your refund, sir."
"My what?" Jim asked.
"Son, Citadel don't pay for food at my restaurant."
"Um, no offense or anything, but why not?" Kelly asked.  "And how did you know we're in the Citadel?"
The man smiled.  "Two guys just out of high school, in ridiculous shape and they order enough food for five people?"  Kelly flushed.  "Also, you paid with a credit card.  Feral isn't exactly a common last name, even if it wasn't a Citadel card."
This time, Jim was the one who blushed.  "Yeah, I guess that'd do it.  Thanks, really, but we're just trainees, we can't..."
Mr. Munch, assuming that was really his name, cut him off.  "Yes.  Yes you can.  My sister lives in Vancouver, son.  She wasn't hurt in the Graviton incident, but she could have been.  I cheered when I heard you guys put him down.  Now," his face went from genial to adamant in a flash, "you will eat your food.  You will enjoy it.  You will not pay for anything in my restaurant.  Understood?"
"Yes sir." they both answered.
Pleased, Baron Munch left the table and returned to the register.
"Should we wait for Don?" Kelly asked.  Jim didn't bother to answer, just stared at the burger that was already half way to Kelly's mouth.
Before Kelly could take his first bite, a shout cut through the room.
"Nobody move!  This is a stickup!"
"Really, do people actually say that?" he muttered, even as he felt the tingle of changing to his combat form spread across his body.
Jim grabbed his hand.  "Not yet, cuz."  He nodded to indicate the other diners.  "All it takes is one stray shot.  Let him get the money and we'll take him out when he's leaving.  His guard'll be down."
The robber, wearing a heavy jacket and a ski mask, moved to the registers.  Along the way, he shouted at anyone nearby, telling them to sit down or shut up.  It really was just like something out of a cheesy TV show.
"Let me hit him first." Kelly said, as quietly as he could.  "I can use my paralytic, shut him down without putting anyone at risk."  Jim nodded.
The two cousins watched the robbery unfold.  Most of the crowd were tense, frightened, but they did as they were told.  No one tried to run or tackle the gunman.  Mr. Munch was eerily calm, though he kept shooting Jim and Kelly looks.  He just filled a paper bag with money and handed it over.
Kelly tensed when the masked man snatched the bag, ready to shift and attack.  He never got the chance.
Black spikes struck the man.  One in his gun hand, one in each of his knees and a larger black sphere stuck him low in the back.  A single shot went off.  Kelly leapt out of his seat and hurried to make sure no one had been hit.  The robber was down, no threat to anyone now.
"Guess Don's here." Jim said.

Private Residence
Mary relaxed the mental grip she usually had over her power.  She felt it spread, settling over everything in the room.  In short order, she had a working knowledge of every living thing in her reach.  The woman, not sleeping but drugged into unconsciousness, the nervous young man sitting next to his mother and another one, physically almost identical, in the basement.  She ignored Hector and his duplicate, focused on her patient.
Her awareness sank deeper.  The little particles that served to focus her power infiltrated the woman's bloodstream, her lungs and digestive tract.  No sign of the infection.  She went deeper still, the particles replicating and attaching to individual cells, her knowledge of the woman's body growing more intimate and more precise.  She started reporting her findings as she went.
"I'm not seeing any indication that Chemo's poison is still in her system."
Poison wasn't quite right.  The dead Empowered had created something that was like a cross between parasite and virus.  Individually small, the particles had used bits of random matter to replicate inside her and, when they encountered nerve tissue, triggered a pain response.  It was eerily similar to the way her own power worked, though more focused.
"I think I've gotten it all, but I'd like to monitor her for at least another two weeks, just to be sure."
Hector gave a great sigh of relief.  "Thank you," there were tears in his eyes, "thank you so much."
She nodded brusquely before continuing.  "That said, there will be some complications."
Mary began focusing on the morphine in her bloodstream.  Without the pain, it would lead to euphoria and possibly addiction.  She set her power to breaking it down.  It shouldn't be necessary anymore.
"Your mother's muscles are severely atrophied.  Her weight is too low and..." she hesitated, but Hector leaned forward, eager to hear it regardless.  "There's one more thing.  Chemo's power, it left permanent effects.  I can help her with the rest of it, speed up the physical recovery, but... her brain structure has been altered.  Chemo's power didn't just trigger her pain receptors, it caused her to grow more."
Hector didn't respond at first, thinking it over.  "So you're saying that... that even without that stuff in her body, she'll still be in constant pain."
Mary shook her head.  "No.  More likely she'll just be very sensitive.  In essence, any injury she has from now on will hurt more than it should.  I can't exactly quantify it, but it’ll be something on the order of… well, a stubbed toe will feel like a broken bone should."
"Okay.  That... that's not good but it's still better than what she's lived with so far, right?"  He seemed desperate for reassurance.
She smiled.  "I'd say so.  I might be able to help with that, but I need to talk to her before I go any further.  I can do... do a little with brains, but it's not completely safe.  The... the pathways the brain uses aren't identical from person to person."
"That's fine.  Even if-" Hector was interrupted by a quiet snore from his mother.  Mary watched the look of wonder spread across his face.  "Mom, mom hasn't had real sleep in a long time.  I don't know how to thank you."
Mary didn't answer at first.  This wasn't something she wanted to talk about, but it was something she needed to.  "It's the least I could do for a friend of Jason's.  He... never had many, growing up.  It just wasn't safe."  She watched Hector carefully, not sure if she was hopeful or afraid of his response.
"I can understand that.  He told me a bit about his Empowerment.  Something that dangerous, in the hands of a child so young... I can see why you'd be nervous about it."
The boy seemed pragmatic and he was definitely intelligent.  Had he realized the truth?  She didn't think Jason knew enough to spell it out for him, but he might have told him enough.  "Hector, there's something I need to ask you about, but first... first I need to know how you feel about Jason.  I know I'm his mother, but please, don't be polite.  I need a real answer."
To his credit, Hector took her seriously.  He sat and thought about it for at least a minute before he spoke.  "At first, I didn't really think about him at all.  Jason comes off as... bland, I guess.  Everything he says in public is polite, and usually fits the situation, but that's about it.  But after I got to know him a little better, frankly he scared the crap out of me.  I looked him in the eyes."  He stopped talking and met her gaze.
She nodded.  Mary knew what it meant to look into that darkness.
"After I got my powers, well, I'm almost impossible to kill.  As long as one of me is running around I keep going, you know?”  Hector hadn’t been her focus, but she had enough of her particles in and around him to feel the slight spike in his heart rate when he said that.  A lie?  “But I know Jason could kill me.  He could really do it, and I knew that, knew he would, too.  It was... it was terrifying."
Mary nodded.  "And now?"
Hector's face was calm, composed.  His voice was almost empty of emotion as he replied.  "Mary, after what you did for me, what you did for his sake..." his voice filled with absolute certainty.  "I'd do anything for him.  Anything."
She sighed.  "Thank you.  In that case, there's something you need to know."  Hector sat a little straighter.  "How much has he told you about his Empowerment?"
Hector chewed his lip as he thought.  "Just the basics, I think.  I've figured out a little more on my own.  He can kill anything he sees.  When he does, it makes him stronger and lets him heal.  The size or severity of the wound doesn't seem to matter.  I've watched him heal bruises and broken bones with the same effort.  It depletes his... his store of lives, I guess you'd say, which lowers his strength.  When he's out of lives, he loses the effect.  From a few things he's said, I take it that the healing is involuntary.  Oh, and plants let him heal but don't increase his strength."
Mary nodded.  "That's... that's not wrong, but it's not everything.  What about his personality?"
Hector seemed a bit reluctant, but he answered.  "He doesn't have Antisocial Personality Disorder.  He’s not a sociopath.  I've watched him carefully, and done a lot of reading on it.  Jason... well, he doesn't seem to have a conscience.  He understands that other people are real, that they matter, but only in the abstract.  It's the same with empathy.  I know he doesn't want people to suffer, but it's like he doesn't really get it.  There's a disconnect between the idea of other people and the reality, like he can't really relate to them."
Mary waited to see if he'd go on.
"That said, he's not malicious.  He doesn't seem to enjoy hurting people.  He just doesn't understand why it's bad.  It's like... like he's emotionally numb.  I used to think it was a side effect of his Empowerment, either literally or just because he was under-socialized.  But... that's not it, is it?"
So he had figured it out, part of it.
"You did it to him, didn't you?  Jason told me he killed his pet dog when he first got his power, so, to stop him from killing someone every time he threw a tantrum as a child, you... changed him.  You shut down his emotions, didn't you?"  Hector's voice was calm, controlled.  Not accusing her, just stating a fact.
"I did.  I lowered production of... well, of a bunch of chemicals in his brain and throughout his body.  You don't need to know the details, but I basically left him incapable of normal emotion.  I had to, or the Citadel would have killed him."
Hector went very still.  "Does anyone else know you did this?"
Mary shook her head.  "Troy, his father, just thought Jason was a little strange.  I'm not sure if he believes it's because of his Empowerment or what, but he never blamed me.  I taught him to hide it, kept him out of school until he was fourteen, when I was sure he could pass as just a little odd."
"So what made you so sure the Citadel would have killed him?  His power is dangerous, especially for a child, but it could have been controlled.  I mean, something as simple as a blindfold..."  Hector paused.  "That's not all, is it?"
"No."  Mary told him.  "The strength, healing, even killing along his line of sight, that's not Jason's main power, the one they would have killed him for.  He killed Rex, his dog.  But... he also killed his baby sitter, our neighbors' daughter.  She was in the bathroom, with the door locked, and there was no way he could have seen her.  He didn't know. Still doesn't, I think.  Jason doesn't need to see someone to kill them, just to kill selectively.  I'm not certain, but if it works at the same distance as the aimed version, he can kill every living thing within a mile.  That's his real power, the reason I crippled my son."
Hector didn't have anything to say to that, so Mary went on.  "What I did to him, I did for his sake, not anyone else's.  I just wanted him to live and they never would've let that happen.  He was too dangerous as a child.  But... the changes I made, they weren't permanent.  The human brain is too good at rerouting, even without his healing.  I had to refresh it constantly.  Without that, he'll start to... to feel, again.  I need you to help him, help stay in control.  Please, Hector.  You say you owe him, so I need you to help him learn to cope with it."
 




CHAPTER 14: PRIVILEGE

Private Residence
Paragon327 and LittleMissA entered the ruined city.  The streets were choked with wrecked cars, the buildings covered in graffiti.  Not a single unbroken window was visible.
"What is the significance of the timer at the top of the screen?" Jason asked.
"Oh, that's because we're in the Tyrant's territory.  As soon as the counter hits zero, he takes over our minds and we're his slaves."  Jenny explained.  "It speeds up or slows down depending on what we do."
"That..."  Jason made sure to furrow his brow as he responded.  "That does not sound consistent with what I have read of his power.  It was my understanding that the effect was instantaneous within the borders of Europe."
Jenny shrugged.  "Sure, but this is just a game.  That wouldn't be much fun."
A group of men and women, wearing scraps and the remnants of more normal clothing, exited the nearest building.  They were hunched over, using their arms to support themselves as they moved, like chimps or gorillas.  The foremost grunted and pointed at the two heroes.  The pack swarmed forward.
"I assume those are the slaves you spoke of."  Jason observed.
Jenny shrugged.  "Eh.  Those are just NPCs."
LittleMissA moved forward and clapped her hands.  A shockwave went forth, knocking down the nearest opponents and doing minor damage to the rest.  Paragon327 stayed back, insuring that she would more easily be able to maintain aggro on the group.  He activated his support aura.  Together with his targeted buffs, it would increase LittleMissA's strength, toughness and regeneration.
Working as a pair, they were able to defeat the group of feral civilians with relative ease.
"I thought you said that this was one of the more difficult areas."
"It's a pain to solo," Jenny said, "but a balanced group, even just a tank and a support character, makes everything easier."
LittleMissA began looting their fallen foes.
"Still, that was pretty easy.  The thing that makes this zone really nasty is the other PCs.  If the timer gets you, the computer makes a duplicate that attacks other players.  It's kinda cool though, you can switch over and control the evil version instead of your regular character."
Paragon327 rose into the air, surrounded by bands of purple energy.  His health bar began to rapidly shrink.
"Like that, I assume?" Jason asked, as a new figure appeared and attacked LittleMissA with the same purple energy.  Without his healing, she fell quickly.  The black, featureless opponent turned back to Paragon327 before he was free of the disabling effect and was able to easily defeat him as well.
Jenny sighed and set down her controller.  "Yep.  That guy had at least a few levels on us.  Probably player controlled, too.  You can tell because they almost always take out the healer first."
"I suppose that makes sense.  That same tactic is likely why operative teams so rarely include a Healer in the field."  Jason said, setting down his controller as well.
"Thanks for coming over by the way.  I know your rankings don't really matter to you, but it still means a lot to me." she said.
Jason shrugged.  "It is not that they do not matter."  He almost smiled to express his pleasure.  The shrug had been reflexive, natural.  He did not, as making an artificial gesture to express pleasure in a spontaneous one seemed... disingenuous.  "Simply that I thought it unlikely that I could maintain a high rank without using the more lethal aspect of my ability.  I am capable of great strength, but the proper approach can deplete my store of lives quite rapidly."
"Like that time with Kelly?" Jenny asked.
"Yes, that is correct.  When he struck me, he left a large number of minute wounds.  Each one took the same amount of... energy to heal as a major one would have.  It left me completely depleted and vulnerable." Jason explained.
Jenny nodded.  "There's something I meant to ask you about that.  I know it's been awhile but, I'm always a little... distracted when we're alone and it didn't seem like the sort of thing I should bring up around other people."  She turned to face him and her face lit up with joy as she met his gaze.
Jason rarely wore his glasses around her.  Only a handful of people had ever looked into his eyes without… an unpleasant reaction.  She was the only one for whom it seemed to be an enjoyable experience.  Further, he found it to be quite relaxing that there was nothing he needed to hide from Jenny.  She truly accepted him for who he was.
"When we were in the fake bank, that same day Kelly took you and Anna down.  That other guy, the Jordan type..."
"Michael." Jason interjected.
"Yeah, him.  He left one of Hector's clones lying on the ground and Sammy killed it by accident."
"I recall." Jason said. "It seemed unusual because she normally maintains excellent control of her shots."
"Yeah." Jenny said, dropping her gaze and turning her head slightly aside.  "I think I made her do that." she said quietly.
"I had not considered the possibility." Jason said, taking a moment to do just that.  "Thank you."
"What?" she asked.
"As I said, Kelly's attack left me powerless.  In addition, his venom is paralytic and quite painful.  When Samantha's bullet struck Hector, I was likely moments away from killing him in the hope of relief."
Jenny's mouth hung slightly open for a moment.  "What... what would that have done.  I mean... would that have killed just the one or..."
"I am not certain." Jason told her.  "It is possible that only the one body would have died.  I think it slightly more likely that all of his bodies would have died.  If I target a blade of grass, the entire organism dies, despite the fact that I can only see a relatively small portion of the plant.  I suspect the same principle would have applied."
"It was... was just training.  Why..." Jenny did not complete her question.
"It would have been a poor decision.  If I received a single life, it would have done no more than heal a single one of the dozens of wounds I still had at the time.  Even if killing Hector yielded me a life for each of his bodies, it still would have ended poorly for me.  Director Shift has made it clear to me that such an act on my part would yield a lethal response from the Citadel.  Our group session on Friday was the first combat training where I could act without restraint.  To put it simply, Jenny, I was frightened."
Jenny nodded, slowly.
"That is why I said thank you." Jason smiled.  It was not spontaneous, but it was sincere.
"I wonder..." again, Jenny spoke more slowly than normal.  "Do you think, did my power push her into that to protect you?"
"I do not know.  Your power's... motivations are often difficult for me to understand.  I have noticed that you have recently been kinder to me in public, especially around large groups."
"Huh, that's true.  After that time Hector had to separate us, Duncan started ragging on you pretty hard.  He's never been exactly popular, but it's gotten a lot worse since we started the group exercises.  The guy's so disruptive that everyone kind of hates him now.  Him making fun of you actually seems to have made people like you more."
Jason smiled, almost chuckling.  "Well, that is not the form of acceptance I hoped for when I applied to the Citadel, but I suppose it is still a step forward."
Jenny smiled as well, then asked him a question.  "So if being powerless bothered you so much, have you thought about how to keep it from happening again?  Maybe you should ask Hector for advice.  He's pretty good at the planning stuff.  Or maybe Instructor Bruce?"
Jason reached down and withdrew a plastic tube from his pocket.  It was large enough to hold easily, about the length of his palm.  He held it up so that Jenny could see its contents more easily.
"I have been breeding flies since shortly after I arrived here.  Every morning, I absorb the life from a vial like this one and I make sure to always have another on my person."
"Wow." Jenny said.  "How many is that?  And won't you go through however many you have left pretty quick at that rate?"
"It varies a bit, but at least several hundred.  The ones I use are amongst the older flies, those least likely to produce more young.  Also, I have enough now that their numbers still increase steadily, despite losing two vials a day." he told her.
"Huh," she said, an unusual tone in her voice.  "That's pretty clever.  I don't know if I would have thought of something like that."
"Thank you," he returned the fruit flies to his pocket.  "I cannot take the credit though.  It was my mother's idea."
After that, they sat in comfortable silence for a time.

Private Residence
Isaac took a sip of his coffee, using the mug to hide his smile.  He hadn't bothered to keep up his act around the house.  Hector wouldn't buy it.  Jason... Isaac was starting to think there might be something off about the boy.  He didn't react quite right to too many things.  As for Kelly... Isaac wouldn't risk hurting his feelings for the world, or hers, whichever.  Even so, he didn't think showing the broad smile, still trying to fight its way free, would be a good idea.  Hector might not react well.
The duplicator was making breakfast, that same combination of eggs and salsa he'd served on the first morning.  His eyes were red-rimmed, obviously the after effects of crying, but everything about him shouted that it was a good thing.  The energy in his movements, the enormous grin, he was practically bouncing with joy.  Isaac brought his expression under control before breaking the morning's silence.
"I take it your mother's doing better?" Isaac asked.
Hector handed him a plate, heavy with eggs and bacon.
"She's asleep." he said.
Rather than answer, Isaac just cocked his head quizzically.
"Isaac, she hasn't slept, really slept, in as long as I can remember.  The closest she's come is... well, just a sort of drugged stupor."
There were tears in the boy's eyes.  Again, they were obviously happy tears.  Isaac took a bite of bacon.  It was good.
"Glad to hear it."  Isaac let the smile out now.  "Does Jason know?"
"Do I know what?" their roommate asked.
Isaac hadn't heard him come in, but that was pretty common.  The boy was quiet.  It wasn't sneaky, more like he just moved in a very controlled manner.  Something like the way a dancer or martial artist moved, very aware of his own body, but not quite the same.  More like... it was more like Jason didn't make any unnecessary movements.
"We were just talking about your and Hector's mothers.  He said that she was able to help." Isaac told him.
Jason nodded.
He was wearing his normal outfit, pressed slacks and button-down shirt in dark colors, complete with dark sunglasses.  The only time he'd ever taken them off, so far as Isaac knew, was during the first day's ranking matches.  At least, that Anna Insight girl had mentioned something about it.  He was pretty sure the young man's Empowerment had come with some sort of physical change.  Those weren't exactly common, but he wouldn't be the only one in their class.  Everyone had seen the angry kid with the scales and wings, and Isaac knew of another boy, an energy absorber, with metallic silver hair.  Some Empowered with altered features wore them with pride, others tried to conceal them.
"I spoke to my mother last night.  She said that she had been successful but that there were likely to be weeks or months of work still required.  I was more than a little surprised.  A little research was enough to inform me of the severity of Chemo's... toxin, I suppose.  I had not realized that my mother's healing capability was so advanced."  Jason said.
Hector set a plate in front of him as Jason took a set, then rested a hand on his shoulder.
"Jason, I... I can't thank you enough.  My mom means everything to me, and..."
Isaac looked away.  This wasn't any of his business and it seemed far too personal for him to interrupt.
"... if there's ever anything I can do for you... please, I can't possibly pay you back for this."
Isaac heard the sound of chewing before Jason answered.  "In truth, I believe that any debt you might owe is more properly owed to my mother.  But if you insist, I need some oatmeal."
What?  Isaac had to restrain the urge to ask.
"What?" Hector said.
"My food supply has been diminishing more quickly than I expected.  The commercial version is a mixture of cornhusks and oats, with some blue dye to make the larvae more visible." Jason told him.
"What?" Hector asked again.
Isaac remembered the packages he'd helped Jason carry in, as well as the descriptions of some of the bio majors he'd known in college, and put it all together just as Jason explained.
"I have been breeding fruit flies.  Recently, their numbers have been increasing at a greater and greater rate.  I know that you keep a large supply of oatmeal and, as I said, my food supply is unexpectedly depleted.  Oatmeal should serve well enough, if you could spare some."
Isaac had no idea what to make of that.  Fly breeding was... kind of an unusual hobby.  Normally he'd have asked but, coming on the tail of the heavier topic, he still didn't want to interfere.  Bemusedly, Hector agreed to supply the oatmeal.  Jason only needed a couple large cups, as well as some baking yeast.  After that was taken care of, the three sat in silence as they ate their breakfast.  Hector held back about half the eggs and bacon for Kelly.
Their third roommate joined them after a time.  Isaac tried not to stare, but it was unusual to see Kelly as a female in the house.  Her appearance changed from time to time, but right now she was petite, though a little taller than her usual, with blonde hair in shoulder length pigtails and a dusting of freckles.  Odd as the thought seemed, given that Isaac saw her daily, she looked familiar.  She also looked tired.  That was pretty odd too.
"Morning guys." she said.  "You save some for me, Hector?"
Still baring his enormous grin, Hector loaded a pair of plates down with the remaining food and served it up to her.  She started eating but, unusually for the shapeshifter, didn't seem to have any enthusiasm for the food.
"Are you okay Kelly?" Isaac asked.
She took a moment to finish chewing before she answered.  "Yeah.  Just... I had kind of a weird night."
There was something strange in her voice.  Isaac's impulse was to press her, find out what was wrong and protect her, but he bit it back.  Kelly was more than capable of taking care of herself and didn't appreciate it when he overstepped.
"I- um, I mean we- we went out to eat yesterday.  Jim and I wanted to celebrate the no holds barred free for all on Friday, you know?"
Isaac didn't remember anything more than their instructors' explanation of the rules, minimal though they were, and Coach Achala speaking to them after it was over.  By what they'd been told, that meant he hadn't survived the fight and had had to be resurrected by Retcon.  Apparently, her power let her 'save' a group of people, just like a video game, and restore them to that point.  As long as she had the opportunity to use her power within an hour or so of the injury, she could undo anything.  Even death.
"Well, the place got held up." Kelly continued.
"Heh. That must've been a surprise for the poor guy." Hector said with a smirk.  "What'd you two do to him?"
Kelly shook her head.  "Nothing.  Me and Jim were afraid the bystanders might get hurt.  We were waiting for him to leave before we jumped him, but..." her voice went vague for a moment, "But for some reason, we invited Don along.  I don't remember why.  Maybe he just seemed like he needed cheering up?  Anyway, Don showed up in the middle of the thing and took him down."
"Was anyone harmed?" Jason asked.
"No, just the guy.  Don's gotten a lot better and he, the robber, he wasn't Empowered.  He was just some guy with a gun."  Kelly hesitated for a moment.  "Jim and I, we both got killed during the training match earlier that day.  My head exploded one time and I watched one of my best friends," she nodded towards Hector, "get shot in front of me a while back.  Violence isn't exactly a new thing to me at this point, you know?"
Isaac nodded and the others made similar gestures of acknowledgement.
"But... that healer from Prime wasn't there.  Neither was anyone else who could've put the guy back together.  Don didn't kill him, but... he was hurt really bad.  We had to stay there for hours while the cops took statements from everyone.  They didn't let us go till someone from San Francisco's Stationary team showed up.  I don't think we're in trouble or anything, but... it was really messed up.  I couldn't sleep last night.  I just kept thinking, “That was what it was like, what we're training for.”  It wasn't a fight.  Don just saw a guy with a gun and put him down, hard."
No one had anything to say about that.  All Isaac could do was watch as she finished her breakfast, utterly lacking her normal cheer and energy.

Sparring Field
"Are you just going to stand there?" Duncan asked.
Arms crossed, back straight and a look of contempt plastered on his face, Isaac didn't bother to answer. Duncan Nightmare hit him again, and again. Isaac's shield flared a little brighter, but that was his only reaction.
"Fuck." Duncan swore as he stepped back. Rather than continue his ineffectual attack, he tried a different tactic. He could feel the threads, the little tendrils of fear, nervousness, anger and even outright hate from everyone watching the fight. It was easy to reach out and grab the ones nearest to him.
Simultaneously, the dozen Hector clones that were spread around the inside of the dome gasped and tried to move away from him, only to find themselves trapped against the gently curving stone wall. That was all it took, just a moment's effort on Duncan's part, and the normally collected young man went from vaguely nervous to genuinely frightened. Duncan could feel that same fear pouring into him, boosting his strength and toughness.
Isaac still hadn't moved.
"C'mon big man. I know you're all badass, but you can't win if you won't throw a damn punch." Duncan mouthed off. The crude statements were more or less a reflex by now. He reached out a bit further, to all the trainees watching the challenge match, and gave a little tug. It was enough to make them jittery, nervous and restless, but not enough to cause panic. The last thing he wanted was to start a riot. Juggernaut would never let him hear the end of it.
The extra trickle of energy from the spectators joined the strength he was drawing from the frightened Hectors. Duncan really hoped Jason wasn't out there. He normally skipped challenges entirely, forfeiting by default, and spent most of the day with Jenny Awesome if he could. It seemed like a safe bet but if Duncan was wrong... well, it could be a massacre.
Distracted by that worrying thought, Duncan missed the tiny change in stance that would have warned him that Isaac wouldn't be standing still for much longer. The big man lunged, a movement made startlingly graceful by his time as an amateur boxer and honed by the Akido that Bruce had insisted he study. Before Duncan realized what was happening, a large hand had wrapped itself around his upper arm.
"Shit!" he cried out and kicked at Isaac's knee.
His opponent still didn't bother to dodge. With as much energy as he'd drawn in by now, Duncan should be somewhere between the middle and upper tier of Strong types. Isaac's shield flared again, but that was it. He kicked out again, as quick as he could, but Isaac just twisted his knee a little to the side and let his foot pass by without making contact. Duncan looked up and saw him smirk, just before the big man casually threw him across the dome.
Not quite as casual as he seems, Duncan decided, as he slammed into the wall and fell to the ground between two Hectors. If he'd hit just a little to either side, he would have collided with one of the "bystanders" and probably killed him. That would have lost Isaac the match.
A little groggy from the impact, Duncan let out a string of obscenities as he picked himself up. Isaac was on him before he'd finished the motion. Duncan took a single blow to the face and collapsed to the ground. It had looked like a simple jab, but even William Power didn't hit that hard. The world seemed to spin around him as Isaac picked him up, one handed, and pushed him against the wall. He was using his left hand to hold Duncan in place, a foot or so off the ground. Duncan could feel Isaac's right hand covering his mouth, gripping his jaw just hard enough to be a reminder of just how much damage the Strong type could do to him right now.
Isaac leaned in, close enough that Duncan could feel the man's breath on his ear, and spoke in a disturbingly calm and even tone. "There's something I'd like to talk to you about. I'd prefer to keep it private. Can you tune that fear effect enough to disable Hector without affecting me?
Duncan's eyes went wide in surprise. He tried to nod but couldn't move his head. Instead, he reached out to those threads again. Most of the class outside were still at the level of nervousness he'd left them with, maybe a little stronger. He couldn't stop his power's tendency to escalate, one of the reasons he was so rarely given a field assignment, but he could direct its stronger effects with relative ease. He took a mental grip on the lines of fear connecting him and Hector and pulled on them, hard.
Moments later, the dome was filled with panicked screaming as a dozen Hectors, suddenly terrified of him, ran to the far side of the dome.
"The other trainees, the ones watching, did you hit them the same way?" Isaac asked.
Duncan tried to speak and found that the man had loosened his grip enough to allow it.
"No. They're getting a little nervous but they should be fine." He answered.
"And I barely feel anything. So you do have better control over your power than you've been letting on." Isaac was holding him at eye level. Given the difference in their heights, that left Duncan's feet dangling.  "Now, I'd like to have a private discussion with you, Duncan."
He felt his eyes widen as the Strong type continued.
"You don't make any sense to me, don't quite fit."
The world spun crazily as Isaac threw him once more, towards the center of the dome.  Duncan sprawled as he hit the ground, cracking the stone.  Again, Isaac was on him before he could get to his feet.  Isaac placed a foot on his neck and leaned in.  The weight of the man's body wasn't enough to choke him, not as strong as he was right now, but it was a clear message.
Duncan didn't try to get up this time.  "So what the fuck do you want?" he asked, drawing in strength from the panicky Hectors and the watching crowd.
Isaac crouched down, keeping his weight on Duncan's throat.  His windpipe held him easy enough, but it had to look pretty brutal to anyone watching.  "I want answers." he said, resting a single finger on Duncan's left shoulder.  "And I had better like them."  With no indication of effort, Isaac pushed down with the finger.  Duncan felt, quite clearly, the moment when bone broke.
He screamed.

Isaac raised his bloody finger and stepped back.  Duncan stopped screaming after a few moments and immediately rolled away from him.  Once he had opened up a little distance, the boy used his good arm to get to his feet.  A little shaky, but he was standing.  There were plenty of nasty things you might say about Duncan, but no one could deny that the kid was tough.
"What the hell-" Duncan spat, "this kind of thing isn't anywhere in your psych profile."
Isaac narrowed his eyes.  "And just what would you know about that?" he asked, even as he bent and scooped up a piece of the stone floor like it was nothing more than mud.  A light squeeze and he had a handful of fragments the size of his thumb.
"Fear of helplessness, especially when combined with the thought of being unable to protect someone you see as weaker than yourself.  Lifelong history of anger, usually channeled towards a productive end and a touch of Super Shock.  Likely triggers are crowds, the smell of blood and the sound of metal tearing." Duncan rattled off as he dodged the stones Isaac was throwing at him.
Isaac blinked.  "That... was not exactly what I meant."  He paused his throwing in surprise.  It gave Duncan just enough time to bend down, scoop up his own chunk of the ground, and fling it at Isaac.  He felt the impact on his shield, not enough to be a danger on its own but a lot harder than Duncan's earlier blows.  "How do you know that, boy?  It's supposed to be privileged information."  Isaac had known that Duncan would get stronger the longer this match went on but he hadn't expected him to get this strong.  A little more and he'd have to be a lot more careful.
Duncan snorted.  "Knock off the boy and kid stuff Isaac, I'm older than you."  He flung another rock but his aim was off.  It missed.  "And yeah, privileged.  That means that Jessie won't share it with anyone but another psyche professional.  Specifically, one who's responsible for helping you learn to cope."
Isaac threw his last fragment at Duncan and, before he could recover from his dodge, rushed forward.  The distraction was enough to let him get a grip on his opponent, by his uninjured arm, and hurl him at the combat dome's wall.  He still held back, but this time it was more out of fear that Duncan might breach the wall and end the match, rather than concern for injury.
Before Duncan could recover again, Isaac took two long steps to the side.  If Duncan tried throwing anything at him again, he'd risk hitting one of the Hector clones that were behind him now.
"You're saying you're some kind of Healer.  Duncan Nightmare.  Our class's most disruptive member.  The bully.  The one who mocks and insults anyone he sees as an outcast or a weakling."
Duncan stood up, putting a little weight on his bad arm in the process.  If it caused him any discomfort, Isaac couldn't see any sign of it.  "Yeah, pretty much.  I'm the one no one likes."  He sped forward, ducked under the blow Isaac aimed at his head, and planted his shoulder into Isaac's stomach.  The big man staggered back, shocked by the power of the impact.  "In fact, they dislike me so much that every time I pull that crap, someone steps in to stop me.  They rally around the outcasts, support the weaklings and come together as a team."
Isaac reached down and tried to pry loose the boy- the young looking trainee.  His forcefield kept Duncan from getting a good grip on him but their strengths were a lot more evenly matched now.  "You-" he grunted, "You mouthed off to Instructor Richard, challenged Coach Achala as soon as you could."  He managed to pry Duncan's arms loose but couldn't get him into a position for a throw or hold.  His field's lack of friction was working against him now.
Duncan tried to knee him and Isaac twisted to take it on his thigh.  It felt about the same as a blow from a normal teenager, painful but not serious.  Isaac hadn't had any idea how strong Duncan could get.  Was this his top end or...?
"Yep.  And I got slapped down both times.  Notice that no one gave either of them any crap after that?"
Isaac shifted his grip and got ahold of Duncan's wrist.  By now it was clear that Duncan's power set included some kind of regeneration.  Isaac didn't try throwing him again, just kept that grip on his wrist and started punching him.  Duncan didn't have enough mobility to completely avoid the blows.
"You're saying... what, that this is your job?"  Isaac asked.
Duncan gave up trying to dodge or block and hunched over Isaac's hand, trying desperately to pry loose Isaac's hold while shielding himself from attack.  It wasn't working.
"Negative- negative role model." Duncan stuttered.  "Get trainees- do right thing- show them by doing wrong."
Isaac let go and Duncan fell to his knees.  Another punch and he collapsed to the ground.  Isaac used his foot to roll him over, face down, and knelt by side.  He took ahold of his hair, raised Duncan's head off the ground, and asked him a question.  "So why are you telling me all this.  That sounds like the sort of thing you should be keeping to yourself."  He slammed his head into the ground, then raised it again.
"Thought- thought about- recruiting you for the job."  Duncan's voice was slurred but still understandable.  Isaac rammed him into the ground again.  "Saw your act.  Thought- thought you had- a talent for it."
Isaac let him lie there for a moment.  "What makes you so sure it's an act?" he asked.
Duncan stirred, slightly, before answering.  "I... I can sense it.  Fear, anger, hate.  Pretty much anything negative."  He raised his head and stared straight into Isaac's eyes.  "Not from you.  Don't know why, not exactly, but I know it's not real.  Just a show you're putting on."
Isaac leaned in and whispered into his ear, told him what he was planning.  Duncan let out a disappointed sigh, nodded, then collapsed to the ground.  He went back to slamming the Negative Role Model's face into the now shattered ground.  It was the silence that let him know Duncan was out.  Hector, all of him, had stopped screaming in fear.
As the tone rang, signaling the end of the match, he stood up and stepped back.  It took Isaac more work than normal to restore the look of contempt on his face.

Beneath the Tower
Melody Shift had to work at keeping herself alert while the others gave their reports.  It wasn't that the Directors of Stationary and Intervention had nothing of importance to say, simply nothing unexpected.  The rate of violent Empowerments was higher than usual, unsurprising in the wake of the Abigail Werner incident.  Most of the damage had been removed by now, though full repairs would take longer in most cases.  Of course, that didn't take Columbia into account.  At least the power grid had enough redundancy to absorb the loss of a single solar plant, along with the nearby city.
"We finished identifying the bodies.  Congressman Randall is dead." said Cynthia Strong, the Director of Intervention.
The Director of Training's head snapped up.  This definitely qualified as unexpected.  "That makes three.  Three times, someone pushed for a Nemesis team to go after Monster and they died in an 'accident.'  Two plane crashes and a car wreck, I think."
Cynthia nodded stiffly.  She'd supported the idea, this time, even though she hadn't liked the Representative.  Melody's opposition had been just another point of contention between the two former classmates.
"Analysis has a tentative theory on the method of action he may have used." said the Director of Stationary, Jill Smith.  "The pilot, Theodore Plum, died of a massive heart attack.  It isn't much of a stretch to assume that led to the crash."  Melody and Cynthia both nodded at the information.  "However, in the normal course of events, Plum wouldn't have been flying.  He was recalled from a vacation after the Interruption, the Werner incident.  Further, the airline's normal scheduling practice would have had a pilot named Christian Turam flying that plane.  He was injured in an automobile collision about a month ago."
"That's suggestive, but-" Cynthia began.
"The other driver, Jorge Saucedo, was only on the road because of an unusual incident at a corner store." Jill cut her off.  "An unidentified robber murdered a customer, took a sandwich and a soda then destroyed their security system before leaving."
Melody gave a disgusted sigh.  "That definitely sounds like him."
Jill went on, "Analysis recommends we continue to adhere to the current Monster Protocol."
"So he gets to fucking murder anyone he wants, take whatever he wants, and we're just going to let him?  That's our actual, official plan?" Cynthia asked.  Her voice was somewhere between angry and disgusted.
"Yes." Melody said.
Jill added, "Because if we leave him alone, he kills around half a dozen people a month.  When we try to stop him, when anyone tries to stop him, he kills more.  Sometimes it's a lot more.  Worse, we fail.  Every.  Single.  Time.  He's been wandering around like some kind of murder hobo for decades and no one's ever managed to so much as slow him down, much less beat him."  Jill's voice didn't hold any anger, or disgust.  Melody was certain she felt them, they just didn't show.
"Fine." Cynthia said.  "Let's talk about your little project instead.  I could use some good news for a change."
Melody didn't smile.  What she'd ordered done to those trainees, what she knew would happen to most of them in time...  It was nothing to smile about.  Even so, she couldn't stop the pride from leaking into her voice.  "They're exceeding expectations in every way.  The inter-class training exercises required us to use the top ranks from the other classes as well as a few operatives.  Anything less and it would have been a massacre."
"Speaking of massacres," Cynthia interrupted, "that thing with the Dust kid..."
"Is that still in the news cycle?"  Melody grimaced.  "I can't believe the media's making such an issue over it.  If he'd been an off-duty cop, rather than an operative in training, no one would've thought twice about this."
"That's exactly the point."  Jill told her.  "He's not a police officer.  He's a Citadel operative, training or no.  The people know which one's more dangerous and something like this... well."
"I think it's the whole Interruption mess."  Cynthia said.  "People have to know that we did the impossible, found a random Empowered girl less than an hour after she developed powers despite what amounted to no evidence.  But... they also blame us because people died, a lot of them.  I'm not even talking about Columbia.  Between the people who lost control of their cars and the ones who had something like a pacemaker malfunction... well, there's damn few that don't at least know someone that was hurt.  You mix it all up and it just makes sense that they're looking for an excuse, something to latch onto.
Melody thought about it for a moment.  "Very well.  I already had a request from Support.  They're letting a reporter in with a camera crew.  She's supposed to do one of those human interest stories that remind everyone we're still people.  Anthony Greer wants me to let him interview a few trainees as well.  I'll make sure to include a few from my 'project.'  Maybe Donald too, if he's up for it."
She looked down to check her notes, reminding herself where they'd been before Cynthia Strong derailed the conversation.  "The special Class's progress has been remarkable.  The majority will be ready to graduate in two weeks.  The rest can be folded in with some of the more standard classes for a little more polishing."
"A month early?" Cynthia asked, at the same time Jill said, "That seems a little soon."
Now Melody smiled.  "This is my area of expertise and Bruce agrees.  A few were arguably ready as soon as a month after they started training."
"How many is a majority?" Cynthia wanted to know.
"Thirty three, possibly as many as thirty eight." Melody answered.  "It'll depend on the next few group exercises and next week's challenge matches."
"Well then," Cynthia said, "that means it's time to finish arguing over who goes to each branch."
"Excellent.  I've been keeping an eye on the evaluations and there are two, maybe three, that could each handle the Stationary load for an entire city on their own."  Technically, Jill Smith didn't have eyes.  Her Empowerment had left her a floating silver orb.  Her new body was only a little bigger than a basketball.  Despite this, Melody could have sworn she saw the Director of Stationary's eyes light up with avarice.
"If you're talking about the Stasis kid, or Jenny Awesome, you're nuts." Cynthia told her.  "They've got Intervention written all over them."
Melody Shift, the Director of Training, settled back to watch them argue.  It went on for some time.

Instruction Area
The class watched as Director Shift stepped up to the podium.  Some of them, the less observant, saw an old woman.  Her hair was greying; she walked with obvious difficulty, leaning heavily on a cane and sometimes shuffling a bit.  The rest... well, the rest saw a very different woman.  She moved slowly but her eyes never rested.  They settled on everyone in turn, seemed to weigh them in an instant, then moved on.  When she reached the podium, she turned to face the trainees and began speaking without hesitation.
"There are a few things I'd like to discuss, before we move on to today's lecture."  The room fell silent.  "Over the next two weeks, some of you may encounter a woman by the name of Suzanne Nguyen.  She's a local reporter from San Francisco.  The Citadel is allowing her, and a camera crew, access to the Hub for PR reasons.  All this means to you, is that an eager young woman with a microphone may ask you a few questions.  So long as they're accompanied by a senior Citadel staff member, you are free to answer, or not, as you see fit.  That said, there are a few areas where you must be discreet.  A list should be in your mailboxes before the end of the lecture."  There came a short, excited babble of voices, people that liked the idea of being on camera.  Here and there, a few trainees were visibly nervous about the idea.
"On a different note, I think congratulations are in order.  A Citadel operative needs a certain mindset, a certain attitude.  Above all else, they must be practical, willing to do what's necessary.  After that, decisive.  Hesitation is death and haste leads to failure.  Neither is acceptable.  An operative must be creative, able to work effectively as part of a team or alone.  Fear is acceptable, even a good thing, but an operative must not let it control them.  All of that makes for a tall order, but we don't take anyone unless we think they have it in them.  Screening for that potential is a big part of why it takes six months for the average applicant to be accepted."  Her voice had grown lower as she spoke.  Most of the trainees didn't even notice they were leaning forward, paying rapt attention.
"Everyone in this room has reached that point.  You've all shown that you have the attitude of a Citadel operative.  The next thing we try to instill, is how best to utilize your powers.  Some are difficult to control; a few are far more effective with the right supplementation.  Regardless, you're all well started on that path.  I say started, because it's a process that shouldn't ever end.  An operative is constantly trying to get stronger, whether by pushing themselves harder, gaining new capabilities or finding new ways to utilize what they already have.  Anything else? That's an operative that's not likely to live long."  She stopped talking for a few moments and used that time to look over the class of trainees.  Whatever she sought, she seemed to find it.  The director gave a satisfied nod and resumed speaking.
"Having said that, I'm pleased to announce that your class's expected graduation date is two weeks from today.  I'll be honest, a few of you won't be ready in time.  There's no shame in that.  As a whole and as individuals, you've made remarkable progress in very little time.  Those who do not graduate on that day will join another class for additional training.  I'll be very surprised if they don't manage to gain the skills they still require well within the standard four month period.  The remaining time will be spent focusing on group exercises and some practical skills.  Don't be surprised if a few of your days run a bit longer than you might be accustomed to, in order to meet the new graduation date."  She smiled as the class cheered.
"With that said, there are two things I'd like to cover today, threat classification and Operative's Privilege.  I know that this isn't the first time you've been spoken to about the classification, that it seems simple.  Class five through one, a threat to a single life, a small group, a large group, a city or the nation.  I trust that extinction level events are self-explanatory.  But that description is vague, lacking.  There's a simple reason for that.  Classification is meant only to serve as a rough guide.  In most cases, a threat is ranked by the first operative on the scene.  
“Its only purpose is to help Analysis and any other responding operatives establish a priority.  In the event that more than one threat occurs simultaneously, it helps us decide how to prioritize our resources.  It gives operatives on the scene an idea of how much collateral damage is acceptable.  In short, if a solution costs fewer lives than the threat was likely to cost..." she trailed off as the class thought through the implications.  Well, we call that a win.  Not a good one, but a win.  
“Operative's Privilege.  Operatives are given a great deal of latitude in how they handle a situation.  Is it necessary to murder a newly Empowered individual, just to stop a threat they don't have any intention or desire to cause?  Is it better to risk that threat in order to spare that innocent Empowered?  That's something you'll have to decide eventually.  Analysis and your superiors will advise you, if possible, but in the end... that's something you'll have to determine for yourself.  If you think the best method, the safest one, is to kill someone without hesitation, if you think that letting them live is worth the risk, the Citadel will back you.  Operatives Privilege.  A pretty way of describing one of the most terrible burdens imaginable."
Melody Shift didn't speak for several minutes.  She simply relaxed her control, allowed the students to see the effects of living with that burden written on her face and her body.  Pain.  Regret.  Exhaustion of the soul.  All of that was there, but there was pride as well.
"Judge, jury and executioner.  That is what it means to be an operative."
 




CHAPTER 15:  RESPONSIBILITY

The Tower
Suzy Nguyen wasn't a reporter because she wanted to expose corrupt politicians or uncover labor scandals. She had no desire to be famous.  No, when it came right down to it, Suzy just liked knowing things.  She was especially interested in finding out things about other people.  That hunger for knowledge had always served her in good stead, but today...
"Holy crap." she said, nearly breathless with wonder.
She'd just taken a step, a single step.  It brought her from San Francisco to the Citadel Hub, somewhere between San Diego and LA, all thanks to the silver-blue glowing gate that step had taken her through.
"First time at the Hub?"
She turned and saw a familiar face, dressed in the all-white uniform of a Senior Operative.  Dully, she nodded.
"I'm William Power.  It's good to meet you."
Reflex took over and Suzy found herself smiling politely as she shook his hand and introduced herself.  She had a sudden, mad impulse to tell him that she'd worn underwear with pictures of his face on them until she was twelve.
"Have you seen my crew?" she asked him instead.  "They were supposed to meet me here but I don't see them."
His face went from friendly to guarded, so fast that it had to be an act.  She considered trying to read him but... this was William Power.
"Sorry Miss Nguyen-"
"Suzy, please." she corrected him.
"Suzy then." he said with a smile.  "Support had to change the plan at the last minute.  I'm afraid we can't give your crew access at this time."
"So does that mean the story's canceled?" she asked, confused.  This whole thing had been the Citadel's idea, so why were they...?
"No ma'am.  I can't say why, but it's strictly a security issue with..." he trailed off and shrugged.  "Let's just say we couldn't let you use your own camera.  To make it up to you, we're loaning you this."
He held up some sort of headset; offering it to her.  Curious, she accepted the device and examined it while he explained.
"It's a modified version of something we use in the field.  The communication functions on this one are disabled but it'll record anything in your presence, visual and audio.  Just hit that button to turn it off or on."
She did so and a little green light came on.
"Seems simple enough." she told him.
"There's just one issue.  The software involved is proprietary so we can't let you have the raw data.  Don't worry though.  We'll send over the footage after we convert it to a more standard format."
Normally, Suzy would've walked away at this point.  However, her producer had told her, straight out, that this was going to be a softball piece.  Goodwill from the Citadel was more important than anything interesting she might have been able to dig up.
"That should work just fine." she told him, careful to keep her friendliest smile in place.
"Good." he replied.  "Now, would you like me to show you where you'll be staying or-"
"Right to work, if that's okay." she interrupted.
He nodded and touched his communicator.
"Can I get a location on Juggernaut?" he asked, then transferred his attention back to her.  "I thought we'd start with one of our more experienced Instructors."
"Lead the way." she told him.

Apparently, this Juggernaut's office was near the top of the Tower.  Suzy was a little disappointed that they took an elevator.  Some part of Suzy, probably a remnant of her twelve year old self, had been hoping that her childhood idol would just pick her up and fly.  Either way, they got there eventually.  Suzy knocked on the door.
"Come in, please." came the reply.
She did, only to pause when she saw that the Instructor, a slim, hairless Indian man, already had a visitor.
"Jason, it is true that multiple challenges are allowed.  Even one such as this is technically valid." said the Instructor.  "But I'm not certain this is wise."
Trying to appear as if she wasn't paying attention, Suzy continued to listen in.  She also made the little mental twist that activated her power.
"Sir, I would like to remind you that you yourself instructed me to stop holding back."
Suzy didn't hear the instructor's response.  Her empathy stretched out, reached William Power first.  She got nothing from him.  Not surprising, word around the office, at least among those that paid attention to the Empowered scene, was that he might be a Null type in addition to the rest.  The trainee, Jason, must have been one as well.  It was strange though... most Nulls were all or nothing.  Suzy could feel little flickers of emotion coming off him: irritation, pride and something that might have been eagerness.
Next, Suzy directed her power at Instructor Juggernaut.  If she could get a good idea of his emotional baseline, simple enough while he was engaged in something routine like arguing with one of his students, it'd give her an edge in her interview.  Well, arguing might not be the right word.  Jason seemed calm, if a bit too formal.  Juggernaut's expression was the perfect picture of serenity.  Her power reached out to learn what he was really thinking and- PAIN!!!
She fell PAIN!!! to the floor, screaming.  Suzy PAIN!!! couldn't control her PAIN!!! own body.  It was PAIN!!! flailing and trembling PAIN!!!  Burning, stabbing, tearing, PAIN!!! it was like nothing she PAIN!!! could've imagined over every part of her PAIN!!! body at once.  Mercifully, she blacked out in seconds.

Medical Area
"Are you sure you're up for this?" asked William Power.  "There's no reason you can't take some more time to recover."
Suzy shook her head.  "No.  I... I'm fine."  She noticed her hand shaking, just a bit, and clenched it into a fist until the trembling stopped.  "It wasn't even my pain but just the memory of what it felt like..."  She looked down at her hands.  "How can he be so calm?  How can he even live like that?"
William Power was silent for a moment.  When he answered, his voice was as solemn as anything she'd ever heard.
"Miss Nguyen, I'm over a hundred years old.  I've spent the vast majority of that time as a soldier or a Citadel Operative.  Please keep that in mind when I say this.  Achala Juggernaut is easily the strongest man I've ever met."
Three seconds.  That was Suzy's best guess as to how long she'd shared his pain.  That was easily the worst experience of her life.  He lived with it.  She tried to imagine what that must be like, couldn't do it.  She gave a short, quick nod.
"I understand."
"I was at the incident when he was... injured, and I was exposed too.  Achala was the one who killed the Empowered responsible.  Thanks to that, my power set let me recover after less than a minute.  Everyone else..."
He dropped his eyes rather than go on.  She went sick when she realized the implication.
"How- how many..."  She couldn't finish the question.
"Thousands.  Most died or took their own lives.  So far as I know, there're only a few dozen left."
"This is... It's just incredible.  I'd still like to finish the interview but I don't think it'd be safe.  If I'm in the same room... my power..."
He sighed.  "You really should've told us you were an empath, ma'am.  I knew you were Empowered but if I'd realized your actual ability, well, this never would've happened."
"There's a reason I'm not registered, Operative."  She glared at him.  "I'd never get another interview if it came out."
"That's your right, ma'am."  The glare didn't seem to have much effect on him.  "Though I would suggest you don't use your ability again.  Achala's condition is unique but there's more than a few minds here it wouldn't be safe for you to touch."
Still haunted by that three seconds, Suzy nodded without hesitation.
"Good.  If you're willing to volunteer a little about how your power works, we can probably get you that interview."  He shrugged.  "Worst case scenario, we'll set you up with a video conference.  In the mean-time, would you like to move on to the next subject?"
"Yes, yes I would." she said.

Training Area
Hector was waiting outside his class's training room, sending in a new body every now and again.  He straightened up when he saw William Power approaching, along with an Asian woman wearing civilian clothes and a tactical headset in active mode.  Maybe this was that reporter Director Shift had mentioned?  He decided to find out.
"Hey Billy!  Ma'am.  What's up?"
Hector was caught completely off guard by his greeting's effect.
"My name is Senior Operative William Power.  This is Miss Suzanne Nguyen.  In the future, Trainee, you will address your superiors with the appropriate respect or you'll learn just why they're your superior.  Understood?"
"What?" Hector was genuinely shocked, a rare thing for the duplicator.  "I... I'm sorry sir.  You... you told me to call you that.  When we were looking for Abby, don't you remember?"  Hector asked, his voice quiet.
"Oh."
Just like that, Power's visible irritation disappeared.  It was replaced by a look of startled comprehension.  "Sorry kid.  That wasn't me."  Before Hector could ask, he explained.  "You worked with William R. Power, right?"
Hector nodded.
"I'm William L. Power." he said with an expectant grin.  Before Hector could ask the obvious question, he explained.  "Left and Right."
Hector gaped for a moment.  No one could possibly have given names like those to twins, so...  "Some kind of clones... or?"
"Nope." said the other William Power, grin still in place.  "I assume you know my primary power is regeneration?"
Hector nodded.
"Take a look at this and tell me what you think."  He leaned in, putting his forehead directly in front of Hector's face.
It took him a moment to recognize what he was looking for, but once he did it was unmistakable.  "The left side of your face... it's normal.  But the right, there's no imperfections.  The scalp line is smoother, pores are more even... what...?"
William- Hector decided to try thinking of him as Left.  It was less confusing.  Left stood back up, his grin expanding to a broad smile.
"I'd be happy to explain but it's technically a violation of the National Security Act."
Hector saw the woman's eyes twitch.  He figured that would be a full on flabbergasted jaw drop in most people so yeah, definitely the reporter.
"Suzanne," Left said, turning back to face her, "why don't you head on in.  Hector deserves the full story but, while I trust you, I'm not allowed to use my own discretion in this sort of thing.  I trust you'll keep what you've heard so far to yourself?"
She gave a silent nod of assent and entered the training room.
Hector started to speak but Left held up a hand, silencing him.
"Wait a moment.  She claims to be an empath but her light's a little too bright for that to be it.  Her light's not bright enough to affect me and your file says that you're functionally immune to all but the best telepaths but, even so..."
They waited in silence for a few moments.
"It should be okay, sir.  She looks pretty distracted." Hector said, eventually.
"Call me Will.  You cut the response time on a potential extinction event in half.  You've more than earned that."
"Thank you, Will.  I... I, um." Hector didn't really know what to say.  He had so many questions.
Will gave him a conspiratorial smile.  "Hang on.  I'll give you the quick version and then you can ask whatever you want, at least until she gets through in there."
Hector gave a quick nod, still a little nervous.
"We say brother, but that's just short hand.  A while back, I got taken over when we were going after the Professor.  Between me and his 'students,' the rest of Prime was having some trouble.  They called in Gatekeeper and he stopped me, then took out the whole area."
He thought it over for a moment.  Will might've said 'whatever you want' but Hector knew there were still plenty of things he was better off not knowing yet.  "You said he stopped you.  Do you mean... he cut you in half?"
Will nodded and used a finger to draw an imaginary line down his face, between his eyes.  "He knew how strong my regeneration is, figured I'd survive.  What no one expected was that both sides would recover completely."
"Wow." was all Hector could say at first.  "Were there any after effects, missing memories?  How big a piece does it take to make another you?  Are there any more William Powers out there?"  Breathless, he had to stop.
Will gave a little chuckle.  "A few, but a lot less than conventional medicine would predict.  A Richard's type who specializes in these types of things thinks a sizable portion of the nervous system needs to be involved, at least a third or so and no.  There've only ever been a few Empowered that could handle me if I went rogue, mental control or otherwise.  No one likes the idea of an army of mes running around."
Hector thought about that, the difference that a Citadel made up of nothing but its most famous member could make.  "Was there a specific reason for concern or is it just fear?  A hundred years of service should buy some trust."
The Senior Operative visibly hesitated before answering.  "Sorry, that one I can't tell you."
He nodded.  That was actually better than being told that the country was in the mess it was because of sheer hesitation, but not by much.  "Looks like she's had just about enough.  Can I ask one more before we're interrupted?" Hector asked.
"Sure."
"You said something about Ms. Nguyen's light not being bright?"
"Smart."  Will snorted.  "No wonder my brother liked you so much.  That's a power I generally keep under my shirt but, like I said, you've more than earned it.  I've got a perception ability, seeing power levels.  I can't tell exactly what someone's Empowerment is without seeing it in action, but I can tell how... intense it is.  It's useful to predict whether or not they'll be able to get through my Null ability.  In a few cases, I can get a little bit about the... nature- I guess?"  He shrugged.  "I can spot a weird power, basically."
"She's coming out." Hector interrupted, just as Suzanne Nguyen staggered through the training room's double doors.  Her eyes were wet with unshed tears, nausea written all over her face.  She gagged but didn't throw up.
"What the fuck are you doing to them?" she demanded.

Training Area
Suzy walked into the room, expecting to see an example of 'basic skills training.'  Obviously, she would've rather stayed to hear the far more interesting story of William Power and his not-a-clone.  The young reporter considered herself well informed, even by the standards of her profession, but she'd never heard so much as a hint about something like this.
Sadly, she knew her producer's priorities and, more importantly, she suspected that the 'all necessary measures' line in that waiver she'd signed would probably stretch to include the mysterious disappearance of a nosy reporter who knew one too many of the Citadel's secrets.  It was disturbingly easy to imagine.  So sorry, but the poor girl stepped into one of our magical glowing gate-thingies and was never seen again.
She considered using her ability.  Power was immune but that kid probably wouldn't be.  It wouldn't be as good as listening in but it was better than nothing.  Probably sa- That thought was cut off as she remembered the last time she'd used her power.  She shuddered.  No.  Maybe not ever again.
Determined to derail that particular train of thought, Suzy examined her surroundings.  The training room was similar to an ordinary, if oversized, high school gymnasium.  It had a high ceiling, off-white walls, hardwood floors and an oval shaped rubber track running along the perimeter.  In the nearest third, there were five rows, each with about eight men and women wearing trainee's black.  Walking up and down the rows was a woman in the grey uniform and traditional mask of a Healer.  She seemed to be supervising CPR classes.
The trainees were all bent over dummies, each dressed in the same all black uniform, pressing on their chests or breathing into their mouths.  One of the trainees was glowing bright orange, another was silver-white.  More than a few were physically inhuman, a human-snake hybrid with wings, a skeletally thin, chalk white monstrosity.  Distracted by the obvious signs of Empowerment, Suzy didn't recognize the true nature of the dummies.
Looking past that remarkable assemblage, Suzy saw something still more incredible.  In the middle of the gym, there was a dragon.  It was immense, with red scales, a yellow underbelly and bat-like wings.  Suzy was struck by its resemblance to that one in that movie.  Best of all, she was pretty sure it was trying to perform CPR as well.  The great beast was hunched over a dummy, resting one clawed finger on its chest.  Suzy watched it lean forward, lowering its head and opening its mouth.  Her own mouth opened slightly in wonder as it pursed its lips, completely covering the dummy's lifelike face.  She couldn't believe, there was just no way that that could work...
It didn't.
There came a brief, bright flash of red-orange light and the dragon raised its head.  When it looked down at the dummy and the scorched ruin that used to be its head, the expression of disappointment on its reptilian face was surprisingly clear.
She fought down a fit of giggles.  One does not laugh at a dragon.  If that wasn't already a rule, it should be.
This wasn't the first time that had happened, judging by the practiced ease with which the dragon scooped up the ruined CPR training tool.  Even better indicators were the many scorched sections of floor that surrounded the dragon's area, as well as the sheer size of the pile of discarded, damaged mannequins the dragon was moving towards.  The pile, almost as tall as her, was at the furthest end of the room.  Suzy could make out a few more burnt dummies, but the most common defect seemed to be crushed chests.
It made sense.  Suzy knew that something like half of the Citadel's operatives were Strong types of one flavor or another.  They were just too common for it to be any other way.  Assuming those dummies were about as resilient as a typical human, this was probably necessary training, maybe even vital.
Something drew Suzy's attention back to the trainees nearest to her.  What had it been?  After a moment, it happened again.  One of the dummies moved.
A large black man, the one with the silvery glow, pushed down too hard.  She saw the- the dummy's chest collapse, heard a groan of pain.  Suzy looked back at the pile, just as the dragon tossed the- the- tossed it onto the top.  Almost against her will- for once she didn't want to know- she examined the… the mound, more closely.  They were moving.  Some of the... some of them were still alive.
Horrified, sick to her stomach, Suzy Nguyen staggered back, turned, and practically ran through the doors.
In the room she left the behind, the Healer addressed her class.
"Good job people, but keep it up.  Strong types, this is your best opportunity to practice precision without killing a teammate.  Remember, even a normal person is likely to snap a rib or two when they're doing chest compressions, especially if they make a mistake.  For those of you without super strength, the goal is to do this for an hour.  After that, no one short of Retcon herself can help them and she has to use her power before the injury takes place to do any good."

Suzanne Nguyen staggered through the training room’s double doors.  Her eyes were wet with unshed tears.  She could feel the nausea, written all over her face.  She gagged but managed not to throw up.
“What the fuck are you doing to them?” she demanded.
The Hispanic trainee turned away from William Power to answer her.
"Basic First Aid ma'am."  His voice and face were pleasantly polite, as if... as if that weren't happening on the other side of the doors.  "Oh, excuse me, Kerry needs another replacement."  He stepped around her and... Wait.
He was still there, next to William Power.  What...?
It clicked.
"Duplicator?" she asked.
Still polite, he nodded.  "Yes ma'am.  Hector Hive."
She looked back, through doors that were still open from his passage.  "The... dummies, they're all you?"
He nodded again.  His manner was starting to edge out of polite, more like the way you'd treat someone who was- Suzy made the conscious decision not to be hysterical, to calm down.  She took a few deep breaths, then resumed speaking.
"Duplicates or no, we can't show that on the air.  Would it be alright if I asked you a few questions instead?"
This time, her voice was that of a professional, calm, cool, collected and free from that little edge of hysteria that was still shrieking, deep down inside of her.  She was certain of that because she was being very careful to make sure it stayed that way.
She'd directed the question to Hector, but William Power answered first.  "Not a problem Miss Nguyen.  Please consider the trainee at your disposal."
"Of course," Hector added, "But there's a few things I can't talk about and a few things, well, a few thing I just won't."
Suzy gave him a reassuring smile.  Considering the circumstances, it probably wasn't one of her best.  Although, considering the circumstances further, she was a little proud she'd manage to do it at all.
"Naturally.  That won't be a problem Hector.  This'll be what we call a friendly interview.  It just means that if there's anything you don't want to discuss, if you aren't comfortable, for whatever reason, just speak up and I'll avoid the subject."
Instead of agreeing right away, he stopped to think it over.  If she was any kind of judge of character, and even without using her power she was a very good one, he was deciding in advance what he would or would not discuss.
"Okay, let's do it." he told her, eventually.
She gave him another smile, then "Oh!  Um, sorry if this steps on your toes or anything, but.... for my own peace of mind, can you feel what your duplicates are going through?"
He grinned.  "Technically, I'm a duplicate too."
"Wow, really?" she asked.  "I had no idea."
Hector shrugged.   "At this point, I'm not even sure if the original me is still around.  But yeah, to answer your question, I feel what all my bodies do, sort of."
She cocked an eyebrow at him.  It had taken her maybe six months to learn that, worth every minute.
"I used to think that my bodies shared thoughts, formed a group mind that was outside of all of them." he said.  "But, a little while back, I realized it was actually memories.  Every one of me remembers what all the rest of me is doing, more or less in real time."
"I'm not sure I see the difference." she admitted, cocking her head to the side in puzzlement.  She'd have to be careful to avoid things like that during the actual interview.  It might mess up the video from her borrowed headset.
"It's subtle, but I think it's why I can go through something like that and it's only... unpleasant, rather than horrific.  Pain is bad, right?"
She laughed, nodding.  "Uh huh."
"So is fear, embarrassment and so on.  But the memory of pain, or fear or whatever, that's not quite as big a deal." he grinned.
"How did you ever manage to figure out something so abstract?" she asked.
"Have you ever been so pissed at someone that you didn't stop to think about the consequences, you just attacked?"
"Sure.  I think everyone's been there once or twice." Suzy answered.
"Well, a while back, one of the other trainees said something pretty fuc- er, pretty messed up.  I lost it and went for him without thinking.  Thing was though, even though there were lots of mes there, it was only the me he said that to that got angry enough to attack.  The other mes were just really, really annoyed."
"Okay, I understand what you're describing, but I don't get how-"
"See, that me was angrier!" Hector went on, eagerly.  "I did some research and it turns out, a big part of emotion is chemical.  Hormones and all that."  He shrugged.
"I'm not far enough along in my degrees to follow all the details, but I got the gist.  The rest of me didn't get the chemicals, so didn't react as strongly.  If I was really a hive mind, like I always thought, it wouldn't work that way.  I'd either be angry or not, instead of it varying between mes."
The difference still seemed largely irrelevant to her.  She latched onto the part that had made sense, instead.  "So this other boy, the one you attacked, was he alright?"
Hector's face went from a cocky grin to eerily flat.  "He was fine, just some bruises."  His voice was just as lacking in expression.
"Did you get in trouble?  I know in Army Basic you'd have been set back a few weeks, maybe even expelled."
"Yeah, they made me help train the others." he said, nodding towards the double doors.
She... she didn't even know what to say to that.  It must've shown on her face, because Hector started to reassure her.
"It's not so bad."  He shrugged.  "I never would've agreed to it otherwise, but it was this or get kicked out.  To tell the truth, I'm actually kind of grateful.  I've ended up learning a lot that I just wouldn't have otherwise."
"Well," she said, a little numb, "I hope you learned your lesson.  Next time you don't like what somebody has to say, there's better ways to handle it than hitting them."
Hector didn't answer at first, his face blank but for a tiny little hint of amusement.  "I'll keep that in mind, ma'am."  That cocky grin slowly started creeping back.
Suzy really wished she dared to use her power.  Without it, she had no idea what was going on around here.

The Sparring Field
The next day's first interview was scheduled for more than an hour before dawn.  Suzy didn't like starting so early.  Who would?  But William had promised her that, if she met with this woman from Support early enough, she'd get to see something spectacular.
Suzy looked around, confused.  It was dark enough that she couldn't see very well but still...  This training ground, the 'Sparring Field,' seemed utterly featureless.  It was just a flat plain of dirt and sand, with a few tufts of grass and the occasional bush.  Not wanting to give up but unsure just what she should do, Suzy took to walking in slowly expanding circles.
After a time, something changed.  She saw a light in the distance, one she was sure hadn't been there before.  Hopeful, Suzy began making her way towards it as fast as she could without running.  Closer, the light proved to be several floodlights attached to a tower.  Not the great stone Tower that had caused this base to be called the Hub.  This one was about a hundred feet from its base to the covered platform at the top.  It was almost like a kid's tree house, a wide pillar of stone with steps spiraling up to the top.  There was someone on the platform, waving at her.  She shoved down a perfectly natural fear of heights and went up to meet them.
"Hi, I'm Annie Molder." said the unfamiliar woman, extending a hand.
Still a little breathless from the stairs, Suzy returned the greeting while examining her as best she could without her power.  Annie was a plump woman, a little shorter than average. Her hair and skin both showed the effects of too much sun.  Her smile was infectious and showed far too much cheer and energy for this time of the morning.  Lastly, she wore the black pants and grey shirt of Citadel Support and, given the name, was likely Empowered.
"So, Suzanne, do you know if there's something wrong with your headset?" the woman asked.  "I've been trying to get a hold of you for the last twenty minutes.  Much longer and you would've missed the show."
Puzzled, Suzy removed the item in question and offered it up for Annie's inspection.
"Mr. Power- I mean, Sr. Operative Power told me all it could do was record." she said.
"Oh, um... sorry about that." Annie's face was too heavily tanned for it to show well, but Suzy was sure she was blushing.  "If I'd realized, I'd have met you at the road and led you in."
Obviously she would've preferred to skip all that wandering around in the dark.  Still, faced with the other woman's embarrassment, Suzy couldn't hold it against her.
"Don't worry about it Ms. Molder.  A little exercise is probably good for me."  A thought occurred to her.  "Oh, is that right?  I've only ever spoken with operatives and trainees so..."
Back on familiar ground, Annie smiled.  "Mr. or Ms. works fine.  The rest of us don't follow operative tradition.  But you can call me Annie, of course."
Suzy smiled back making it as warm as she could.
"Thanks Annie, and please, call me Suzy."  Time to get back on track.  There was a reason she was here.  "So, can I ask what it is that I'm supposed to be seeing?"
Annie's expression went from friendly to mischievous.
"Well Suzy, Director Greer thought you might like to see our combat training rooms."
"Well sure, that sounds like it could be pretty interesting.  Is that why this is called the Sparring Field?  Are there underground training rooms with hologram simulators or something?"  Woops.  Suzy was normally more disciplined with her questions, careful to guide the conversation and keep control of the interview.  Maybe it was the time?  No, best not to lie to herself.  Suzy had been off her game since she got here.
"I don't know about interesting.  They're pretty much featureless domes, but I do think this part is pretty cool."  Annie told her.
What happened next shouldn't have been silent.  Suzy looked over the field in awe as dozens, maybe even hundreds of the domes Annie had mentioned rose from the ground.  It was a slow process, maybe thirty minutes from start to finish.  Suzy might have been bored if it weren't for the sheer scale of it.
"How... are you the one doing that?" she asked.
Annie nodded, a faint look of concentration on her face.  "Yep, that's my power.  I can shape stone and earth, make stuff out of em."
Suzy took a moment to process that, still stuck on the possibilities.  "That's incredible.  Why... why haven't I ever heard of you?  You should be one of the most famous Empowered in the country.  I mean, if you can do this in half an hour..."
"Nope.  It's not quite as useful as you're thinking.  All this," Annie waved her hand at the massive collection of structures, "is only temporary.  Right now it's stronger and lighter than steel.  And yeah, I could build a high rise or whatever without much trouble.  But as soon as I fall asleep or leave the area it'll all crumble."
"I guess that means you won't be revolutionizing the construction industry over night." Suzy said.
"Nope." Annie sighed.  "I can help out in emergencies, reinforce damaged structures, provide temporary shelter and stuff, but that's about my limit."
Suzy found herself nodding along.  "And you can't do much in a combat situation because the effect is too slow."
Annie didn't answer right away.  "Maybe.  I... I have to watch the fight training, make sure the domes don't collapse in the middle of a match, fix any damage they take, that sort of thing.  I've seen kids with powers a lot less dangerous than mine come through here.  You might recognize a few of their names.  For that matter, the Army would probably love to have me."
Empathy or no, Suzy could hear the unspoken 'but.'  She stayed silent, hoping Annie would volunteer the rest.
"I could never do what they do.  Risking my life..."  Annie shook her head.  "Just the idea, it makes my blood run cold.  I know what the operatives do is important.  All you have to do is take a look at the Battlegrounds to see that, or worse: Winter."
She looked down and Suzy could see traces of tears in her eyes.
"I'm proud of what I do, helping them train, making it safer and more effective, but it's horrifying.  Most of them, they're just kids.  We get a few that are older, but the average age of a trainee is just nineteen.  I help kids learn to fight, just so they can go out and risk their lives to protect the rest of us.  Every day of my life, I thank God that they're stronger than me."  Her next words were very quiet.  Suzy wasn't sure she'd been meant to hear them.
"Then I ask him to forgive me."

Beneath the Tower
For once, Suzy hadn't needed to spend the day running all over the base tracking down her interview subjects.  Instead, she'd spent her time in this pleasantly air conditioned room in one of the Tower's sublevels as one trainee after another knocked on her door to be interviewed.  It made for a nice change.  Another difference, this was the first day without any surprises.  Given the nature of some of those surprises, that made for a very nice change indeed.
The trainees had been pretty much what she'd expected as well.  Most of them were fairly young.  They were cheerful and bright, eager to make a difference.  Suzy didn't cover the Empowered stories, not normally, but she paid attention.  Something like half of the Citadel's operatives didn't make it through their first year.  That was split, more or less evenly, between physical impairment and 'psychological distress.'  Talking to those smiling young men and women, not one of whom had seemed to understand what they were in for...
Suzy had a great deal of sympathy for Annabelle Molder.
There came a tapping, a gentle knocking on the door.
"Come in." she cried.
It took an effort to suppress a sigh when she saw her latest subject.  The broad, happy smile, the way she seemed almost to bounce when she walked, it was just more of the same.  She tuned out the girl's greeting, preparing to do the interview on autopilot.  Then, Suzy saw something in her eyes.  Determination?  No, not just that...  This was the Citadel.  Even the brightest eyed raw recruits had that.  But... there was something there, a depth and weight that...  Suddenly, the danger didn't seem to matter quite so much.  Suzy made that little mental twist and focused on the girl in front of her.
"Well young lady, do you know why you're here?" Suzy asked.
For a brief time, no more than a fraction of a second, she felt guilt, fear, isolation, hopelessness and helplessness.  It all added up to a tangled mess that she couldn't sort through.  Easier to just call it misery.  For that fraction of a second, Suzy was horrified.  In its own way, it was every bit as bad as Achala Juggernaut's living hell.  Then it was gone.
"Because of the mess poor Donald's in." the girl answered.
Something very different took its place.
"That's... not exactly what I meant."
On the surface, there was happiness.
The trainee gave a short laugh, too self-aware to be called a giggle.
"No, but it's true.  Public opinion's dragging him through the mud and someone had the idea to bring you in and take everyone's mind off him, change the narrative."
Beneath the happiness was a host of other things, responsibility, compassion and... determination wasn't quite the right word.  That was like calling the Pacific wet: true, but it didn't come close to telling the whole story.
"I'm not saying you're right, but if you were...  It sounds like you don't agree with the plan." Suzy observed.
That brilliant smile went away as she shook her head, not faded, just set aside for the moment.
"It'd probably work, but I don't think it's for the best." she said.
"Then what should be done?  What is it that brought you here?" Suzy asked.
And then the girl told her.  She'd probably rehearsed it in her head but it lacked the polish of a professional speech.  Despite that, or because of it, her sincerity was obvious.  Suzy didn't need her power to be certain of that.
"I understand why people might be afraid, be resentful of the Citadel.  The Interruption was a catastrophe.  I don't know the exact death toll.  The last estimate I heard put it at more than four hundred thousand.  Almost worse than that is the damage it did to society.  Things we take for granted, cell phones, communicators and televisions, they failed us.  Other things, the ones we depend on every day, cars, planes and even something as simple as a light bulb...
“Well, for a little bit, it seemed like all our tools turned against us.  All of that, because a high school student got frustrated during a computer science class?  That's terrifying, even if no one wants to admit it.  I've seen news reports that praised the Citadel for its rapid response, read articles about a mother who rescued her children from a fire caused by a power surge... all kinds of stuff.  Inspirational stuff, and true, but that doesn't make the fear go away."
Suzy started to say something, stopped.  She'd kept her power focused long enough.  It wasn't just giving her emotion or sensations now.  She was getting the context.
"It's natural enough for people to blame the Citadel for that fear, to resent us.  After all, it's our job to stop this sort of thing, to protect you.  But using something like this to punish the Citadel... It won't work.  That won't make the fear go away any more than 'changing the narrative.'
“We need to remember something.  No one understands much about Empowerment, but one of the few things we do know is that emotional states effect the outcome.  This kind of widespread fear and resentment? It won't lead to anything good."
Without making a conscious decision, Suzy found herself asking a question.  "What should we do?"
The girl fully expected to die.  Suzy could feel it running through her.  It wasn't a death wish.  She just knew what happened to almost every operative that stayed in the field long enough.  That happiness, that beautiful, vibrant joy the girl radiated... It wasn't a false shell or a way to hide from reality.  It was a deliberate choice.  The girl had weighed her options and decided that the good she could do was worth her life.  That joy... it was the feeling of a woman who had found a worthy cause and devoted her life to it without reservation.
"We can't bury our fear.  We have to pull it into the open and deal with it.  We lost a city when a solar plant blew.  That's a tragedy.  So what can we do to make sure it never happens again?  Can the other plants be moved to safer locations, maybe underground?  What if we switched to safer power sources?  Wind, Empowered and photo generated electricity aren't effective enough to fully replace solar, but can they reduce our reliance on it?
“More than that, the Interruption showed us where we're weak.  We can use that to improve, to get stronger, ready for next time.  Cities can be redesigned so we're not dependent on fallible autos.  Emergency services can be decentralized.  I don't know what else.  I'm just one person and there's a limit to what I can do.
“But you, you're a nation.  I sincerely believe that if you act together, there's nothing you can't do.  Write your congressman, your governor and your city council.  Ask your questions and make suggestions."
Suzy stared, in awe at what she'd just heard and what she could still feel.  Without warning, that implacable determination was... not gone, any more than a sword vanishes when it's sheathed, but it was replaced again by that terrible joy.  The girl was smiling again.
"And please, Richard Day is paralyzed.  No one's happy about that.  But he wasn't stealing bread to feed his starving family.  Richard Day is a meth addict who carried a gun into a restaurant full of innocent families so he could score.  Donald Dust was there to share a meal with friends. He saw people in danger so he protected them.  He's still a trainee, but that's what an operative is for.  If you feel bad for Mr. Day, don't make yourself feel better by attacking Don.  Donate money to a rehabilitation center or volunteer at a clinic.
“Donald feels really bad about this, even though he did the right thing.  That's a distraction and he can't afford to be distracted the next time people need his help."
Slowly, very slowly and as calmly as she could, Suzanne Nguyen reached up and turned off her headset.
"I... I think I've got what I need from you."
The girl nodded, then rose to leave.  Just before her hand touched the door's handle, Suzanne spoke up again.
"Thank you.  For what you said... thank you for that."
She turned back to face Suzy.  "Do you think it'll help?"
When she answered, Suzy wasn’t entirely sure if she was talking about what she’d heard or what she’d felt.  The two had mixed together in her head until…  "I think it may have been one of the most beautiful things I've ever heard."f
The girl grinned and Suzy felt another brief spike of that awful misery.  She didn't know what it meant.  Maybe some sort of lingering reaction to Achala Juggernaut?  Perhaps there was some other Citadel member nearby, one in truly dire need of therapy?  With a mental shrug, she turned off her power and forgot about it.
"Awesome." the girl said, smiling brighter than ever.
 




CHAPTER 16:  REALIZATION

Private Residence
Jason shut the door of the incubator.  Final yields were slightly greater than his earliest projections, though not so great as he might have hoped.  It should be enough.  More to the point, it would have to be.  Finished with the private portion of his daily routine, Jason left his room and went down the stairs to join the others for breakfast.
Unusually, Jason was the last to arrive.  This was not the meal's only unexpected feature.  Kelly was female.  It was far more common for the shapeshifter to be male at home and, conversely, female during the majority of public social activities.  Jason had not noticed any particular pattern when it came to combat training.  Hector was at the table, eating, rather than at the stove or serving the others.  This might have been due to the lateness with which Jason had arrived but he thought it was more likely related to the meal itself.
Hector had prepared a large quantity of eggs in a variety of styles.  Jason also saw bacon, sausage links, patties and what he believed was skirt steak.  There were pancakes, waffles, an item he did not recognize but seemed like a cross between tortillas and pancakes, all accompanied by honey, syrup and a selection of crushed fruit.
Isaac was drinking orange juice rather than coffee.
Jason could have asked Kelly about her atypical appearance.  He could have commented on Isaac's choice of beverage or Hector's deviation from standard behavior.  Normally, he would have given them a polite greeting and then done so.  Today... Jason did not wish to do so.  The idea of interacting with these people in such a way, as if he were reading from a script his mother had prepared.... it seemed unsatisfying.
In slightly more than a week, each of these people would most likely have graduated.  In truth, Jason believed himself to be the one with the highest probability of being held back, at least at the moment.  He expected that to be changed by the day's end.  Jason thought of Hector as his friend.  They had shared confidences and exchanged aid on more than one occasion.  Jason trusted him.  He did not feel the same label fit his relationship with Isaac or Kelly... still, with his thoughts turned towards graduation, he realized he was likely to part ways with them.  The Citadel was a relatively small organization with a large area of responsibility.  The idea of that coming separation left him... unsettled.
Jason sat in relative silence and shared a meal with his companions.  Rather than allow his mind to dwell on that pending separation, he chose to concentrate on this moment and its feeling of comfortable familiarity.  If he had known that the others were doing much the same, each in their own way, he would have been shocked.  Or as close as he could come to that state of mind.
Eventually, the meal came to an end.  As another Hector came in and began clearing the table- Jason noticed he was setting the uneaten food aside rather than disposing of it- the four housemates discussed their plans for the day.  It did not take long for two of them to discover that they had something in common.
"Hey Jason, I've got a challenge from you?"  Kelly had been the first to speak.  "Congrats man!  I didn't realize you'd gotten so far up the ranks.  Last I saw, you were in the mid-thirties."
"Thank you Kelly.  However, I am currently ranked last in the class."  Jason had little trouble interpreting the look of confusion that his statement elicited, nor was it difficult to intuit the cause.  He decided to explain.  "Coach Achala told us that multiple challenges on the same day were allowed.  I believe it was part of his initial description of the challenge system.  The only requirement is that each challenge must individually be acceptable.  Of course, a loss negates any further challenges that are pending."
Kelly's brow furrowed for a moment, then she spoke.  "Huh.  So you challenged whoever's five ranks above you then five above them and so on, up into the twenties?  That's really smart.  You could end up with a good ranking and only have to fight a few times, especially if you spent some time figuring out who's likely to skip out on their challenges."
"That's not what he did." Isaac said.  Jason turned his head slightly, so that he could see the other man.  Kelly did as well.  "He challenged me too."
Kelly's eyes were slightly wider than normal and her voice was higher as she said, "Wait, what?  No offense Jason but... well, Isaac's really high up right now.  I'm not sure..."
Hector, the one at the table, laughed.  "Kelly, you didn't look at the full schedule for the day, did you?"
Kelly shook her head.  "No, I saw it was a lot busier than normal and figured that since this was the second to last weekend, a bunch of people would be desperate to make sure they ended up with decent ranks.  I just paid attention to my own fights."
Hector wore the same smile, or perhaps it should be called a grin, that he usually did.  Jason thought that it might be a little more... well, a little more something than usual.
"I challenged everyone." Jason said.  Isaac nodded.  The Hector at the sink laughed.  Kelly sat back, eyes even wider while her mouth was slightly opened.  "While the strategy you proposed," he said, inclining his head towards Kelly, "would have likely resulted in a high rank for me, I believe that fully displaying my capabilities is more important if the Citadel is to place me in a position to properly utilize them."
"Wha- but... Jason, are you sure you're-?" Kelly seemed to be having trouble expressing herself.
Isaac interrupted her.  "Just how much have you been holding back?"
Jason thought that this would be an appropriate time to give a smile, so he did so.  He intended it to imply confidence.  "A great deal."
Four Hectors entered the room, each carrying a large pack that Jason knew were filled with a variety of implements.  The one at the table spoke.  "I've been helping him get ready.  I even suggested to a few people that they coordinate challenges to make sure he ended up at the very bottom of the list.  It would've been a lot easier if Anna hadn't yielded to him during the first day."
Neither of Jason's other roommates seemed to have anything to say at this point.
"I've got all the stuff we talked about Jason.  Is there anything else you need?"
Jason considered Hector's question for a moment.  "No.  I will go to my room for a moment, then we may depart."

Jason looked at the racks in his incubator.  Each held six hundred tubes.  There were seven racks.  Each tube contained, he thought, a minimum of two hundred flies or larvae.  Caring for the insects had been simple, at first.  As their numbers grew, it had taken up more and more of his day.  Another person might have found it amusing that so much work had gone into something that was over in a fraction of a second.
His gaze went from the top of the incubator to the bottom.  Where it had passed, roughly a million fruit flies simply ceased.  Their lives extinguished so that Jason could prove his worth.

Gate Room
Suzy looked up at the gate, nervous.  On this side, the one she was meant to step through, it was... creepy.  A large black square, she thought it was maybe eight feet by eight feet.  The sides were traced in blue light, like a diagram drawn in the air.  The surface of the gate itself, the face of that square, was black.  A pure, empty darkness... it was like being told to step into the void.
She knew it was silly.  It hadn't bothered her on the way here.  Plenty of Citadel personnel used them every day and she'd never heard of anyone being hurt, unless you counted all the operatives that used them to get to a combat zone.  Suzy tightened her grip on the little flash drive they'd given her.   She'd taken some time to skim through it earlier and, as far as she could tell, they'd left everything on it.  They hadn't removed anything.  This was going to be one of the best assignments of her career, even if her producer wouldn't let her run the juicy stuff.  She'd still know it, could use it later.  Whether it was part of a later story or just leverage, that footage would make her career.
Suzy Nguyen gathered her courage, took a deep breath, then she stepped into the darkness.

Sparring Field
Jason and the Hectors carrying his equipment arrived before their roommates.  Isaac had an appointment and would not need to fight until later in the day.  Kelly had not challenged anyone or been challenged by anyone other than Jason.  The shapeshifter had elected to spend the intervening time in flight.
One of the packs proved to hold several camp chairs.  Jason and the Hectors sat in comfort while they waited.  Jason's matches would not begin until all other challenges had been resolved.  Had he realized this he would have waited to consume the flies' lives.  He did not know their exact number but it was more, far more, than he had ever held before.
Each animal life he took gave him additional strength, added roughly half his base level.  Four lives made him three time as strong as his body should be.  This did not come with any corresponding durability.  However, each life, plant or animal, allowed him to instantly recover from one injury.
Jason did not know how many lives he currently contained.  There were far too many to count.  If he did not move with exceeding caution, he could easily squander lives by injuring himself.  Even a careless breath could do it at this point.  He had killed every piece of plant life that he and Hector had passed on their way here, hoping that his power would expend that before the more useful animal lives.
"Hi Jason." Jenny said, smiling.  She was the first of their classmates to greet him or Hector.  "I saw the challenge schedule so I just wanted to congratulate you."  His friend spoke louder than was her habit, at least when they were alone.
He hoped her actions were deliberate.  He didn't like the idea of her power causing her distress in relation to him.
"I know you've had a hard time figuring out how to use you talent in a fight." she said.  "Without hurting someone too badly, I mean.  So, you know, congrats on that and good job!" she smiled.  Then she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips.
What?
She returned to the larger group of trainees that were talking amongst themselves.  Many of them, especially the females, seemed to be watching him rather than their conversational partners.
"Well, I guess you two made up." the nearest Hector said.
Jason turned to look at him.  He did not care that the motion cost him a life.
"You know, after that fight you two had in Coach Achala's class?"
Jason nodded to indicate that he remembered the incident.  Jenny had apologized profusely.  Her power had obviously caused the incident.  She had believed that it was simply another action meant to ingratiate her to their classmates.  It made sense to him.  Jason, in no small part because of his ranking, was perceived as the weakest member of the class.
Jason realized that Hector had continued speaking.  "I do not wish to talk about that." he said.
"Sorry man, didn't mean to step on your toes or anything.  I just wondered how long you two had been dating."
Jason did not reply.
"She's pretty cute." Hector said.
Jason reached for his glasses.  Hector stopped speaking.  Jason returned his hand to his lap, leaving the sun glasses in place.

Elsewhere
The reporter stumbled as she stepped out of the gate.  Its exit side was a few inches off the floor.  James Lacuna stepped up to her side and placed a hand on her wrist while he reached across her back to grip her shoulder with the other.  At first, she probably thought he was just trying to keep her from tripping.
"Thank you." she said.
The look on her face went from vaguely confused and wary to sleepy relaxation as he used his power.  She slumped back and feel into his arms.
"You're welcome, Ms. Nguyen." he muttered.
Modifying a series of memories that covered the better part of a week would normally be both difficult and time consuming.  But this time it should be a simple job.  After all, he had a video record of just about everything she'd done in that time.
"Which reminds me..." he said.
He took a moment to search her, replacing the flash drive she was carrying with one prepared by Analysis and making sure she didn't have a backup.

Sparring Fields
On paper, George Dragon should have been one of the class's most dangerous combatants.  Like William Power, he was a Parker type.  Strength, flight, enhanced senses, claws, scales and fire breath, it sounded impressive.  Unlike William Power, his individual powers were, to put it simply, weak.  
Literally every other trainee with enhanced strength could hit harder.  His claws and scales were less effective than a flak jacket and a good knife.  Night vision was useful but it didn't make much difference in the average fight.  He had to rely on his wings to fly, which left him relatively slow and awkward in the air.  The flame breath... well, it certainly looked cool but, from a practical stand point, he was better off with a good gun as often as not.
The young man had been bitter at first, even considered dropping out of the program.  The inevitable comparisons to the class's other Dragon hadn't helped.  His session with Bruce Richards had changed that. The experienced instructor had told him that while his powers might be weak, at least by an operative's standards, their variety still gave him something valuable: flexibility.
His strength wasn't a useful weapon, but it let him carry a ridiculous amount of equipment.  His flight might be slow and ungainly, especially with the extra weight, but George still had more battlefield mobility than most.  The scales, claws and flame breath were now useful back-ups to his new, custom made inch-thick steel armor and M nineteen automated grenade launcher.
George regained his confidence and soon found that while his new approach still left him ineffective in a one on one confrontation with most of his classmates, he was invaluable in the group exercises.  There are very few scenarios that don't get easier with the application of a few forty millimeter grenades.  It helps when the grenadier is highly mobile and too tough to be taken out easily.
All this goes to explain why George was the second lowest ranked combatant in the class.  His talents simply lay elsewhere.  He knew it and was comfortable with the fact.  This is also why he considered letting Jason win.  He didn't know the guy but George had seen him in action enough to realize he was the only trainee less suited to a straight fight than George himself.  Worse, he was completely lacking in useful, indirect combat skills.
That budding sympathy vanished when the fight started and Jason took off his sunglasses.

San Francisco Citadel Branch Office
Suzy Nguyen stumbled as she stepped out of the gate.  Its exit side was a few inches off the floor.  After regaining her balance, she turned to face the gate.  From here, it seemed like she could see right into the Tower's Gate Room.  She reached out to touch the gate's surface and her hand just stopped.  She could see her skin compress but there was no sensation of resistance, no feeling of contact. Incredible.
After a time, Suzy left the gate room.  She'd enjoyed examining the office's single arrival gate, but the outgoing...  That darkness was just creepy and she needed to call her office.  They'd be happy to know that she had more than enough footage for a feel good special.  It was a pity though, she'd been hoping for something more.  Not necessarily a scandal or anything like that.  Suzy just enjoyed knowing things.  The right info on the Citadel could've given her leverage, maybe even made her career... ah well.
At least she had that girl's impromptu speech.  It would make a good focus for the story, especially if she framed it right.

Sparring Fields
Death.
That was what George had seen.  If someone had asked him earlier, he'd have told them that that wouldn't be such a big deal.  With the kind of training the Citadel did... frankly, he'd thought he was going to die on more than one occasion.  Since he couldn't remember that one exercise, and with the way Retcon's power was supposed to work, it was likely that he actually had.  But when he'd looked into Jason's eyes...  He'd flat out known the other trainee could kill him.  Not thought, not feared or understood, he'd known it.  Of course he'd yielded.
The other trainees he spoke to didn't get it.  They watched the same thing happen a few times, spoke to Jason's opponents, and they decided it was a trick.  Obviously he'd been holding out, waiting till the last phase of training to show off part of his power set.  The popular theory was that he had a more specialized version of Warp's ability.  It wasn't until Jason's ninth fight of the day that someone tested it.
Benjamin Stone's terrakinesis was powerful, versatile and capable of affecting a wide area.  It was generally assumed that if he'd had any interest in the challenge rankings, he'd have wound up in the top ten.
His classmates watched as Jason beat him effortlessly.  Ben kept his eyes closed, relying on what he called his 'tremorsense' instead.  He pulled stone walls from the ground to slow his opponent's advance, formed the earth into spikes then launched them at Jason with incredible force and made a kind of rocky armor to protect himself and effectively magnify his own strength.
The spikes tore through Jason's body but he healed instantly.  The walls were taken down with a single, casual kick each.  The fight ended when Jason methodically tore the armor from his body and placed a hand on his neck.  He didn't squeeze, but no one doubted that if he had, Ben would've died.  After that, Jason gained three ranks without a fight.  His opponents forfeited rather than step into the dome.
Samantha Soar couldn't fight with her eyes closed and she refused to surrender.  She still regretted yielding to Kerry without even trying.  As soon as the match started, she drew two pistols and opened fire while flitting around the dome.  She must have gotten at least a brief glimpse of his eyes because she had tears streaming down her face and her whole body was trembling.  There was no indication that it affected her aim.
Between the shots, it took Jason almost two minutes to pull out the magnesium flare and set it off.  Sammy screamed, dropped the guns and collided with a wall.  By the time she recovered, Jason had his hand on her.
Michael's forcefields barely slowed Jason down.  Fred Ghost couldn't phase his entire body at once and he still needed to breathe.  Jason just set off a tear gas canister and waited, ignoring the other boy's repeated, though successful, attempts to rip out several of his internal organs.  As soon as the fight started, Kelly just collapsed to the ground and didn't move again for several minutes.
That was how it went for a time.  Most opponents Jason faced either yielded without a fight or were beaten through sheer, overwhelming power.  The handful with abilities that should have given them a chance were all neutralized by some kind of trick from one of Hectors' bags.  Somewhere along the line, people just stopped trying.  It wasn't that they yielded, just that their fighting was... half-hearted.
That changed when he hit the top ranks.

In the first second of their fight, Drew left Jason covered with dozens of stab wounds.  They disappeared and reappeared so quickly that he seemed to be a fountain of red.  Jason was able to set off a smoke bomb and the wounds stopped appearing.  For some reason, Drew was unwilling to enter the slowly spreading cloud of gas.  Instead, he elected to use a pistol.  Simultaneously, at least thirty bullets struck Jason in the head, essentially decapitating him.  This was a traditional method of neutralizing high end regenerators but it did no more lasting harm to Jason than the knife had.  Drew yielded when Jason prepared to supplement the smoke bomb with a pair of grenades.
Duncan was not present.  No one had seen him since some time during the week.
Isaac's fight completely terrified the watchers.  His aura was silver-white and brighter than anyone but Hector had ever seen.  There were no clever tricks or stratagems to this encounter.  The two simply walked up and hit each other, once.  The image displayed on the dome's side cut out immediately.
Their Healer stopped the fight to find the dome's interior riddled with cracks, some reached halfway through the wall.  Anna Insight reported that there wasn't so much as a single square inch of the inner surface that was undamaged.  When the Healer entered, the two were standing in the center of the dome, casually speaking to each other.  Isaac calmly conceded the match.  If he was bothered by Jason's gaze or the blood leaking from his own ears and nose, he gave no sign of it.
Gregory Warp came the closest to winning.  Jason fell to the ground as soon as the match started, completely limp.  Warp approached cautiously and reached down to cover Jason's mouth and nose with his hand.  No one had tried suffocation yet.  It might have worked if that had not been the moment when the flash bang in Jason's hand went off.
The disorientation it caused was enough to free Jason from the grip of Warp's power.  By the time the other boy recovered, Jason had a hand on his shin and...
Saying that a limb or a bone is broken implies a whole object with ends that have been fully or partially separated by the damage.  After Jason squeezed, Greg's leg was not a whole object, damaged or otherwise.  It was a badly leaking container of red mush.
Greg yielded.
Anna's fight was odd, though not if one were familiar with their first encounter.  Before the Healer had given his speech, Jason asked her a question.
"Can you tell how many?"
"Four hundred thirty two thousand nine hundred and twelve." she answered, followed by, "I yield."
Keridwyn Dragon's fight was odd in a different way.  Before approaching the Healer, Jason put his dark glasses back on.  More accurately, he put on a replacement pair.  Two of Hector's five bags had proven to contain replacement uniforms and accessories.  Jason's ability instantly eliminated any damage to his body but it did nothing to protect his wardrobe.
It caused an expression on Keridwyn's face that he judged to be 'curiosity.'  When she confirmed this by asking him a question, he was quite pleased.
"Why the glasses?"
"Your previous reaction was somewhat... excessive." he told her.
"My what?  When did I...?"
He was momentarily puzzled but soon realized the source of confusion.  "It occurred during the full class training session, roughly two weeks ago."
"The one no one remembers?"  Her voice was less forceful than usual.
"It is a side effect of Senior Operative Retcon's power." he reminded her.  "Anyone she revives is returned to the same state they were in at the time of initial exposure, both physically and mentally."
"You're... you're saying I died.  Someone... managed to..."
"Yes.  The majority of the class was killed in the course of the exercise."
Jason was accustomed to thinking of the petite redhead as quite pale.  However, in the wake of his statement, she grew even more so.  He was mildly surprised that she did not ask how he was able to remember the event.  Even those who had not fallen during the exercise had been 'Retconned' after Keridwyn's... adverse reaction.
The fight itself was quite short.  Keridwyn summoned her dragon to take her place and it vanished immediately.  This happened three times as Jason strode from one end of the dome to the other.  When he reached her, she was still unusually pale.  Her eyes were wide.  She was making a series of small trembling motions.
Jason placed his hand on her shoulder.  He did not exert any pressure.  By now it should have been clear that touching his opponent was tantamount to a victory.
"That's not your real power, is it?  The strength, I mean."  Keridwyn's voice came slower and more quietly than her norm.  He simply gave the smile that Hector had once called creepy.
Obviously, his final match was against Jenny Awesome.  They met in front of their Healer.  Jenny spoke first.
"You could take them off again, if you wanted."
Momentarily puzzled, Jason soon realized what she wanted and removed his sunglasses.  He also smiled at her.  The expression was not meant to communicate anything in particular.  Jason did not smile to elicit a response from Jenny.  He simply... smiled at her.  It felt nice.
Jenny's return expression was far more than just a smile.  Although she did also smile, just a little.  Her eyes were not open quite as wide as they were a moment before.  She stopped standing perfectly straight, lowering her shoulders and resting her weight on the flat of her feet rather than mostly on the balls.  The near constant, minor motions disappeared entirely.  In short, Jenny went from a near perfect picture of vibrant energy to happy, or perhaps content.
"Why do you do that?" he asked, genuinely curious.  "I know what people see when they look into my eyes.  Why do you respond so differently?"
"Hm?"  She sounded distracted.
Jason repeated himself.
"It's personal." she said.
"Oh."  Jason had not expected the rebuff.  "You do not need to..."
She giggled.  "No.  I mean... it really is personal.  You could kill me.  Every time I look... it's a reminder that you could kill me.  Any time you wanted to."
Jason blinked.  "I fail to see why that gives you such pleasure."
"No?"  She was still smiling.  "Jason, if you decided to do it, then I'd just die.  There's nothing my power could do to save me.  And it really would be your decision.  It can't influence you or...  I don't know.  It makes sense to me."  She looked down, losing some of that contentment.
"Maybe it's that dying like that, it's a guarantee that I'd be free of its control?  And... and if there's one thing it can't control, there must be others.  I guess... when I look into your eyes, I feel like things could work out okay for me."
He thought about it for a moment.
"I am not certain that I follow your logic, but I suppose that is not necessary.  If my power... my gaze, can help you..."  He thought about it for a moment, decided he had the right word.  "...then I am happy."
The two stood there, quietly smiling.  Eventually, like all good things, it came to an end.
"Um, I'm sorry to interrupt you, Trainee Grim, Trainee Awesome, but the match..."  The Healer's posture was slightly hunched, his voice low and hesitant, but he was correct.
"I am sorry Jenny, but it is time to start.  I believe I will be free tomorrow, if you wish to spend more time together."
"I'd like that." she said, nodding.  "We can start, I guess.  There's... there's just one thing I wanna do first."  She turned to face the nearby crowd of trainees and shouted.  "Hey!  Hey guys!"  Shortly, all eyes were on her.  "Um... look, this is kind of hard to explain, but... I need you all to do something for me.  It's gonna sound a little weird but I think we're all friends by now so I hope you'll just trust me on this."
Jason watched as Jenny spoke.  Many of his classmates nodded or spoke very quietly in response to her request.
"Me and Jason, well… this fight's kind of personal.  I know you all want to watch, but... please don't.  For me?  If you want to stay and show your support or something, that's cool and I really appreciate it.  Could you just... turn your backs or something?  Please?"
It took Jason a moment to understand what she intended.  Once he had, he approached Hector while Jenny spoke to the Healer.  His other friend had helped him a great deal, providing information on their classmates' abilities, mindsets and commonly used tactics.  He had also developed many of the battle plans that Jason had employed to defeat those who would otherwise have been likely to negate Jason's power.  He had not been able to come up with anything to give Jason an edge over Jenny.
This was why the duplicator was so surprised when Jason requested such an innocuous item.  Hector couldn't even remember why he'd brought it.
As Jason approached his entrance, he saw the Healer turn his back on their combat dome as well.  Once the doors closed, he raised the item.  It was a common cigarette lighter.  He used it to produce a small flame.  It required a great deal of care to avoid shattering the device in his hand.  Once it was lit, he held his hand in the heat for several minutes.
After he let the flame die, he showed Jenny his hand.  The palm had a small blister.
Jenny wanted this fight to be personal.  She had done her best to insure that her power would not interfere.  Now, Jason had done the same.  If such a simple thing could make Jenny happy, then Jason would do it for her.  After all, she was Awesome.

"Your final exercise begins today." Coach Achala said.
Kelly could practically hear the capitals.  She was used to her instructor's ways by now, or so she'd thought, and didn't like the impression she was getting.
"The premise is much like your simulation exercises."
The class had met first thing in the morning at the Sparring Field.  Rather than rows of combat domes, there was a single enormous one.  Kelly wasn't certain but she thought it was at least a mile high and much, much wider.  Well, not really a perfect dome then, but still...
"This will be your city.  For the next three days, you will be its Citadel.  Your duty is to protect it.  Please make every effort to treat this exercise as if it were real."
Coach Achala hadn't smiled during his short speech.  Rather than serene, he seemed controlled.  The difference wasn't huge but it seemed really important to Kelly.  Her classmates were moving as a group, slowly entering the dome.  As she joined them, she couldn't help but wonder.  Making a bunch of kids strip naked and beat the hell out of each other had been enough to give Coach Achala's ever present aura of peace a mildly sad undertone.  What did it take to remove that peace altogether?

Under the Dome
The first day was kind of fun.
It might have been their first cooperative exercise on such a large scale, but the trainees had enough experience at this point to know how they should start out.  Scouts were sent to explore their new environment while the rest of them concentrated on the immediate area.
No one felt like arguing when Jenny described the dome's interior as 'Awesome.'  At the center, there was a four story replica of the Tower.  South of it, the same area that the trainees had entered from, there was a mock-up of a suburban neighborhood.  None of the houses had more than a single story.  To the mini-Tower's west, there was a commercial center filled with buildings that were clearly meant to be stores and shops.  Most of them were only one story but a few had a second.
To the north and east there was scrubland and a heavy metro area.  The scrub was mostly sand and loose dirt with a few scattered patches of grass and the occasional small hill or bush to break up the monotony.  The metro area was... odd.  It was filled with skyscrapers and office buildings that were only two, sometimes three, stories tall.
It was the level of detail that was the most impressive.  The trainees were used to simulated environments that were clearly... well, simulated.  Usually, they were primarily made of stone with a few scattered plants.  Windows and doors would be absent and any bystanders would be played by Hector.  He'd probably show up in that role before too long, since he wasn't among the trainees and no one thought he'd  been held back for 'further development' like Duncan.
This simulation was almost perfect.  The suburban residences had neatly trimmed lawns with an average of one tree each and a car in every driveway or parked at the curb.  A few houses even had bikes or children's toys on their porches.  The other regions were every bit as complete.
The incredible level of detail in their surroundings meant that the trainees found the lack of civilians a little unsettling.  The exercise environment felt like a ghost town.  Maybe that was why they didn't have much of a discussion before the group headed for the central tower?  It could also have been that it was tall enough to provide a useful view and, even without its resemblance to the Citadel Hub's famous Tower, it was the obvious focal point of the exercise area.
Of course, even more importantly, Anna Insight reported that there was a group of five people inside, each wearing the traditional Healer greys and facemasks.

"Hi.  Rick- I mean, I'm Rick Regrowth."
Kelly couldn't hold back a grin as she looked up at the nervous young healer.  He had sandy blond hair, green eyes that weren't quite the same shade as each other and a little scar under his left lip.  She didn't know why but, for some reason, the little imperfections stood out on him.  Well, that and the fact that she didn't have to look up very far, that was pretty rare with guys.
"Kelly.  Nice to meet you." she said, as friendly as she could.  This guy seemed to be the spokesman for the group of healer trainees they'd met and he'd been going around, introducing himself to the operative trainees for a while now.  She reached out to shake his hand and the guy's eyes went wide as a soon as he touched her.
"What the-" he said.
Kelly pulled the hand back, confused.
"Sorry, sorry, I..."  Rick stammered.  "It's my power.  I, uh, I kinda have this sense?  When I touch someone I can see inside them and... you're sort of weird."
"Am I?" Kelly almost growled.  She wasn't going to change to her combat form just to slap the guy but even her walking around bodies were pretty heavily modified.  She'd have to be careful not to- Oh.  "You mean my Empowerment."
Rick swallowed, visibly nervous.  "Um... yeah?  What else would I...?"
Kelly sighed.  "Sorry, everyone here's been pretty cool but, really, I just have some leftover issues.  Not your problem though.  Like I said, sorry."  She could tell he was still curious, maybe too nervous to ask, and she felt bad about almost taking off his head, so...
"I'm a shapeshifter, popped when I was really young.  Shifting's pretty much instinctive for me, or at least it was back then.  I didn't really think about it, just did it, y'know?"
The healer nodded.
"Well, that led to some bad habits.  For one thing, I tended to start looking like anyone I liked.  Not like-like, just anyone I thought was cool or whatever.  That... didn't always go over so well."
"They thought... what?  You were pretending to be them?" he asked.
"Yeah, or their friends or their favorite celebrity or... you get the idea.  Between that and the fact that I didn't really get the idea of genders... Like I said, it didn't go so well.  A lot of people gave me a hard time.  My cousin was pretty much my only friend.  He stuck up for me and we played in his backyard, that sort of thing.  Eventually, I realized I could do more than just human forms and then I started looking into the Citadel.  I wanted to do something important, make all that crap I went through mean something."
"More than human forms is right." Rick said.  "Don't, uh, don't take this the wrong way?  But, like I said, your body is really weird."
This time, Kelly decided to take it as a compliment.  "Oh, well, that all started when my friend Hector gave me a really cool idea.  See, I got a little too enthusiastic and, through a totally understandable mistake, my head... kinda... exploded."
Kelly spent quite some time talking to the young healer after that.  It was nice.  Not romantic in any way since she still hadn't started puberty, but it was enough to make her think the process might be worth all the nasty side effects.  She was just wondering whether she'd end up liking girls or boys, or maybe both, when they were interrupted by a flash of red light.

"What the heck was that?" asked Gerard Healer, staring at the red glow that was clinging to everyone on the roof.
"I'm pretty sure it was the signal that things are about to get started for real." Drew said.
"Huh?"
Kerry sighed, not bothering to hide the irritation.  "Retcon.  That was Retcon's power.  It means that whatever they're about to throw at us, the instructors won't be holding back."
"Retcon?  But... but isn't she attached to Prime?  Why would she be part of a graduation exercise?"
Drew carried on the conversation with Gerard but Kerry was too distracted to pay any attention.  There was movement down on the street.  Actually, it was on all of the streets.
"I'm going to go see what's happening down there." Kerry told the other two.
Keridwyn closed her eyes.  When she opened them, she wasn't a twenty year old woman that looked like a little girl anymore.  She was something else, something great, something strong.
She leapt off the tower's roof, careful not to damage it with her claws.  Wings spread wide, flapping every now and then to adjust her course, Kerry stretched her serpentine neck so she could get a good look at the ground below.  Apparently, their fake city was now filled with fake citizens.
At first, Kerry thought they were all being produced by a single Empowered.  She changed her mind when she got a closer look.  There were people sitting in cars and at the tables of cafes.  They looked real, except for being slightly transparent.  Even more were- not walking, maybe sort of gliding?- down the sidewalks.  Those were just an inch thick, stone silhouettes of men and women.  They reminded Kerry of those signs on a restroom door, only life-sized.
The ones that were most important right now were a bunch of wire frame mannequin style ones, sort of like overly elaborate metal stick figures.  They were gathered around what she thought was supposed to be a two story apartment building.  She was also pretty sure it was on fire, based on all the smoke and flames coming out of its windows.
Kerry made sure to land a few blocks away and approach on foot.  As fast as she'd been moving and as much wind as she made landing, the fire would've gotten a lot worse if she'd come down too close to it.  Careful not to step on any of the 'civilians' as she got closer, Kerry took a moment to consider the problem.
The fire itself was no threat to her, not in this form.  But she was too big, way too big, to enter the building and search for trapped victims.  If she made a hole in the wall to reach through, that'd just let in more air and, again, that would just make the fire worse.  She couldn't call for someone better suited to this.  Her power seemed to literally make a new, and different, body every time she used it.  There was no way to get a custom headset or communicator for it.
Kerry was considering the possibility of just dismissing her dragon body.  That would put her back at the tower, maybe next to Drew, and he could spread the word or come help himself.  That idea was cut off by the arrival of the super hero.  He had a bright red cape, boots and facemask, with a tight fitting yellow body suit.  The guy was hovering just above and between Kerry and the burning building.
She didn't know why she hadn't seen him arrive, teleportation, speed or just angle of approach.  Kerry didn't know why someone would put a big blue 'T' on their own chest or pose with their hands on their hips in mid-air like something out of a cartoon or a kid's comic either.
Then she heard him announce, "Never fear, the incredible Todd is here!" and saw him dart forward through the air.  He started ripping out chunks of the wall, presumably to help any trapped residents escape.
"STOP THAT YOU IDIOT!" Kerry yelled, lunging forward at the same time that the extra oxygen caused flame to billow out of the new opening.

There wasn't any real sunlight in what some of the trainees had begun to call Fake City.  Even so, the class and their attached Healers gave a sigh of relief when the sourceless light started to dim.  Kerry's fire had turned into a fiasco and it was far from unique.  No real combat, it was just one stupid incident after another and each one of them had involved at least one flesh and blood person who was obviously Empowered.
Now that it was night time, everyone was hoping to get some rest.  Still, a little over three months at the Citadel was enough to give them a good idea of how it worked.  No one was really surprised when they didn't get that rest.

"I... um, I think they're dead." Anna Insight announced.
"Who?" Kelly asked.
The two were currently the only uninjured operative trainees in the tower.  It was the middle of the night and everyone else was either out dealing with the ‘Battlegrounds invasion' or recovering from injuries taken doing the same thing.
"A couple of civilians on the east side.  They're... um, the cutout style ones."
"Wait, east?" Kelly asked.  "I thought all the fighting was on the north side?"
"It is.  That's why I thought this was weird.  They don't look like they were taken out in a fight or anything, just murdered."
Kelly thought about it for a moment.  Her head had been frozen by some guy in black leather and a bunch of chains.  The last thing she'd seen was the same guy trying to set Isaac on fire.  Her friend had been really angry.  She felt fine now though.  Healers always seemed to freak out when she 'died' for a little bit.  They'd insisted she stay here to recover for a while.
"Okay, I'm going crazy in here.  Let's go take a look." Kelly said.
"Um, I think maybe you should go by yourself." Anna replied.  "Most of Fake City is in range from here, but if we both go, I'll lose sight of something like half the training area."
Kelly shrugged.  "Okay, I guess it's not like you'll see anything up close that you can’t from here."  She started to leave and realized the remaining problem.  "How do I find them?" she asked.
Anna just smiled, then tapped the communicator in her ear.  Kelly blushed as she turned and headed for the door.

Kelly laughed as she ran.  Flying would have been faster, true, but she hadn't refined her running form since Coach Achala stopped making them do those marathons.  Besides, the mock civilians were already dead, sort of, and she'd really wanted to stretch her legs.
Anna's ongoing directions led Kelly to a two story high rise.  Man, that really sounded funny but she didn't know what else to call the building.  It was like someone had taken one of those too-expensive-to-be-apartments buildings and cut out everything between the overly elaborate first floor and the heavily sculpted top floor.  She kind of liked the eagle-gargoyle things around the roof though.
She went up to the unit Anna described and found... something weird.  Kelly didn't know how else to describe it.  Just inside the door there was a male civilian.  Like Anna had said, it was one of the stone silhouette types.  This one was lying on the ground and had a hole in its face, more or less where one of its eyes would have been.
Kelly bent over and examined the wound, shifting back to her reinforced social form as she went.  After a moment, she added the changes that were meant to increase her senses of smell and hearing.  Once she had them perfected, she'd be more or less on par with a bloodhound and a bat.  Interpreting all that extra info was the real stumbling block, so for now, she was just a little above a normal human's maximum.
Narrow and just a little longer than two finger widths, it was probably a stab wound.  Kelly thought it might have been a hunting knife or maybe one of those ones the military used, the ones that could double as a bayonet blade.  Kelly took a deep breath through her nose and tried to figure out what she was smelling as she went further into the apartment.  Or condo.  Whatever.
Blood was easy.  Everyone knew what that smelled like.  Kelly had no idea why she was smelling it, but she was.  There was a female silhouette, lying face down in the living room.  Kelly knew they didn't have faces, much less a recognizable front or back, but still...  There was a ragged cut along her stomach and, on the opposite side, two more low down on the legs.  It was... it was like someone had eviscerated her and then cut her hamstrings.
This was sick.  She knew it wasn't real, these were just dummies, but Kelly had to suppress nausea anyway.  She sniffed the air, picked up a new scent, and followed it into the kitchen.  Tomatoes, vinegar, congealing fat and- oh.
There was a can of baked beans, with barbecue sauce, on the kitchen table.  From the ragged look of the can and the mess on the table around it, someone had used a knife to force it open then eaten the beans with their hands.
Kelly had no idea what the last smell was.  Bitter, sharp, kind of familiar... but... no, it wasn't coming to her.  She couldn't help contrasting the precise, almost surgical murders with the sloppy remains of the food, as if the... intruder, was more familiar with killing than eating.  She heard something move in the corner of the room.  Kelly left the table behind and took a closer look.
It was... a dog?  She was pretty sure that was what the little stone silhouette was supposed to be anyway, one of those tiny ones with the short curly hair and a poufy tail.  The... the dog's body was covered by hairline cracks, centered around a... a footprint.  Whoever did this, they hadn't just kicked the dog.  They'd stomped on it.
As she knelt there, absently stroking the damaged simulacrum that she was pretty sure couldn't feel pain, Kelly realized what that last scent was.  Kelly was smelling her own fear.  Someone who would do this... what did you call someone like that?

The morning of the second day was awful.  The trainees were physically exhausted, had pushed their powers to the limit, were hungry, lacking in sleep and it just didn't stop.  Not every incident was on the same scale as the Battlegrounds invasion, most were fairly petty, but there were enough of them and they came frequently enough that no one could really rest.  In short, they were tired, exhausted, and they were starting to make mistakes.

Drew Stasis had all the time in the world.  Somewhere in the last few years, or the last twenty four hours, he'd learned to hate that phrase.  It was true enough but it was also damned slippery.  He had all the time in the world, but that was all he had: the time in the world.
Drew stood in the street, the only source of movement in the frozen world he'd become so used to, and he looked up at the boy hanging in mid-air.  He looked like a fairly average twelve year old, give or take a year or so.  Short blond hair, jeans and loose T-shirt with a band logo Drew had never heard of, he even had that bit of leftover baby fat on his cheeks that usually disappeared once the growth spurts kicked in.
He was also obviously Empowered, the third eye and greyish skin were a dead give-away, probably pretty recently.  Drew was sure that was the reason the boy was a little short of three stories up and a few feet away from the building's roof.  Drew wanted to believe that the kid was a flier but the look on his face said otherwise.  It added up to a child that didn't like his new Empowerment and decided to jump.  The question now was, with just 'all the time in the world', could Drew save him?
He couldn't call for help.  The kid would hit the ground before Drew could explain the problem, much less before anyone else could get here.  Catching him obviously wasn't an option.  Maybe he could pull the jumper back onto the roof?
Drew circled the building, as well as several others in the area, looking for a way up onto the roof.  All the ground floor windows and doors in the area were closed, so the easy way was out.  Then again, he'd have to come out of stasis long enough to open at least a few doors if he tried to use a stairwell.  He might not have enough time for that.
The adjacent building had a fire escape, though its ladder was up and he'd still have to figure out a way to get across the gap between the two buildings.  Drew sat down to think about the problem.  That was one thing he always had time for.
Eventually, Drew had an idea.  Anything he was carrying in real time came with him when he went into stasis.  Well, anything that was small enough and light enough that he could really carry it.  He wasn't sure if it was the weight that stopped him from bringing another person over or if that was its own rule.
He'd never been curious enough to risk it with a baby, though it had worked with his neighbor's dog.  When Canis Lupus Minimus- and yes, that was a terrible name for a Chihuahua- had squirmed out of Drew's arms, the little guy had frozen in mid-air.  The same thing had happened when he fired a pistol.  It worked fine when he pulled the trigger but the bullet and the shell froze as soon as they left the gun.
Drew spent a little while looking for some garbage cans.  Eventually, he found a cluster of four with their lids either propped to the side or sitting loosely on top.  If he was doing it deliberately, rather than as his reflex response to an injury, Drew could enter stasis in about the time it took to blink.  So, in roughly the time it took to blink three times, he soon had four aluminum garbage can lids tucked under his arms.
He arrived back at the building, and the falling boy, to see that the situation had changed.  His plan had been to use one of the lids to get up on the fire escape.  One, maybe two, would have gotten him across the gap between buildings.  After that he should've been able to use the other as a platform to reach the kid.  He hadn't really thought out the next step yet, probably just tying his shirt around the teenager's ankle and using that to pull him back up or something, but it didn't matter now.
Three blinks had been enough time for the boy to fall a little further.  Drew couldn't see it but he would've gained momentum and he was too far from the roof.  If he tried the plan now he was pretty sure the kid would just yank him along for the ride.  The fear might be enough to pop Drew into stasis before he hit but... he didn't know how that would work.
He'd never been injured in still time.  This was where he came to recover from the real world.  He didn't get hungry or tired or sleepy here.  No matter how bad he was hurt, he always recovered, eventually.  Drew didn't have a clue how old he was.  He didn't age in stasis.  The only changes he'd ever noticed had been healing, from a wound or simple exhaustion, and losing weight when he exercised.  It was like his power had a set idea of his how his body should be and wouldn’t let him get worse than that while the world was frozen.
What if... what if injuries he got here didn't get better?  He could actually die if he hit the ground while the world was frozen.  He was so freaked out by that idea that he didn't notice the change quickly enough.  Extreme emotion, especially fear or pain, was enough to send him from real time to still time.  He'd never been scared in frozen time before.  It was just too... comforting.  Apparently, being scared in stasis, or maybe being scared of stasis, was enough to send him back to the real world.
Drew had had all the time in the world to save the boy, two seconds or nineteen hours depending on how you looked at it.  He'd have all the time in the world to think about the sound of a body hitting the pavement.

It was early in the afternoon of the second day when everything changed.
Isaac could barely keep his grip.  He was riding on Kerry's back, along with Jenny and Jason.  His forcefield was giving him problems.  Without it, he was sure the wind would rip him right off.  With it... well, his field was good at a lot of things but maintaining traction on the back of a dragon in flight wasn't one of them.
Moments later, it became irrelevant.  He saw a blur of motion from the corner of his eye and Kerry gave a cry of pain that cut off abruptly.  She vanished and now Isaac was falling through the air with Jenny and Jason instead of barely coping with the ride.  He wasn't worried about himself.  A few hundred miles might be enough of a fall to hurt him but they'd only been flying along at a few hundred feet.  The other two passengers were much more fragile.
Luckily, Jenny was a quick thinker.  She grabbed Jason by the arm and spun in mid-air, sending the boy towards Isaac and herself off at an angle.  In an incredible display of acrobatics and timing, she caught the upper edge of one building and pushed off with her feet, rebounding across an alleyway to the side of another building where she did the same thing.
Even as he pulled Jason as close to himself as possible, burling around the boy to protect him, Isaac watched in awe as Jenny bounced back and forth between the two buildings, each impact reducing the speed of her fall.  Isaac and Jason hit the ground first.

Anna cried out in pain.  She could see the knife sticking out of her back but she couldn't get to it.  She couldn't stop herself from frantically reaching for it even as her legs gave out and she fell to the floor.
"How?" she asked the man standing over her.  "I didn't see-"
She closed her eyes.
The man, clad in black leather with several metal plates crudely attached and a heavy helmet, retrieved his knife then turned and continued his task.  If he answered her, no one heard it.

It had worked.  Isaac's forcefield absorbed the impact, transmitting little or nothing to Jason.  Even so, the boy was pretty out of it.  The combination of hunger and exhaustion apparently ate through his reserves as effectively as fire.  Isaac set him down carefully and approached the newly formed crater in the street.  Whatever it was that had struck Kerry should be inside.
It was a man.  He wore a black spandex bodysuit and full facemask as well as a white cape and gloves.  The stranger knelt in a three point stance at the crater’s center, one knee and two fists touching the ground.  He slowly rose, revealing a stylized white 'T' on his chest.
"Kneel before Todd." he commanded.  Isaac was fully convinced that the line, and the pose, had been rehearsed.
"What?" Isaac asked, having a hard time taking the ridiculous figure seriously.
Then the other man rushed through the air, moving towards him so fast that he was barely visible.

Kerry opened her eyes and she was back on the tower's roof, back in her weak, human body.  At least that meant she could use her communicator now.
"This is Keridwyn Dragon.  Someone just attacked me in the East section and took out my dragon body.  I'm back at the tower now but Jenny, Jason and Isaac were left stranded with whoever it was.  They might be hurt.  Anyone nearby?" she asked over the com.
There was a moment of silence, finally broken by a voice she didn't recognize.  "Yeah, I'm in the same part of town but I'm not very fast.  Anna, can you tell if they need help?  I mean, we're talking about the two top ranked fighters and Isaac Dauntless here."
That was a good point.  Kerry should've just asked the Insight girl first.  She'd always resented the girl, irritated by what she'd thought of as her unearned rank.  However, Anna's power had proven incredibly useful over the last few days.
No one answered.  "Anna?"  Kerry tried the com again.  "I'm on the tower roof.  I'll head down and check on her."  She had a bad feeling about this.

Isaac was strong.  More than that, he was also skilled and determined.  He knew there were people that could overwhelm him.  Jason had burned out his forcefield with a single blow.  There were powers and abilities that could simply bypass his defense.  Jessica Healer, his therapist, had been able to reach out and 'adjust' his emotional state regardless of his field.
Todd was different.  With his field up and a bit of concentration to increase its intensity, Isaac was stronger and tougher.  Maybe not by a lot but it was enough to make a clear difference.  Todd's blows got through but it was like being hit by a child, annoying and a little painful but not dangerous.
His own blows did a disproportionate amount of damage to Todd.  When the other man blocked a straight punch, Isaac had sent him hurtling across the street.  Grazing blows tore off pieces of his costume and showed heavy bruising on the other man's pale skin.
Despite the difference in their strength and toughness, Isaac was losing.  He could see Todd's bruises heal within moments.  Alone, that probably wouldn't have done more than put them on even footing.  However, Todd could fly and, worst of all, he was good.
Isaac lashed out with a series of quick jabs.  If a single one of them landed cleanly, he was sure it would do real damage.  Todd dodged the first by leaning to the side, the second by leaning back and the third, the one he should've been too off balance to avoid, by rapidly flying about a foot backwards.  He then darted forward to land a series of quick blows on Isaac.
By this point, the trainee wasn't even bothering to try and stop the other man's blows, simply letting his shield absorb most of the impact.  Todd's fighting style wasn't as polished as Isaac's but it was clearly well practiced and it incorporated the man's powers like nothing he'd ever seen.
Todd didn't just use his flight for simple mobility.  It was clearly aiding even his most basic movements.  A quick burst of forward momentum to make his blows hit harder, sudden changes in elevation and positioning that made them almost impossible to block or avoid, much less counter.  It all added up to make the most incredible display of skill that Isaac had ever seen.  That, even more than the familiar power set, told Isaac exactly who he was fighting.
Isaac shot a quick glance at the alleyway where Jenny had landed.  The fact that she had even survived a fall from that height was impressive, let alone that she'd done it while saving Jason and without any obvious injuries.  Still, it had obviously taken a lot out of her.  While he'd been fighting Todd, she'd just been standing there, more or less where she'd landed.
He'd seen her make a few false starts, like she'd begun to move towards the fight then stopped, unsure of what to do.  The look on her face was one that Isaac had never seen there before, confusion, or maybe hesitation.  He hoped she could recover soon because he really needed her help.

Kerry had seen a pulse of red light at least once an hour since they'd started.  As she understood it, those flashes served as a marker for Retcon.  They let her reset someone to the exact state they had been in when the light hit, physically, mentally, everything.  You had to be alive when the flash went off or it just ignored you.
Kerry figured that when the exercise was over, everyone who had 'died' would wake up in perfect health and missing nothing but the last hour or less of their memories.  She'd also figured that meant the instructors wouldn't be holding back much and the trainees would be dropping like flies.
Her class had made it to halfway through the second day without losing anyone.  Plenty of people had been hurt, some badly enough that their Healers hadn't been able to get them back up to full, but no one was dead.  Before Kerry was halfway down the stairs, she knew that wasn't the case anymore.
"Fuck." she swore when she got to the main floor.
Anna Insight was the first one she saw.  The girl was laying in a small pool of her own blood, her arms and legs weirdly contorted.  Rick and the other Healers were near the door.  Their 'patients,' about a dozen trainees that had been hurt bad enough that the Healers had made them stay in the tower rather than just patching them up and sending them on their way.
Everyone was dead.  Throats cut, stabbed in the chest or back, they all had two things in common.  They'd been killed with a knife and their faces were locked in a rictus of pain and fear.  More than a quarter of their combat force, all five of their Healers and Anna, the one that had been coordinating everything.
"What do we do now?" Kerry asked, barely aware that her communicator was still active.

Jenny stood up.
Isaac could barely see.  He wasn't sure if Todd was hitting harder or if his forcefield was failing as he tired and his concentration slipped.  Either way, his face was a bloody, swollen wreck.  He wasn't fighting with any kind of skill any more, just struggling to keep his field up and swing his fists while Todd seemed to strike him at will.  Isaac was barely aware of anything else.
Even so, he saw Jenny stand up.  He saw every sign of hesitation, of confusion, vanish like it had never been there at all.  Isaac couldn't hear the rest of what she said then but he heard what she said to him just fine.
"Just hang on, Isaac."
And all of a sudden, keeping his field up wasn't a struggle at all.  Silver-white light came forth, so bright that it seemed to outshine the sun.  He swung his fists, a simple overhand hammer blow, and felt the impact as they connected and Todd slammed into the ground.  Isaac followed him to the ground, hit him again and again, not letting the other man recover.
All across the city, the trainees heard Jenny speaking to them over their coms.  In some cases, it was a few words of encouragement.  Most received simple advice or orders. The effect was immediate.  Where there had once been a scattered collection of trainees, tired, hungry and- in more than a few cases- scared, there was now an organized group of operatives.
Ana had been the one more or less in charge.  It made sense, she could see problems as they came up and direct the nearest person to them.  She'd filled the same role in more than one training exercise and it worked... in an exercise.  But this wasn't an exercise, or at least, they'd been told not to treat it like one.
No one had eaten or gotten any real rest since entering Fake City.  Almost as bad, the nearest person was rarely the best suited to handle a given problem.  In the field, reacting like this would've gotten most of them killed.
In minutes, Jenny had them split into three shifts.  One was resting, another active.  The third group protected the first.  They couldn't afford to let their guard down again.
Soon, everyone had at least a little food, taken from a supermarket with a note left behind to explain that real operatives had access to expense accounts.
Anna's vision couldn't be replaced but each shift had a scout, someone that could come close.  Samantha Soar had an extreme level of situation awareness and almost ridiculous speed.  Benjamin Stone could detect vibrations in the ground, as well as concrete buildings, for several hundred feet around himself and travel through the earth at a surprising rate.  Drew Stasis was more than capable of making a thorough patrol of the city every five minutes.
Each shift also had a designated first responder for combat, someone who could reliably end most fights in a moment without collateral damage.  Jason Grim and Greg Warp both needed transportation to make a timely arrival but that was simple enough.  No one liked that Drew was filling a slot as both scout and first responder but at least he was also the only one who had never had an issue with rest or hunger.
If one of those three couldn't win on their own, the heavy combatants were sent in: Donald Dust, Isaac Dauntless and Kerry Dragon, the ones with truly devastating power and a commensurate risk of damaging public property, not to mention the public itself.  If numbers or a bad power combo meant that wasn't enough, the rest of the shift was available as backup.  Mostly though, the other guys were dealing with the non-combat stuff.  Fires, building collapses and minor crimes, they were the sort of thing where an operative could make a big difference but outright combat power wasn't really needed.
For the rest of the day and throughout the night, the incidents just kept coming.  None were quite as big as the Battlegrounds invasion and nobody was as tough as Todd had turned out.  Isaac had beaten him to a literal pulp while Kerry held her flamebreath on him for a solid five minutes.  The street where they'd fought was basically destroyed and still, after all that, he'd managed to break loose and flee on his own.

With a little rest, food and better organization, the trainees felt like the exercise was finally under control.  Despite using less than a quarter of their original numbers at a time, keeping up with the incident rate was... well, it was almost easy.  Maybe that was why the dawn of the third day seemed so strange.
Nothing happened.
It went on for an hour.  No attacks, no disasters, not even any simulated traffic accidents.  The 'civilians were just standing around or laying on the ground, unmoving.
"Maybe... maybe it's like a reward for doing so well last night so we don't get all tired out before graduation?  They want us to rest or something?" Samantha suggested.
No one bothered to answer that.
After another hour of silence, Jenny sent Fred Ghost to see what was happening.  He couldn't phase his entire body at a time but, so long as it wasn't too thick, he could make it through a wall by making everything intangible but one foot, stepping through and then shifting which foot was solid.
The rest of the active shift gathered to watch him go, quiet and restless with nerves.  His communicator shut off as soon as he was through, which was totally expected and not at all a reason for anyone to get more freaked out.  The next hour, during which he didn't come back and they still didn't hear anything, was a much better reason.
They gathered everyone, woke up the sleepers and brought up the guards.  The only ones not involved were Samantha on over-watch and Drew on city wide patrol.  They talked it over and decided that caution was pretty much done with at this point.  Ben opened up the wall and Isaac led the charge out, accompanied by the rest of the class's straightforward Strong types.  Kerry went through next, with Greg and Jason on her back, while the more maneuverable members spread out to the sides and the heavy hitters waited for a shot.  Most of the trainees were at least half expecting to find themselves facing a small army.
There was one man.  
Isaac was on him in an instant.  The guy ducked beneath his first blow and Isaac saw a spray of red.  Before he could understand what was happening, he’d fallen to the ground, too dizzy to stand.  The last thing he saw before the world went dark was Rich and Steph Strong, staring at him in horror.  
The man was already moving past him.  He wore heavy black leather with metal plates scattered here and there, seemingly at random, and a helmet hiding his face.  Half the Strong types were down before anyone knew what was happening, their blood caked the heavy knife he was holding.
"Fuck!! It's Monster!" someone screamed.
The panic and confusion set in immediately.  Donald Dust and Ben Stone cut loose, holding nothing back and uncaring that the stone spikes and skin stripping Dust storms did more damage to their classmates than their opponent.  He ducked and dodged with ridiculous ease, putting nearby trainees in the line of fire more often than not.  Others ran or froze or just started screaming.
"Calm down. Stop fighting and run.  Carry someone if you can."  Jenny's voice cut through the confusion.  It shouldn't have worked but it did.  The panic ended as quickly as it had come.  The trainees withdrew, quickly and efficiently.
He didn't pursue but they each heard his voice.  "Why?  Why run?"   Hoarse and strained, it still seemed like he was standing right behind them.  "Operatives defend.  Why not stay and fight me?"
One of the last to run, not out of hesitation but to make sure no one was left behind, Jenny answered him.  "You don't fight Monster.  Everyone knows that.  Just take what you want, we won't interfere."  It should have sounded craven, cowardly, but there was no fear in her voice.  Everyone who heard was absolutely certain that it was simply a decision she had made, every bit as calculated as her shift assignments or combat strategies.
 
The voice came again, no longer strained but with a touch of a familiar accent instead.  "Well then, the exercise is over."
 




CONCLUSIONS

Instruction Area
Ester Reyes was happy.  It was a simple thing but, for her, the realization seemed profound.  There were plenty of reasons for that happiness.  Outside, the sun was shining but it wasn't too warm, a beautiful day.  It been a long time since she could appreciate one of those.
Her son was graduating from the Citadel's operative training program, quite an achievement and one she was justifiably proud of.  She'd been worried at first.  Citadel training was famous for its difficulty and movies always portrayed the operative course as especially grueling.  Hector had told her, more than once, that while it was pretty tough it wasn't anything like the movies made out to be.  That hadn't helped.
Hector had a perfectly understandable tendency to see her as someone in need of protection and it would have been entirely in character to... to withhold certain details.  Her long period of... illness had seen to that.  What he'd never seemed to understand was that if she'd actually been the sort of woman who needed such coddling, she never would have survived.  Even so, it was good to see Achala Juggernaut in person.
Even if Hector hadn't told her about how the man had stopped that horrible Chemo creature, she would've found him reassuring.  From what Hector had said, 'Coach' Achala had been their primary instructor.  He was responsible for all the physical parts of their training so it couldn't have been too bad.  She didn't believe anyone with eyes that kind or an aura that was so... so serene could behave anything like the instructors did in the movies.  She decided to pay a bit more attention to his speech, rather than her own musings.
"By this point, most of my students should be familiar my power.  Anything that I set in motion cannot be stopped unless I will it."  Without pausing in his speech, the man removed a small rubber ball from the pocket of his white uniform and set it on the podium before him.  "Listen when I tell you that I have set you in motion." he told the graduates.
"You will go out, into the world, and you will do your duty.  You will be a shield for the weak, a wall against the rising tide of chaos in the world.  You will be a living Citadel with no other purpose than to protect those who cannot protect themselves.
"Eventually, there will come a time when you feel outmatched or overwhelmed.  Though your brothers and sisters stand by your side, you will feel alone. When this time comes..."
He nudged the ball forward, let it fly out across the room.  It was... eerie was the only word Ester could use to describe it.  It flew perfectly straight, not dropping at all and not even very fast.  It was completely, obviously unnatural.  Her every instinct seemed to scream that it shouldn't be moving that way.
"...I want you to remember that it was I who set you in motion, and it is not my will that you stop."
In the silence that followed his speech, the man withdrew.  Shortly, he was replaced by an older woman who walked a bit stiffly, relying on a cane to help her.  She introduced herself as Director Melody Shift and began calling the graduates up one by one, both to congratulate them and give their first assignments as operatives.
Ester was surprised to find that she recognized the first one.  "Isn't that the girl from last week, the one that was in the news?" she asked.
"Jenny." her friend supplied.  Mary had been as fascinated by the story, and as impressed by the girl's impassioned statements, as Ester.  At least she had been then, now she seemed oddly disturbed by the young woman.
"Did you meet her during training?  What's she like?" Ester asked her son.
"Jenny?  Sure, I met her.  She was the top ranked fighter in our class." Hector said.  "Jason knows her better than me but..." he grinned, "She's Awesome."
Ester decided to change the subject.  She'd found that Mary was oddly reluctant to discuss her own son and Ester didn't want to make her uncomfortable.  "Oh, is that Isaac?"  Hector had spent a lot of time talking to her about his roommates, as well as his other friends among the trainees.  "Do you think we'll have time to meet, after the ceremony?"
"Sure," Hector smiled, "I told everyone all about you.  They probably can't wait to see how you're doing."  His face, his voice, everything about him changed and grew more serious.  "Oh, and Mary?  There's someone else I'd like to introduce you to."
Ester followed his gaze, saw that he was looking at the man who'd been speaking earlier, Achala Juggernaut.

Private Quarters
Describing Empowerments was difficult at best.  There were multiple systems that attempted to do so, but they were invariably bogged down in vagueness or exceptions.  The Archetype Method, the one used by the Citadel, was a compromise.  Its Types, usually named for a prominent figure who'd had a simple version of the power in question, described the effects of a power without addressing the mechanism.
Bruce Richards was, obviously, a Richards type, someone with the ability to make insights into a given field of interest that gave results beyond the reach of current technology.  In the classic form, that meant inventions that seemed almost magical and couldn't be reproduced by anyone else, at least not without a great deal of work.
What truly distinguished the Richards type, and the reason that they were almost universally designated as Support rather than Operations, was that while only their inventor could replicate them, anyone could use such devices.  Worse, others could usually use them better.  William Smith had come up with a process to make blades with a near monomolecular edge but he'd never be as dangerous with one as Drew Stasis.
Bruce Richards was the exception to this.  His area of interest was, to put it simply, fighting.  The only thing he'd ever invented was a personalized exercise routine, one that he'd never been able to properly explain but one that gave him the body of a world class athlete in exchange for fifteen minutes of grueling effort a day.  More to the point, he could see the combat potential in any object, in any situation.
He looked down at his desk, at the three objects sitting on it.  Each of them had been made, or at least modified, by a Support member at his request.
A directional speaker, roughly the size of a pen, had been made by Agatha Richards.  It emitted something that wasn't actually a sound wave but propagated in a similar manner.  The 'sound' triggered a reaction in the brain of anyone that 'heard' it, similar to the delta wave rhythms that accompanied deep sleep.
She'd meant it to aid therapists treating Super Shock and sleep disorders.  In his hands, it had let him backstab a woman with eyes that could see through stone and three hundred and sixty degree vision.  It had also let him bring down the forcefield of the Citadel's most powerful Strong type and keep several dozen extremely capable combatants from effectively coordinating their attacks.
The knife was functionally identical to the ones he'd ordered for Drew.  He'd used it to cut down three people who were capable of crushing his skull with a single hand or ignoring a shotgun blast to the face in the space of seconds.  Those two he understood, knew why they were here.  They were the two items he'd needed to play the Monster role, the capstone of the final exercise he'd designed for Melody's special project.  The third item...
Bruce had some unusual habits.  For example, with each applicant that the Citadel accepted for operative training, he spent around five minutes figuring out how to beat them.  Not just kill, that was too simple, especially if he assumed the element of surprise.  No, what he sought was the most efficient means of utterly neutralizing someone, the key to bypassing their strengths and exploiting their weaknesses.
This particular habit, or perhaps the accompanying preparations he inevitably incorporated into his combat rig, was why some of his colleagues had taken to calling him "Overkill" Richards.  Admittedly, he found the nickname amusing, but he didn't think it was deserved.  The point of the activity wasn't to be able to take down Citadel personnel, though traitors and mind control were both things that had to be kept in mind.
No, the point was practice.  Bruce could reliably come up with a way to win even the most lopsided fights, but that didn't guarantee he'd have the resources to take advantage of it.  Encounters in the field were, more or less by definition, random.  Citadel operatives made for an excellent sample of the Empowered population as a whole.  If he was prepared to take them down, any of them, then there was an excellent chance he'd be ready for whatever the field threw at him.
The third item was one of those preparations, a chemical cocktail he'd had made by one of Support's Richards types with a focus on neurochemistry.  The accompanying notes said it was designed to adjust the levels of various chemical receptors and signaling agents in his brain, rendering him emotionally neutral for slightly over an hour without any long term side effects.  There was only one problem.
Bruce Richards had no memory of requesting the drug.  He didn't know why he'd wanted it, who it was meant to counteract, nothing but when he'd ordered it: six months ago.  Why would he want to strip himself of emotions, even temporarily?  He'd reviewed the files of every Empowered to enter the Citadel in the last year and he couldn't see how it would give him an advantage against any of them.
He decided to trust himself, pressed the injector to his arm.  It felt like ice in his veins and his thoughts went slow and cloudy.  Moments later, they cleared with a rush.  Memories popped up like they'd been sitting just below the surface, waiting to be freed.
Jenny.  She'd pranced around her school, worshipped like a goddess.  They'd put her in a class with operatives all but guaranteed to be among the Citadel's strongest.  The report from William R. Power, her ability was totally out of her control.  The group exercises, Samantha Soar taking a shot she had to know would miss; the Grim boy's hesitation; Protean acting outside its norm; she was directly affecting the decisions of others.  The incident with Donald Dust, that was far too convenient for her, couldn't be a coincidence.  Her power was getting smarter, planning ahead, broader in-
His train of thought abruptly cut off as the obvious finally hit him.  He knew, if he'd been capable of it at the moment, he'd have felt a spike of terror.
They'd let her have access to that reporter.  Jenny Awesome's interview had been broadcast on Tuesday afternoon, just a local story.  Wednesday, it'd been picked up by one of the nationals for rebroadcast.  By now it was all over Viewtube, no way to contain it since Abigail Turing didn't have her own power under control yet.
Jenny's power, its influence, was loose in the world and it was getting stronger.  It was probably too late to contain it.  Killing her might still be possible but... the sheer waste of that...
Bruce Richards sat alone in his room, his power working frantically.  He had slightly less than an hour to decide what to do about the most dangerous teenage girl in the country.  Eventually, he raised his communicator and made a call.
 




AUTHOR’S NOTE

If you’re reading this, then you either liked my book enough to read all the way through and keep going or you skipped to the end for some reason.  If you did the second one, please go back to the beginning and read the book in the proper order.  I’ll wait.
…
There we go, you’ve read the whole thing.  Much more satisfying this way, isn’t it?  
Seriously though, thanks for reading the book, hope you liked it.  This was originally written as a Serial Novel, which means it was released in bits in pieces on the web where people either praised it or mocked its silliness.  If you’d like to be one of those people, or just keep reading before the sequel is published, you can do so at my website.
www.unillustrated.wordpress.com
Hope to see you there!
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